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Abstract 

Palestinian refugee camps as sites of exceptional political practice has been 

excessively established in scholarly work (Agamben, Agier, Khalili, Hanafi). What is 

missing is a true architectural mapping in the field to be able to spatially 

understand how this space operates the political exception it resides within. My 

PhD research directly tackles the politics of architecture and spatial practices –

exercised by both the refugees and their host governments-- inside two specific 

Palestinian refugee camps, one each in Jordan and Lebanon. 

Ambitious fieldwork and critical mapping of the spatial chronology in each camp 

has been conducted throughout the PhD process. The fieldwork also included 

spatial interventions which directly addressed what shaped the Palestinian camp 

beginning from the relief-scale –-a defined 100m2 rectangle, being the UN’s official 

standard for individual housing plots within the camps—, tracing its 

transformation over 69 years of protracted refuge into a scale which transgresses 

the 100m2 plot boundary, stripping the camp from its relief scale and re-

appropriating it as a truly Palestinian one. It is in this, beyond the 100m2, where I 

claim the political resides in the camp as form, scale, and practice, which is termed 

in Arabic as ta’addi (encroach, exceed, violate), and which I reinterpret here as 

spatial violation.    

Drawing on from my working experience for UNWRA, and from now being a PhD 

by Design student engaged in proposing designs for these camps, my thesis aims 

to unravel the impact of host-government policies on the physical form of these 

camps, examining in particular the issues of control and vulnerability. 

Furthermore, I will be proposing an alternative method for analyzing these 

Palestinian camp-spaces, as well as suggesting new tools for designing and creating 

the necessary spatial interventions that can enhance the self-determination of 

refugees and the potential of their camp-spaces to offer resistance. 
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Impact Statement 

This research work which investigates the politics and spatialities of displacement 

and refuge was imagined as both a critical academic inquiry into a persistent global 

problem, especially today, and a new approach to studying, analysing and 

intervening in academic field research. Within the academic field, this research 

offers new insights into how displacement is managed both institutionally and 

locally within host geographies, and how refugee camps are designed and 

developed within a protraction of displacement. It addition, it offers a much-

needed architectural analysis – through mapping -- of the historical development 

of refugee spaces which has been largely missing within refugee studies in 

academia.  

The produced research, data, and knowledge can be utilized inside the academic 

field through offering examples of innovative methodologies of field work and 

interventions. Considering this research incorporates new, radical research 

methodologies, it has potential to generate future research inquiries into the 

subject matter which can take this work as a basis to reform and inform traditional 

forms of inquiry. In addition, the interdisciplinary nature of the research and 

outputs places the relevance of the work across various academic subject fields.  

Considering the topic of research is highly relevant to the global context today, 

many communities; both as refugees and hosts, can find a great deal of benefit 

from the work output in the form of generated data and actual physical 

interventions. The former can increase the knowledge and awareness of the 

communities into the precarity of displacement and refuge, and further encourage 

both the refugee and host communities to engage with each other in 

understanding and negotiating forms of co-habitation, which the designed 

interventions in this research addressed. 
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Within the global displacement we are facing today, Palestinian refugee camps 

stand out as exemplary spaces of refuge to be studied. According to UNHCR’s 

(United Nations High Commission for Refugees) 2017 figures, there are 65.6 million 

people forcibly displaced worldwide today, of those, there are 22.5 million 

refugees. Of those 22.5 million refugees, there are 5.3 million Palestinian refugees, 

amounting to 23.5% of the world’s total refugees. In addition to those stark figures, 

Palestinian refugee camps are the longest standing contemporary camp-spaces, 

reaching their 70th year of protracted displacement. Of the other refugee camps in 

the world, the Mayukwayukwa refugee settlement, located in the Kaoma District 

of Zambia’s Western Province, represents one of the second oldest refugee 

settlements after the Palestinian refugee camps. Mayukwayukwawas established 

in 1966; making it 52 years old.1 Needless to say, there are many attributes of the 

Palestinian displacement and refugee camps which make it stand out as a critical 

case of displacement. Of these elements, this research is interested in, and focused 

on, the spatiality of the Palestinian camps; their historical evolution and methods 

of production; ones which introduce urban spatial scenarios that surpass the 

traditionally imagined “humanitarian” spaces of refuge, as well as, locate the 

Palestinian camps within the thresholds of city-like urbanity.  What is this spatial 

element which is the central point around which this research revolves? To begin 

answering a multifaceted question as that, we must take apart the “spatial 

element” which resides inside the Palestinian camp, and adopt a historical inquiry, 

not in the traditional rhetoric whereby we draw a rigid linearity of the Palestinian 

camp’s spatial historicity, but instead follow a line of inquiry which resembles 

Foucault’s “archaeology.” Foucault, who focused his methodology on the social 

sciences (mainly the institutional treatments of psychological and mental illness), 

saw that the scientific history is discontinuous2, and cannot be understood only by 

the visible rules and institutions which give them categorization and definition (the 

structured episteme), but rather, can only be understood by uncovering the said 

                                                            
1 Please refer to http://www.unhcr.org/zambia.html.  
2 On “discontinuity,” Foucault says “Discontinuity – the fact that within the space of a few 
years a culture sometimes ceases to think as it had been thinking up till then and begins to 
think other things in a new way – probably begins with an erosion from outside, from that 
space which is, for thought, on the other side, but in which it has never ceased to think 
from the very beginning” (Foucault 1989: 56). 
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rules and mechanisms which are invisible, or cannot be pronounced (which can be 

attributed to Foucault’s “genealogy” as a successive, complimentary 

methodological inquiry to that of archaeology). In The Order of Things; where 

Foucault implemented the archaeological methodology to uncover the origins of 

the human sciences, the interest for him was not in adopting the historical analysis 

which is set against the established big ideas, discourses, or institutional structures 

which form and inform the discourse around specific inquiries, but instead, 

Foucault was interested in finding the small – almost invisible – events which are 

intrinsic to the specific object of inquiry, and further to the relational formations 

with and around the object of inquiry. It is important to highlight here that 

Foucault does not reject institutions, but situates them in his analysis as forms, or 

“systems of exclusion” towards the object of inquiry, thus affirming a “relation”  

(Foucault 1989). 

These are the new methods of writing history which can be termed in Foucault’s 

thought as “archaeology” and “genealogy.” Foucault, who was very concerned in 

studying the conditions of marginalized peoples, such as the mentally ill, 

homosexuals, prisoners, challenged the classical historical and philosophical 

inquiry which places the subject at the centre. For Foucault, it is the “conditions” 

imposed on the subjects, conditions of exclusion, which were in need of a 

deconstructive inquiry. He criticized the manner in which madness has been 

studied thus far, by separating it – from the normal -- or setting it aside which 

makes it an exterior object of study away from the normal, or reason. He saw 

madness instead as something to be studied in relation to everything else, the 

institutions that treat it, subjectify it, and the other discourses which play a part in 

defining madness. In other words, what Foucault was interested in understanding 

– where he believed knowledge resided -- was not in the subject-object itself but 

in the relations it has with exterior subjects-objects, and which inform their 

representation. Simply, Foucault is always interested in the “relationships,” in all 

the elements and practices which have an effect, or an influence on the subject of 
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study, which allows for the possibilities3 of definitions rather than concrete ones 

(Foucault 1989:xxiii). Furthermore, it is important to note here that these 

relationships are never seen as stable in Foucault’s thinking, and it is precisely this 

instability which contains the power-relations – to be discussed more elaborately 

here and in later chapters – that Foucault wants to unravel. This approach which 

rejects the centrality of the subject and the centrality of its established discourse, 

could present a problematic area by which we are unable to arrive at a stable 

definition. This emerges as a result of situating our inquiry within multiple 

discourses and relations of elements, thereby the ground on which we construct 

our inquiry and knowledge is unstable, as it begins and ends with a relational 

analysis, that which is in relation to everything else around; historical, current and 

future. Yet, this instability is the defining nature of our inquiry in this research, in 

that we are not interested in arriving at stable definitions and conditions. On the 

contrary, the research aims to emphasize that the Palestinian camp and any 

refugee camp for that matter will always be sitting on unstable grounds – political 

grounds -- in which many external forces, institutions, internal forces, and the 

reality of the existence of a political problem within that camp-space, guarantees 

that any attempts at establishing stable definitions will fail.4  

How can we imagine re-writing the spatial history of the camp? whereby we accept 

an instability of definitions intertwined with the instability of the political state, 

and arrive instead at definitions that transcend the traditional forms of 

categorizations and identities produced by the institutions which aim at 

maintaining a clear, rigid order of the camp’s space What has been a common 

response to this institutional knowledge and categorization of the Palestinian 

camps is a counter, or opposing terminology to the former ones; for example re-

current terminologies in scholarly work (Agier, Sanyal, Hanafi, Misselwitz, Petti & 

Hilal, Abourahme) echo terms such as temporary vs. permanent, formal vs. 

                                                            
3 Possibilities here can be interpreted as potentials, a term which concerns both Foucault 
and Agamben. Possibility and potential involve a process, whereby elements are operative 
and can adopt various meanings and effects at once depending on their locality within the 
larger milieu of elements inside the camp.  
4 The term camp-space and its relation to the political problem will be elaborated in 
Chapter 1.  
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informal, imposed vs. subjective, camp vs. city. What remains unsatisfactory in this 

approach is the fact that it creates an oppositional terminology based on the same 

exact institutional structures which they are opposing, since the act of opposition 

merely validates the things we are opposing as such, as it remains embedded in 

those institutional structures. What this research is interested in developing 

instead, is a spatial terminology based on the process of negotiating those 

instituted mechanisms in the field as opposed to opposing them, both on the 

micro-daily scale and the macro-event scale. In other words, the research 

investigates the nuances of making space inside the Palestinian camp, while 

negotiating both the institutional structures of management and control – 

represented in this research by the UNRWA (United Nations Relief and Works 

Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East) and the host governments, as well 

as, the protraction of displacement which represents the precarious political state 

– grounds -- the Palestinian refugee finds himself/herself occupying.  These 

negotiations, against institutional mechanisms, categories and time, constitute the 

spatial politics inside the Palestinian camp. Thus, the historical question – the 

questioning of the historical mechanisms which contributed in making the 

spatiality of the Palestinian camp -- is taken apart and analysed against the 

question of spatial politics (negotiations with conditioning forces, the UNRWA and 

the Host Government) inside the Palestinian camp. Rather than stating the 

obvious, for example that the Palestinian camp has reached an urban density 

beyond what a camp is supposed to look like, which has caused the adoption by 

many scholars of the term camp-cities5 (Agier, Hanafi, Misselwitz, Al-Qutub), I am 

interested instead in putting categories aside, while investigating and analysing the 

processes and relations making the Palestinian camp-space. The processes include 

investigating the historical dimension (including the establishment of camps, UN 

resolutions, UNRWA definitions and regulations, host country policies, and such), 

while the relations represent everything negotiated between the former and the 

actual manifestation of space inside the camp by the refugees. Indeed, the 

                                                            
5 The term “camp-cities” has enabled scholars to identify the Palestinian camp with a 
familiar urban category, making it easier to understand the camp on the basis that we 
understand the city. Yet, as I have mentioned this is erroneous as it dismisses categories of 
spatial conditions possible only in the Palestinian camp.   
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question then transcends the obvious, and rather than saying the camp looks like 

a city or like a village, it is now more pressing to reject the given and ask the 

research question of why does the Palestinian camp look like this? This requires a 

re-examination of the spatial evolution of Palestinian camp-spaces.  

It is in this way of analysis and thinking that I am inspired to conduct my research 

inquiry into the spatial politics of the Palestinian camp. I am looking to 

architecturally map institutional mechanisms and discourse by which the camps 

were established, maintained, and reformed always in relations to the refugees’ 

own mechanisms of making space from the moment of departure and into 

occupying these camps. Furthermore, these institutional mechanisms will be 

analysed from the perspective of always revealing their “forms--modes of 

conditioning” (utilizing Foucault’s forms of exclusion) the spatiality of the camp the 

refugees produced.  

To summarize, for this research I am interested in studying the making of the 

spatial form of the Palestinian camp against three main immediate stakeholders, 

the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near 

East (UNRWA), the host governments (namely Jordan and Lebanon for this 

research), and the Palestinian refugees inhabiting the camps. Here again, the 

research is inspired by yet another Foucauldian analytical tool to treat the three 

stakeholders, that of comparison. In The Order of Things, Foucault describes two 

forms of comparison, measurement and order. This research is concerned with the 

latter, whereby order between the three stakeholders can be established on 

multiple occurrences while placing the construction of order around the spatial 

element in the Palestinian camp, its changing modes and processes along a 

protraction. Foucault explains order saying “comparison by means of order is a 

simple act which enables us to pass from one term to another, then to a third, etc., 

by means of an ‘absolutely uninterrupted’ movement. In this way we establish 

series in which the first term is a nature that we may intuit independently of any 

other nature; and in which the other terms are established according to increasing 

differences” (Foucault 1989:59). Situating this inside the Palestinian camp, and the 
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investigation of the spatial politics would mean to firstly map the historical 

establishment of each of the stakeholders which are interlinked. Secondly, map 

the changing modes of their spatial intervention inside the camps along events and 

occurrences. This way, we would be able to describe – reveal – the order in 

accordance with tides of spatial production, i.e. spatial negotiations. As illustrated, 

space and spatial production—intervention will act as the common denominator 

amongst the three stakeholders, while maintaining the line of negotiation – 

emanating from the production of space – as the determination of order. It is 

important to highlight here that this “order” we are interested in mapping 

fluctuates against tides of politics and the political, and which will be discussed in 

the next sections.  

In the following section, I will outline the theoretical and philosophical approach 

which has enabled the research to unravel the aforementioned mechanisms and 

modes, by providing a form-ative approach to complement Foucault’s thoughts 

namely the dispositif, which will inform the design of the field methodology – 

approach -- as well as, the subsequent field interventions. 

 

 

Theoretical Approach 

 

Recently, scholars have been utilizing Giorgio Agamben’s “state of exception” to 

explain what is happening inside the refugee camp. The idea of a specific group of 

people being set aside (reminiscent of Foucault’s mentally ill being set aside to be 

studied) by being excluded from the juridical order and rights the State bestows 

on its citizens, and yet at the same time, being included in the State by the act of 
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exclusion is what encompasses the “state of exception” for Agamben. The act of 

exclusion requires a validation from the State for it to happen thus it remains 

included within the State’s apparatus, which causes the ambiguous state of 

exclusion-inclusion the refugee inhabits. This act of setting aside or excluding, is 

executed by the sovereign; the one who creates the rules of exclusion-inclusion 

(Agamben 1995, 2005). This line of theory reduces the refugee to what Agamben 

calls homo sacer, embodied in the bare life – zoe –, that which can be killed but 

not sacrificed according to Roman law, as opposed to qualified life – bios -- which 

could also be termed political life (Agamben 1995:73,82).  

 

The line of thinking that has been utilized in refugee studies revolved around the 

two main concepts in Agamben, an “exceptional state” decided and controlled by 

the sovereign and a “homo sacer” he who resides in that state of exception, and 

whose life is sacred in the sense that he can be killed without reprimand. The state 

of homo sacer happens because of a consecration – making sacred. The act of 

consecration means that something is taken away from the human sphere or use 

and into the sacred sphere; from the profane into the sacred; and places the 

consecrated in the divine sphere whereby it can no longer be used in the common-

human sphere and only returned to the Gods (Agamben 1995:47,48,50). Yet, 

because this homo sacer is inside the state – space – of exception, its consecration 

is also exceptional in that it is taken away from the human sphere (set aside) but 

is not brought into the divine sphere even though it undergoes a process of 

“becoming sacred.” Since the homo sacer is someone who can be killed without 

one committing a crime in his killing, he is not of a sacred value. Yet since he resides 

in an exceptional state away from the human sphere where the State law is upheld, 

he is undergoing a process of consecration, i.e. made sacred by separating it from 

the human sphere. Agamben admits to the ambiguity of the homo sacer process 

whereby on one hand he is taken away from the State – citizens – sphere, affirming 

a sacredness, but at the same time does not possess the sacred values which 

render him un-sacrificial, in other words, not sacred and back to the human sphere 

(Ibid:72). For Agamben, this is another indistinction of exclusion-inclusion, as he 

identifies it in Profanations “The same is true of the term sacer. It indicates that 

which, through the solemn act of sactatio or devotio (when a commander 
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consecrates his life to the gods of the underworld in order to ensure victory), has 

been given over to the gods and belongs exclusively to them. And yet, in the 

expression homo sacer, the adjective seems to indicate an individual who, having 

been excluded from the community, can be killed with impunity but cannot be 

sacrificed to the gods. What exactly has occurred here” (Agamben 2007:78). 

 

This act of consecration is directly linked to another concept which concerns 

Agamben that of profanation, and which can offer a passageway to understanding 

the ambiguity surrounding the sovereign act of consecrating while at the same 

time profaning the homo sacer. Agamben asserts that for something to become 

profane – non-sacred – it must be brought back to the use of the common (Ibid:82). 

In the case of the homo sacer, his consecration was manifested in his body being 

set aside from the human sphere, while his profanation was demonstrated 

through permitting his killing without committing a crime as if giving the homo 

sacer body away to the people to “play with.” This transition between sacred to 

profane is a process dependent on a decision (by the sovereign in the case of 

Agamben’s homo sacer), yet for this research I will attempt to reject the form of 

the sovereign as the decision maker “to profane.” Instead, I will illustrate how “the 

decision making” to transfer something from the sacred to the profane inside the 

Palestinian camp involves a process of spatial violations by the refugees. Indeed, it 

is this agency of refugees which can overlap with agencies of the sovereign, here 

demonstrated as profaning the sacred spatial rules of the UNRWA and the host 

governments where I believe Agamben falls short when discussing the camp. 

Although Agamben is clear about the ambiguous state of homo sacer between 

sacred and profane, he does not focus this ambiguity on the “space” where the 

acts of consecration and profanation take place. The “space” here represented by 

the “camp,” is the source of this ambiguity since the camp is a space where the 

paradoxical political state of being unfolds and takes a material-spatial form. The 

political, that which both mediates and opposes the paradoxical state of 

displacement is the reason why both acts of consecration and profanation are 

possible in the camp.  
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In Agamben’s thought, the thing that is being consecrated by profanation is the 

human, the zoe – bare life -- which is the source of potentiality as soon as it is 

suspended by the sovereign and the State law. Since this act of suspension 

removes the bare life from the “use” of the State whereby no State laws apply to 

that life, it is then exposed to a new use, one which has potentiality inscribed in it. 

Agamben explains “For to profane means not simply to abolish and erase 

separations but to learn to put them to a new use, to play with them. The classless 

society is not a society that has abolished and lost all memory of class differences 

but a society that has learned to deactivate the apparatuses of those differences 

in order to make a new use possible, in order to transform them into pure means” 

(Ibid:87). Yet, Agamben has not provided us with a clear explanation of why this 

bare life is full of potentiality and what is it that allows it to acquire new uses. The 

closest explanation to the prior question I was able to find was a critical reflection 

by Liven De Cauter and Rudi Laermans6 whereby they contend that there is already 

a missing process occurring in “bare life” which Agamben dismisses, that is the 

process of culture. This embedded culturing in the bare life is what allows it to 

potentially adopt new uses or new forms. What this alludes to is that there is 

already existing knowledge in the subject-object which allows it to gain agency 

towards new uses and forms. I will talk about this idea of existing knowledge more 

in later chapters, as it will form one of the concepts of the field interventions.  

 

Agamben explains in his book Potentialities, anything potential is only potential 

because of a privation, an impotential (Agamben 1999:179). His concern is with 

language, the act of speech to be precise, and the potentiality to say what was 

never written which Agamben reverberating Plato calls in his book “the thing 

itself.” “The thing itself” also exists in a paradoxical state just like the homo sacer 

whereby “One could say, with an apparent paradox, that the thing itself, while in 

some way transcending language, is nevertheless possible only in language and by 

virtue of language: precisely the thing of language” (Ibid:31). Therefore, it is 

possible to assert that potentiality can only exist in an existing mode, or set of 

knowledge without which it is not possible for the potential to have agency to 

                                                            
6 See Liven De Cauter and Rudi Laermans’ The Return to the State of Nature, 19 May, 2009: 
http://www.theberlage.nl/events/details/2009_05_19_the_return_to_the_state_of_nature 
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realize itself. Here, I would make the connection to Foucault’s conviction that a 

creative act is possible only through overlapping existing knowledge on top of each 

while applying strategic directions. In his debate with Noam Chomsky on the 

question of Human Nature, Foucault disagrees with Chomsky that humans have an 

inert creativity inside of them which allows them to acquire language, and instead 

offers the explanation whereby “Creativity only becomes possible thanks to a 

system of rules: it is not a mixture of order and freedom. Freedom can only be truly 

exercised thanks to a system of regularity” (Human Nature: Justice versus Power, 

Noam Chomsky debates with Michel Foucault, 1971). 

 

To conclude our thought on the acts of consecration and profanation, two things 

of profanation interest us in this research, the “process” by which something 

became profane; of common use and no longer sacred, and secondly the 

ambiguous “state” of being profane inside the Palestinian camp. The research will 

illustrate through mapping the production of space by the three stakeholders that 

the act of profanation inside the camp undergoes a reversal process whereby while 

it profanes the sacred, here being the UNRWA and host government’s spatial rules 

and regulations, it does not give it back to the common use but rather takes it from 

the common and to the private sphere, that of the refugee shelter because of the 

land status being one of “right of use7.” This is one of the camp’s exceptionalities 

in which it is very difficult for a theory or a concept to uphold its defined meaning 

and form once unfolded in the camp, which does not mean that it loses it 

altogether inside the camp, it just gets reformed. What happens inside the 

Palestinian camp is the simultaneous existence of three modes of producing space 

while undergoing acts of consecration and profanation. The consecration is viewed 

as upholding rules and regulations of the camp-space towards a spatial state of 

conditioning by UNRWA and a state of regulation and control by the host 

governments. Therefore, profanation in the Palestinian camp is seen as dismissing 

those designed rules and regulations by the refugees utilized through acts of 

spatial violation and which will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3. 

  

                                                            
7 For a detailed discussion on the “right of use,” see Chapter 1: mashaa’ = right-of-use. 
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The paradoxical state by which the homo sacer is made and exists can be translated 

in the Palestinian camp as the constant interplay between the stakeholders’ spatial 

modes, whereby the host government and the UNRWA (to a lesser extent) counter 

the refugee’s act of profanation by spatial violations, towards bringing the camp’s 

spatiality back to its sacred state of spatial conditioning and control. Again, this will 

be illustrated elaborately through text and mapping in Chapters 2 and 3 where the 

element of spatial “scale” takes centre stage in the push and pull of producing 

space inside the camp. 

This interplay between sacred—profane and vice versa indicates a clear 

negotiation occurring in the process, but what type of negotiation exactly. How did 

the refugees arrive at a negotiating agency and by what means? It is evident from 

the wealth of literature on refugees and refugee camps that the agency by which 

refugees are able to negotiate their state is not freely given to them but 

appropriated by the refugees themselves using different means. What has been 

developed in this research is that it is through the spatial politics that is making 

and re-making space inside the camp, which upholds the political and guarantees 

the negotiating agency for the refugees. To be able to clearly understand this 

process-production of space and negotiating agency, an adoption as theory and 

research methodology of the concepts dispositif and play is required. The choice 

of these concepts is purposeful as they offer the best tool for unfolding the 

research question which entails investigating modes and states of security, 

control, management, resistance, revolution, and potentiality of which the 

spatiality of the camp is implicated with. Here, we shall discuss the concept of 

dispositif as a philosophical concept and formation aiding and informing the 

research’s theoretical approach. The concept of dispositif brings together a 

number of key philosophers including Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze, and Giorgio 

Agamben in search of ways to explain power and its form of existence and 

manifestation in the social field—the field of people under institutional structures 

of control. Many scholars have reflected on the concept of dispositif—many times 

referred to as apparatus, in search of ways to understand space, the city, and 

power. There are also scholars who utilized the concept – albeit more loosely – to 

talk about the Palestinian camp (Sheikh Hassan, Hanafi, Ramadan, Petti, 
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Abourahme, Martin, Oesch). What has been missing in those scholarly reflections 

is the analysis of the concept on the micro-scale of the camp’s spatiality, as well 

as, a manifestation of the conceptual theory into space as an experimental and 

investigative tool. Yet, is it important to transfer theoretical concepts and 

approaches to the field. I would argue that in the case of the refugee camp it is 

paramount, as many scholars have indicated in their respective works on refugee 

camps that there is a need for a new approach to both researching the camp and 

intervening in it (UNHCR Innovation and Towards a global compact on refugees, 

UNRWA 2004 Geneva conference, Kibreab 1985). For example, Peter Gatrell 

although concerned specifically about the historians’ writings on refugees points 

to the gap in historical writing about refugees, due to the fact that historians are 

not able to think refugees and displacement beyond the nation state. Inspired and 

at the same time confronted by the recent mass displacements which were 

overwhelmingly transferred through oceans, he offers an alternative to the nation-

state analysis of refugees’ displacement and its causes by way of “thinking through 

oceans.” Gatrell offers an explanation saying, “This perspective offers a means of 

interrogating the meanings attached to population displacement and thinking 

about cultural and social linkages across time and space” (Gatrell 2016:172). What 

is important for us in this research is the emphasis on “interrogating the meanings 

attached” which is shared by many other refugee scholars (Agier, UCL’s refugee 

hosts, Campus in Camps--Dheisheh camp, Boano) whereby categories, definitions, 

field methodologies and analysis, as well as humanitarian interventions have 

become part of the problem rather than the solution. This can be attributed to 

many elements, the more crucial ones being the fact that refugee camps have 

become many, and of large scales as in Baqa’a camp ( 119 registered refugees, 

Zaa’tari camp (78,994 persons of concern), and Dadaab refugee complex (235,269 

registered refugees and asylum seekers)8. In addition, the state of refuge – living 

in a refugee camp – has become protracted as UNHCR estimates “the average 

duration of major refugee situations, protracted or not, has increased: from 9 

years in 1993 to 17 years in 2003” (UNHCR EXCOM 2004). This protraction has 

caused the emergence of spatial scenarios in humanitarian contexts, which are 

                                                            
8 Figures were obtained from UNRWA and UNHCR websites.  
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beyond the comprehension of UN humanitarian standardised solutions.9 The third 

element which I take as a motivation for doing this research is the fact that there 

are rarely any studies in refugee camps which combine theoretical concepts, 

research methodology, and field interventions as a symbiotic approach to 

academic research, which has created various gaps within the academic discourse. 

