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While Baghdad anti-regime protest-
ers have clashed with riot police,
their supporters in Mosul are using

art to fight for change, with a new take on the
resistance anthem “Bella Ciao”. In a viral
music video clip, the World War II-era Italian
anti-fascist song has been tweaked to “Blaya
Chara”-meaning “no way out” in Iraqi dialect.
It captures the fatalistic sentiment many
young Iraqis hold towards their violence-torn
homeland.

“I don’t have heating, not a cent to spend.
Why would I even study if there’s no way
out?” sings one gaunt performer, huddled
under a blanket in a gutted building. Others in
the video, which has scored hundreds of
thousands of hits despite frequent internet
blackouts, hold up signs that read “Justice for
our martyrs” and “I want my rights.” Like
activists elsewhere, they borrow from popular
culture, donning the red jumpsuits and Dali
masks of the Spanish Netflix hit series La
Casa de Papel (Money Heist), which has
revived the Italian classic.

Much of Iraq, especially Baghdad and the

Shiite-majority south, has been gripped by a
wave of street protests since October 1, decry-
ing a lack of jobs, poor public services and
endemic corruption. But in Mosul, a mostly-
Sunni city recaptured from the Islamic State
jihadist group two years ago, social and politi-
cal pressures have kept demonstrators from
coming out in large numbers. “The song is an
artistic message of solidarity from Mosul to
the protesters to say: our hearts are with you,”
said 25-year-old Abdulrahman al-Rubaye, the
clip’s director. 

Creative resistance    
The video opens with a despondent

mechanic played by Mohammed Bakri, 26,
who heads the team of 14 performers that pro-
duced the song.  “We bought costumes, paint-
ed our own masks and filmed in the streets or
in our own homes,” said the father-of-two who
founded the performance troupe in 2016. He
has dreamed of taking to the streets to
demonstrate like his compatriots in Baghdad
and the south, but told AFP that “our situation
in Mosul is exceptional and we can’t protest”.

Sunni communities in the country’s north
and west have indeed stayed clear of the
protest movement, despite the desperate
state of public services there after years of
war and neglect. IS swept through their
hometowns in 2014 and the three-year battle
to oust the jihadists left neighborhoods and
public infrastructure in ruins. But residents
say any street protests would be met with
accusations that they are sympathetic to IS,
which could lead to a counter-terrorism
charge punishable by death.

Or, they fear, they could be painted as fans
of Saddam Hussein, the brutal ex-dictator
deposed in the US-led invasion of 2003 which
paved the way for the current political system.
Authorities in Baghdad have already cast the
protests as a nefarious conspiracy seeking to
bring “chaos” to Iraq. Without the street as an
option, Bakri turned to the screen.

“With art, we can support the movement
our own way. I think that this way, we can
speak in the name of all Iraqis,” he told AFP.
The team was able to produce the video in a
mere 12 hours and upload it just before

authorities cut off the internet.

Not afraid anymore   
For Jihan Mazouri, a 23-year-old student

and actress, her role in the film was “the least
she could do” to back peaceful protesters fur-
ther south. Her character, dressed in a black
robe and veil covering half her face, desper-
ately pulls handfuls of tissues as she sings
about “a future with no way out”.  “People
have died or gotten hurt in these peaceful
protests, so whatever we do is incomparable
to their huge national sacrifices,” she said.

After the success of the first video, Mazouri
and the rest of the team decided to see the
beating heart of Baghdad’s protests with their
own eyes. They travelled to the protest epicen-

tre, the capital’s Tahrir (Liberation) Square,
where they performed a classic Arabic ballad
by Lebanese diva Fayrouz. But, in another cre-
ative twist, their version is an ode to the now-
famous tuk-tuks, three-wheeled rickshaws
that have ferried wounded protesters to field
clinics or delivered food and water to those
occupying Tahrir.