It is thus important to highlight here before I delve into the theoretical concepts 

adopted, that my approach for this research aims at both filling in the gap existing 

in spatial studies of refugee camps, by proposing a new approach which challenges 

the traditionally adopted field methodologies in spatial studies, as well as, 

challenges the instituted mechanisms imposed on researchers when conducting 

fieldwork and research inside refugee camps.  It is also meant to illustrate the 

importance of intervening spatially in the field as a research methodology so as to 

reveal the existing invisible contradictions of inhabiting refugee camps, since they 

have reached a spatial scale which renders them complex and challenging to 

decipher.     

So, what is this dispositif10, and how is it crucial as a theoretical and methodological 

tool to understanding the camp’s spatiality. As mentioned earlier, I will focus my 

discussion of the concept of dispositif within the thinking and writings of three key 

philosophers, Foucault, Deleuze and Agamben, while linking and examining each 

of the philosopher’s approach to the term until I reach a synthesis of the concept 

towards my inquiry and research. The term dispositif as a philosophical concept 

and inquiry occupied Foucault’s thinking starting from the mid-1970s, as a concept 

– form – to understand and analyse governmentality and the mechanisms by which 

men are governed. At the centre of his preoccupation with the term are once again 

the relations and the forms of power which reside inside the dispositif. This is an 

obvious continuation of Foucault’s line of inquiry and methodology – archaeology 

and genealogy -- whereby he brings to prominence the importance to investigate 

relations between elements including subjects-objects, so as to reveal and unpack 

                                                            
9 Please refer to UNRWA 2004 Geneva conference, UNRWA Infrastructure & Camp 
Improvement Programme, both of which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 2. 
10 Michel Foucault uses both the terms dispositif and apparatus to indicate the same, 
while Giorgio Agamben offers a differentiation between the two terms. For this research I 
will opt to use both terms interchangeably like Foucault, to facilitate the theoretical 
descriptions more easily.  
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knowledge indistinguishable through the linearity of historical thinking which we 

have attended to and discussed earlier in this chapter. Foucault’s only offer of a 

definition of dispositif (also referred to as apparatus) which is said to be quite 

abstract, can be found in a conversation entitled The Confession of the Flesh11 

whereby he states “What I'm trying to pick out with this term is, firstly, a 

thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, 

architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific 

statements, philosophical, moral and philanthropic propositions - in short, the said 

as much as the unsaid. Such are the elements of the apparatus. The apparatus 

itself is the system of relations that can be established between these elements. 

Secondly, what I am trying to identify in this apparatus is precisely the nature of 

the connection that can exist between these heterogeneous elements. …Thirdly, I 

understand by the term 'apparatus' a sort of -shall we say- formation which has as 

its major function at a given historical moment that of responding to an urgent 

need. The apparatus thus has a dominant strategic function” (Foucault 1980:194-

195). It is my conviction that Foucault meant to keep the concept of the dispositif 

open-ended not only because it came later in his writings and passed away before 

he was able to finalize his thoughts on it, but I believe it is because it is specifically 

the nature of the dispositif to remain somewhat abstract and mobile. From 

Foucault, we can elucidate the three elements making the dispositif-apparatus as 

such:  

1. The heterogeneous elements by which the dispositif is made; 

2. The nature and form of the relationship between these elements inside 

the dispositif;  

3. An adopted orientation of the dispositif; which corresponds to an urgent 

need.       

                                                            
11 In Foucault, Michel. 1989. The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the human sciences. 
London, New York: Routledge.  

 

26



 

Before we move towards Deleuze’s and Agamben’s reflections on dispositif, I want 

to situate the three elements of Foucault’s dispositif inside the Palestinian camp, 

and the research inquiry. As the research is concerned with answering the question 

of, why does the Palestinian camp look like this. It is appropriate to conceptually 

unpack this question within the three elements of the dispositif. Correspondingly 

to what Foucault identified in the dispositif, in the spatiality of the Palestinian 

camp the heterogeneous elements are embodied in everything that makes a 

camp-space including the bounded camp territory, the UNRWA spatial standards 

and regulations, the host government policies towards Palestinian refugees and 

their camps along with their progressive “modes” of spatial interventions inside 

the camps, and the refugees’ “modes” of spatial production and survival 

mechanisms. Although the elements making the dispositif inside the Palestinian 

camp are many, I will intend to strategically focus on the aforementioned ones as 

they will inform the research question more accurately. The nature and spatial 

form of the relations between the camp’s heterogeneous elements consist of acts 

aiming at diminishing the humanitarian crisis by the UNRWA, regulating and 

controlling the refugees’ movement and agency inside the camp by the host 

governments, and a dismissal-by countering the aforementioned conditioning 

relations by the refugees. We can deduct that the essence of the nature of these 

relations is a spatial negotiation. The third element of the dispositif which 

illustrates an orientation and strategic function inside the camp is and can only be 

a refugee product. This is due to the fact that he/she is the daily inhabitant of that 

space, captured within a political milieu which assigns the refugee as not only 

unworthy of political value, but worse, un-permitted of political agency as long as 

he/she resides inside the camp. 

It is here that we can move towards Deleuze and Agamben’s elaborations of the 

concept of dispositif which will help us reveal the nature of power in the relational 

state of the camp’s dispositif, and further offer preliminary definitions towards 

three central terms which will be used throughout the thesis and which definitions 

are formulated in specificity to the Palestinian camp-space and the camp dispositif. 

The terms of concern are politics, the political, and spatial politics, while constantly 

associating them to the specific nature of power in the camp’s dispositif. To 
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simplify matters, I found that the best way to delineate the term dispositif for this 

research is to first describe each philosopher’s approach, while constantly 

returning to Foucault, and secondly contextualize both approaches within our 

specific spatial inquiry.  

For Giorgio Agamben, tracing the historical etymology of the term dispositif was 

important to inform his understanding of it. Agamben undertakes an investigation 

of the Foucauldian term within the field of theology which leads him to the term 

oikonomi (meaning management or administration of oikos (the home)) in 

Christian theology. Oikonomia is a term meant to clarify and separate between the 

substance of God (as One) and his oikonomia—which is the way he administers the 

world as triple (Agamben 2009). Agamben says “The theologians slowly got 

accustomed to distinguishing between a “discourse—or logos—of theology” and 

a “logos of economy.” Oikonomia became thereafter an apparatus through which 

the Trinitarian dogma and the idea of a divine providential governance of the world 

were introduced into the Christian faith” (Ibid:10). He then connects the Greek 

term oikonomia with the Latin Dispositio which the Latin Fathers used in their 

writings whereby Agamben explains that “The “dispositifs” about which Foucault 

speaks are somehow linked to this theological legacy. They can be in some way 

traced back to the fracture that divides and, at the same time, articulates in God 

being and praxis, the nature or essence, on the one hand, and the operation 

through which He administers and governs the created world, on the other” 

(Ibid:11). As we can see, this dual nature of concepts is consistent in Agamben’s 

thinking, which is suitable and required for studying the camp-space as it is always 

in a relationship of negotiation with the elements that make it. To continue 

Agamben’s line of thought, he uses the term “economy” to refer to the 

management aspect of oikonomia, which alludes to the existence of a negotiation 

in the management, one based on capturing value which most economies are 

predicated on. I shall come back to this oikonomia by contextualizing it in my 

spatial inquiry, but let us turn to Deleuze’s delineation of the term dispositif.  
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In Two Regimes of Madness: Texts and Interviews 1975-1995, a collection of 

Deleuze’s work over 20 years, an essay entitled “What is a Dispositif” illuminates 

Deleuze’s interest and occupation with the Foucauldian term. Although Deleuze 

builds on Foucault’s definition of dispositif, he nonetheless finds interest in specific 

aspects of the dispositif which are the multiplicity (non-centrality) of the dispositif 

form, as well as, its continuous production of new relations and uses which he 

terms “becomings” through the plugging in of new “lines of force.” Deleuze 

explains that “Each apparatus is therefore a multiplicity where certain processes 

in becoming are operative and are distinct from those operating in another 

apparatus. …Each apparatus is thus defined by its content of newness and 

creativity, which at the same time indicates its ability to change or even to break 

for the sake of a future apparatus unless, on the contrary, there is an increase of 

force to the hardest, most rigid and solid lines. …We belong to these apparatuses 

and act in them. The newness of an apparatus in relation to those preceding it is 

what we call its currency, our currency. The new is the current. The current is not 

what we are but rather what we become, what we are in the process of becoming, 

in other words the Other, our becoming-other” (Deleuze 2007: 344,345). Deleuze 

and Guattari utilize the form of Rhizome to illustrate the behaviour of dispositif 

while attesting to the rhizome’s lack of a centrality or points, as well as, its constant 

ability to keep growing through rhizome lines deviating, lines bifurcating, or lines 

plugging into other dispositifs thus affirming its multiplicity. The rhizome is also 

only definable “in relation” to other external rhizomes or elements, while at the 

same time the internal lines of the rhizome contain relationships between them. 

It is clear that for all three philosophers, the dispositif is definable only in relation 

to something else. In fact, its “strategic function” which allows for its elements to 

change direction or increase, are always doing that in relation to something 

exterior. Deleuze and Guattari’s seminal book A Thousand Plateaus is a literal 

embodiment of the rhizome form and nature whereby they claim “We will never 

ask what a book means, as signified or signifier; we will not look for anything to 

understand in it. We will ask what it functions with, in connection with what other 

things it does or does not transmit intensities, in which other multiplicities its own 

are inserted and metamorphosed, and with what bodies without organs it makes 

its own converge. …All we talk about are multiplicities, lines, strata and 
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segmentarities, lines of flight and intensities, machinic assemblages and their 

various types, bodies without organs and their construction and selection, the 

plane of consistency, and in each case the units of measure. …Not only do these 

constitute a quantification of writing, but they define writing as always the 

measure of something else” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987:4). The interest for 

Deleuze in the dispositif is its machinic nature which are made from 1. Curves of 

visibility, 2. Curves of utterance, 3. Lines of force, and 4. Lines of Subjectivation 

(Deleuze 2007:338). These components which are in line with Foucault’s 

components of a dispositif all behave in a strategic way whereby Deleuze compares 

them to Raymond Roussel’s machines as “machines that make one see and talk” 

(Ibid:339). Deleuze even draws a direct link to architecture through the “curves of 

visibility” saying “Each apparatus has its regimen of light, the way it falls, softens 

and spreads, distributing the visible and the invisible, generating or eliminating an 

object, which cannot exist without it. This is not only true of painting but of 

architecture as well: the “prison apparatus” as an optical machine for seeing 

without being seen” (Ibid). Here again we find the emphasis on the strategic nature 

of direction in the apparatus elements.  

What the three philosophers discern is that the term dispositif is both a process 

and an object, yet what distinguishes it from other objects is the lack of a central 

point which means there is no hierarchy between the dispositif elements. This non-

centrality gives the dispositif its elasticity and allows for relationships between the 

elements inside the dispositif whereby they are both reinforcing and redefining the 

power in them and between them, as well as, the power relation with an exterior 

object. The nature of the dispositif on the other hand is one of arrangement and 

management, the former is a Deleuzian description – referred to as agencement -

- while the latter is from Agamben’s oikonomia. Yet both refer to some 

organizational behaviour based on power relations meant to maintain a stability – 

balance – through the arrangement and interplay (management) of the dispositif 

elements.  
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How do we translate this inside the Palestinian camp? To begin, we must clearly 

discern what it is in the Palestinian camp that behaves as a dispositif. What I 

contend and attempt to illustrate in this research is that the spatiality of the camp 

is the dispositif, both its form – scale – and its mode(s) of production. What binds 

the two central elements of “scale” and “modes of production” is the essence of 

the dispositif, its management and arrangement behaviour which is always aimed 

at capturing a value, the political in this case while ensuring a stability or balance. 

In the Palestinian camp’s case this economy of management which has negotiation 

in it can be best illustrated by the spatial evolution of the camp which combines 

the modes of spatial production of the three stakeholders. Chapter 3 in this thesis 

is dedicated to illustrating this spatial evolution yet I will briefly utilize it here to 

explain how this camp’s spatiality behaves as a dispositif inside what I intentionally 

term the “camp-space.” This I contend allows for the most effective political to 

emerge inside the Palestinian camp demonstrated in the negotiating agency for 

the refugees with the host governments and the UNRWA. If the spatial politics is 

the “process” of spatial negotiations between the three stakeholders through the 

interaction of three different modes of spatial production, the political is the actual 

agency – power – which each possesses during spatial conflicts. The latter is the 

product of the former. 

Figure P-1 presents the essence of spatial politics inside the Palestinian camp, 

embodied in the transition from the ordered UNRWA parameters of space 

regulated through a grid form which I term the relief-scale, and into one which 

transgress those imposed parameters to create its own order culminated in what 

I term the political-scale. The actual process of transition involves a latent 

negotiation with the camp-space as refuge and territory through continuously 

expanding beyond the spatial standards of humanitarianism utilizing acts of 

“spatial violation.” These acts which involve encroachment beyond the standards 

is where the political resides. The political in this sense is the constant 

management of the political state of displacement inside a host geography of 

“right of use” through spatial means. More simply, it is the acquired agency 

through the daily negotiation that the refugee encounters with his/her camp-

space, whereby he/she is always in search of ways to expand the humanitarian and 
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host government spatial parameters to respond to a need. The need in this case 

where the camp is bounded by a border (delineated by the host government) and 

internal parameters (delineated by the UNRWA as individual family plots of 96-

100m2 granted to each refugee family) which are to be adhered to and not 

encroached upon, is a need for more space to accommodate the natural growth 

of the refugee family. This need changes with protraction of displacement and 

takes on different forms which will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3: Value-

Economy of spatial violations. 

 

  

 

 

Figure P-1 

Showing the camp’s transition from a relief-scale (L) adhering to the UNRWA ordered grid 
and into a political-scale (R) which expands beyond the UNRWA grid lines as refugees built 
up space inside their protracted state of refuge.  

Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 

 

What enables the transition from the relief-scale to the political-scale are 

ingenious acts of producing space which act on the micro-scale of the camp’s 

spatiality whereby every centimetre of deviated cement, every threshold, every 
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step is negotiated both horizontally and vertically.12 This spatial negotiation is 

where the essence of the dispositif as management – oikonomia -- and 

arrangement –agencement – takes a true material form. There exists a lack of 

actual spatial mappings and interrogations of dispositif in the philosophers’ work, 

while it is a central consideration in this thesis to bridge the gap between theory 

and practice, both seen as modes of research and investigation.  

To conclude our thought on oikonomia – spatial management -- in the Palestinian 

camp we can say that the 96-100m2 UN plot can be considered as the first order 

of oikonomia-management of household. It is then augmented – through acts of 

spatial violation – into a scale larger than that of the 96-100m2 while remaining a 

household, thus remaining in a state of oikonomia. We can imagine the first scale 

of oikonomia – 96-100m2-plot- in the camp-space as the micro-dispositif while the 

second scale beyond the 96-100m2 as the macro-dispositif. What happens in the 

second scale is that the political (daily spatial negotiations towards expanding the 

refuge space and refugee agency) transforms from one of household management 

and into one of camp management, from a micro-dispositif and into a macro-

dispositif. The fact that the “whole” camp land is a ‘right of use’ allows the 

dispositif oikonomia to behave differently whereby it is now in a relation beyond 

the shelter plot and enters new ones with other camp elements. The relations of 

the micro-dispositif mainly entail negotiations with other refugees (internal), once 

it is juxtaposed to the macro-scale it begins to have an agency to negotiate 

(externally) with the host government and the UNRWA. As soon as it reaches a 

political-scale it becomes un-regulated and “out of control” of the host 

government because these dense scales conceal (mitigate) the vulnerability of the 

refugee inside his controlled space during episodes of conflict. This is where we 

can define political as the negotiating agency with the host government and the 

UNRWA facilitated by building a spatial scale beyond the standards and 

parameters of control and surveillance. I will illustrate examples from the two 

                                                            
12 These spatial negotiations and mediations on the micro-scale are discussed in detail in 
Chapters 3 and 4 whereby they can be seen as forms of micro-dispositifs. 
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camps chosen as case studies in this research (being Baqa’a camp in Jordan and 

Burj el Barajneh camp in Lebanon) in Chapters 3 and 4.  

The last element within the dispositif that I would like to discuss here and which 

informs the field interventions for this research are the “lines of force” within 

Deleuze’s analogy of the dispositif as a machinic process. These “lines of force” are 

what cause the dispositif to bend, rupture or expand thus changing its nature and 

direction. They plug into the dispositif and facilitate this change in it through 

strategic calculations of locality and direction. As we have mentioned earlier, for 

Deleuze the dispositif is a machine like nature, thus in a constant process of 

production and always looking for other machines to plug into. Deleuze and 

Guattari assert in Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia  that “Everywhere it 

is machines---real ones, not figurative ones: machines driving other machines, 

machines being driven by other machines, with all the necessary couplings and 

connections. An organ-machine is plugged into an energy-source-machine: the 

one produces a flow that the other interrupts” (Deleuze and Guattari 2004:8). The 

spatial interventions as part of this research inquiry in the camps were designed as 

devices emanating from the spatial knowledge existing in the camp’s spatial 

dispositif, yet strategically plugged back into the camp’s dispositif to cause a 

rupture in the form of a spatial dialogue. Chapter 4 of this thesis attends to the 

spatial interventions as devices plugging into the camp’s spatial dispositif.  

In short, the dispositif is a spatial field whereby specific elements reside in a 

relational form through existing alongside, above and below each other, and 

sometimes intersecting each other. The intersection requires that they first change 

their position, and once they are intersected their capacity changes and the spatial 

field within which they reside also undergoes change. What is specific about the 

dispositif and which re-inforces my choice of using this concept-form to inform the 

theoretical and methodological approach for this research, lies in the fact that it is 

temporal—spatio temporal. At the core of the dispositif is its non-centrality 

(multiplicity), as well as, its continuously changing formation which the multiplicity 

enables. The lack of core and the changing formation can be described in 
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retrospect as a shifting and unstable spatial field, one which resembles the camp-

space in that it is constantly mobile and involves tension between the elements 

that make it and the spatiality that hosts it. Because of a protraction of 

displacement inside the Palestinian camp the acts of spatial violation – seen here 

as the political act in the camp – have enabled the refugees to compensate this 

protraction in space, and in due course created a spatial scale which dismisses the 

imposed spatial parameters of surveillance and control. This new scale is the 

political-scale by which the refugees were able to obtain agency towards 

redefining the power-relations with the host government, from one of antagonism 

into one of agonism, yet this agency and transformation of the nature of the 

relationship only manifests itself during conflict, thereby asserting the necessity of 

violence as a facilitating element. Chantal Mouffe discusses in detail the two 

notions of antagonism and agonism as a way of transforming the illogical 

contention of modern politics of the possibility of a cosmopolitan world, whereby 

there is no left and right and everyone acts through a rational consensus (Mouffe 

2005:11,12). In her book On the Political, 2005, Mouffe explains “What we can 

assert at this stage is that the we/they distinction, which is the condition of 

possibility of formation of political identities, can always become the locus of an 

antagonism. Since all forms of political identities entail a we/they distinction, this 

means that the possibility of emergence of antagonism can never be eliminated. 

It is therefore an illusion to believe in the advent of a society from which 

antagonism would have been eradicated. Antagonism, as Schmitt says, is an ever-

present possibility; the political belongs to our ontological condition” (Ibid:16). The 

logical way to address this inherent we/they formation of any political order 

Mouffe says, is through agonism which she places in a conflictual field unlike other 

theorists who write about the term but situate it within an imagined democratic 

free field. She further offers a way towards thinking agonism as a working 

substitute to antagonism during conflict saying, “If we want to acknowledge on 

one side the permanence of the antagonistic dimension of the conflict, while on 

the other side allowing for the possibility of its ‘taming’, we need to envisage a 

third type of relation. …While antagonism is a we/they relation in which the two 

sides are enemies who do not share any common ground, agonism is a we/they 

relation where the conflicting parties, although acknowledging that there is no 
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rational solution to their conflict, nevertheless recognize the legitimacy of their 

opponents. They are ‘adversaries’ not enemies. This means that, while in conflict, 

they see themselves as belonging to the same political association, as sharing a 

common symbolic space within which the conflict takes place. We could say that 

the task of democracy is to transform antagonism into agonism” (Ibid:20). 

To conclude this section, protraction of displacement has allowed the creation of 

a spatial dispositif form inside the Palestinian camp enabled through acts of spatial 

violation. This spatial dispositif contains a power in it strategically oriented 

towards capitalizing on episodes of conflict inside the camp, whereby the 

traditional relationship of antagonism – one force overpowering the other – is now 

one of agonism, allowing both sides of the conflict to negotiate a settlement.  

 

 

Methodological Approach 

 

The research methodology was predicated on the conscious decision to bring in 

the fieldwork in the spatial field as an equal element to the academic inquiry, 

therefore, I opted towards designing a field approach based on a long engagement 

with the refugees and their spaces. In addition, spatial interventions were 

designed and built inside the camp-space whereby the interventions both 

presented the data and knowledge collected throughout the years of fieldwork, as 

well as, provided a new form of knowledge to engage with and negotiate 

collectively with the refugees and the wider audience outside the camp, through 
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transferring the interventions from the camp and into global cities.13 Part of my 

critical objection to the longstanding methods adopted in camp research and 

fieldwork by scholars, is that it overwhelmingly depended on strict institutional 

pathways towards entering the camp and collecting data in it. This method can 

easily hinder the research quality whereby everything one says and does inside the 

camp is under the supervision of either the host government, the UN agencies, or 

other NGOs. And since these mechanisms are already designed and in place for a 

long time, they tend to repeatedly produce very similar data and analysis leaving 

little space for negotiation and innovation. Many scholars have recognized and 

written about this problem (Agier 2011, Kibreab 1985), while many others opted 

for a methodology of snowball sampling as one way to counter this controlled 

approach (Cohen & Arieli 2011, Bonnan-White & Issa 2016, Clark 2006, Jacobsen 

& Landau 2003, Woodley & Lockard 2016). Although these instituted mechanisms 

are put in place for researchers to adhere by, the nature of the camps allows for a 

real fluidity when working inside of it and opens a potential space outside those 

institutions. The political nature of the camps – illustrated in various informal (un-

institutionalized mechanisms) – present an exceptional opportunity to create an 

alternative innovative methodology in full engagement with the refugees 

themselves. This is where my methodology differs from others and stands out as 

a new form of possible mechanisms to entering and studying conflictual spaces. 

Albeit the possibility of constructing new methodologies inside the camp, they are 

contingent upon several elements of which the following are crucial to consider in 

order to build an approach where ethical dimensions and research validity are 

clearly considered: 

1. Knowledge and experience of the field of study: Considering I have been 

working with the UNRWA as an Architect/Physical Planner since 2010 meant 

                                                            
13 Please refer to Chapter 5: Transferring spatial knowledge beyond the camp, for a 
manifestation of transferring spatial knowledge from the camp and into global cities 
confronting larger influxes of displaced people and refugees. This is seen as a form of 
academic research and inquiry whereby we not only convey data collected and analysed 
from the field and into the academic space but engage in transferring actual spatial 
elements; here in the form of a spatial installation and in conjunction, an academic 
symposium.  
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that I had access and an in-depth knowledge of the camps, their histories, 

physicality, context, and socio-political conditions which are detrimental when 

inside the camp and engaging with the inhabitants. This previous experience 

and knowledge I possessed allowed me to make calculated decisions whether 

outside or inside the camp, whereby I was able to assess various situations 

with more accuracy than other researchers due to the fact that I am familiar 

and experienced in such activities and what they entail, as well as, my 

command of the Arabic language.  

 

2. Amount of risk involved: This is where the nature and geography of the 

study truly discloses itself. Anyone planning to conduct academic research in 

areas of conflict whether refugee camps or war-torn cities, or even institutions 

that shelter stigmatized populations such as prisons, are bound to confront a 

level of risk which emanates from the embedded violence in these 

geographies which are manifest on a daily scale of living these spaces out 

(Bonnan-White & Issa 2016, Clark 2006, Luhmann 1987). In addition, there is 

a long-standing State and socio-political treatments of these spaces and 

populations which are based on mechanisms of oppression and 

marginalization. Janine A. Clark conducted a survey involving 55 researchers 

who have been undertaking research in the Middle East to assess the 

techniques and challenges the researchers confront when conducting field 

work in that region. While the answers varied to some extent, there were a 

few commonalities in their experiences of which Clark had the following to say 

“Broadly speaking, the results of the survey are three-fold. First, the survey 

revealed that the greatest challenges to conducting qualitative research in the 

Middle East are those related to the authoritarian political conditions 

prevalent in most of the countries of the region. Second, the political climate 

affected the researchers’ choice of countries for study, their interview 

techniques, and the ethical dilemmas they encountered in the field. The 

challenges of conducting research under conditions of authoritarianism—not 

unique to the Middle East—and not any cultural differences (real or 

presumed) had the greatest impact upon field research. Finally, the survey 

confirms the dearth of academic training for researchers conducting field 
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work” (Clark 2006:418). Therefore, it is imperative that any academics 

planning to conduct research in similar geographies fully understand the risk 

associated, and the need to assess both your own disposition and the larger 

context when designing the methodological approach. It is also important to 

highlight here that taking risk in such studies can sometimes make the greater 

difference in the qualitative data you are able to collect, yet it will involve an 

arduous process whereby you are constantly assessing risks and designing 

innovative mechanisms to overcome them.14 The process by which I assessed 

risk-management in my different field activities will be explained later in this 

section.  

 

3. Transparency of activities and data: If one chooses to adopt a new 

methodology in the field, one must consciously consider and design for a 

transparent process of both collecting and presenting the field data. In my 

case, one of the main instruments in conducting and analysing the field work 

was through visual and audible documentation of the whole process, 

regardless of whether the activities were planned or not, the cameras rarely 

turned off. At the community level, all activities were discussed and finalised 

to offer the optimum experience and benefit to both the refugees and myself. 