Well over 300 people have lost their lives to
bullets and often lethal tear gas canisters, and
activists say they are being threatened, kid-
napped and assaulted. In Mosul, Rubaye, the
director, said Iraqis are becoming more brave.
“People have confidence in themselves and we
are not silent about what happens to us,” he
said. “We are not afraid anymore.” — AFP  

From Mosul to Baghdad, a song 
of Iraqi solidarity and resistance

Iraqi youths donning the red jumpsuits and Dali masks of the Spanish Netflix hit series La Casa de Papel (Money Heist), pre-
pare to perform a video clip in Arabic using the music of the famous Italian resistance song ‘Bella Ciao’ in the northern city
of Mosul. — AFP photos

AK-pop singer who was deported and barred
from South Korea for avoiding conscription
by becoming a US citizen should be allowed

to return after 17 years in exile, a court ruled Friday.
Steve Yoo was a hugely popular chart-topping singer
in the 1990s, but that changed when he became a
naturalized American shortly before he was to be
called up for military service in 2002, automatically
forfeiting his South Korean nationality and with it the
obligation to serve.

Every able-bodied South Korean man is required
to spend nearly two years in the military, often in
remote areas along the  border with the nuclear-
armed North. Service is widely unpopular but
regarded as an essential duty, and Yoo’s move trig-
gered widespread outrage. He was rapidly deported
to the US-he had spent much of his teenage years in
California-and has been refused South Korean visas
ever since.

Four years ago he sued to challenge the denials
and after losing twice in lower courts and mounting
an appeal to the Supreme Court, the Seoul High
Court ruled Friday that it “retracts the refusal to issue
a visa”. The decision paves the way for the former
star to return to the South, but the foreign ministry
said it plans to appeal, and “work closely with the
nation’s justice ministry and military manpower
administration” in the process. Yoo has apologized
repeatedly but a survey this year showed that almost
70 percent of South Koreans believe he should con-
tinue to be banned. 

It “took many, many years to finally realize I could
not please everyone,” Yoo wrote on his Instagram
last month. Koreans’ enduring resentment of him
stems from his former star status, said CedarBough
Saeji, a specialist in Asian languages and cultures at
Indiana University Bloomington. Celebrities “live
their life in the limelight”, she told AFP. “Yoo was
popular with men, too, for his tough and cool image.
He was a real role model for young men. “When he
decided to turn his back on his duty as a Korean man
it seemed to the public like he had taken their love
and returned it not with continued idol-worthy
behaviour, but with a slap in the face.” 

Losing teeth 
Previous court rulings in Yoo’s case have said his

return would “demoralize” troops and induce
teenagers to evade conscription. Decades after the
end of the 1950-53 Korean War, for many young
Korean men military service is an unwanted and
deeply resented intrusion that interferes with their
studies and career.  Refusing to serve is a crime in
the country, which is still technically at war with the
North. It can lead to imprisonment and stigma that
can affect social standing and employment prospects. 

But some South Koreans have taken extreme
measures to avoid conscription, including a dozen
music students who were caught last year deliberate-
ly putting on weight before their medical exam, hop-
ing to be declared too heavy for service. Others have
undergone unnecessary surgery, including extracting
their own teeth. And like Yoo, some - including adult
children of powerful lawmakers - have taken foreign
citizenships. — AFP 

Exiled K-pop star 
backed by court 
after draft-dodging

Lady Gaga, Justin Bieber, Gwen Stefani. The chart-
topping names come thick and fast as Justin Tranter
recalls the medley of global hits the US singer-song-

writer has written for a roll call of pop stars. As co-writer
of Bieber’s mega-hit “Sorry”, at one point in 2016, Tranter
had three songs in the top 10 of the Billboard Hot 100 of
best-selling hits in the United States. “It was so surreal, I
can’t really explain it,” Tranter said in a phone interview
with the Thomson Reuters Foundation from Los Angeles.

Yet it has been a long journey to reach the pinnacle of
the music business, Tranter said. And not always easy. “In
2016, I was 35, and I know that is young, but in the music
or entertainment business, it’s pretty late. “People, they
start counting you out. So for me to finally find that suc-
cess and to find it in such a crazy big way, it was almost so

overwhelming that it’s hard to explain.” Sunday marks
another landmark for Tranter.