In addition, all the activities were conducted in a manner of an “open 

platform” whereby any refugees – outside of the ones contacted through the 

snowball effect -- interested in participating or gaining knowledge of the work, 

were able to do so without any hindrance. This process brought about a 

certain amount of risk towards potentially confronting dissatisfied refugees, 

or many times confronting misunderstandings due to the fact that some 

refugees choose to take part intermittently rather than continuously 

throughout the whole process. This is exactly what this research aimed at 

creating, a critical dialogue outside instituted or symbolic camp language even 

if it exposed me to uneasy encounters, as these dialogues never failed to 

produce critical insights on the polemical issue at hand, that of displacement 

and refuge space. Resolving my encounters with such disputes were aided by 

                                                            
14 More on these mechanisms will be discussed in Chapters 1 and 4. 
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my inherent experience in the camp and understanding of the language and 

culture of Palestinian camps and displacement.     

In order to clearly discuss my own methodological approach for this research I will 

opt to address it in three ways, firstly the philosophical approach; secondly my 

positionality as a researcher; and thirdly the mechanism manifested in the field in 

the form of snowball effect.  

 

Philosophical Approach 

The theoretical concept which played a central role in deciding the philosophical 

approach towards the fieldwork, its entry and engagement with its structure, was 

one which directly linked to the Agambian concept of profanation, that of Play and 

its essence of deactivation. Play is yet another concept discussed and analysed by 

Agamben whereby he asserts that in play “we can hypothesize a relation of both 

correspondence and opposition between play and ritual, in the sense that both 

are engaged in a relationship with the calendar and with time, but this relationship 

is in each case an inverse one: ritual fixes and structures the calendar; play, on the 

other hand, though we do not yet know how and why, changes and destroys it” 

(Agamben 1993:69). This relationship to the “structure” is what concerns us in the 

fieldwork approach, as the mechanisms and structures put in place by both the 

UNRWA and the host governments requires that you undergo a lengthy process of 

obtaining permits and official paperwork for the sole reason to enter a camp and 

communicate with its inhabitants. It goes without saying again, that these types of 

mechanisms are designed to ensure a certain experience and access to data is 

regulated for the researcher.15 It is here that I made a conscious decision to adopt 

a different yet risky mechanism of violating this instituted process and opt instead 

for an entry through strategically establishing a number of contacts with 

individuals inside the camp utilizing some existing forms of association. As I have 

                                                            
15 Please refer to Chapter 1: Entering the Camp for more discussion on the instituted 
mechanisms of entering the camp as a researcher.  
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mentioned earlier, the two camps I have selected to study are Baqa’a camp in 

Jordan and Burj el Barajneh camp in Lebanon, and in each camp I was able to 

establish a link with individuals who are both “influential” in the camp through 

locally initiated activities, and devoid of any formal belonging to organizations or 

camp institutions. This was crucial as I was aiming to employ a form of 

“deactivation” to the camp’s instituted movement, and by way of doing this test 

the thresholds of how much one is able to freely research the camp before 

confronting a violation problem with the UNRWA, or the host government. What 

will unfold in the coming chapters, especially in Chapter 4 which presents the 

fieldwork interventions, is that after a protraction of displacement and once the 

camp has become a long-term space, these thresholds are vigorously upheld by 

the host governments as they seek to transform a long state of refuge and crisis 

into a complete state of compliance.  

The methodology of deactivation or what Agamben calls inoperativity, has play at 

the centre of its unfolding. What play allows us to do is take an object which is 

placed within a sacred realm, meaning it cannot be touched, and make it for 

common use instead. In other words, take the external instituted operation inside 

the camp and make it inoperative. Agamben offers a clear definition of this 

“inoperative” process using the example of poetry and its relation to language’s 

rules and praxis saying “Because what is poetry if not an operation in language and 

on language, that deactivates and renders inoperative the usual communication 

and information functions of language, in order to open it to a new possible use. 

…And what poetry accomplishes for the potentiality of speaking, politics and 

philosophy must achieve for the potentiality to act. By making inoperative all 

economical, religious, social, whatever works, they show what a human body can, 

and open it to a new possible usage” (Agamben 2014a Resistance in Art). It is 

important to understand here that both play and inoperativity—deactivation are 

closely linked to the designed structure and control mechanisms without which 

they are not valid and not effective. In other words, when happens is play and 

deactivation is not merely an ending to those aforementioned rules and 

mechanisms, but a redefinition of our relation to them in the form of consciously 

dismissing them in order to find new ways and mechanisms for behaving inside 
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the camp which can be more transparent and more effective. In his article What is 

Destituent Power? which was written in the summer of 2013 in reflection to the 

events in Cairo, Istanbul, London and NYC, Agamben offers a sort of appeal 

towards overcoming constituted power by way other than constituent power, 

which for Agamben “reproduce the governmental structure of the exception” 

(Agamben 2014b:65) and instead proposes that we work towards what he calls 

destituent power, “a force that, in its very constitution, deactivates the 

governmental machine” (Ibid). What Agamben is trying to offer is a practical 

mechanism by which we have the potential to redefine the terms of power 

imposed on our behaviour without the delusion that we can completely overcome 

them. He asserts “This essential inoperativity of man is not to be understood as 

the cessation of all activity, but as an activity that consists in making human works 

and productions inoperative, opening them to a new possible use” (Ibid:69). 

Throughout my four years of research fieldwork, I utilized the concept of play 

towards consciously and continuously negotiating my departure and dismissal of 

the imposed regulations by the UNRWA and the host governments, ones I was 

accustomed to throughout my work with the UNRWA. Inside the Palestinian camp, 

it is not possible to completely de-activate the aforementioned institutions due to 

the fact that the Palestinian camp’s existence and spatiality is intersected with 

them as will be explained in later chapters. Any efforts to negotiate or reform 

elements of the camp-space will naturally enter the territories of the UNRWA and 

the host governments, thus in order to deactivate their mechanisms and 

apparatuses one must act in “violation” of them. The coming chapters will address 

these forms of violation both on the social and material level, whereby thresholds 

of regulation and control in the camp are illustrated as being beyond merely space 

and space-making and enter into the speech and expression realms.    

To conclude our approach to play theory, I would like to point out a missing 

element in Agamben’s description of the concept which is the common gap 

residing between theory and practice. What Agamben dismisses as a serious 

element to discuss when promoting his concept of play is the “risk” involved in 

such a process of deactivation when implemented in the field. Merely living inside 

a refugee camp involves a daily risk whereby the refugee is creating mechanisms 

42



 

of survival within imposed strict and limiting policies, forcing him/her to constantly 

create informal mechanisms to overcome said policies. These mechanisms are 

mostly in violation of the policies and regulations thus always at a risk of being 

exposed and punished. In addition, there is a daily living state of resistance to these 

policies and the refugee’s political legitimacy as a political being, a citizen 

belonging to his/her nation-state, which is exacerbated over a protracted 

displacement like that of the Palestinian one. Thus, we can conclude that risk is a 

familiar element when inhabiting a refugee camp, yet it does not mean it is an 

accepted one when brought over by an external entity such as myself – the 

researcher -- which leads me to clarify my treatment of risk in the field. To begin, I 

would like to reference Niklas Luhmann’s article entitled “The Morality of Risk and 

the Risk of Morality,” 1987, in which he addresses the term risk and seeks to clarify 

its meaning within discourse. Luhmann finds it imperative to first distinguish 

between risk and danger in that “Danger can be described as any negative 

influence on your surroundings that is not all too unlikely, as, for example, the 

danger that lightening will strike and burn down your house. The word risk, 

however, should only be used if the disadvantages must be attributed to our own 

decision” (Luhamnn 1987:87). The key difference is that risk is something we 

decide to take, we are conscious of it, and by way we are able to plan and design 

for playing with risk towards either overcoming it or avoiding it altogether. 

Luhmann adds “Risk, is, therefore, as distinct from danger, an aspect of decision-

making, a calculable consequence of one’s own decision. Were a different decision 

made, the risk would be avoided --- perhaps at the cost of a different risk” (ibid). 

To ground all of this within the research inquiry of “why does the Palestinian camp 

look like this?” I was very well aware that to be able to answer this question, and 

which required spatial investigations on the intimate scale of space-making in the 

camp, one of the key methods of the research would be to test the thresholds of 

spatial policies by pushing and interrogating these thresholds. Considering these 

thresholds are control mechanisms, there emerges a need to expose oneself to a 

certain amount of risk to be able to understand what these thresholds look like, 

and where they do operate.  
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My personal approach to addressing this risk was by firstly discussing it openly and 

transparently with the refugees involved in the research work, and secondly by 

making conscious calculations of “risk-mitigation” for the various field activities 

which included Meetings & Dialogues; Camp walk-throughs; and Interventions, as 

follows: 

1. Meetings & Dialogues   
As will be discussed in the next section on Snowball Effect, the method of 
reaching a wider refugee population was based on networking through key 
persons I had built trust with and common aspirations towards the 
research. The conduct by which we conducted these meetings and 
dialogues was based on providing an open platform whereby anyone who 
was not specifically contacted can nonetheless participate. This is not 
difficult to enable within an intimate camp spatiality where any event, 
especially conducted by a non-refugee, would gain promotion and 
popularity which eventually leads to curiosity and further participation by 
refugees from outside the snowball network. This democratic and open 
approach to meetings and dialogues, though it opens up the risk towards 
thresholds of allowable speech, nonetheless ensures the grounding and 
ability to manage such risk by either choosing to participate or not.  

2. Camp walk-throughs  
This was imagined as the least risky area of my field research, yet it proved 
to be the riskier one personally. Since I spent long stretches of walking the 
camp over four years of fieldwork, I ended up enduring what it meant to 
be inside the camp-space during conflict and to some degree experienced 
a level of “collective punishment.” This was through being held-up inside 
the camp as Jordanian gendarme tanks surrounded the camp in the 
aftermath of a demonstration, whereby I and my refugee-colleagues (4 of 
us in total) were exposed to a large amount of tear-gas and had to take 
immediate refuge in one of my colleague’s relatives’ shelter nearby 
considering the amount of tear gas in the air was suffocating. This was all 
visually documented as I habitually do not turn off my camera, while 
everyone around me is aware of its presence. The camp walk-throughs 
proved to be a risk for myself, as the refugees truly possess agency in the 
camp. This was illustrated whereby if I am accompanied by a refugee who 
is influential and respected within the camp’s community, meant that I 
was met with graciousness by most refugees and can move around freely 
and visually document the camp-space.  
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3. Interventions16 

Attabat: In Attabat intervention and which included building a permanent 
spatial violation, I chose shelter sites of two refugee-colleagues whom I 
was able to build a strong bond with over the years to the point where 
they themselves requested that we build Attabat on their shelter sites, 
thus they were fully aware and able to manage the risk accompanying this 
work.  
 
Space of Refuge—Baqa’a camp, Jordan: For this spatial installation, I made 
sure that the head of the organization applied for an event permit from 
the designated cultural institution so as to have the right paperwork in 
place. Given that, we were still harassed by the Jordanian CIA as they 
opposed the content of the installation, but the permit proved beneficial 
and we were allowed to proceed with a warning that we need to inform 
the CIA of any future planned activities of this nature.17 
 
Space of Refuge—Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon: In Lebanon, the risk is 
completely different from that in Jordan whereby the Lebanese CIA is not 
omnipresent in the camp as in Jordan, yet the refugees in Lebanon adhere 
to a very rigid set of policies of controlled material entry and building 
activity inside the camp. Considering there is a well-organized and vibrant 
– though limited in size -- informal market of building materials inside the 
camp for overcoming these policies, we decided to restrict ourselves to 
what is available in the camp so as to avoid the risk of being exposed to 
the Lebanese security at camp-entrances while bringing in material. 

 

 

My Positionality 

I must turn to a more detailed description of my role as a researcher within the 

camp and Palestinian studies, as the elements around my own disposition and 

experience played a decisive role in enabling my approach and allowing it to be 

successful in the camps. Indeed, it is important that I highlight here that my 

personal attributes as a Palestinian; an Arabic speaker; a female (The fact that I am 

female within a culture which is male-driven especially inside the refugee camp, 

and which is protective of females regardless of kinship or even knowability 

allowed me to personally take on more risk since I was aware of that male 

                                                            
16 Please refer to Chapter 4 for detailed accounts of each field intervention.  
17 Refer to Chapter 4: negotiating space in Baqa’a camp, 2015. 
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protection); and an UNRWA staff member, though on leave during my PhD 

research, was paramount for building a trustworthy presence inside the camps. It 

further encouraged many refugees to engage and be involved in the long-term as 

we had many common attributes to share. Being Palestinian is by default a political 

presence in the world whether you inhabit a camp or not. This is due to an 

existential fact of constantly battling for a potential existence within a nation-state 

which existed right before our forced displacement and which was immediately 

replaced by another nation-state, thus our battle is not only towards repatriation 

but more importantly towards a re-creation of our own nation-state. This is a 

fundamental element which binds all Palestinians across various spatialities. As 

soon as I entered both Baqa’a camp and Burj el Barajneh camp, I was firstly met 

with suspicious eyes, yet once they learned that I was Palestinian the eyes relaxed 

yet still alert and conversations emerged. I was still expected to demonstrate my 

genuine aims and dedication for this research which involved continuous camp 

visits and dialogues, of which my Arabic – Palestinian dialect – proved to be 

extremely helpful. In fact, language is commonly cited as the major challenge for 

researchers conducting fieldwork inside camps and marginalized communities 

(Kibreab 1985:24, Cohen & Arieli 2011). 

What emerged to be the most challenging attribute of my positionality inside the 

camp was my association with UNRWA, and to a lesser extent the fact that I have 

a US citizenship. The former was harder to mitigate as it has become almost 

tradition that anyone associated with UNRWA is by default trying to promote re-

settlement in one form or another. The essence of my research topic, based on 

critically questioning the politics of space and the impact of both the UNRWA and 

the host government policies on the architecture of the camp, provided for a 

counter argument towards anyone suspecting my aims. As for my US citizenship, 

it was seen less threatening since I am Palestinian, and many Palestinians have 

been able to migrate outside the Near East and obtain foreign citizenships.   

In essence, every researcher must grapple with negotiating personal, conflictual 

stances when working within highly political and precarious environments such as 

the refugee camps, and in my case I had to both debate the space and my personal 
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association with the political problem, i.e. the Palestinian displacement. Although 

I have chosen to appropriate the concepts of play and deactivation in my fieldwork 

research, I am nonetheless bound to my Palestinian roots and my inert desire to 

not only collect and produce knowledge about the issue, but to some degree begin 

to activate a potential solution. This I would admit to be the activism in me which 

I cannot just dismiss, thus I decided to utilize it as part of the research whereby it 

informed my steadfastness towards violating the oppressing mechanisms which 

control the camps and the research about them. 

 

 

Data Collection & Interviews 

Before addressing the third part of my methodological approach, and which is 

based on a Snowball Effect approach, it is important to re-emphasize one of the 

key approaches to my research as a “long engagement with the process and field,” 

as opposed to the common parachute style many Western academics adopt in the 

fields. Again, this is meant to fill the gap I find in refugee and camp-studies of a 

tangible lack of field-based work which ties back to the academic research 

question. The long engagement is much more vital in trust-building than what we 

researchers might think, as one of the first things I heard from refugees in my first 

year of research are sarcastic remarks (with hidden messages) about how “I will 

do the work this summer with so much excitement and then disappear like all 

researchers and NGOs before me.” In fact, there has been refugee mobilization 

against NGOs in recent years in Baqa’a camp and other Palestinian camps, aimed 

at both questioning and highlighting the ineffective role the NGOs have been 

playing inside the camps, to the point where the word NGO is met with great 

suspension nowadays while I was repeatedly asked if I belonged to one.  

Conducting research and collecting “valid” data and material inside conflictual 

spaces has been a long existing challenge for academic researchers (Cohen & Arieli 

2011, Bonnan-White & Issa 2016, Clark 2006, Jacobsen & Landau 2003, Luhmann 
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1987, Woodley & Lockard 2016). Yet within social studies, many researchers have 

been adopting the snowball sampling methodology to be able to access the hard-

to-reach populations whether marginalized by topic or space. The manner by 

which snowball sampling is done is through building a network of “gatekeepers” – 

field guides, supporters. The gatekeepers are from the locality of where the 

research is taking place, and since they are part of this community they are able to 

attract other participants to take part in the surveys or research activities based 

on their own relationship of trust. Cohen & Arieli, 2011, through Groger, Mayberry 

and Straker provide a definition of the gatekeepers saying “Gatekeepers, in this 

context are go-betweens: those who are in the position to facilitate contact 

between the researcher and potential respondents. These gatekeepers may have 

their own reasons, personal or otherwise, for referring or not referring the 

researcher to specific potential respondents (Groger, Mayberry & Straker, 1999)” 

(Cohen & Arieli 2011:428). In their article which addresses the challenging 

accessibility to populations in conflictual areas, Cohen & Arieli contend that careful 

use of snowball sampling methodology can overcome such challenges while 

remaining somewhat problematic to the academic discourse as it deviates from 

the traditional inscribed methods of data collection. Explaining snowball sampling 

methodology (SSM), they write “SSM directly addresses the fears and mistrust 

common to the conflict environment and increases the likelihood of trusting the 

researcher by introduction through a trusted social network. …SSM may, in some 

cases, actually make the difference between research conducted under 

constrained conditions and research not conducted at all” (ibid:423). In my case, I 

was able to find my gatekeepers through an existing network I had due to my 

UNRWA contacts in Lebanon and local contacts in Jordan. In Burj el Barajneh camp 

in Lebanon, Abou Mohammad was my immediate contact in the camp, our 

engagement for this research emanated from our existing yet at that time 

superficial association by UNRWA, as he used to be an UNRWA staff18. Abou 

Mohammad turned out to be one of the more influential refugees in Burj el 

                                                            
18 Abou Mohammad worked as a driver for UNRWA in the Lebanon Field Office. As 
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon are barred from working more than 70 professions, it 
leaves them with very little choices of employment; thus UNRWA becomes a main source 
of employment for them in Lebanon.  
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Barajneh camp, as I was informed that he was one of the first refugees to violate 

the host government building policies and built up his shelter rising three stories 

high. This was obviously a fortunate coincidence for my specific research inquiry, 

and truly provided us with a common interest towards the topic which solidified 

our relationship. In Baqa’a camp the approach was different since I grew up in 

Jordan and had some established networks of people who have contacts in Baqa’a 

camp. One of my close and trusted contacts was able to connect me with Abu 

Ahmad, another influential refugee who maintains a large network of active 

refugees inside the camp based on his activist work which has gotten him in 

trouble with the Jordanian CIA on many occasions yet was thankfully never 

imprisoned. It is important to mention here that the emergence of both 

gatekeepers in each camp as male was not intentional, and at the same time was 

not surprising. As part of my approach of play—deactivation in the field I was 

intentionally open, yet with consideration, to allowing the camp and its cultured 

space to decide who, what, and how things would unfold in the field. The 

Palestinian camps are overwhelmingly male-driven when it comes to politics and 

public platforms, yet females play an equally important role within less visible 

spaces.19  

Although this methodology is imperative as there is a lack of other available 

academic methodological options to address conflictual populations (Clark 

2006:418, Cohen & Arieli 2011:426), it is nonetheless problematic in the sense that 

the data’s validity can many times be contested. This is a paradoxical position to 

be in as a researcher, confronted by a real challenge to access populations and 

data of which the snowball sampling is one of the few designed methodologies 

available to mitigate that challenge, yet because it involves quite a bit of informal 

and discrete engagements it opens itself up to this questioning of validity. Woodley 

and Lockard  address this problem in their article entitled Womanism and Snowball 

Sampling: Engaging Marginalized Populations in Holistic Research, 2016, which 

discusses the use of snowball sampling in feminist research, in particular when 

                                                            
19 For more readings on female and gender issues in Palestinian camps, please refer to 
works by Laleh Khalili and Julie Peteet. 
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addressing “Black women faculty in New Mexico’s institutions of higher education” 

(Woodley & Lockard 2016). They contend “This strategy has been used since 1958 

(Coleman). But despite its role in qualitative research and its continued use, there 

has been a general lack of description of the work involved in snowball sampling—

a lack that “led to the impression that all that was required to sample difficult-to-

reach populations was to start the ball rolling with one contact, then sit back and 

watch the sample pile up” (Faugier & Sargeant, 1997, p. 792). …However, more 

and more researchers have been detailing their experiences with snowball 

sampling, demystifying the strategy and shedding light on both its successes and 

its shortcomings” (ibid:322). 

I have employed the snowball sampling effect throughout the four-years of 

fieldwork in both camps as it provided a central role during the meetings and 

dialogues, and the actual building of the interventions. Nonetheless, I opted to 

keep the research space whether meetings or interventions, always open to 

everyone to enter and participate, observe, or even object as this was one of the 

intentions of the research, being to create a critical dialogue around space and 

space-making in the camp. As I have discussed earlier, risk is inherent in camp 

studies thus I was careful to calculate “manageable risks” when conducting the 

camp activities while the presence and unfolding of the risks has provided this 

research with truly empowering and critical knowledge. In addition, almost every 

activity I conducted inside the camps including the walk-throughs and meets and 

greets were visually documented as a validating reference to everything said in this 

thesis. Accounts of the field activities will be discussed thoroughly in the next 

chapters, and descriptions of the meetings and dialogues will be provided as 

annexes at the end of this thesis (See Annexes M1, M2, and M3).  

 

 

50



 

Situating the Palestinian displacement 
within global migrations  

 

According to a 2016 Pew research centre data, more than 1 in 20 in the Middle 

East are displaced making that geography the most volatile and precarious 

worldwide.20 Due to the brutal large-scale displacement happening globally today 

– 65.6 million forcibly displaced (UNHCR 2017 figures)-- it has become difficult to 

identify between precarious geographies as the process and state of displacement 

does not end once the refugee leaves his home geography, but carries through 

with him/her into the new geographies they settle in conflating the politics of 

refuge across global geographies. To address this global trend of spatial 

displacement and situate the Palestinian displacement within it requires an 

intense amount of research and work worthy of another PhD. What I believe is 

appropriate for this research is a reflection on the former within a focused lens of 

addressing what it is that makes the Palestinian displacement and refuge 

“exceptional” from all other displacement and refuge, while highlighting cross-

cutting issues such as protraction, envisioned solutions and interventions. In 

addition, I will opt to draw a link between the Palestinian refugee camps and the 

Sahrawi camps with the aim of finding similar experiences while offering potential 

lessons learned from the latter.   

 

Palestinian Displacement Contextualized 

As I have mentioned earlier, the Palestinian refugees amount to 23.5% of the 

                                                            
20 Please see: http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/08/03/nearly-1-in-100-
worldwide-are-now-displaced-from-their-homes/. 
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world’s total refugees today. This alarming figure owes its existence to many 

attributes of which make and accompany states of refuge, while in the Palestinian 

case those attributes can be unique and only exist within the Palestinian spatiality.  

There is an abundance of research and scholarly literature on the Palestinian 

camps which address a range of subject areas such as health studies, legal studies, 

psychological impacts of trauma, anthropological and subjective inquiries, (Al 

Husseini & Bocco, Oesch, Takkenberg, Brynen, Hilal, Peteet, Khalili, Achilli, Fiddian-

Qasmiyeh). The spatial inquiries have predominantly revolved around studying the 

camp as a “space of exception,” (Hanafi, Ramadan, Abourahme, Martin, Petti & 

Hilal), while the recent research efforts of Linda Tabar, Fatina Abreek-Zubiedat, 

and Nasser Abourahme begin to address the spatiality of the Palestinian in more 

detail. Although these areas approach camp-studies from different perspectives 

and academic inquiries, they nonetheless remain interdisciplinary to a certain 

extent as any research into the Palestinian camp – a protracted displacement – 

demands that one addresses several empirical inquiries, considerations, and 

analysis concurrently. Still, there remains a missing part in published work on 

Palestinian camps which is to situate the exceptionality of the Palestinian camp 

along its spatial history, while mapping the mechanisms of producing space on the 

architectural micro-scale.  

Nevertheless, our interest here is to highlight the attributes which make the 

Palestinian displacement and resulting refugee camps a compelling case study for 

other scenarios of forced displacement across the globe, as well as, illustrate how 

this exceptionality of the Palestinian displacement has been detrimental to the 

imagined solution. I will present this exceptionality along two main attributes, the 

nature of departure-displacement and the state of protraction the Palestinian 

displacement continues to live.  

1. Departure—Displacement 

The Palestinian displacement which began in May of 1948 after Zionism 

proclaimed a war against the Palestinians and their Arab allies, was one which not 

52



 

only resulted in a spatial displacement through refuge, but at the same time, 

involved an active process of erasing what was once a Palestinian nation-state 

while actively replacing it with an Israeli nation-state. This meant the Palestinian 

refugee was undergoing a dual process of spatial displacement and political de-

legitimization. In a conversation with Gilles Deleuze to commemorate the launch 

of the first Arab journal in France La Revue d'Etudes Palestiniennes, Elias Sanbar 

tries to demonstrate the paradoxical nature of the Palestinian displacement, being 

simultaneously of land and people thus the dual act of erasing anything Palestinian 

by the Israeli structure while aided by the global powers. Sanbar remarks 

“Palestine is not only a people but also a land. It is the link between this people 

and their despoiled land, it is the place where an absence and an immense desire 

to return are enacted. And this place is unique, it's made up of all the expulsions 

that our people have lived through since 1948. When one has Palestine in one's 

eyes, one studies it, scrutinizes it, follows the least of its movements, one notes 

each change which awaits it, one adds up all its old images, in short, one never 

loses sight of it” (Deleuze & Sanbar 1998:26). Not only is there a dual process of il-

legitimization that is unique to the Palestinian displacement but in addition, the 

hosting geography presents a scalar spatiality by which the whole Arab world is 

tied to, “We are unique deportees because we haven't been displaced to foreign 

lands but to the continuation of our "own place." We have been displaced onto 

Arab land where not only does no-one want to break us up but where this idea is 

itself an aberration” (Ibid:27). 

2. Oldest Protracted Displacement & Camps 

The Palestinian refugee camps are reaching their 70th year of existence with no 

effective process towards a political resolution in place. This long protraction (the 

longest amongst all modern displacements) has meant that the camps underwent 

an arduous history of conflict and violence which began as revolutionary activities 

towards liberating Palestine. While the activities transformed into legitimizing the 

refugee camps themselves to remain as political spaces over a protraction, they 
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mainly involved conflicts with host government apparatuses.21 In addition, 

protraction has resulted in building up the Palestinian camps to a highly dense 

urban scale unlike any other refugee camps.22 This resulted from the camps’ 

borders remaining unchanged until today without expanding one centimetre 

beyond its original demarcations, thus the emergence of the next Palestinian 

refugee generations was to be hosted in the same original demarcations. The last 

point I would like to highlight about the exceptionality of the Palestinian 

displacement and camps is their inalienable association with global politics, to the 

point where any decision towards the Palestinian displacement whether 

concerning state formation, peace negotiation, Jerusalem, security coordination, 

and/or refugee repatriation has always involved an international level of political 

calculation and deliberation. This has meant that any punishment towards any 

representation of the Palestinian people was a “collective one.” The most recent 

example of this global-political attitude towards Palestinians is demonstrated 

through the US president’s decision to punish the Palestinian Authority by not only 

cutting aid away from the authority apparatus itself, but away from the UNRWA 

as well.23 This truly demonstrates both the manner by which the global community 

consolidates the Palestinian problem, and the inseparable destiny of the land of 

Palestine and the displacement of its people whereby they remain to exist in a co-

constitutive relationship towards an imagined resolution. While many other 

displacement scenarios are politicized on a global level, none have amounted to 

the scale of exploitation the Palestinian displacement has witnessed of which the 

international political scene towards Palestinians is proof.  

                                                            
21 Please see Chapter 2: Palestinian Presence and the Emergence of the PLO inside the 
camp, or a detailed account of major events of conflict inside Palestinian camps.  
22 Michel Agier also highlights the dense urban fabric Palestinian camps have developed 
into, saying “The refugee camps are always hybrid organisms, not reproducing any socio-
spatial form that already exists; they are new experiences for the locality in which they are 
established, if only for the permanent paradox that their existence expresses, between an 
indefinite temporality of space that is transformed because its occupants necessarily 
appropriate it in order to be able to live in it. … The formation of camp-cities or large urban 
districts, the Palestinian camps today representing the most developed model of these, is 
the culmination of a logical development of refugee installations” (Agier 2011:53). 
23 See http://www.middleeasteye.net/news/us-withholds-65mn-funds-unrwa-refugees-
1059247565, and http://www.middleeasteye.net/news/uk-says-funding-cut-un-
palestinian-refugee-agency-could-lead-instability-1048800214. 
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Other Refugee Studies & Refugee camps 

In this section, I aim to give a very brief outlook towards global trends of 

displacement and refuge while strategically highlighting some cases of refugee 

camps in Africa which can offer an informative comparison. Indeed, this section 

should be read with the understanding that it is written as a snapshot to situate 

the Palestinian displacement and camps within the larger trends of displacement 

and refugee studies. 

The Oxford Journal of Refugee Studies published a special issue entitled “What is 

camp?” in 2016, in an effort to collect scholarly writing – seven articles in total – 

aimed at exploring “the camp from different angles—all trying to narrow in on 

what characterizes the camp” (Turner 2015:145). While there are numerous 

fascinating scholarly collections on global refuge, an example of which is The Oxford 

Handbook of Refugee and Forced Migration Studies, 2014, edited by Elena Fiddian-

Qasmiyeh, Gil Loescher, Katy Long, and Nando Sigona, the reason I have chosen to 

highlight the former scholarly collection is for its focus on “camp” as opposed to 

displacement and refuge spaces. In the issue, spatial inquiries into camps have 

revolved around studying borders (Simon Turner What Is a Refugee Camp?) while 

focusing on understanding the relationship between inside and outside. While 

Turner addresses the ambiguous and peculiar spatial nature of living in the “inside-

outside” and temporal camp conditions, it nonetheless remains somewhat topical 

in that it often over-simplifies camp phenomena as the research is usually run on 

theoretical basis and imaginations, devoid of physical and spatial work. For 

example, Turner comments on the temporality of the camp as a potential for new 

ways of being saying “the temporary nature of the camp creates not only a place 

of dissolution and disillusion; it may also become a place of new beginnings. The 

very fact that the camp abruptly disrupts any pre-given social order not only breaks 

down social order and renders the inhabitants as biological beings without any 

sense of direction. Rather, in this space where old habits and structures no longer 

make much sense, new identity positions are made possible” (Ibid). While there is 

merit to what Turner says, this possibility of a “new beginning” is nonetheless 
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presented inaccurately against the realities and spatialities of camps. To assume 

that a refugee is aware of and able to create “new beginnings” coming out of a 

crisis can truly undermine the violent conditions refugees escape from and which 

remain within their displaced journey in other forms. In fact, what is at issue here 

is not the validity of the statement per se, but the incompleteness of its illustration 

as there is a great deal of violence and repression involved in the refugees’ 

preparedness towards new beginnings and new identities.  

However, there have been other efforts towards addressing the recent global 

displacement within a more architectural and spatial lens, the latest of which was 

MoMA’s exhibition and publication entitled Insecurities: Tracing Displacement and 

Shelter, 2017, and of which I was one of the contributors. The exhibition and online 

publication brought together different practitioners in the field of refugee studies 

who have been involved in physical fieldwork which aimed at understanding 

spatialities of old and recent refuge, as well as, some offered innovative spatial 

solutions to consider on a larger scale. What accompanied each publication was 

an in-depth visual documentation of the spatial conditions of each case. While the 

pieces offer only glimpses of the studied spatialities, they nonetheless present a 

noteworthy study and offer a new possible way of writing spaces of refuge.  

I would like to address another specific geography of displacement from Africa, 

while drawing in comparisons to the Palestinian displacement as institutional 

management and spatial development. One of the key elements differentiating 

the institutional humanitarian response towards the Palestinian displacement as 

opposed to all other displacement in the world, is that the creation of a special UN 

agency to provide a humanitarian response. Through the newly developed United 

Nations aimed at preventing the re-occurrence of similar scenarios as the 

holocaust, The UNRWA was established to specifically deal with and service the 

Palestinian refugees across the Near East. A year later, another agency, the United 

Nations United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) was established 

to address all other refugees besides the Palestinian ones. This is obviously an 

intentional mechanism towards alienating the Palestinian displacement from the 
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internationally upheld humanitarian mandate which promotes under the statute 

of UNHCR the following: 

> The High Commissioner “[shall] assist[-] governmental and private efforts to 
promote voluntary repatriation or their assimilation with new national 
communities” (para. 8(c)).  
> The High Commissioner “shall engage in such additional activities, including 
repatriation and resettlement, as the General Assembly may determine, within 
the limits of the resources placed at his disposal” (para. 9). (UNHCR mandate) 
 

This is a stark difference in mandate and responsibilities when compared to 

UNRWA’s “un-political” mandate which includes “to carry out direct relief and 

works programmes for Palestine refugees” (unrwa.org). This difference in 

mandate and political agency has caused the inability of finding a viable political 

solution amongst the three main stakeholders we mentioned, and relegated the 

political instead to the international political stage which has been incessantly 

exploiting the problem in accordance with political considerations as opposed to 

resolving it. In fact, this “internationalization” of displacement and refuge is one of 

the key things the current High Commissioner for Refugees (who was the former 

Commissioner General for UNRWA prior to this position) has warned about on a 

recent visit to Zaa’tari camp saying “When you see the war becoming more and 

more complicated with more and more actors involved, then you get more 

worried. This internationalization of the Syrian war is what needs to be avoided, 

because it takes us further away from a solution.”24 

Gaim Kibreab; one of the key scholars studying and writing about displacement 

and camps in Africa with a focus on Eritrean refugees in Sudan, has indicated yet 

another differentiating element in refugee management, illustrating the example 

of refugee displacement right after WWII as opposed to the later African 

displacement saying “It is important to note that unlike the post-war refugee 

problem in Europe the emergence of which was immediately followed by high 

                                                            
24 Refer to http://www.unhcr.org/news/latest/2018/2/5a81bd504/unhcrs-grandi-hails-
jordans-job-scheme-syrian-refugees.html.  
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rates of economic growth, the massive population movements and the politico-

socioeconomic crisis in Africa today are occurring not only in a period when the 

world economy has failed to maintain an acceptable rate of growth and when 

there is a serious problem of un-employment, but also when the small African 

national economies are on the verge of collapse” (Kibreab 1985:1). Kibreab, in a 

lengthy PhD study entitled REFUGEES AND DEVELOPMENT IN AFRICA: A study of 

organized land settlements for Eritrean refugees in Eastern Sudan 1967-1983, 

1985, offers a detailed insight into one of the programmes of resettling the 

Eritrean refugees into Kassala province in Eastern Sudan, as a response to 

unforeseeable attempts at voluntary repatriation. Echoing similar issues seen by 

other key scholars (Agier, Gatrell, Turner, Petti & Hilal), Kibreab both highlights the 

lack of innovative approaches to both studying and managing displacement, as 

well as, offers an insight towards what is crucial when addressing displacement in 

both studies and humanitarianism saying “The African refugee problem is a result 

of an inter-play of various factors and the solution must not be sought solely in the 

treatment of the symptom. …it is high time that the international community at 

large and the African governments in particular address themselves to the root 

causes” (Ibid:2).  

In line with Kibreab’s thinking, UNHCR has embarked on many initiatives precisely 

to address the failure of the traditional humanitarian mechanisms in meeting 

refugee needs, and more importantly offering solutions. One of its most recent 

initiatives is the “Global Compact on Refugees,” developed as part of UNHCR’s 

Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework. This initiative which involved the 

193 Member States of the United Nations, recognized the incomprehensible scale 

of contemporary displacement, as well as, the need to become more aggressive 

towards finding solutions as indicated in two of their four key objectives:  

> Expand access to resettlement in third countries and other complementary 
pathways;  
> Foster conditions that enable refugees voluntarily to return to their home 
countries.25  

                                                            
25 Refer to: http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/towards-a-global-compact-on-refugees.html. 
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What I would like to highlight here is the difference in spatial form—scale between 

the aforementioned refuge and the Palestinian refugee camps. (See Figure P-2) 

The refugee camps in Africa were developed as scant rural camps and have 

reached a density today considered low when compared to the Palestinian camps. 

This different physicality is not by chance as Agier explains “But the existence of 

refugees has also been marked in part by a different form, particularly in Africa – 

that of rural settlements and refugee villages. The geographer Véronique Lassailly-

Jacob has shown the larger scale that the UNHCR policy of rural settlements took 

between the 1960s and 1990s,  …This type of settlement was seen as a solution 

for the ‘local assimilation’ of refugees, but also as a means of filling up 

underpopulated or impoverished rural zones, which might directly be of interest 

to the host country. Conceived as sites of agricultural production, these 

installations were even supposed to attain self-government after a period of four 

years, at the end of which the UNHCR would withdraw” (Agier 2011:53). The 

establishment of the Palestinian camps, the policies and programmes adopted by 

the UNRWA will be discussed thoroughly in chapters 1 and 2 to illustrate the 

elements which ensured the Palestinian camp would reach such a high spatial 

density.   
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Figure P-2 

Comparing camp scales: (TL) showing Mayukwayukwa settlement in Zambia, 
2011, and (TR) showing Sahrawi camps, Algeria, 2014. (B) showing an image of 
Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon, 2014.  

Image Source: (TL) UNHCR, (TR) UNHCR/D.Alachi, (B) Samar Maqusi.  
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While all forms of refuge and spatial displacement share common attributes and 

manifestations on the ground, there remains to be a difference due to the fact that 

in essence this is a political problem, and in retrospect will be augmented to 

involve a wider political audience in accordance with the global power-relations 

established. Both the UNRWA and the UNHCR have been detrimental in mitigating 

the humanitarian crisis, yet and as fully recognized by all now, the inherent 

protraction of displacement today meant that it has become essential to reform 

both agencies towards championing political resolutions as opposed to only 

mitigating the humanitarian crisis.  

 

Learning from Sahrawi camps 

 

While it is very difficult to give justice to this specific refuge, the Sahrawi refugees, 

I nonetheless believe there is a benefit in drawing some comparison with the 

Palestinian refuge, ones related to efforts at re-constructing a nation-state and the 

mechanisms developed for legitimizing the Sahrawi refugees within the 

international community. Both states of refuge are interlinked whereby the 

formation of the Sahrawi resistance movement (Polisario) has been inspired by the 

Palestinian movement (PLO) to the point where the flags bare the same colours 

(Farah 2008). The territory of Western Sahara was a Spanish colony until 1975, 

after which both Morocco and Mauritania competed for legitimacy over its 

territories ending in Morocco taking over two thirds of the north-western parts of 

Western Sahara deemed occupied, while the remaining territory is under the 

Polisario Front rule – legitimate Sahrawis -- called the Sahrawi Arab Democratic 

Republic (SADR)  (Farah 2008, Herz, 2013, Martin 2017, Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2013). 

Although recognized under UNHCR’s mandate, the Sahrawi camps are 

administered almost entirely by the Polisario Front. This was enabled by the fact 

that they reside within Algeria’s geography which has given them complete 

legitimacy and freedom to organize themselves into governing bodies, to be 

61



 

transferred to their home territory once liberated from Morocco (Farah 2008:79). 

This has given true agency to the Sahrawi refugees to organize themselves towards 

legitimate political representation and mobilization, something the Palestinians 

and their representative the PLO were, and remain to be deprived of. This is due 

to many attributes of which the more crucial is the different spatial nature of both 

states of refuge. While the Sahrawi refugee camps culminated in inhabiting one 

geography –that of southern Algeria, the Palestinian displacement on the other 

hand spans over five different geographies in the Near East, thus responding to 

five different forms of imposed government policies. Indeed, this spatial 

fragmentation of the Palestinian refugee camps has also meant the fragmentation 

of the Palestinian political representation as many host governments played a 

direct role historically in either empowering, or dividing it. What does this mean to 

the refugee camps themselves? As mentioned, the Sahrawi camps in Tindouf 

Province, Algeria are fully administered by the Polisario whereby aid, education, 

mobilization are all under the Front’s jurisdiction. While the Palestinian camps 

enjoyed forms of self-government during the PLO years, it remains informal today 

as the host governments would no longer allow any formal political 

representations in Palestinian camps. In contrast, the Sahrawi camps are politically 

organized in “state-like administrative structure ...The camps are divided into four 

villages with a single “politico-administrative” centre in Rabuni, where the Sahrawi 

government administers warehouses of food provided by international aid. The 

four villages are called wilayas (provinces) and take the names of the main cities 

of Western Sahara: Laayoune, Smara, Dakhla, and Auserd. Each wilaya is divided 

in turn into daïras (municipalities), which also bear the names of landmarks of 

Western Sahara. Finally, each daïra is divided into several neighbourhoods called 

hayys” (Martin 2017:35, and see Herz:371,377). This admirable agency and 

manifestation of political organization and mobilization has secured a legitimate 

recognition by the UN of the Polisario Front as the representative of the Sahrawi 

people, as well as, a UN recognition of the SADR although not encompassing all UN 

member states.  

 

There is a lot to learn from the fascinating Sahrawi self-organization through 

governance and spatiality, and such models truly present themselves as ideal for 
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refugee organization towards emancipation, yet in the Palestinian case it remains 

very unlikely. This is mainly due to three main elements (of which more will be said 

in Chapters 1 and 2): 

1. The Palestinian displacement is hosted across five different geographies 

which corresponds with five different hosting policies and administration 

of the Palestinian refuge. This presents a clear challenge towards 

consolidating the Palestinian refugees whereby they can begin to organize 

collectively.  

2. Within each hosting geography, there exists a violent and conflictual 

history in refugee-host government relations which has meant that the 

Palestinian refuge is scrutinized on every level across these geographies. 

Any initiatives deemed somewhat political are immediately undermined.  

3. The global-ity of the scale of the Palestinian displacement stands out, not 

only is the Palestinian issue being debated across international political 

platforms, but the leading political community demands and ensures that 

no other platform is activated towards the Palestinian emancipation, thus 

crippling any efforts outside of their jurisdiction.   

The Sahrawi example remains to be a compelling case study to learn from, yet and 

due to the abovementioned challenges, it means we must reform any similar 

external efforts towards emancipation and make it Palestinian.  
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In Conclusion 

 

 

While different forms of spaces of refuge have been compared in scholarly writing 

such as Julie Peteet’s “Camps and Enclaves: Palestine in the Time of Closure,” 2015, 

Alice Wilson’s “Ambiguities of Space and Control When Refugee Camp and 

Nomadic Encampment Meet,” 2014, Boano “‘Violent spaces’: production and 

reproduction of security and vulnerabilities,” 2011, and Anja Kublitz (comparing 

experiential continuities between Palestinian camps and ghettos (housing estates) 

in Denmark in “The Ongoing Catastrophe: Erosion of Life in the Danish Camps,” 

2016, there remains a real gap in scholarly work which compares the same 

displacement across different host government geographies. This is where I 

contend my research stands out, as a thorough and in-depth spatial study of 

everything that makes the Palestinian refugee camp including the institutional, 

political, humanitarian and spatial mechanisms. What this work offers is a case of 

research predicated on addressing the micro-scales of making space inside the 

Palestinian refugee camps, as well as, a new form of field engagement which could 

present insights for other researchers who find these sites of study very 

challenging. In addition, this research aims at highlighting and emphasizing the 

importance of linking both theoretical and physical inquiries academically in the 

field when addressing spaces of refuge as they have become truly complex 

spatialities due to the political protraction of displacement. This will undoubtedly 

prove beneficial to current global trends of displacement, since all forms of refuge 

construct new spaces associated with displacement regardless of being inside a 

camp or in urban cities.  
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How to Read this Book 

 
This book merges both theoretical examinations, as well as, in depth field 

investigations. It was written in a tone by which the historical, theoretical, and the 

spatial communicate across the chapters while consciously keeping the spatial 

politics of the Palestinian camp as the common element by which the former are 

analysed against. Some chapter sections could be read as heterogeneous 

elements—fragments, whilst always in relation to other chapters through a 

constant central element, that of the camp and the making of it.   

Chapter 1 presents the historical movement of the Palestinian displacement in 

juxtaposition to the Jewish refuge while setting the research question of “why does 

the camp-space look like this” within a spatial reading. The methodological 

approach is also delineated here in more detail. Chapter 2 offers a comparative 

reading of the two camps studied in this research, Baqa’a camp in Jordan and Burj 

el Barajneh camp in Lebanon. It does so through first establishing the 

infrastructure by which these camps were developed, utilizing a forensic-like 

reading of the UN resolutions and parameters associated with making the 

Palestinian camps. The chapter then showcases the specificity of each camp 

through its specific host geography and the politics associated with each.  

Chapter 3 addresses the central element in this research that of spatial violations 

through architectural mapping and theoretical reflections. Here, the developed 

political-scale and its operation inside the camp are discussed thoroughly. Chapter 

4 presents the fieldwork interventions in each of the camps. An emphasis on the 

political inside each camp is also illustrated. Chapter 5 consolidates the thesis 

within three spatial intervals while offering a potential reading towards a new 

apparatus-dispositif.    
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 
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Camp-Space  

 

From the onset of the research, and inundated with ideas about spatiality in the 

Palestinian refugee camps, the research question of this doctoral thesis has 

orbited around the issue (and my personal inquisition emanating from my 

Palestinian origins) of Why does the Palestinian camp look like this? Projecting a 

question like this against a protracted space of refuge – now reaching its 70th 

year— meant there was an obvious need to answer this question beyond the 

architecture discourse. Yet, as discussed in the Prelude, I needed to investigate the 

various elements making a camp; which form a complex web of camp apparatus; 

and later identify those that had a direct impact on the architecture and the spatial 

scale of the camp.  

My thesis investigation into this complex “apparatus,” in the Deleuzian and 

Agambian sense, of the camp-space is meant to identify the historical, existing, 

and potential elements, be it physical or none, which reside in the camp but take 

a relational form towards space and refuge when operating inside the spatiality of 

the camp-space. This relational form transcends a camp and a space 

independently yet emanates from both and allows for the potential space (beyond 

rigid demarcations of independent concepts of camp and space) to undertake an 

investigation of a conflictual state, and further intervene in it. A camp-space is of 

course more than a camp, and more than a space. In fact, it is everything that 

emerges between and establishes a relationship which can exist in either 

agreement or disagreement, defines and redefines itself alongside modes of 

inhabitation that sway towards negotiating two states of refuge: camp and space.  

In light of this analytical approach, what emerged as a more pressing question, is 

how does the Palestinian camp look like this? The reason being is that camp-spaces 
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are in constant construction and destruction, postulating space as an ever-

operating element within the camp, and one which is conspicuous and most visible 

act of remonstrance amongst camp elements. This meant a historical narrative of 

the spatial evolution of the camp-space had to be constructed to allow space to 

become the orator of forced departure, precarity, and protraction, while at the 

same time, an orator of resistance, struggle, and potential for a “creative act.”26 

This “creative act”--idea, which Deleuze describes as already being engaged in a 

particular “mode of expression” as it is always consecrated to a specific domain, 

whether spatial, visual, philosophical, etc., and always emanating out of 

“necessity” is that “-“ in camp-space. The “-“ which I shall call here a “looping” acts 

as an interposition with the potential to eradicate itself, into an actual act (or state) 

of resistance as soon as it takes over both the “camp” and the “space” in a process 

of looping; whereby it is no longer viable to distinguish between the two elements 

of refuge. To be more precise, the camp-space serves as an milieu where various 

camp elements are arranged27 inside both “camp” and “space” independently, yet 

once these “elements of camp” and “elements of space” are situated within the 

camp-space milieu; whereby they are each confronted with the manifestation of 

refuge, including displacement, host government policies, conflictual 

cohabitation; they enter a relationship provided and defined by the “-.“ The 

“camp” here represents the refuge state, while the “space” represents all the 

material elements making refuge, or better sustaining refuge, thus once they are 

brought together through the “-“ their relationship can take any form depending 

on the elements being brought together from the “camp” and the “space” 

separately. These elements once situated on either side of the “-“ could enter a 

relationship of an overlap, a piling, an intersection, or even an elimination of one 

by the other. Yet, what is consistent in all relationships emanating from the “-“ 

between camp and space is the inscription of the political as it resides in both camp 

and space, and is only revealed and pronounced once “camp” and “space” come 

                                                            
26 ”Ideas should be treated as types of potentials, as consecrated potentials, potentials that 
are already engaged in one or another mode of expression, and that are inseparable from 
that mode of expression.” Gilles Deleuze on Cinema, What is the Creative Act, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a_hifamdISs, 1987. 
27 Please refer to Prelude for a discussion on Deleuze’s “agencement”—arrangement, and 
which Deleuze identifies as a function of the dispositif.   
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together by the “-.“ In this research, the political is revealed because of an overlap 

here between the “camp” as a legitimate and institutionalized political state of 

refuge, and the “space” as a production of refuge which can absorb time, in this 

case a protraction. In short, we can imagine the relational “-“ as the material and 

physical dispositif which ensures a stable, yet constantly changing relationship 

between the “camp” and “space.” It the specificity of the dispositif which allows 

this stability, whereby it is flexible and elastic to be able to respond to changing 

forces which can alter the nature of the dispositif, but never eradicate it unless it 

eradicates itself.   

It is probably clearer to imagine it as an overlap (or superimposition) of definitions, 

policies, parameters which define a refuge state or camp set by the United Nations 

(UN) and the respective host governments, over that of a material manifestation 

of refuge and crisis within a delineated space, which is meant; by UN design; to 

only absorb and reinforce those aforementioned definitions and regulations, by 

constructing a physicality of refuge, deemed regulative and ‘under control.’ This 

overlap of the aforementioned elements reveals the camp scale which is a product 

of a symbiosis of an institutionalized mechanism of refuge over the actual 

physicality of it.  

The onset overlap of the aforementioned elements of camp and space produces 

what I call the relief-scale, yet this physicality of camp and space over time--

protraction, produces its own definitions and parameters of refuge through the 

acts of refugees themselves inside that space. These refugee acts culminate in 

deviating from the onset UN and host government rules and regulations, at which 

point if we overlap the camp and the space (produced over protraction), a new 

physical scale emerges which I term here the political-scale.  

This political-scale is different from the relief-scale in that it has protraction as a 

main element making (or constructing) it, and more importantly, this protraction 

includes in it histories of resistance, armed struggle, construction, destruction and 

reconstruction, etc., which allowed for this agency of the refugees to re-
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appropriate the camp and space; whereby the refugees are now seen and 

approached as legitimate makers and further negotiators of this camp-space, and 

which will be discussed in more detail in chapters 2 and 3. This is what I called the 

political in the Prelude, a refugee agency constructed through expanding the scale 

from a relief one, and to a political one.        

Throughout the four years of field research and interventions, I was attempting to 

find the most strategic spatial element inside the “-“ which could explain the 

fascinating spatial scenarios I was able to learn about and document as part of my 

research. It was not long before I realized that most of the narratives I was listening 

to, from various generations of refugees living in the camp, were commensurable 

with some spatial narrative always inscribed within a time-frame. Beginning from 

the exile narratives of the almost lost generation of the camp, who maintain the 

description of exile in spatial terms such as descriptions of long, arduous walks 

along dry, hard terrains, hills and valleys, feet deteriorating as they continuously 

come into contact with the surface of the ground, causing their shoes to be 

devoured by this violent, yet necessary friction of a journey which always seemed 

never-ending in my head, except for the spatial rests along the way, usually inside 

villages that were momentarily spared cleansing until a new departure was 

necessary .  

The journey culminates in the “arrival” at a camp-space, where a new spatial 

experience commences. It is important to stress that in all of the exile narratives I 

was fortunate to listen to directly from the refugees who endured it, they were 

accompanied by descriptions of panic, fear and uncertainty, urgent states of body 

and mind which played a pivotal role in refugee movement and creation of space. 

In fact, this “state of urgency” during the onset of refugee movement is very much 

present today in the camp’s spatiality, while incorporating new elements of 

resistance, economy, and political operation.  