The American Civil Liberties Union of Southern
California will present the songwriter with its Bill of Rights
award, the first time such an accolade has gone to a gen-
der non-conforming person - or someone who does not
dress or act according to gender stereotypes. For Tranter,
39, who uses the pronouns ‘they’ and ‘them’, being gender
non-conforming has always been part of life - even before
the term became more widespread. 

As a founding member of Semi Precious Weapons, a
rock band that achieved some success in the noughties,
Tranter’s stage look was “full make-up, 5-o’clock shadow
and 6-inch heels”. It was a look some heterosexual music
executives found hard to handle. “I faced blatant homo-
phobia and transphobia... on the streets all the time,”
Tranter said. “But in the business it was presented as
because, ‘We care about you; we are trying to help you
succeed.’

“Which is kind of hard to hear that the only way you
will succeed is if you be something that you are not.” Lady
Gaga was a huge fan, as was British supermodel Kate
Moss, but the band’s success began to falter, and Tranter
came close to leaving the music business altogether. Being
“luckily and delusionally positive”, Tranter narrowly avoid-
ed a switch to shop work and stuck with songs.

A hit written for band Fall Out Boy - “Centuries” -
opened doors and Tranter now works regularly with chart-

topping stars Selena Gomez and Britney Spears. Tranter
feels at home writing for women.

“I can relate to the feminine strength and the feminine
power. But I don’t know what it’s like to walk down the
street as a woman; I have my own experience, which has
been met with lots of positives and negatives.” And the
negatives began early.

As a child, Tranter had hair ripped out on the school
bus and was assaulted at high school. “In the middle of
class, two kids counted down from 10 and when they got
to zero, they stabbed me in the neck with two very sharp
pencils.” Tranter was the one who ended up in detention.
“The vice principal said to me I should think about what
I’m doing to cause this, and that the detention might help
me with that,” Tranter said.

“So basically telling me to stop being so feminine or so
gay - whatever word she would have chosen, that’s what I
felt she was saying to me.” Tranter recently performed at
Spirit Day, an event organized by US LGBT+ media moni-
toring organization GLAAD to highlight bullying of gay,
lesbian, bisexual or transgender young people.

“Over 80 percent of LGBTQ students experience bul-
lying,” Tranter said, looking back on the difficulties of
youth. “How life changing Spirit Day would have been to
me; to know that during those situations when I was being
blamed for my bullying, that there were people out there
that supported me, would have changed my entire life in an
instance.” — Reuters 

Atwo-day electronic music festival got underway
Saturday in the southern Tunisian desert where
the original Star Wars movie was filmed, drawing

thousands of fans and star DJs. As the sun set over the
lunar-like landscape of the Sahara desert in Tozeur
region near the Algerian border, people danced on dunes
in the town of Nefta under heavy police protection.
Tunisia’s tourism sector-which accounts for around seven
percent of GDP-was left reeling by jihadist attacks in
2015 on a museum and a tourist resort that left dozens
dead, including 59 foreigners.

But the sector has since rebounded on the back of
improved security, with an expected record total of nine
million people visiting the Mediterranean country in
2019, according to industry officials.  “I adore such festi-
vals in France but here in the desert and in the midst of
this landscape it is magical,” said Melissa Fleury, a 22-

year-old who travelled from France to attend. The festival
was first launched in 2014 but was put on hold the fol-
lowing year after the deadly attacks. It is organized by a
Franco-Tunisian hotelier with backing from the Tunisian
tourism ministry.

This year the festival-named “Les Dunes
Electroniques”-has drawn around 20 musicians, including
award-winning Swiss-Chilean DJ Luciano. Six thousands
concert goers are expected to attend the festival which
will run until Sunday. Fans are being treated to 30 hours of
non-stop electronic music from across the globe, including
traditional Tunisian rhythms, according to organizers. The
Tozeur region of southwest Tunisia where the festival is
taking place served as a set for Anakin Skywalker’s village
Mos Espa in the Star Wars films. — AFP 

Electronic music 
festival rocks 
Tunisian desert

People dance at the electronic music festival ‘Les Dunes
Electroniques’ at Ong Jmel, near the town of Nefta in
western Tunisia, where the original Star Wars film was
shot. — AFP photos
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A dee-jay plays at the electronic music festival ‘Les Dunes Electroniques’.