Although this “state of urgency” has become nebulous if one encounters the 

Palestinian camp for the first time, yet as soon as one intersects with the various 
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parts of the camp, it becomes clear that the “state of urgency” is found in all the 

parts of inhabiting the camp. It takes shape in everyday social and economic 

resolutions, whereby refugees constantly try to overcome these hardships as an 

urgent need to meet before attending to other elements of camp inhabitation. Yet 

what I argue in this research is that this “state of urgency” is most visible and most 

operable when operating inside the camp-scale. This camp-scale; which is a 

product of the relational “-“ making the camp-space; is a physicality constructed 

within the strains of humanitarianism and brutality, protection and marginality, 

oppression, confinement, revolt, empowerment, intrusion, control, resistance, 

prosperity, misery, hope and memory, protraction and uncertainty of the near 

present, yet a certainty of an imagined far future ---a return. As I write these words, 

which are truly manifest in the camp’s physicality, I realize how constricting they 

seem as one tries to imagine producing space under such conditions of states. Yet 

these conditions, positioned within a camp spatiality instantaneously morph into 

agents of materiality and potential, of which only the refugee who inhabits this 

space and guards its potential with secrecy, is able to capture it and construct; into 

an actuality which amazes and confronts the elements of violence and control.  

The “-“ between camp and space, is an attempt to say what cannot be said 

(Agamben:1999). In his book entitled Potentialities: Collected Essays in Philosophy, 

Giorgio Agamben tackles the object of language (as one of two other) as a disputed 

mode, in which he challenges the limits of language as a mode of expression. 

Agamben contends that in language there is a state of presupposition once the 

word is constructed and uttered. In this, he means when we use words, there is 

always a moment, or an experience of presupposing the form—existence of 

something as such, only because it has been given an expression—a word, and 

which we say, “Language—our language—in necessarily pre-suppositional and 

objectifying, …Language sup-poses and hides what it brings to light, in the very act 

in which it brings it to light.” (Agamben 1999:33) Yet, there is something left in 

language – making words – which is impossible to give a visible form to; impossible 

to be uttered, and that is what Plato calls “the thing itself,” and which Agamben 

asserts is the “potential,” in the form of that which cannot be said. Agamben 

anchors his argument within Plato’s seventh letter, which is part of a series of 
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letters chronicling what happened in Sicily, as part of Plato’s commitment to 

educate the incoming king, the younger Dionysius to become a philosopher—king. 

In the letter, Plato communicates the paradoxical existence of the “thing itself” in 

the form of an a-form, that which does not and cannot have a form or 

representation. It is thus beyond form and utterance yet is of the same nature of 

that which allows the utterance. Of “the thing itself,” Plato says “For everything 

that exists there are three instruments by which the knowledge of it is necessarily 

imparted; fourth, there is the knowledge itself, and, as fifth, we must count the 

thing itself which is known and truly exists. The first is the name, the second the 

definition, the third the image, and the fourth the knowledge.” Utilizing the 

“circle” to explain the former, as “a thing spoken of,” he continues “Under this one 

head we must group everything which has its existence, not in words nor in bodily 

shapes, but in souls-from which it is dear that it is something different from the 

nature of the circle itself and from the three things mentioned before. Of these 

things intelligence comes closest in kinship and likeness to the fifth, and the others 

are farther distant.” (Plato 360 B.C.E.) Agamben picks out “the thing itself” in his 

book Potentialities, which he describes as a “potential,” existing in its privation in 

that mode of an expression –language. In the Palestinian camp, the “-“ that which 

cannot be said, does not mean it does not exist or cannot be seen, while on the 

contrary, it is because the elements which make the instantaneous definition of 

the camp-space are visible that we are able to confidently situate the “-“ as an 

indication of existing relational formations between the “camp” and the “space.” 

Nonetheless, that which cannot be said inside the camp-space, is indicative of 

something already in the mode of expression – construction of space in this case -

-; occupying a role in the materials and processes of constructing space in the 

Palestinian camp, whereby it is impossible for the naked eye to see, but tangible 

as an effect and an existence. This is especially true when sought after as part of 

research, or even part of needed interventions by the UNRWA and the host 

governments.  

The relational formations inside the “-“ are unique and specific to that “camp” and 

that “space,” yet also retain in them some incorrigible elements, namely 

displacement and refuge which have been part of their making from the onset, 
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and are the foundations of the continuous existence of this relational state of 

inhabitation. The dispositif nature of the “-“ proposes the potential to threat as it 

contains in it inexorable evidence and knowledge concerning injustice and 

exploitation that, if ever it reaches the multiple scale or the social-visible scale –

through a possible creative act of counter-injustice, it has the potential to 

undermine, and more profoundly, negate the existing control structures in place. 

This is fundamentally worrying for the host governments and the wider geo-

political government structures, in that these structures of government apply 

these mechanisms of control beyond the camp boundary, yet always in relation to 

the camp boundary. In doing so, the host government engages in creating yet 

another relation (or another dispositif form), an unequal one based on separating, 

exposing and covering, empowering and disempowering some elements of the 

dispositif over the others to ensure a state of fear and ambiguity is always present 

in society’s subjectivity in relation to the camp-space. This truly affirms the 

relentless invention of ‘modes of intervention’ host governments apply to avoid 

the emergence of a threatening, visible scenario – utilizing the multiple scale, 

which could not only resonate with the host community, but reveal other hidden 

modes of injustice, thus risking the instability of any of the dispositif elements. This 

instability of the dispositif element can cause a domino effect, and eventually 

overwhelm the entire government apparatus.  

After 69 years of making space inside the Palestinian camp, it has reached a 

“massiveness” which is no longer susceptible to taming, and more dangerously (for 

the hosting entities) to concealing (covering), thus this massiveness truly threatens 

to reveal an injustice, and if it reaches the needed multiple scale of resistance, it 

can redefine itself within the larger apparatus –beyond camp boundary—, causing 

an instability and a possible instantaneous definition of a new act which aims to 

undermine the government’s mechanisms of concealment and control. 
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Defining camp-space 

For the researcher in this field, it is of utmost importance to reach a definition of 

a proposed term, theory or phenomenon, even if it is a working definition. 

Otherwise, they are unable to continue his/her investigation without reaching 

certain milestones of convictions; usually demonstrated in produced definitions 

based on the personal task of excavating the field of research, and drawing one’s 

own analysis and interpretations which enable oneself to reach a definition. The 

definition is not a final state--stage of researching that particular term, yet within 

the larger scale of the research question, it is a “strategic direction” based on 

factual research and discourse, which support that direction, and acts as a stepping 

stone to reach a new knowledge in the research. For me, inside the camp, I was 

constantly trying to construct a convincing, reliable definition of this state of camp-

space, which would enable me to uncover all other questions in the research more 

clearly. Formulating definitions inside a space such as the refugee camp is very 

challenging due to the fact that refugee camps conceal within them histories, 

cultures and beliefs which are not easily accessible, and many times kept 

concealed or even deliberately obscured for purposes of protection (on both sides 

of the situation – refugees and host governments). This refugee obscurity inside 

the camp is not meant to expand an existing power for the purposes of profit and 

control, but augmenting an existing power for the purposes of entering a political 

field of negotiation, a negotiation with another, exterior entity which holds 

political jurisdiction over the camp-space.  

As my research experience and time inside the camps increased, so did my 

conviction on the importance of this ‘negotiating power’ with this applied 

jurisdiction over the camp, as there have been numerous scenarios communicated 

to me in my two selected case studies – Baqa’a camp in Jordan and Burj el Barajneh 

camp in Lebanon – of successful negotiations with each respective host 

government. Historically, Palestinian refugees were granted some concessions 

from the governments, in obvious return of something the refugees possess and 

the governments want, namely order and security, or in more accurate terms, to 
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remain hosted within the respective country as docile guests. As has been narrated 

to me in both camps, these concessions are reached only after the camp-space 

reaches a level of violence which is in breach of the allowable threshold the 

governments have determined as allowable, manageable amount of violence –, 

beyond which the government decides to intervene, through on-ground 

deployment of its forces to quell such activity.  

These scenarios which the government considers violent can be as mundane as a 

symbolic demonstration, or refugee reactions to the forced removal of camp 

street shacks by government forces, kids burning tires on a public road, or seldom 

a full-blown confrontation with the government. In fact, sometimes, this activity 

which the host government finds threatening could be of a cultural, academic 

nature, such as the ‘Space of Refuge’ event that I and colleagues constructed and 

hosted inside Baqa’a camp in the summer of 2015 as a research field intervention. 

The event was met with disapproval and attempts at censorship by the Jordanian 

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). This conflictual scenario will be discussed in 

detail in Chapter 4, yet I would highlight here that the Jordanian CIA saw the event 

title and the raising of the Palestinian flag publicly inside the camp as a warning 

sign for potential unrest. They claimed it would revive a “black history”28 between 

the host government and the Palestinian refugees long buried in Jordan, as well 

as, encourage some refugees to take on other similar activities, thus creating and 

bringing to life an otherwise intentionally subverted form of intellectual—

nationalistic dialogue inside the camp. By examining these government reactions, 

one could clearly see efforts to not only sequester resistance, but even, thoughts 

and feelings of resistance. This scenario helped uncover the fixed position of the 

Jordanian government towards the protracted Palestinian refugees and its 

extensive clandestine presence inside the camp, demonstrated during our ‘Space 

of Refuge’ event in their quick interference, and enforced request that we place 

the Jordanian flag alongside the Palestinian one, yet before the latter. This 

demonstrated scenario testifies to Foucault’s contention that “power” is made out 

                                                            
28 Please refer to Chapter 1: Palestinian Presence and the Emergence of the PLO inside the 
camp, for a detailed account of ‘Black September.’ 
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of “knowledge,” and thus knowledge is a prerequisite to construct power, which 

inevitably means the host government, very well aware of the potentials of 

knowledge inside the camp, would see any initiative meant to create localized and 

independent knowledge as a serious threat of potentially building a “countering-

power.” (Foucault 1980, Deleuze 1992).  

Responses to such acts differ from one host country to another, and sometimes 

from one camp to another, depending on the established presence of each 

towards the other. Yet in all these aforementioned scenarios and after a display of 

force from both sides, the host government –many times mediated through a third 

part – participates in negotiations with respective camp leaders/representatives 

to address the conflict and reach an agreement in order to restore peace inside 

the camp-space. These agreements’ propensity to be in favour of the refugee 

camp is always proportional to the camp-space’s established value with the host 

government, mainly calculated on the former’s capability and willingness to cause 

unrest within the host government’s geography. This established value is precisely 

what is at play between the camp and the space; that of power. It is all 

encompassing of the elements constructing the “-“ and which yield a definition for 

that camp-space, one which is of strategic value beyond research and academia. 

The power which the camp-space produces is precisely that of spatially 

intimidating the host government security structures, so as to compel them to 

negotiate.     

As I have tried to demonstrate, the Palestinian camp cannot be defined without 

first defining the “-“ between the camp and the space, as it is where the definition 

resides, one that allows itself to be redefined with protraction; in part as a form of 

resilience and continuity; and with every event that causes the elements of the 

camp to bend -change- and reform their subjective relationship. Without the “-“ – 

where the elements are situated – the “camp” and the “space” exist as separate 

generic entities without a relational co-existence, yet when elements making the 

“camp” and the “space” are at play over the element of “time,” they construct 

subjectivities which enable a definition of the camp-space.  
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To summarize, the “-“ is a dispositif; a physical milieu where the space and camp 

elements reside in a relational state to each other, forming this material dispositif. 

The form and nature of the dispositif allows for all the possible relationships 

between camp and space. It is a mediation between the two to guarantee the 

simultaneous existence of the two as such, utilizing the form of Rhizome29 

whereby multiple relationships can be formed which are not linear and not 

hierarchical.  Without the “-“ the camp, and the space will cease to exist as a 

functioning apparatus As soon as we are removed from the established 

humanitarian discourse of discussing and defining refugee camps – which are 

based on rigid standards and calculated dimensions –, which we are all trained to 

understand as such without questioning, and further conceive of concepts based 

on this limited and designed formation of the camp and space, we are then able 

to think beyond the “camp” and beyond the “space.” This is in order to imagine a 

new form which is more representative to the established material and existential 

states of both, but free of the predetermined humanitarian structures, formations 

and definitions the camp and the space are often confined to. 

It is here that the Agambian concepts of play and deactivation through 

profanation, occupy a central role in the research. In his article examining the 

various Agambian writings on the concept of profanation, Leland de la Durantaye 

provides definitions from Agamben, saying ““To profane,” Agamben writes 

twenty-three years later, “does not simply mean to abolish or cancel separations, 

but to learn to make new uses of them” (Profanazioni, 100). … “The creation of a 

new use,” Agamben writes, “is only possible through disactivating an old use—

rendering it inoperative [inoperoso]” (Profanazioni, 99). This new use is for this 

reason also “a pure means [un mezzo puro]”—that is to say, “a means without end 

[un mezzo senza fine]” (Profanazioni, 99). The idea of profanation is in this respect 

closely linked to the ideas of vocation and the inoperative, to decreation and 

potentiality, so important elsewhere in Agamben’s writing, as all of them are 

oriented toward such “new uses”” (De la Durantaye 2008:35).  This is not so 

different from Lars Lerup’s cry to re-imagine form and what is has been formally 

                                                            
29 Please refer to Prelude, for a discussion of the form of Rhizome.   
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trained to represent in our minds, to the point where he envies the child – with 

limited exposure to discipline and control – who imagines the chair to be many 

things but a chair, saying “We have foreclosed on the potential of form …We get 

slowly trained to refuse form.”30  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Illustrative diagram showing the camp-space as one entity living in a functioning symbiosis of camp and space 
while becoming something else once they engage in a “looping,” or an overlap, which can be described here as 
the process which occurs inside the “-“ between the camp and space. Once the “-” is inserted, the camp and space 
exist in a relational state where it takes on a different form, distinct from that of camp and space separately, yet 
emanating from both thus maintaining certain characteristics of both camp and space in it. What the “-” allows is 
for a dispositif-like condition, whereby the elements which make the camp-space and the external elements which 
confront the camp-space, are now working towards a negotiation first, rather than a full-on confrontation. We can 
say from an antagonistic to an agonistic relation, as Mouffe and this thesis demonstrate in later chapters. 
 

Theoretical Sequence of Research 

 
 
This PhD research into the historical evolution of the Palestinian camp’s physical scale was imagined as a 
functioning dispositif. The camp-space concept is imagined as the macro dispositif consisting of multiple micro 
dispositifs which reside in the camp-space, and further allow for its alteration through external “lines of force.” In 
this thesis, the “lines of force” are imagined in the form of interventions, regarded here as devices which plug-in 
to the existing camp macro dispositif.  
 
The “camp” and “space” contain the political because of an overlap made possible by the “-.” The “-” is where the 
structure of the dispositif (rhizome) resides as an operating milieu for the elements making the Palestinian camp, 
allowing them to form relationships which can be strategic and able to orient the whole dispositif towards a new 
form, one which can pronounce the political through a desire to act.  
 
What emerges as a central element containing the political inside the Palestinian camp is the ‘camp scale,’ a 
physical scale constructed by the refugees over almost 70 years of protracted displacement. This scale, is what 
remains to be the element of agency utilized by the refugees to maintain a negotiation with the host governments 
concerning their political future.  Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 

                                                            
30 Lars Lerup, Making Strange, Lecture at the Berlage Institute, 8 May 2012. 
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Creation of Space and People –  

Jewish Movement 

The Palestinian-Israeli conflict is firstly one of space, and secondly that of people. 

From the onset of the Jewish immigration to Palestine in the late 1800s, the first 

Jewish immigrant communities—predominantly coming from Europe – did not 

integrate in the Palestinian indigenous landscape, but created their own spaces in 

the form of a moshava (colony), kibbutz (gathering) or a moshav (settlement), 

which are agricultural communities based on the concept of collective labour, 

though a land-ownership differed within the three typologies.31 Yet, what links all 

three typologies is the fact that they were all developed and constructed on the 

basis of Jewish immigrants housing themselves in a communal manner, while 

producing in that land to become self-sufficient, and be able to graduate Zionist 

thinkers. Gradual yet large in amount, immigration and space-making took place 

starting in 1882 and continues as a mode of population transfer into the state of 

Israel today, as this spatial typology concept did not disappear in today’s Israel but 

morphed into urban Jewish settlements. 

The Jewish people were being persecuted in Europe at that time, which prompted 

a large-scale displacement and immigration globally, yet there were key 

mechanisms adopted through an emerging Zionist entity32 which played a pivotal 

role in establishing and securing a large Jewish presence in Palestine. This Jewish 

presence manifested itself in the form of a new community, with a culturally 

organized space based on agriculture, yet programmed with the potential to grow 

and transform into future permanent cities, which many Israeli “settlements 

turned cities” are a proof of today. Both the Jewish Colonization Association – later 

renamed the Palestine Jewish Colonization Association – and the Jewish National 

Fund (JNF) were established by Zionist adherents to purchase land in Palestine for 

the purpose of Jewish settlement. The JNF alone is said to own around 13% of land 

                                                            
31 Please refer to the Zionist Aliyah.  
32 Please refer to Basel Program in First Zionist Congress, Basel, 1897. 
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inside Israel today,33 which has been placed under Israeli administration based on 

a signed treaty. It is obvious that Jewish immigration into Palestine – unlike most 

mass-immigrations emanating out of conflict and crisis – was a very much an 

institutionalized process (Pressman 2005, Pappe 2006, Simpson 1938) which 

involved lobbying, setting up organized Zionist bodies across the globe, 

conferences, published manifestos and books, etc., all focused and aimed at a 

recent established belief that Palestine belonged to the Jewish people, as a Biblical 

right. This propaganda approach required that the Zionist entity obtain a political 

legitimacy, which they did through utilizing the aforementioned mechanisms, to 

ensure a new Jewish state will be constructed on Palestinian land and no other34 

(Pressman 2005, Pappe 2006, Massad 2000,2003). 

Constructing a Jewish space in Palestine 

Petah Tikva, a Jewish moshava (colony), is considered to be the first “organized” 

Jewish space to house the first and second Aliyah.35 In 1878, Petah Tikva was 

founded on Palestinian land as a modern Zionist agricultural settlement -rural 

Jewish settlement- referred to as moshava, a privately-owned land as opposed to 

communal kibbutzim and moshavim. Spaces like Petah Tikva were created to 

facilitate the ‘transfer’ of Jewish immigrants, mostly from Eastern Europe, into 

Ottoman ruled Palestine under the pretext of creating the Zionist state; Israel. The 

First Aliyah – organized population transfer – which is the term used to refer to 

the vast immigration of Jewish people into Palestine began in 1882 and continued 

until 1903, amounting to about 25,000-35,000 Jewish immigrants. These spaces 

not only housed an influx of un-authorized Jewish immigration into Palestine, but 

simultaneously organized and produced Zionist political thinkers and units, such 

as the Kadima party, and which has its headquarters in Petah Tikva. 

                                                            
33 Source: http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Society_&_Culture/land.html  
34 For more information on the “Uganda Scheme”, please see Conforti, 2014. 
35 Baron Edmund de Rothschild, a Zionist pioneer who played a major role in establishing 
the State of Israel, through his vast financial support, and institutionalized mechanism such 
as creating the Palestine Jewish Colonization Association (PICA) to purchase Palestinian 
lands, which later served as land for Israeli industry and settlements.  
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Figure 1-2

Transfer of Space and People –  

 
 

8383



After carefully investigating the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) resolu-
tions related to the Palestinian problem, and especially the plight of the Palestinian 
refugees, it is clear the idea for these camp-spaces had been in the making well be-
fore the Arab-Israeli War of 1948, or its successor in 1967. There was an intention 
to absorb and contain a perceived problem, that of displaced Palestinians, which 
was facilitated by global powers after the Second World War, and which was enact-
ed through the agency of the recently established United Nations (see, for instance 
the Declaration by United Nations on 1st January 1942). This ‘solution’ was in turn 
based upon the spatial absorption of a problem resulting from the war, namely the 
Jewish refugees created by Nazi Germany’s ‘Final Solution’ strategy, through the 
form of spatial occupation and spatial transfer to the so-called Holy Land. The dis-
placed Jewish population thereby occupied a new nation-state while the resultant 
Palestine refugees were duly forced to occupy allocated sites in other nations – i.e. 
the neighbouring host countries – in the shape of refugee camps (camp-spaces).
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Figure 1-3 

Diagram showing a historical chronology of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict highlighting 
various events, resolutions, and agreements which played a major role in shaping the 
conflict, and ensuring the Palestinian refuge was contained.

Image Source: Samar Maqusi.
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If one tries to simplify and draw a timeline of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict for 

the sake of this research, regardless of which time-specific events one chooses 

to link, they are all imbued in some manner or another with either negotiations 

or illustrations of a “transfer” (see Figure 1-3) as is evident in the letters 

exchanged between the Zionist entity and other Arab or British counterparts. In 

many of my presentations to various audiences, I find myself repeatedly opening 

the presentation by highlighting that: This is a conflict about space, unfolded in 

space, and remains to be spatial, defined and re-defined. As I will demonstrate in 

the following sections, and throughout the chapters, this is a conflict imagined and 

implemented through spatial means, first and foremost, and remains to be a 

conflict unfolded inside literal space and imagined legal spatial terminology. Eyal 

Weizman explains the various spatial methods and terminologies the Israeli 

government utilized, in collaboration with and sometimes even initiation by the 

Israeli settler community. These established terminologies were meant to 

implement both land grabbing and land transfer using the most common method 

of exacerbated justification; that these grabbed--transferred spaces are necessary 

for ensuring the security of Israel, from the occupied, overwhelmingly unequipped 

and unsupported indigenous Palestinian population. Hence their location on top 

of hills (look-out posts in search of terrorists), in-between, and across Palestinian 

territories.36 (Weizman 2007, 2004:227) Weizman further explains the political 

planning of the land initiated through Ariel Sharon and Kadima’s new grip on Israeli 

power, saying: 

 

“Sharon saw in the depth of the West Bank, heavily populated by 

Palestinians, a sacred territory and a defensible frontier, a border without 

a line, across whose depth, around and between Palestinian towns and 

villages, a matrix of settlement could be constructed.  

Sharon’s location strategy was based upon a close reading of the terrain 

and a decision made with the precision of acupuncture regarding where 

                                                            
36 For more on Israeli methods of grabbing Palestinian lands, please see Fisk, 2001.   
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effort, usually in a form of a new settlement, could be applied. The fact 

that the word “a point” (Nekuda) or “a point on the ground” means 

“settlement” in Hebrew is indicative of a planning culture that considers 

the positioning of a settlement less in terms of its essence, than in terms 

of its strategic location.” (Weizman 2004:225) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1-4 

Palestinian Movement— 
Diagram showing the “lines of flight” the Palestinians adopted to seek refuge elsewhere, and which resulted from 
various factors including proximity to a host country, and the established familial and social relationships some the 
Palestinian refugees had with neighbouring Arabs. At the time, this was possible because of the absence of “drawn 
borders,” which only entered the Near East geography in 1916 as a manifestation of the Sykes Picot division map of 
the Arab world.   

Image Source: Anonymous.  
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The other Palestinian space 

 

14th May 1948 marked the day an independent ‘state of Israel’ on Palestinian land 

was declared, a day before the British mandate in Palestine was to expire. In claim 

for this land, it is often (if not always) cited as the ‘Promised Land’ which entails a 

Biblical promise to Abraham and his grandson Jacob and his sons, seen as a 

perpetual right from God, which has its roots in the Exodus.37 Celebrated as Yom 

Ha'atzmaut, this day marks the establishment of a Jewish State and further the 

reclamation of a natural and historic right given by God and further facilitated by 

Allied forces of the Second World War, and protected through United Nations 

General Assembly (UNGA) resolutions, and to this day, forcibly implemented by 

the State established. Ironically enough, this same exact day – which resonates for 

the Jewish population as the day when God reclaimed his people – also resonates 

as the day when God - if we are to accept without questioning the above 

statement- abandoned Palestinians. For Palestinians, it’s the day of the Nakbah, a 

day of catastrophe which until today has its ramifications on every level in the life 

of a Palestinian, and more incessantly in the life of a Palestinian Refugee inhabiting 

a camp. 

Many questions and contradictory projections surround the Palestinian problem 

and Israeli occupation, which resulted in 58 spaces-in-transition, housing people-

in-transition, and in no less confusion and distorted vision is the Palestinian camp, 

viewed and approached. After receiving its most recent renewal of its mandate, 

which has been typically renewed every three years,38 UNRWA will continue 

serving more than 1.4 million registered Palestinian refugees residing across 58 

                                                            
37 The Exodus tells the story of Moses when he led the Israelites out of Egypt and into Sinai 
because of their exodus from Egypt, and it is said that God reveals himself and offers them 
a covenant which requires that they keep God’s Torah and in return he will be their God 
and offers them the Land of the Canaan. 
38 L. Bartholomeusz, The Mandate of UNRWA at Sixty. 
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official camps for its 66th year.39 Rhetorically described by international relief 

agencies as a temporary shelter to serve those displaced and guarantee their basic 

human rights, the camp-space today no longer adheres to the original relief vision 

laid out and drawn by International Humanitarian agencies. These agencies were 

at the forefront of applied mechanisms – of Relief and Works based on 

resettlement – to ensure an Israeli State was to become the latest ‘investment’ 

project to be realized after the events of WWII, and at the expense of 750,000 

displaced indigenous persons, who are referred to as the Palestinian refugees. 

Today, the Palestinian camp is no longer that defined40 space providing temporary 

relief until a just solution is reached, in fact, I would argue that the Palestinian 

camp was never intended to serve as a place of relief and temporary safeguarding 

from the inflicted sufferings that required them to exile and camp on this specific 

spot awaiting an eventual return.41 The camp today, considered a relational 

space42 caused by the initial act of abandonment, is in fact an embodiment of what 

Agamben calls “the most absolute biopolitical space ever to have been realized” 

(Agamben 1998:97), where it is no longer viable to distinguish between the 

humanistic character and basic needs of the refugee from his political status. It is 

this lack of distinction which we discussed in the Prelude, and which Agamben 

describes as an “inclusionary exclusion,” whereby a certain group of people -the 

undesirables as Michel Agier terms them- are set apart from the juridical order, 

that of State laws and entitlements, and made into what Agamben calls the figure 

of the homo sacer -- he who can be killed but not sacrificed. This is because that 

figure is no longer recognized by law, thus his sacredness has been taken away 

                                                            
39 Please see: https://www.unrwa.org/who-we-are. 
40 “A camp, according to UNRWA's working definition, is a plot of land placed at the 
disposal of UNRWA by the host government to accommodate Palestine refugees and to set 
up facilities to cater to their needs.”: www.unrwa.org. 
41 It can be argued that from its inception as an ideology, Zionism was concerned with 
making the Jewish State not only a national quest, but an international one as well to 
guarantee that the originary cause is defused on the international political arena. “I 
consider the Jewish question neither a social nor a religious one, even though it sometimes 
takes these and other forms. It is a national question, and to solve it we must first of all 
establish it as an international political problem to be discussed and settled by the civilized 
nations of the world in council.” T. Herzl, Der Judenstaat, 1896. 
42 “The difference between abandonment and exclusion is that abandonment is an active 
relational process. The performance of abandonment is simultaneously the production of 
space and relational space.” G. Pratt, Abandoned women and spaces of the exception, 
Antipode, 2005. 
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from him, and he is deemed sacrilegious-- embodied in the figure of “bare life” 

which is devoid of anything political. Yet, this setting apart from the juridical order 

is not accidental but very much an intentional decision by a “sovereign,” through 

an act of abandoning the instituted law in relation to the figure of the homo sacer, 

or the undesirables, and replacing it with a new law which the sovereign constructs 

to deal with the aforementioned undesirables. This new law is possible through 

the creation of the concentration camp, the refugee camp, the camp, where it is 

implemented and given legitimacy –spatially. This state, allows for the paradoxical 

existence of an inclusionary exclusion, being outside the instituted law, yet inside 

of it in the form of an abandonment from said law, and at the same time, in direct 

relation to it as they exist spatially within said law. Inside the Palestinian camp, this 

existential ambiguity is recurrent on many layers of what makes a camp-space 

which has materialized in that ‘space-in-transition.’ Today, the camp-space as 

described from inside is as a place of suffering, blockage, and intensification of 

socio-political, economic and urban complexity, yet, it simultaneously 

demonstrates itself as a space of spatial genius and economic power, especially 

when confronted with scenarios of conflict, of which I shall demonstrate with past 

and recent examples in later chapters.  

This research is intended to architecturally study, analyse, and trace through maps 

(by using and generating physical maps) the inception and evolution of Palestinian 

refugee camps, set against the backdrop of spatial politics43. Furthermore, it will 

question the role of architecture within the Palestinian camp and in retrospect the 

architectural form these spaces adopted. It is quite crucial to truly understand the 

architectural physical implications and more importantly interventions in a camp-

space, which is and remains a conflictual space, because as Paul Hirst indicates: 

“Fighting may be episodic, but the possibility of conflict is constant.”44 This latent 

possibility of conflict inside the Palestinian camp has demanded that these spaces 

continuously redefine themselves in a materialized battle of constructing scales, 

                                                            
43 Please refer to the Prelude for a definition of spatial politics.  
44 P. Hirst, War and Power in the 21st Century, Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 2001. 
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which proved – within the Palestinian camp’s history – to be homologous with 

constructing power-relations, especially that of the refugee-host government.  

 

 

Why does the camp-space look like this? 

 

This questioning carried out through the thesis, could mean a new form of spatial 

discourse in which we trace, layer, analyse, and visually represent camps, and most 

importantly how we as architects and planners genuinely intervene inside the 

camp-space:  

“This margin is the place where architecture reaches the border of 

intentional intervention. It is the very space in which the architect loses 

his power, where we are being confronted with the impossibility of 

designing an environment. While the negative aspects of the margin show 

architecture’s limits, its positive characteristics prove the redundancy of 

the architect.”45 

 

The margin is now the kind of space in which the architect has an opportunity, an 

opening to creatively intervene and take advantage of the emergent chasms, 

resulting from 69 years of displacement, piling and compiling the physical 

                                                            
45 C. Cupers and M. Miessen, Spaces of Uncertainty, 2003.  
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attributes of the camp. Often seen as leftover spaces caused by human 

interventions, these chasms will become the instrumental tools in defining and 

attempting to redefine the space, and further in retrieving the collective 

knowledge and common practices the refugees share. In other words, theses 

chasms in the Palestinian camp are the new common space, adhering to new 

scales and materialities of commonality as they escape the continuous 

encroachment of a confined refuge. Approaching the camp-space from this 

principle will in no doubt challenge the historic notion of the architect. Usually 

confronted with the challenge of occupying a vacant land, is now confronted with 

the more difficult reality of a space already in motion, and already occupied and 

sometimes re-occupied, leaving behind it complex voids of spatial opportunity. 

These voids can take on different characteristics and forms, they are not simply 

empty pieces of land scattered here and there inside the camp-space, theses voids 

are found everywhere and anywhere, they can be on the fringes of the camp, 

above, underneath or next to any of the camp-space elements. These are the same 

voids and forces that I will study in this thesis as not only spaces of potential 

intervention, but as spaces for potential preservation, whereby this preservation 

takes on various forms of presentation and representation conveying stories, 

histories and realities of the camp and the refugees, i.e. camp knowledge. It is the 

new stage for behavioural expression and social change; as they are intense spaces 

preserved in them everything “refuge” from the onset of the Palestinian exodus. 

It is a preservation of the journey, of the physical and psychological displacement 

the refugee endured, it is a preservation of the injustice and violent force(s) 

inflicted on the Palestinian refugee; transferring him from the ‘human worthy of 

life’ to the ‘human unworthy of life.’ In short, it is a preservation of existing spatial 

knowledge. This research will address and try to understand what has become of 

the Palestinian camp and the Palestinian refugee while exploring the frequencies 
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in which both intersect, exaggerating these frequencies in order to recognize that 

‘common space’46 where the two exist as one. 

 

Research Question 

 
The research process therefore starts by asking “Why does the Palestinian camp 

look like this?” To begin to answer this inquiry, a task of unravelling the historical 

dimension of space inside the camp must be undertaken, which will include 

inquiries of the direct impact the various UN resolutions, policies, definitions and 

practices have had on the camp’s physical form, as well as, the adopted policies 

and practices – especially spatial ones – of host governments, and draw a traversal 

line across the various camp-elements which make a camp-space, to clearly situate 

the former inquiries within a knowledge-based inquiry and spatiality. 

Furthermore, I will be proposing for the first time an alternative method to map 

and analyse the Palestinian camp-space, one which can genuinely trace and tackle 

critical spatial knowledge, as well as, new tools for designing and creating the 

needed spaces which offer the potential for refugees to exercise greater self-

determination, through a new form of discussing and exchanging spatial 

knowledge. This in the hope that it will counteract the existing spatial practices 

                                                            
46 Abu Al Awasif (literary translating to the father of storms), a refugee who endured the 
exodus of 1948 and resides in Burj el Barajneh camp in Lebanon, mentioned to me (while 
filming a short film about what life looks like for a youth refugee living in a Palestinian 
camp) that while the camp is a place of misery for many people, he saw it as one of 
opportunity, demonstrated in the unique cohabitation of various Palestinian peasants 
within one space. He says, “the camp-space gathered and united a people longing for the 
same identity and redemption.” He continues “while in Palestine it would be almost 
impossible for a Palestinian from Safsaf (town in Safad district) to live and neighbour 
another Palestinian from Bayt Jibrin (town in Hebron district). The camp-space allowed for 
this strange kind of unity and gathering, and at the same time, offered an opportunity for 
social and cultural tolerance.” 
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with their imposed infrastructures of exclusion, marginalization, and control. How, 

then, can we begin to envision a space of livelihood and possibility within a camp 

setting?    

Hence my doctoral thesis tackles directly the issue of politics in terms of 

architecture and spatial practice inside the Palestinian refugee camp. Politics, 

situated within the research inquiry and geography, designates all the “designed” 

mechanisms by which external entities (here represented by the UNRWA and the 

host governments) try to constrain the spatial activities by the refugees, and the 

resulting agencies. As an employee of the UNRWA, and over the course of working 

closely with refugees and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) that are active 

in the camp, it has become clear to me that whenever these external entities 

intervene in the camp-space, they have constantly failed to address – either in 

their planning, design process or implementation – the important political 

decisions that play such a crucial role in shaping this kind of space. This has caused 

a hindering and undermining of the necessary potential spaces inside the camp 

which can enhance the livelihoods of refugees, and thus enable them to demand 

political solutions to the injustices being constantly imposed upon them. Clearly, 

the emerging question here is “Why have these external entities who build space 

inside the camp, been disregarding the political for what is now 69 years of 

protracted refuge?” 

The continuous building of humanitarian relief architecture with the refusal to 

address the political, does nothing more than ensure the bare requirements for 

human survival, as opposed to the more important issue of developing human 

potential. Thus the research for this PhD thesis by Architectural Design seeks to 

redress this problem by proposing design strategies to empower those in the 

Palestinian camp-space through building a network of political and spatial 

awareness; thus enabling the refugees, who are the primary producers of space 

inside the camp, to re-shape and re-appropriate their spatial environment either 

by physical, or if proven necessary, non-physical interventions in the pursuit of a 

form of political self-emancipation. 
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Can we recognize methods of architectural intervention inside the camp-space, 

where humanitarian and state practices are challenged with a new spatial 

language and method of intervention, which could engage in the production of 

informed space that is divorced from the inflicted forms of surveillance and 

control? If developed, these methods will allow the refugees to use their camp-

space – which they have produced – as the proof exhibit in pursuit of their rights 

and liberties; through utilizing the existing constructed spatial-knowledge, and in 

turn inform the unfolding of the conflict inside their space.47 

This leads me to identify three key research questions for my research project and 

fieldwork investigation: 

 

1. What is the political within the camp-space? 

2. What form has it acquired in the different host countries where the camps are 

located?  

3. What is the emergent spatial potential for each of these camp-spaces?  

To address the abovementioned research questions, the fieldwork began by 

asking; just why the spatial form in the camp-space has developed in the way it 

has. A thorough examination of the historical evolution of the spatial form was 

undertaken, carried out through theoretical readings, archival research, and 

extensive fieldwork investigations, while juxtaposing the findings against the 

political backdrop of the UNGA resolutions. These resolutions were created as a 

means to develop the framework for resettling the Palestinian refugees, and thus 

normalizing the political problem. In this sense, the political as it exists inside the 

camp-space today can be revealed, and the form that it takes identified through 

the application of architectural mapping and analytical techniques. The research 

will then ask whether the spatial form of the camp-space can indeed not only 

                                                            
47 “Conflict, for Paul, never simply happened in space. Conflict was space making, and 
space redefined the way conflict unfolded.” E. Weizmann, Material Proportionality: the 
Paul Hirst Memorial Lecture, www.opendemocracy.net, 2010. 
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contain and reveal the political, but also be reworked so as to demand a political 

solution, in the form of a political self-determination and emancipation for the 

Palestinian refugees.  

 

On Scale & Belonging  

 
Inside the camp-space, the physical form is that which does not take the form of 

the pure order of architecture, but instead makes its own order out of “pure” 

need. In the Palestinian camp, even when making space aimed at capturing an 

economic value, there is a presupposed “pure need” for both the maker of space 

(refugee), and the other to inhabit the space. The other – inside the Palestinian 

camp – has always been a refugee from the same camp, coming from another 

camp, new refugees from other countries, foreign labour families, and such. 

Architecture inside the camp is never built to attract or convince others of a 

possible new way of life, be it social, spatial, or economic, as one only finds himself 

building and inhabiting a camp-space out of an urgency – be it social, political, or 

economic. This, coupled with the constant contradiction camp architecture 

experiences with time, ensures that any attempt at formally organizing the camp-

space will fail, and will be met with instantaneous restructuring by the refugees 

inhabiting the camp. The conflict between architecture and time inside the camp-

space is based on the fact that time in the camp-space, always exists in 

simultaneity with a political question. This innate presence of the political in the 

dimension of time inside the camp, augmented the scale of time to encompass a 

larger spatial geography – to include other camps and the homeland – which are 

not only connected through a shared “time,” but the spatial-time of the homeland 

coerces all the other spatial-times to await and observe the latter’s self-

determination. We can say that time, rather than border, is the real material 

“boundary” the Palestinian camps experience. 
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mashaa’ = right-of-use 

 

Before the 1948 exodus, the Palestinian refugees had been living in a state of 

mashaa’48, meaning land-sharing or common ownership, a concept developed and 

implemented during the Ottoman rule in Palestine. The concept of mashaa’ entails 

dividing the agricultural lands of the village between the village families according 

to developed regulations, but mostly by draw, to cultivate and accumulate profit. 

The lands would be re-assigned every 5-10 years, sometimes even sooner to 

ensure each family has a chance to benefit from the different topography of the 

land. The Palestinian peasant lived a spatial culture bifurcated into two states of 

inhabitation, the private residence and the common good; the village agricultural 

land. Mashaa’, which literally translates to open field or common from Arabic, 

produced a culture within the villages whereby Palestinian peasants constructed 

a relationship with space as a common entity, formed and reformed to benefit the 

people of the village as a whole. Ownership was in a transient mode, existing 

mainly in the private residence of the family, but even those residences would host 

extended families who share the amenities and the open spaces of the residence 

– hakura (courtyard), thereby, the concept of the ‘common space’ was an intrinsic 

part of the Palestinian peasant’s life. The Palestinian refugees arriving in camps, 

overwhelmingly peasants (Al-Qutub 1989), brought with them this intrinsic sense 

of communal scale and mode of inhabitation, which enabled them to quickly adapt 

the new refuge space into one of similar patterns. This is illustrated in the 

thousand narratives conveyed inside camps of refugee families merging several 

plots with extended families and even past neighbours together, to form one large 

communal plot. Yet, the camp-space introduced a “new common” to the refugees 

which were the UNRWA public amenities including water collection points, public 

bathrooms and showers, as well as, public ovens for baking. These new 

                                                            
48 Please refer to Kark, Ruth, Sethj Frantzman. 2012. “The Negev: Land, Settlement, the 
Bedouin and Ottoman and British Policy 1871–1948.” British Journal of Middle Eastern 
Studies, Vol.39(1), p.53-77.  
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architectural spaces inside the camp augmented the common scale for the 

refugees to now include the most domestic spaces they had always regarded as 

private. This disruption to the architectural order the Palestinian peasant was 

inhabiting before, confirmed the notion that this is a refuge space, and will never 

be able to replace the previous home space. 

Many scholars writing on the Palestinian camp directly associate the early 

architectural forms of the camps to the Palestinian villages’ forms, as a way for the 

Palestinian refugees to rebuild and replace familiar landscapes. (Petti & Hilal, 

Misselwitz, Hanafi, Peteet, Khalili) What I believe to be a more accurate 

“association,” is that with government policies and the use of space – the mashaa’. 

As Palestinian refugees moved into camps, they produced similar mannerisms of 

previous village inhabitation, joining multiple UNRWA plots to house extended 

families, and cultivating agricultural lands outside camps in the form of mashaa’, 

by forging agreements with host-populations to utilize their private lands. This 

replication of habitual forms was not meant to recreate a village life, or even 

safeguard a spatial culture suddenly seized by force; while reserving that these 

acts might have been in play in the subconscious. The replication emerged out of 

a historic, genuine understanding of a relationship with land and space, though 

clearly interrupted and reformed as it comes to contact with a political spatiality, 

namely the camp.       

Refugees look back at the concept of mashaa’ as a form of ownership without 

owning.49 Further, they feel that the concept enabled and supported the goals of 

Zionism inside Palestine due to the unstable relationship the villager had with 

his/her land (changing every few years), which they translated into a “mobile 

belonging” --timed.50  

                                                            
49 Notes from Dawaymieh Meeting at Dawaymieh Madafeh Baqa’a camp, July 2014. 
50 Ibid. 
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The concept of mashaa' – i.e. shared land management – still holds in the camp 

through the UNRWA's concept of right-of-use (usufruct), and this played a major 

role in how refugees quickly built up their shelters and easily encroached upon the 

common as in their previous spatial inhabitation. The refugees, overwhelmingly 

coming from villages, have been living a way of life which treats all space as eligible 

for usufruct. These spaces inside the camp, granted by the UNRWA and host 

governments are still regarded as “right-of-use,” even after 69 years of 

displacement and refuge, where the private and the common space ascribe to the 

same spatial condition where one is solid and the other void. Of course, 

demarcations were drawn to distinguish between social privacy and public 

sociability, so that a family can conduct a customarily functioning way of life. Yet 

if we imagine removing all the shelter cement walls in the camp -- which are the 

result of UN planning guidelines -- and while their footprints remain, the ground 

becomes ubiquitously and clearly one big right-of-use for all refugees, and that is 

the current legal status of the camp-land.   

What this concept or way of life, the mashaa’, and correspondingly the ‘right of 

use’ provided was a free spatial economy which is not controlled or regulated by 

the official building market, but instead shaped and defined by the refugees 

themselves. In fact, the first property transaction that took place in the camps 

were amongst different refugees inside the camp. This would later create an 

active, competing real-estate economy, drawing in refugees from other camps, as 

well as, other ethnic groups, and more recently refugees migrating from other 

conflict inflicted areas. All of whom see the camp-space as an attractive place to 

settle as they can plug into the already constructed social network and informal 

labour market, as well as, pay cheaper rents. To be able to build a real, lucrative 

economy from trading space which you do not own, testified to the refugees’ deep 

understanding and strategic thinking of space, and more importantly of ‘refuge 

space.’ The fact that none of these properties are owned under law, made way for 

a creative production of space, and allowed for the coexistence of refuge and 

development set by refugee parameters, which have a genius way of not 

overwhelming the political question inside the camp. In some sense, this ambiguity 

of space entitlement; between owned and right of use; corresponds with the 
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ambiguity of the homo sacer, which Agamben identifies. In both cases, the objects 

of concern are neither inside the State law, nor outside of it, thus allowing the 

space to behave outside normal jurisdictions. This is only possible due to what we 

have illustrated in the Prelude and thus far, that of the Palestinian refugee’s 

constructed agency inside the camp. 

As lucrative as this spatial economy may be for the refugees, it has nonetheless 

produced negative and conflictual attitudes towards the refugees and the 

Palestinian camps, considering all Palestinian camps are either fully private lands 

– belonging to the host country’s citizens –, or a combination of private and 

government lands. The host government itself regards this profitable, competing 

economy as an indication of refugee empowerment, and a point of criticism of the 

government by surrounding local populations who see themselves now living in 

lower economical standards than their refugee counterparts. In fact, I was 

informed while conducting an interview with an UNRWA staff in Amman in 2014 

that “Engineers today charge for the square meter in camps more than in Abdoun.” 

The latter being one of the rich suburbs of Amman (UNRWA interviews, Relief 

Department, Jordan, July 2014). 

The conflict over spatial property and wealth does not only exist between the 

refugee and their host population, it is very much part of the everyday production 

of space inside the camp, yet, while the conflict with the former is concerning legal 

rights of ownership and state protection, the latter concerns acts of encroachment 

on the common to facilitate spatial growth and wealth. In the end, the real 

difference between living and practicing the concept of mashaa’ in Palestinian 

villages and that inside refugee camps, is that the Palestinians exert belonging to 

the former and willingness to abandon in the latter. 
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across multiple spatialities  

(two camps : two host countries) 

 
To frame an inquiry about the Palestinian camp, one must not, and cannot 

exclusively address a camp-space within the Palestinian refuge where another 57 

camp-spaces exist alongside and through the larger Palestinian spatial apparatus. 

In fact, on both the humanitarian (represented by the UNRWA and other UN or 

international agencies) and the political fronts, the Palestinian camp is addressed 

as a network – albeit a complex one – of camps, viewed and approached as whole, 

in the same manner as their political destiny viewed and approached as a whole, 

awaiting a resolution to Article 11 in UNGA 194, dated 11 December 1948, and 

which proclaims an undivided ‘right of return’ to all refugees. Yet, each camp-

space, and each host country, and each camp-space within its respective host 

country exudes its own specific histories, characteristics, and potentialities 

separately while always existing within a larger spatiality of a Palestinian refuge. 

Those specifics that I mention emerge from distinct narratives of 

departure/arrival, space-making, and protraction which each camp-space and 

camp-community endured and endure still. Intertwined in those narratives are 

histories of conflictual host government-refugee relations, which are proven to 

form the political basis through which each camp-space constructs its spatial 

materiality, demonstrated through particular socio-spatial, economico-spatial, 

and politico-spatial conditions. This political basis is a negotiable one, which is 

testimony to the camp’s survival within a violent and oppressive state of existence 

in the different host-countries, yet this negotiation – which will be addressed in 

more depth in subsequent chapters – is often associated with scenarios and acts 

of conflict.  

As explained above, in the case of the Palestinian camp, we are confronted with a 

dual, tertiary and even more simultaneous spatialities beyond the scale of one 

camp-space. To be able to understand a phenomena or condition inside one camp-
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space, it is imperative that the scale of analysis moves beyond the scale of that 

particular space, as refuge – with all its constructed elements – cannot and does 

not exist independently in one of its produced spaces from the other. Thus, to 

genuinely reach a reliable knowledge of displacement and space, one must situate 

the inquiry across multiple spatialities and multiple scales simultaneously. If we 

are to imagine the existing spatiality of the Palestinian refuge as in Figure 1-5 

below, it is evident it forms a kind of dispositif-apparatus, which has been 

connecting the Palestinian refuge and diaspora within a negotiated, yet stable 

formation. This stability does not emanate from the efforts of non-Palestinian 

players – not to withstand their contributions –, but instead from the continuous 

insistence of Palestinians to not give up their humanitarian justice and spatial 

rights, which in turn produces and safeguards this stability. This stability by no 

means conveys a false humanitarian or political stability, but, it is a resistant 

stability, a created spatial milieu which allows for Palestinian resistance to still 

operate.  
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Figure 1-5: 

103103



 

This “across spatialities” is not limited to let’s say cause and effect analysis, as 

during my research it became clear that this spatial apparatus, has had effects on 

the ground across Palestinian camps. For example, during the reconstruction of 

Jenin camp (where its centre was completely razed by the Israeli military in 2002), 

refugees greatly angered by their vulnerable existence in the Palestinian camp, 

demanded vehemently that their reconstructed spaces adhere to what they had 

invested throughout their years of displacement and refuge. A demand proved 

successful after a long period of negotiations, yet nonetheless, what Jenin’s 

example offered was a new form of the UNRWA and Host Government approaches 

to spatial reconstruction inside Palestinian camps, challenging its long-standing 

policy of compensating destroyed spaces in adherence with the UNRWA’s adopted 

architectural relief standards. This change was later re-embodied in Nahr el Bared 

camp, which was completely destroyed in 2007 by the Lebanese military – a 

scenario which will be revisited in subsequent chapters –. Nahr el Bared camp’s 

refugees, just like their brothers and sisters in Jenin camp, demanded that their 

spatial compensation be commensurable with that prior to the destruction, and 

which reflects their invested years of displacement and refuge. 

Considering the Palestinian camps are the first contemporary refugee camps, 

adopted, created, and formulated within the newly institutionalized global 

humanitarianism, meant that clear (or strict) policies or the application of them, 

were not yet fully determined, therefore, we find that Palestinian camps differ, 

greatly sometimes, in their material and socio-political forms from any other 

refugee camp, globally.51 Moreover, they differ amongst each other, as the host 

country plays a large role in defining the form and condition of these camps, 

something which will be examined throughout this thesis. This segmentary, yet 

connected existence across five host geographies, meant that Palestinian camps 

mostly located directly alongside other host populations, produced hybrid and 

complex adjoining and co-joining spatialities (as border-spaces, interconnected 

                                                            
51 Please refer to Prelude: Situating the Palestinian displacement within global migrations, 
for a more in-depth discussion of other scenarios of refuge, while comparing it back to the 
Palestinian one. 
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economic spaces, etc.). While each would reserve a distinct hybridity of culture, 

customs, language, cuisine, and history which can be marked – although not 

strictly – as Jordanianised Palestinian refuge, Lebanonised Palestinian refuge, 

Syrianised Palestinian refuge, and even Palestinianised Palestinian refuge (for 

those camps hosted in the Occupied West Bank and the Gaza Strip).                                          

 

two camps : two host countries 

As the research inquiry addresses the spatial development of the Palestinian 

camp in relation to its historicity until today, this required that I cross-examine 

two camp-spaces in two different host countries to be able to situate the 

research question across multiple spaces and scales.52 This would then enables 

us to reveal similarities, differences, alternative responses to refuge by all 

stakeholders, forms of socio-spatial and socio-political co-existence (with host 

populations), as well as, scenarios of spatial resilience and adaptability. All, 

analysed against the backdrop of host country policies, and UN humanitarian 

standards. In more specificity, the selection of both Burj el Barajneh camp in 

Lebanon, and Baqa’a camp in Jordan, is meant to draw a cross-analysis based on 

determining the role of other factors making the Palestinian camp. These 

include: 1. Camps resulting from the 1948 Arab-Israeli war and the subsequent 

1967 war, of which Burj el Barajneh and Baqa’a camps represent respectively; 2. 

Palestinian Liberation Organization’s presence and spatial operation inside each 

camp; 3. Camp-specific conflicts, and the manner in which they unfold(ed) inside 

each camp; 4. Host government responses to conflict scenarios in each camp, 

manifested in spatial interventions by each host government. These factors, 

acting as elements within the camp’s larger apparatus today, can vary 

significantly from one host country to another, as each host country--

                                                            
52 Considering the limitation of the research time-line and the unstable conditions inside 
the host countries and the camps at this time, I decided to limit my inquiry in the field to 
two camps in Jordan and Lebanon, while opening up the potential to investigate other 
camps in other host countries in the future.   
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government adopted its own framework – with its regulations and policies – 

towards the Palestinian displacement and refugees, of which I shall explain in 

more depth later in this chapter. Yet it is useful to emphasize here the immediate 

role these host country frameworks play inside the camp-space and its 

architecture. For example, a fundamental difference between the two host 

country policies we are investigating is that the Lebanese government prohibits 

the entry of construction material into the camps, until today, while the 

Jordanian government does not enforce such a restriction. In no way does this 

suggest that Palestinian camps in Lebanon were unable, or refrained from 

building up their camp-spaces, but on the contrary, the confining and oppressive 

condition the Palestinian refugees found themselves inhabiting in Lebanon 

produced active informal markets of building material and labour, reaching a 

level of urban competition - in real-estate terms - with neighbouring areas and 

towns. This is also directly related to the lack of actual presence and operation - 

in the Lebanese case – of government forces and entities inside the camp, and 

which I shall elaborate on later in this chapter. Therefore, it is only possible to 

reveal those common factors which differ completely in application and resulting 

spatial forms inside both Palestinian camps if investigated and analysed 

concurrently, and in association to each other and the wider spatial network 

explained earlier.  

Hence this doctoral research investigates and cross-examines, through 

theoretical research and on-site fieldwork, the Burj el Barajneh camp in Lebanon 

(established in 1948) and Baqa’a camp in Jordan (established in 1968), as both 

represent the densest and largest camps respectively, in their respective host 

countries. Both of these camps resulted from the same crisis, yet from two 

different conflictual episodes, making them representative of the larger spatiality 

of displacement the Palestinians endured during both wars. This “spatiality of 

displacement” surpasses the geography of Palestine, to encompass each spatial 

scenario of family displacement until it settled on a ‘space of refuge’ and began 

to build its own shelter-space, or micro-spatiality within the larger network of 

Palestinian refuge. During my camp visits to each host country, I was amazed at 

the variance in description of each family I visited and asked to describe their 
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displaced journey into their respective camps, making each narrative a 

heterogeneous component inside this larger ‘space of refuge,’ i.e. the camp-

space.  

Moreover, Burj el Barajneh camp and Baqa’a camp, underwent a violent history 

of armed conflict with their respective host governments, as a result of the 

Palestinian Liberation Organization’s (PLO) presence inside each country and 

inside the Palestinian camps, to organize; operate and manage a liberation 

movement utilizing Palestinian spaces outside Palestine. This presence was met 

with great ambition and admiration by the Palestinian side, and counter-

revolution mechanisms to subvert those activities by the host governments. Each 

history is complex and will be discussed further in later sections, yet each violent 

history encountered affected the camp spatially, and redefined the relationship 

with the host government to become one marred by latent political tensions. 

It is central to the research question to compare these two camp-spaces resulting 

from the two different periods, since this sets out the political intention and 

spatial framework adopted by each host government, and by the UNRWA offices 

in each host country towards each resulted refuge of 1948 and 1967more clearly. 

In addition, it provides for a critical reading of the resulting architectural forms 

within each camp-space. To start with, the camps set up in 1948 were initially 

established in a haphazard manner and without UN organization – or even 

assistance – which meant that many refugees simply squatted on a piece of land 

and began to pre-emptively shape these camps using whatever scrap material 

they could secure around them. This immediate act of congregation and space-

making forced the hand of the UNRWA and the respective host government to 

officialise that land as an UNRWA refugee camp, prompting the host government 

to negotiate appropriating these spaces – with their respective private owners – 

to Palestinian refugees, until a just solution is reached. This entailed the right for 

the UNRWA to rent the land from the host government for a period of 99 years, 

and in return the host government granted the UNRWA rights to provide services 

in the form of direct relief; including building educational and health facilities; 
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and works programmes for the Palestinian refugees on that land, i.e. the camp-

space. This was achieved by granting the UNRWA the right-of use53 of the land, 

a “right” then transferred from the UNRWA to the refugees inside the camp, 

allowing them to build up their shelters yet within their demarcated plots which 

are designated as “right-of-use,” a term very ambiguous and elastic which will 

form a central part of this thesis as I gradually unfold its manifestation on the 

ground.  On the other hand, the camps set up in 1967-68 were located in Jordan 

and Syria as “emergency camps,” to contain second-time refugees fleeing the 

1967 war, and who were displaced this time around from one Palestinian camp 

(1948 camps) in one host geography, and into another. This second flight from 

one “established” camp and into another “new” camp underscored the 

precariousness of the Palestinian displacement and refuge space, and played a 

role in the refugees’ approach to claiming and producing space, as they have 

already undergone a history of “space-making“ inside their previous camps. This 

time around, the refugees were aware of the value a “tent” offered beyond mere 

shelter, as it embodied – not symbolized – the precursor on which relief 

entitlements were determined for each refugee family. For instance, each “tent” 

would be eligible to a “refugee plot” without much consideration to whether 

multiple tents belonged to one refugee family or not during a chaotic time. These 

‘lessons learned’ from the previous camps were not limited to acts by refugees, 

but more importantly to the UNRWA and host governments as well, whereby the 

UNRWA - in coordination with the host government - adopted pre-designed 

‘Camp Layouts,’ drawn as large sections taken from a spatially uninterrupted, 

ubiquitous grid mesh. (See Figure 2-13) 

 

                                                            
53 “The plots of land on which the recognized camps were set up are either state land or, in 
most cases, land leased by the host government from local landowners. This means that 
the refugees in camps do not 'own' the land on which their shelters were built, but have 
the right to 'use' the land for a residence.” Source: UNRWA Archives. 
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spatial protraction (acts of spatial violation) 

 
As mentioned earlier, inside the camp-space, there always exists a contradiction 

between camp architecture and time which is due to the condition of protracted 

refuge; defining both space and inhabitants.   

This research is concerned with the developed spatial tactics from producing 

space and all the way to utilizing its produced scale, through examining modes of 

spatial practice and production by both the refugees inhabiting the camp, and the 

host governments hosting the camps. Emanating from a culture of making space 

inside a regulated and protracted space of refuge, I examine the onset of creating 

these spaces, while situating the term spatial within the historical narrative of the 

Palestinian camp; as a concept of space (refugee camp); actual materiality of space 

(tent to concrete); and the resulting established camp-apparatus (here defined by 

the architectural scale).  

What emerged was a clear demonstration of the impact of a protraction of 

displacement over space, whereby refugees re-appropriated the architectural 

physicality of the camp over the span of 69 years, through producing space that 

challenged the United Nations’ imposed parameters and standards.54 These 

standards formed a rigid, grid-like layout of allocated refugee-family plots, beyond 

                                                            
54 In the early 1950s, UNRWA (United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees 
in the Near East) began replacing all refugee tents with pre-fabricated shelters made out of 
various materials, including zinc sheets, wooden sheets, and corrugated metal roofs. Please 
see https://www.unrwa.org/content/replacing-tents-fabricated-shelters, (Misselwitz and Hanafi 
2010, Abreek-Zubiedat 2014, Abourahme 2015). 
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which one is not allowed to build space, in addition, the refugees had to adhere to 

host government policies and restrictions on building materials and heights.55  

The Palestinian refugees realized their inevitable protraction early on, and thus 

opted to build up their spaces by transgressing the aforementioned delineated 

lines, employing what I call acts of spatial violation. These acts, considered an 

official violation inside the camp by both the UNRWA and host governments, are 

nonetheless tolerated, and have enabled the refugees to construct a Palestinian 

Scale, in physical, architectural terms, which proved to be detrimental as it 

reached a spatial threshold over a protracted displacement deemed threatening 

by the host governments. The toleration towards acts of spatial violation by the 

UNRWA and the host government, is an informed one, and very much political. In 

fact, I would claim it is an intentional act which ensured that the UNRWA would 

never develop any policies towards these acts of encroachment, thus situating 

them outside the jurisdiction and legality of the UNRWA. In similar fashion was the 

behaviour of the host governments, one which ensures this prohibited act 

performs a needed survival within a space of hardship. Every time a refugee 

encroaches beyond his shelter only reconfirms the state and endurance of the 

state of refuge. This new scale, beyond UN and host country parameters,56 

provided a camp tissue unequivocal to the refugee yet inaccessible to the host 

government security apparatuses. This new spatial condition prompted these host 

governments to adopt modes of spatial intervention meant to fragment and resize 

the camp’s scale, through opening new wide streets that divide the camp into 

smaller accessible areas (Achilli 2015:271), or, in some more violent cases, through 

the complete destruction of the camp, of which Nahr el Bared camp in Lebanon 

was the most recent example in 2007. (Sheikh Hassan and Hanafi 2010)  

                                                            
55  See for example Organizing the Procedures of the Department of Palestinian Affairs 
Relating to Housing and Construction in Refugee Camps and Displaced Persons and 
Granting Access to Vacant Lands within these Camps for Housing and Public Benefit 
Projects for the Service Committees and Civil Society Organizations in the Camps, 
Department of Palestinian Affairs, 2012. 
56  Please see (Rueff and Viaro 2010). 
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This mode of violating space, in what I have termed spatial violations, would 

become an experimentally adopted mode of approaching--researching the camp, 

as well as, in intervening inside the camp. This violation includes two critical 

elements within it, politics and the political. Thus, the adoption of this mode, while 

exposing oneself to a risk, both spatially and operatively, is nonetheless a 

guarantor to the access of some of the most intimate spaces and knowledge inside 

a restricted, and politicized territory as that of the Palestinian refugee camp. 

First Violation – 

Methodology 

“During play everything is deactivated and opened up to another possible 

use. … It sometimes makes you feel powerless to think that, faced with 

some alternative, you must find something else of the same kind. Maybe 

one should first of all learn to deactivate what you are faced with, and only 

then, will there be another use for the thing.” (Agamben 2011a, On 

Biopolitics: Interview with Akis Gavriilidis) 

As we have established in the Prelude, the methodological concept adopted in this 

research can be said to be two-fold, incorporating both theoretical and field-based 

approaches. Considering the nature of the research and space of inquiry, I 

strategically chose to experiment with the Agambian notions of Play and 
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deactivation, as well as, the snowball effect as a field-based tool. The 

methodological concept of Snowball effect was employed to construct a network 

of participating refugees, brought together through my established relationship 

with a “gatekeeper,” which can be said to be the initial contact person in the camp. 

The gatekeeper is someone you connect with, with the aspiration that there will 

grow a productive relationship of trust and research, of which time and recurrent 

field presence are paramount. The snowball effect; a preferred methodology for 

accessing “hard to reach” populations; can be described as a “useful method in a 

variety of research populations. This is a technique for finding research subjects 

where one subject gives the researcher the name of another, who in turn provides 

the name of a third, and so on (Vogt, 2005: 300). In this method, the sample group 

grows like a rolling snowball.” (Cohen & Arieli 2011:424)  

 

In an interview with Georgio Agamben entitled “On Biopolitics,” Akis Gavriilidis 

inquires about Agamben’s “few” references to Psychoanalysis as a field studying 

and defining human ‘being,’ to which Agamben responds by asserting both his 

interest in the field and distrust of its findings. Agamben regards Psychoanalysis 

like other phenomena in modern culture; an aim and form to govern humans; 

whereby he believes “there should be something of life that remains 

ungovernable,” while clarifying this stance is not a disorder or subversion. 

Gavriilidis continues to link the previous with Agamben’s quasi utopian formula of 

play whereby Agamben proposes, “in the future, man will play with law as a child 

plays with a toy,“ to which Agamben responds: “Yes, I like that image because play 

is a typical example where you see how any phenomenon might be deactivated or 

rendered ineffective.”57  

 

It is in this conscious spirit and aim that I designed the research methodology as a 

process of entering and researching the camp on the ground beyond traditional, 

official structures. Instead of adhering to the prescribed route of the host 

governments and UN regulations concerning the conduct of research inside the 

camp, I chose to commit violations through bypassing said regulations, to render 

                                                            
57 See also Amoore & Alexander Hall, 2010. 
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them ineffective and open the possibility for new knowledge, acquired and 

reformed outside governing structures of the camp; to ensure the emergence of a 

knowledge otherwise unattainable. These governing structures are strongly 

entrenched inside the camps, to a point where they can easily decide what you get 

to see and hear, thus exposing the research and data to serious manipulation and 

invalidity. It was therefore a desire and requirement that I violate those governing 

structures to be able to enter spatialities in the camp otherwise inaccessible to the 

typical researcher, and more specifically for this research, to reveal the political 

inside the camp-space beyond the visible.  

A good spatial analogy to this effect of play can be demonstrated by how the 

Palestinian camps are being read and penetrated by the Israeli Defense Force 

(IDF), in a manner of 'smoothing out the space,'58 where walls and solids are seen 

as void, and the camp is infiltrated and maneuvered as having no walls or designed 

architectural elements. It is not until we are able to imagine and represent the 

camp-space as the IDF; whereby we render instituted elements as “inoperative,” 

meaning we relegate their inscribed operation, as wall in the IDF example, and 

thus treat them as a different element, one which we can ascribe a new use for, 

that we can mitigate such attacks. As architects and planners concerned with the 

injustice and immeasurable consequences an architectural element can instigate, 

it is very important at this point to look beyond the solid, beyond the wall, and 

beyond any architecture that merely serves as a shelter-concept. Michel Agier 

reminds us that “every act of naming and classifying is a political act. It is based on 

simple tautologies, i.e. on closed circuits of reasoning in which figures can only 

confirm the arbitrary definitions given a priori in specific political contexts 

according to ‘the devastating logic of categorizations’.” (Agier 2011:33) In his book 

Managing the Undesirables, Michel Agier takes on a critical investigation of the 

humanitarian action, its developed mechanisms of management and control, 

whereby he tries to demonstrate through lengthy field investigations – which took 

place in more than fifteen refugee camps located in Africa and two in the occupied 

West Bank -- that “If the history of the camps displays on a world scale a control 

                                                            
58 E. Weizman, The art of war: Deleuze, Guattari, Debord and the Israeli Defence Force. 
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of movements and a distancing of certain populations …today’s humanitarian 

organizations have made a speciality for themselves of ‘managing’ these spaces 

and populations apart. Humanitarian intervention borders on policing. There is no 

care without control.” Here, Agier takes on the role of a researcher; “ethnographic 

observations;” to study the institutional strategies inside the camps, though his 

involvement -- thus accessibility – with Médecins Sans Frontière (MSF), in the 

hopes of reaching “a radical critique of the foundations, contexts, and political 

effects of present-day humanitarian action,” to be able to imagine the creation of 

“conditions for a reinvention of asylum and refuge, a reinvention of the city and of 

solidarity” (Agier 2011:Introduction).  

What is crucial in Agier’s research, is the conscious positioning of the researcher – 

Agier – at the margins of institutional (UNHCR in this case) and non-institutional 

access. Although Agier admits that the arduous process the UN enforces on 

researchers applying for camp-entry is one of the main reasons he opted to enter 

through other means, (MSF in this case), he also makes it clear that this mode-of-

entry and research, are in themselves experimental in trying to understand how 

an ethnologist is to conduct himself and his research, inside designed spaces of 

management and control by the UNHCR. It is thus clear, that for any researchers 

conducting field research inside camps, he/she must come to terms with the 

incessant presence of a third party (UNHCR, UNRWA, etc.), one which is already, 

and continuously engaged in producing definitions and categorisations of research 

subjects. This is in no way for the purpose of passively accepting such categories, 

but in fact to recognize and admit their indispensable association, “To recognize 

this category as a true one, a reality given in advance that must simply be accepted 

in order to ‘understand better’, is to accept by the same token the indisputable 

evidence of this situation, which authorizes an exceptional and extraterritorial 

social, material and political organization – that of the camp. To take the category 

of refugees as the object of research would thus mean leaving out of the field of 

vision the humanitarian government that establishes, defines, controls and fixes 

the space of life of the categories that it simultaneously recognizes and creates. 

Their existence, however, are indissociable” (Ibid:68). For Agier, as it is for my own 

positionality in this research, he opts to take into consideration the situation in 

114



 

total, as a sum of discourses and practices, of which, their confrontation is of 

particular interest, “Since all humanitarian intervention creates its own space, we 

have constantly to shift our point of view in order to grasp the space as a whole 

within which relationships and hierarchies appear, along with confrontations, 

disagreements, misunderstandings, cultural changes, political forms, and so on.” 

(Ibid:69) It can be said here, that this line of thinking is in line with Foucault’s 

approach to research utilizing the concepts of “archaeology” and “genealogy,” and 

which we can discussed in the previous chapter.       

 

Entering the Camp 

 
I commenced my research fieldwork in the summer of 2014, and which was to be 

conducted inside both Baqa’a camp in Jordan and Burj el Barajneh camp in 

Lebanon. As word travelled inside the UNRWA and amongst my other colleagues 

who work in camp initiatives that I was conducting research in the camps, the first 

question they would tend to ask me was whether or not I had obtained an ‘entry 

permit,’ provided by the Department of Palestinian Affairs (DPA) – operating under 

the Foreign Affairs Ministry of Jordan – and which involves a rigorous process of 

background checks undertaken by the Jordanian CIA, taking between 1-3 

months.59 Whenever this question was posed to me, I would immediately change 

my tone of voice to one with apparent sarcasm and intentionally reply with 

another question, so as to make a more political one, saying “Do I really have to 

obtain a permission? Can’t I just walk into the camp?” The response would always 

involve a bit of a worried look, yet controlled, with an advisable answer of “It’s 

better to obtain a permission so you do not get in trouble if they catch you without 

                                                            
59 See: Oroub Al Abed, Palestinian refugees in Jordan, February 2004:14. 
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one.” This was true, and yet I was curious to know what kind of trouble can 

someone really get into for just walking around the camp, taking photos and 

videos and talking to the community about the realities of this space? Of course, 

the “alarming thresholds” on which the Jordanian government and its affiliate the 

DPA uphold as the basis, beyond which you can “get in trouble” especially without 

obtaining a permit, would become clearer to me as the fieldwork moved forward 

and progressed inside the camp-space.   

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1-6 

Showing an image taken from DPA’s website 
describing the process of submitting an 
“entry permission” to the Palestinian camps 
in Jordan, titled “Instructions for who would 
like to visit the Palestinian Refugee camps in 
Jordan”. Note at the bottom of the page the 
acknowledgement of either “approval” or 
“refusal” of entry, without explaining the 
parameters on which such a decision is 
made.  

Image Source: http://dpa.gov.jo/en/.  
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Considering the described situation, I was convinced that I must commence and 

execute my fieldwork avoiding all official channels and paperwork for the 

imminent reason that my thesis question was in search of critical – although risky 

– answers of “Why the camp looked exactly like this.” This needed to be posed 

beyond all structures and institutions which work to govern the knowledge and 

dialogue exchanged inside and outside the camp, and of which the refugees are 

quite distrusting. It was therefore very crucial that I enter the camp utilizing an 

independent path with the most transparency I can project, so that I have a chance 

of gaining the trust and inclusion into the camp-space and community, and that 

trust was incumbent upon me to establish.  

It is here that I consciously employed the notion of play—deactivation, both of 

which are directly associated with the act of profanation. To be able to achieve the 

above desired approach and outcome, I conducted my own investigation of the 

aforementioned terms inside the camp-space. The initial act of profanation inside 

the Palestinian camp involved my own de-subjectivation of my positionality as a 

researcher, and my accrued experience and knowledge of the camps themselves.60 

De la Durantaye explains this process of profanation, quoting Agamben he says, 

“In his account, there is nothing inherently sacred in sacred things, just as there is 

nothing inherently contaminated in profane ones. They are, for him, categories 

like others, buttressed by those in whose interest it was to have and hold fast to 

such distinctions. For Agamben, to profane something is thus in no sense to debase 

its nature or reduce its value. It is, instead, a positive act for the simple reason that 

it liberates things and practices for communal usage. Agamben will thus write that 

“pure, profane, and liberated from sacred names [dai nomi sacri] is the thing 

returned to the common use of mankind” (Profanazioni, 83)” (De la Durantaye 

2008:30).  

I am uncertain to the real forces behind my successful entrance and establishment 

as research and researcher inside the camp, but I can say it was a combination of 

                                                            
60 Please refer to the Prelude for a discussion on My Positionality, and the profanation of 
the institutionalized camp structures.  
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luck and strategy to speak to the right people, take needed risks, and what I would 

humbly claim, a genuine desire to understand the spatial history and situation of 

the camp; in order to better understand the potentials of emancipating oneself 

from this situation towards a self-determination. Of all the factors mentioned, 

“taking a risk” is what played an effective central role in cementing my feet as a 

non-threatening external element to enter the camp. In fact, my decision to enter 

the camp through bypassing any official systems or networks, meant that I had to 

first re-configure the camp’s presupposed layout of approach and entry, and 

further identify thresholds which allow us to become visible once they are 

breached. I would then create a “strategic mental map” which can allow for my 

entry inside the camp-space’s existing apparatus while remaining “invisible” – 

invisible here denotes the state of not being harassed by official entities – yet at 

the same time, identify strategic “thresholds” for this specific research which are 

important thresholds to breach in order to obtain visibility, thus a negotiation. And 

as soon as the “threshold” is breached, the act (which caused the breaching) can 

be subjectively situated within the existing apparatus to reveal its position and 

role, and further its “operational appropriation” by both Government forces and 

refugees. Deleuze, referencing Foucault, clarifies it in this way: “In each apparatus, 

the lines cross thresholds that make them either aesthetic, scientific, political, etc” 

(Deleuze 1992:339). 

 

Investigation Tools & Methods 

 
An investigation of the political as associated with spatial production and spatial 

qualities within the Palestinian refugee camps took place, spanning from the onset 

of envisioning these camp-spaces through to their creation as validated by the 

adopted UNGA resolutions that outlines – albeit with intended textual elasticity –
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, the type of organizational framework and calculated parameters  (e.g. the exact 

measurements of food rations and housing spaces that each refugee family was 

entitled to) necessary to establish these spaces. 

The methodology for my research, and tools of investigation were based on the 

idea of a critical examination of both camp-spaces, carried out by looking at them 

historically, as well as, their resulting space today using cross-disciplinary modes 

of analysis and representation. The objective of my investigation within these 

different phases of the refugee camps however remains focused on one key 

objective, which is identifying the political within the Palestinian camp-space as 

adopted and practiced by the different stakeholders involved. The modes of 

investigation utilized were hence in three formats: Textual Forensics; Film-Making; 

Mapping & Design. 

Throughout the research, a series of mapping exercises took place to generate 

visual mapping material that reads the space in conjunction with its historic, 

political, and intangible events, and which had a direct effect on the formation of 

and operation of said space. The maps and the exercise of mapping is crucial in 

recognizing and presenting the invisible layers a camp-space contains. In similar 

effect, visual documentation and fabrication will be strategically utilized to both 

document as testimony conditions of spatial refuge, and further fabricate a new 

visual language directly associated with the spatial testimony of the research. The 

films and photographs generated, will aim to continue an established materiality 

of the Palestinian refuge,61 yet propose a new usage of this material towards 

providing a necessary imagination of space, refuge, and after refuge, as it – film – 

can be one of the most creative spaces to both share and create knowledge, 

otherwise not possible. All this will also serve as a mode of validating the resulting 

research data.  

 

                                                            
61 For more on Palestinian cinema, please see Denes, 2014.  
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Research Space = the shelter 

 
During one of my initial fieldwork meetings in Baqa’a camp in June of 2014 with 

a group of active youth at the camp’s Women Centre (an UNRWA facility), we 

engaged in a discussion about ‘spaces of expression’ available or even allowed 

inside the camp, while my specific inquiry was “Is there a space for a genuine 

Palestinian dialogue inside the camp?” As I was immediately met with smiles 

exuding sarcasm, I was aware my question contained a lot of politics in it, which 

meant I touched a sensitive threshold in camp talk. The conversation quickly 

took a serious tone though, and Malek (an active refugee who co-organizes 

many of the camp’s demonstrations and activities), while echoing the feelings 

of all other participants, clarified things by saying:  

“I see the best space to plan and discuss anything about Palestine and 

politics to be the shelter, as it’s more secretive and comfortable. 

Thinking inside the camp is known, anything reminds you of Palestine 

inside the camp, therefore, I do not await a creative space from the 

host country to let me think, instead, I work towards the Palestinian 

displacement inside my shelter, and any resulting reprimand from the 

government would be my responsibility and the others inside my 

space.” (Malek, Baqa’a camp interviews, Jordan, June 2014 [emphasis 

added]) 

It was very clear that if I was to be able to generate any sort of honest dialogue 

concerning the camp and the research, I needed to be safeguarded just as the 

refugees do inside their shelter, and this is where “the shelter” as the optimum 

research space inside the camp was revealed and would later perform as the 

space for “everything” happening in the camp. It is a dwelling, a gathering, a 

sheltering, a resistance, a countering, a witness, a proof, a potential, and a 

safety while exposed to intrusions from informants and government forces 
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during events. The shelter in the Palestinian camp remains the safest haven 

and most productive spatiality, and can be said to form one of the elements 

that make the camp-space and its relational (political, conflictual, socio-

political, resistant) state.  

 

In Conclusion 

Everything discussed thus far foregrounds the camp-space as the field whereby 

the research question of ‘Why does the camp-space look like this’ is unfolded. 

The theoretical and methodological approaches were described as a symbiotic act, 

where one can draw a consistent line throughout the fieldwork, utilizing the 

adopted notions of dispositif, Play, deactivation, and profanation as elements 

working towards the same aim; that of analysing the camp and intervening in it. 

This chapter more specifically describes the departure, movement and initial 

settlement of the Palestinian displacement, while connecting this historical 

dimension with the spatiality of the camp, through strategically chosen elements 

making the Palestinian refuge. The subsequent chapters will follow a somewhat 

spatial narrative, whereby the Palestinian camp-space will be illustrated 

through a genealogy of explaining what played a part in making the Palestinian 

camp as a state and space-material, while looking at it from the lens of 

constructing a camp-scale. Chapter 2 begins to look at the process of making a 

Palestinian camp from the onset of creating and ratifying United Nations 

resolutions in 1948, while situating this historical material against two host 

countries, Jordan and Lebanon, to be able to contextualize our chosen sites of 

investigation, Baqa’a camp and Burj el Barajneh respectively, each within its 

host country. Chapter 3 will then address the production of space inside the 

Palestinian camp by both refugees and the external bodies (the UNRWA and 

the host governments). The chapter will illustrate how refugees’ production of 

space aims to resist a protracted displacement through solidifying the camp-

space, while the aims of the UNRWA and the host governments is to control 
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said space and protraction, by controlling and countering the refugees’ 

production of space, and scale. Chapter 4 will then showcase the fieldwork 

though field interventions. These interventions are meant to address the 

research question, and further construct a new spatiality which to critically 

discuss and reveal the political inside the camp-space utilizing spatial means. 

The document then concludes with Chapter 5 whereby the tangible and 

intangible knowledge collected throughout this research is augmented to 

reveal the political inside the genealogy of the camp-space, represented in this 

chapter as the Historical, the Current and the Potential (to act).        
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On Films & Visibility 
 
Films have been instrumental in communicating the 
suffering and existence of Palestinians through to today, 
as the typical Palestine refugee constantly feels 
marginalized from the local and global scene, and hence 
is constantly looking for visible outlets to convey his/her 
story. In this regard, I chose film-making as an important 
tool for investigation and representation during my 
fieldwork research. In this particular context, what my 
films set out to do differently is to include the “camp-
space” itself as a leading character. 
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Being similar in narrative to the Burj el Barajneh film, this 
was a conscious decision to reveal an analogy between the 
two camp-spaces, at least in visual format. The film of Baqa’a 
camp also displays the historical tensions and conflicts that 
the camp has experienced, as well as documenting the events 
that erupted in the camp in response to the recent Israeli 
attacks on the Gaza Strips. The images of the conflict were 
juxtaposed with the collective testimonies and reflections of 
the refugee residents, in an attempt to challenge the commonly 
constructed and transmitted images of Palestine camps.
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Chapter 2  

Narrative of a camp-space 
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Summary Introduction 

In Chapter 1, the research question of “Why does the Palestinian camp look like 

this?” was highlighted across the historical narrative of the Palestinian problem, 

whereby we were able to identify the historical elements and conditions by 

which the Palestinian spatiality began to take shape. Spatial categories and 

concepts directly related to the Palestinian spatiality before and after the War 

were described and critically examined against making space in the Palestinian 

camp. Of those categories, the concept of mashaa’ (right of use), which existed 

as an economy of inhabitation and making space in the Palestinian villages, was 

interrogated as a possible continuing mode of producing space in the Palestinian 

camps. This in turn, challenges many existing and upheld academic notions of 

how and why refugees produce such architectural forms inside camps, especially 

ones associated with the conviction that refugees always opt to re-create 

previous spatial forms. An examination of the methodology and the various field 

investigation tools was also presented. In the following sections, I intend to 

illustrate the making of the physical camp scale, from the onset of defining, 

servicing, and regulating these camps by external international agencies (the 

various United Nations agencies involved in reshaping the Palestinian crisis--

refuge) and the host governments. It begins by examining everything that played 

a role in making the onset scale of the camp; what I term the relief-scale, while 

tracing a history of textual and spatial policies, conflictual events and histories, 

all the way to creating what exists today as a spatial scale, and which I term the 

political-scale. It does so by delineating the progression of this physical camp 

scale beyond the aforementioned regulations, to encompass a larger spatial 

history of the Palestinian camp, while focusing on two specific spatial narratives, 

Baqa’a camp in Jordan and Burj el Barajneh camp in Lebanon. The adoption of 

two different camp cases in two different host countries was to enable the 

research to reveal the adopted mechanisms of different host countries towards 

the Palestinian refugees, the Palestinian refugee camps, and Palestinian 

displacement at large. The latter clearly situates the Palestinian displacement 

within the larger “absorbing” Near East geography.   
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Creating the relief-scale  

 

The Palestinian humanitarian crisis emerged at a time when the world was not 

ready to risk its publicity and infliction on Western populations, considering they 

have just been able to recollect their humanitarian composure after the war and 

the Jewish ‘Holocaust,’ a humanitarian crisis very much visually documented and 

disseminated. Seeing as there was no room for another outbreak of images of 

people being bombarded, massacred, raped, villages destroyed and thousands 

upon thousands escaping on foot; the international community – embodied in 

the UNGA/UN – was quick to establish a United Nations organization specifically 

programmed to deal with the Palestinian displacement issue. Strategically, the 

first urgent need to mitigate a humanitarian crisis of forced displacement would 

be to create spaces of humanitarian absorption and aid. As space inside Palestine 

was being reshaped from a Palestinian one into a Jewish-Israeli one, new 

Palestinian spaces were being formed outside of Palestine. These spaces would 

not only provide relief, but ensure a political problem was encapsulated within 

bordered areas (plots), which are set-up to become absorbed within a local 

spatiality of a new Nation-State. From the onset, host governments were 

acknowledged not only as partners in relief, but negotiating agents and partners 

for the permanent transfer of people and works into their own economies and 

spatialities.62  

This absorption was formulated around a spatial execution of intended re-

settlement of Palestinians, without the direct recognition of such spatiality, 

through the adoption and continuous rhetorical re-adoption of Resolution 194’s 

Paragraph 11 Right of Return, as the guarantor of political verbal correctness 

towards the Palestinian people. The onset of this absorption which included the 

                                                            
62 See UNGA resolution 302:7, 8 December 1949.  
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creation of resolutions, definitions, and camp spaces across the Near East 

culminated in the creation of what I term the relief-scale. The relief-scale was 

created by overlapping those created definitions and resolutions over space, 

with the intention to provide aid, as well as, mitigate a crisis using spatial means, 

while dismissing the political associated with said space and displacement. This 

disregard, elimination, abandonment of the political by the UN and the host 

governments is what allowed the relief-scale to reform itself into another scale. 

One constructed by the Palestinian refugees as a response to a protracted state 

of displacement along with all the emerging elements which result because of 

that protraction, be it social, economic, political, etc. While keeping in mind that 

these elements which emerge from the protraction, are put in place and 

continuously defined by the host governments, yet and due to that protraction, 

Palestinian refugees were able to forge their own agency towards participating 

in the definition and redefinition of those emergent elements. It is through this 

research that I claim and demonstrate how the camp’s spatiality, embodied in 

the physical scale, has been the most lucrative and powerful element inside the 

Palestinian camp, which gave and still gives the Palestinian refugee his 

negotiating role outside camp borders. The following sections intend to 

showcase the development and construction of the relief-scale inside the 

Palestinian camp.  

 

 

First Movement – Displacement 

 
“There was an extraordinary anxiety, like in the other towns and villages 

that hadn't yet fallen to the Jews. Air raids had the population terrorized, 
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and the town was overflowing with refugees from the surrounding areas 

that had been attacked by the Zionist gangs. …As I rushed through the 

streets, there was great confusion. Dead and wounded, some of whom I 

knew, were strewn along the side of the road. We buried my sister near 

our house because we could not get to the cemetery. Three hours later, 

Jewish fighters stormed the house, screaming: "Out! Out! Get out!" 

…When we reached the outskirts of town, we found a Jewish checkpoint 

where those leaving were being searched. We had no weapons. But our 

neighbour’s son, Amin Hanhan, apparently had some money concealed on 

him and wouldn't let them search him. A Zionist soldier shot him dead 

right in front of our eyes.” (Soueid 1998, Taking stock: An interview with 

George Habash) 

The Palestinian displacement was not a straightforward one and can never be 

drawn in a linear, progressive line, as it was a period of complete chaos, fear, and 

unrest, making it extremely difficult to imagine and draw a clear diagram/scenario. 

This is not only due to the bewildering state the Palestinians suddenly found 

themselves inhabiting, but to various other geographical, socio-spatial, and 

political elements which decided at a time of uncertainty the destination and 

destiny of over 750,000 Palestinians--becoming refugees. In fact, geography was 

the first element to generate the displacement path of the Palestinians, 

encompassed in the surrounding local geography of the village as most refugees 

sought immediate refuge in neighbouring villages which were not yet attacked and 

demolished by Israeli forces (Pappe 2006), dwelling there for a number of months, 

sometimes a year before embarking on another displaced journey. This journey 

was a response to calls by relief agencies (embodied initially in the International 

Red Cross and the American Friends Service Committee (UNESM 16 November 

1949)) to come to “so and so” city or area, as they have established camps for the 

displaced and wandering Palestinians and which will offer them relief, food, and 

shelter. Numerous testimonies inside any Palestinian camp can confirm the 

aforementioned description, yet you still find numerous scenarios within each 

scenario corresponding to specifics of where the refugee family originated from in 

Palestine, which direction they took once displaced, and which host country they 
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ended up in, all being interrelated and interconnected.  For example, one of the 

testimonies that I recorded in one of my camp interviews was related to me by 

Fayez Abu Fardeh, a refugee from Baqa’a camp who works as a teacher inside 

Baqa’a camp’s UNRWA schools. Abu Fardeh described his family’s arduous journey 

from Qalqilya in misery and hardship after the outbreak of the 1967 Israeli war, 

saying “there was so much fear and bewilderment as we were walking a second 

displacement path and the war was ongoing over our heads, and so many children 

walking barefoot and crying as they were scared and tired of the long journey 

which spanned over 50 kilometres or more” (Fayez Abu Fardeh, Baqa’a camp 

interviews, Jordan 2014). 

I began my field research in Burj el Barajneh camp in 2014, in the company of Abu 

Mohammad whose relationship with began as a friendly distant colleague hosting 

us in his camp, and in his shelter as discussed in the Prelude and Chapter 1. Our 

relationship quickly transformed into a type of kinship, with a shared interest and 

responsibility to take on in this research. This shared responsibility, which naturally 

emanated between us, has its roots in our intrinsic association as Palestinians who 

experienced the volatilities of displacement, yet with drastically varying degrees. 

During one of our daily walks though the camp, we stumbled upon an old friend 

of Abu Mohammad’s mother, Om Ali, who lost three sons to both the Israeli 

invasion of Lebanon in 1982 and the War of the Camps between 1984-1990. Like 

most refugees, she graciously and excitedly greeted us and invited us in for a cup 

of tea. Considering she is one of the few “first generation”63 left in the camp who 

underwent the Israeli war and displacement inside Palestine, I quickly asked her 

to describe her journey from Palestine and into Lebanon. Om Ali tells me:  

“We first left Kabri (in northern Palestine) when the Israeli tanks entered 

the village, it was myself, my grandmother, my mother and my brother, 

and we headed to Tarshiha where we stayed for two months until the 

Israeli planes began to bomb Tarshiha which made us leave it and we 

                                                            
63 “First generation” here denotes those who witnessed the 1948 Palestinian exodus, now 
living inside the camp as a first generation.  
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headed towards Hammariyeh, where we stayed under a tree for about 4 

hours, until a man with a mule passed by us and my mother asked him if 

he could give us a ride on his mule to Suhmatah, which he agreed to 

pending we pay 10 Palestinian Liras. When we arrived to Suhmatah, we 

met an old man sitting in front of his house, and my grandmother asked 

him if we could stay in his house considering the situation in the other 

villages, and he replied saying “the whole village is yours, the village is 

completely empty”, and my grandmother answered him saying “we’re not 

going to stay to guard the village,” and so she asked the mule owner to 

take us to the Monastery, and he charged us another 10 Liras! When we 

arrived at the Monastery it was also completely empty, so we headed to 

Fassoutah, and there we met a family I think of a Mukhtar (village head), 

and they gave us food and shelter on their second floor. In the morning 

they gave us breakfast and the man told us “we are Christian and we will 

surrender ourselves, but you are Muslim so you will not be able to join 

us,”64 so we headed to Rmeish in southern Lebanon. When we arrived 

Rmeish, we found many people waiting on the streets, and then busses 

began to approach us and whoever is able to secure a seat got on, and the 

bus kept driving us until we reached Hamah in Syria” (Om Ali, Burj el 

Barajneh camp interviews, Lebanon 2014). She then told me that she came 

back to Lebanon’s camps as a bride from Hamah. 

 

 

 

                                                            
64 It is a well known fact that during the initial Palestinian displacement many Christian 
missionaries were present, and organized the movement of many Christian Palestinians to 
the US. These missions specifically targeted Christian Palestinians, thus it is extremely 
difficult to find any Christian families inhabiting Palestinian camps.   

132



 

UNGA Resolutions – Legalizing the Crisis 

 
Simultaneously, as the Palestinians were frantically searching for safe refuge, and 

while awaiting some indication of their destiny in complete uncertainty and 

despair, the United Nations and the major world powers (specifically the United 

States, United Kingdom, France, and to a lesser degree, the Soviet Union, Turkey 

and China) were surveying, recommending and establishing – in coordination with 

host governments – UNGA resolutions to serve as a sort of non-binding 

constitution for the development of a legal framework on which to construct a 

Palestinian refuge. 

The onset form of the Palestinian camp, or relief space as such, resulted from the 

numerous United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) resolutions that specified, in 

suitably elastic political and legal language, the approaches for implementing a 

settlement project for both economic and spatial integration in the respective host 

countries. Resolutions 194, 212, 302, 393, 513, 614, 720, 818, 916 and 1018 were 

drafted by the UNGA and carried out by the UNRWA in the form of spatial 

practices, and clearly state the intention of re-settling the Palestinian refugees by 

creating programmes/projects of ‘economic integration’ and a spatialised mode of 

production in the name of self-support. This, with the intention of finally 

transferring the responsibility for works and relief projects to the host 

governments,65 thus terminating the role of the UNRWA, and thus altering the 

legal status of the camp-spaces and the refugees (UNRWA-A Brief History 1950-

1982: 32, UNRWA NY 1951:12). This was facilitated by the scaling down of the 

political problem involved, and the issue of the camp-spaces, by progressively 

redefining the legal terms in these drafted resolutions (see Figure 2-1). 

                                                            
65 See UNGA Resolution 302 (IV) paragraph 7, UNGA Resolution 513 (VI) paragraph 4, and 
UNGA Resolution 1018 (XI) paragraph 5. 
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Figure 2-1 
Diagram illustrating the various UNGA resolutions which played a role in establishing and re-forming the Palestinian 
camps, while highlighting the various changes on the legal terminology of the resolutions, as well as, juxtaposing them 
alongside the changing Refugee Definition and the UNRWA’s renewed mandate, here illustrated chronologically.

Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 
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For example, the declared right-of-return for displaced Palestinians, which still 

holds as the basis for current political negotiations, has undergone many elastic 

redefinitions as new UNGA resolutions were drafted. The original text maintained 

that the General Assembly “Resolves that the refugees wishing to return to their 

homes and live at peace with their neighbours should be permitted to do so at the 

earliest practicable date, and that compensation should be paid for the property 

of those choosing not to return and for loss of or damage to property which, under 

principles of international law or in equity, should be made good by the 

Governments or authorities responsible”66. Resolves then proceeded to change 

into Recognizes (Resolution 302 (IV)) to Considers (Resolution 393 (V)), and then 

to Endorses (Resolution 513 (VI)), and by doing so it effectively scaled down the 

urgency of the political problem at hand, and more importantly, the associated 

responsibility the international community is willing to publicly exert towards the 

Palestinian displacement. Even the establishment of International Aid for 

Palestinian refugees underwent reformation as follows: 

> United Nations Conciliation Commission for Palestine (UNCCP), created 11th 
December 1948, and lasted a year.  

> United Nations Relief for Palestine Refugees (UNRPR), created under GA 
resolution 212(III), adopted 19th November 1948 

> UN Economic Survey Mission for the Middle East (ESM), established in 
August 1949. Seen that there was no near solution to the problem, ESM was 
dispatched (NY1951 p.7:6) 

> United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near 
East (UNRWA) (Economic Survey Mission recommended its establishment in 
Resolution 302 (IV), dated 8th December 1949), and which began its 
operation on 1st May 1950.  

 

This reformation was resultant from both the un-preparedness of the international 

community to confront such a scale of humanitarian crisis, within the 

institutionalised fabrication of the Humanitarian Aid. In addition, the continuous 

unwillingness—refusal of the newly established Israeli government to let the more 

than 700,000 Palestinian refugees back into their homes, caused a confusion, and 

                                                            
66 UNGA Resolution 194 (III), 11 December 1948. 
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quick re-adaptation to the crisis within the international aid scene. What is of more 

importance here, is the nature of the constructed UN legal language, whereby, the 

resolutions act as textual—legal dispositif, in that the reforming of the terms 

(elements) which make the UN resolution is possible without the complete 

eradication of the said resolution. It is this specific form of dispositif which allows 

for such elasticity to exist.  

 

 

Standardizing the “camp-space” 

 

 

        

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2-2 

Image taken from the “UNRWA: A Brief History 1950-1982” Report, highlighting the main 
recommendations of the Economic Survey Mission and which was the group who proposed 
creating the UNRWA, to be based on the above three concepts. 

Image Source: UNRWA Archives.  
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Before establishing the UNRWA – through recommendations by the Conciliation 

Commission;67 to become the cohesive relief body to directly assist in providing 

relief and services to the plight of Palestinian refugees, the Commission saw the 

urgent need to first establish an Economic Survey Mission for the Middle East. The 

Mission was commissioned with surveying the economic conditions in the Near 

East after the recent war, and later make recommendations to the Commission for 

economic programmes that would allow the hosting governments to overcome 

the sudden refugee and economic blow resulting from the Arab-Israeli war 

(though hostilities is the preferred term of the UN Commission). These 

programmes would also allow for a quick re-integration of the resulting refugees 

in the Host Government economies based on utilizing an existing crisis to benefit 

“developing” host countries.68 Heading the Economic Survey Commission was 

Gordon R. Clapp, then the Head of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), a man 

who was responsible for drawing policies to help get the US out of its great 

depression. It is clear that from the onset, possible peace and stability in the area 

was envisioned through economic promotion.69 Economic stability was favoured 

and given priority over Political stability, in fact, the former was considered a 

predecessor to achieving the latter.  

Relief tents, as material x form, were first provided by the International Committee 

of the Red Cross as an emergency measure before the establishment of the United 

Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). 

After only five months of operation, the UNRWA realized the urgent need to 

“develop rules and procedures and instructions to standardize action in all areas.” 

(Assistance to Palestine Refugees, Interim report of the Director of the United 

Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East, NY, 1951) 

This would become the modus operandi of the UNRWA’s operations, one based 

on standards universally adopted across all five fields of operation, thus 

establishing an efficiency of economy and performance for the Agency. Yet, how 

                                                            
67 UNGA Resolution 302(IV), Assistance to Palestine Refugees Adopted by the General 
Assembly of the United Nations on 8 December 1949, Paragraph 7.  
68 United Nations Conciliation Commission for Palestine, Fourth Progress Report, 
Paragraph 28, 22 September 1949. 
69 Ibid, Annex 1. 
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do you calculate humanitarianism? And how do you calculate a humanitarian 

space? To start unfolding this question we can begin by examining the 

revolutionary production concept of Fordism and the American Managerial 

Revolution, efficiency (McKinlay and Wilson, 2013). The two elements deciding 

efficiency include time and cost, and they are what makes efficiency calculable, i.e. 

measured in currency, profit, whether monetary or political as in the case of the 

Palestinian camp. 

Efficiency within the Palestinian camp context adheres to calculations of 

International funding, Host Government regulatory objectives, and more recently 

the UNRWA deliverables. These objectives toward the hosting of Palestinian 

refugees go beyond dollar numbers to include calculations of social, cultural, 

political and geo-political parameters, of which results are then translated into 

reformed policies, rules, regulations and actual interventions (Abreek-Zubiedat, 

2014:85). This was evident early on during the UNRWA’s establishment to replace 

the existing UNRPR in accordance with UNGA resolution 302 (IV), whereby the 

official relief Agency for Palestine refugees transformed from the United Nations 

Relief for Palestine Refugees (UNRPR) into the United Nations Relief and Works 

Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). This reform is inscribed 

in the letter “W” which stands for Works. It is not merely an addition of a letter of 

course, but a complete replacement of one Agency and programme with another, 

from a relief-focused ad-hoc70 agency, to one that is meant to institutionalize a 

relief programme which eventually translates into a Works programme, that 

allows refugees to become self-supporting, with the aim of discontinuing the Relief 

from the Agency and soon after the Agency altogether (UNGA 302 (IV)-7). 

As repeatedly indicated in the UNRWA briefing reports and Information Papers, 

the envisioned numbers of employees from works and development projects in 

Host Countries was very difficult to meet, citing the short-term nature gains of 

such proposed projects, as well as, “the opposition of the refugees themselves, 

founded “upon their conviction that to accept employment with the Host 

                                                            
70 UNRWA 1950-1990 Serving Palestine Refugees, p.2. 
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Countries would be tantamount to renouncing the right to return home, and 

perhaps even the right to compensation.”,” 71 thus relief funding and provision was 

extended. The refugees’ repudiation of the UNRWA’s integrative Works 

Programmes marks the beginnings of a prolonged suspicious relationship between 

the two,72 one which will prove to be the basis for refusing the imposed relief scale 

and opting instead to build one that serves the Palestinian needs inside the camp-

space. 

 

 

Creating UNRWA 

 
“In the absence of a solution to the Palestine refugee problem, the General 

Assembly has repeatedly renewed the UNRWA's mandate, most recently 

extending it until 30 June 2017.” (unrwa.org) 

 

At first glance it might just seem like an ordinary notice about a contract renewal, 

but when juxtaposed against the long and torturous history of the Palestinian 

camp-spaces ever since their initial formation after the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, it 

becomes clear just how much politics resides in the above sentence. Looking 

closely at the first half of the sentence, it is clear that the UNRWA as an official 

agency and the Palestinian refugee camp as a lived space, are both direct bi-

                                                            
71 UNRWA Information Paper No. 5: UNRWA Experience with Works Projects and Self-
Support Programmes: A Historical Summary, 1950-1962, p.4. 
72 The precariousness of the integration programmes was met with suspicion from Host 
Governments as well, Ibid:6. 
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products of an ongoing political dispute, and thus their very existence and 

potential termination are very much associated with this particular political 

problem, and thereafter, its solution. There are many disputes, political, scholarly, 

and within the refugee community itself on the legitimacy of the former analysis, 

yet I intend to describe spatial histories and current spatial scenarios which can 

attest to my inclined – closely researched – conviction that both the UNRWA and 

the Palestinian camp are not only co-constitutive, but also co-existentialist 

entities.  

The most recent action by the United States administration is clear testament to 

this existential relationship. In early January of 2018, the US government decided 

to cut US funding for the UNRWA by more than half, as a punishment measure 

aimed at the Palestinian Authority (PA), the representative party responsible for 

negotiating a peaceful solution with the Israeli government towards the 

Palestinian displacement. The US president – Donald Trump - cited the following 

as justifiable reasoning for this recent action: “we pay the Palestinians HUNDRED 

OF MILLIONS OF DOLLARS a year and get no appreciation or respect, … They don’t 

even want to negotiate a long overdue… peace treaty with Israel. We have taken 

Jerusalem, the toughest part of the negotiation, off the table.”73  At the same time, 

The Israeli prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu once again calls for the closure of 

the UNRWA, saying “UNRWA is an organisation that perpetuates the Palestinian 

refugee problem,” This would not be the first time that Israel had called for the 

UNRWA’s closure, as they see its existence as a guarantor to the continuous 

existence of the Palestinian refugee as a main issue to resolve for a lasting peace. 

And just as Trump’s declaration74 and failed mind-set quickly, and unilaterally 

                                                            
73 Cited here: http://www.newsweek.com/trump-tweets-us-gets-no-respect-palestinians-
nikki-haley-threatens-withdraw-768984, and here: 
https://www.cnn.com/2018/01/16/politics/us-palestinian-aid-agency-cut/index.html, and 
here: http://www.middleeasteye.net/news/us-freezes-aid-palestinian-refugees-report-
1012212375.  
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shelved one of the core – spatial - issues to negotiate as part of the Oslo 

Agreement, assuming it would mean resuming peace talks, the Israeli prime 

minister hopes to shelve yet another core issue, also spatial, that of the Palestinian 

refugees’ right of return. Netanyahu finds a problem with the Agency’s 

humanitarian services, claiming “UNRWA is an organisation that perpetuates the 

Palestinian refugee problem,” as well as, truly bothered and threatened that the 

Palestinian refugees have had their own UN body to care for their massive scale of 

continued displacement, saying “the Palestinians have their own body which also 

treats "great-grandchildren of refugees - who aren't refugees".”75 It is therefore 

not radical to think, in the case of Palestinian refugees and the UNRWA, that in 

politics, and subsequently on the ground, they are treated in unison whereby if 

one is erased, the other will not sustain itself as such, and will either automatically 

cease to exist as such, or altogether.  

In the course of this research – thesis - I will opt to both be very critical of the 

UNRWA’s establishment and services towards the Palestinian camps and refugees, 

and at the same time, acknowledge and find ways to reconcile the existing 

condition of a somewhat equal, reciprocal existence. This reciprocity will be 

elaborated further in the coming chapters, which will see it take a spatial form, in 

which both parties continue to acknowledge and challenge the powers of the 

other, yet without overwhelming it to ensure its validity and survival, yet they 

remain to exist in both a co-dependent and conflictual state. This kind of 

relationship finds familiar descriptions in the works of Chantal Mouffe, in which 

she recognizes that antagonism is an inherent component of the political – the 

social field of society -- and must be confronted as such instead of opting to erase 

one or the other, thus making conflict the workable sphere for a sort of 

reconciliation, she remarks ““Conflict, in order to be accepted as legitimate, needs 

to take a form that does not destroy the political association. This means that some 

kind of common bond must exist between the parties in conflict, so that they will 

                                                            
75 Cited here: http://www.middleeasteye.net/news/netanyahu-calls-closure-un-
palestinian-refugee-agency-54373323, and here: 
http://www.theindependentbd.com/home/printnews/131606. 
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not treat their opponents as enemies to be eradicated, seeing their demands as 

illegitimate” (Mouffe 2005:19).   

This polemical relationship has historical roots, and emerged after 22 mandate 

renewals, in which the UNRWA continuously reforms itself, changing its aims, 

goals, and strategies to a point where Palestinian refugees are unable to clearly 

define their relationship to the Agency, or the Agency’s true programme over the 

camps for that matter. This has led many Palestinian refugees in all five fields to 

blame and many times even accuse the UNRWA for their protracted 

displacement.76 While I do not fully agree with those sentiments, as from my own 

experience as an UNRWA employee, it is truly difficult to draw the line between 

black and white within the history of the UNRWA and the camps. I will however 

demonstrate through a spatial analysis of the Palestinian camp, while augmenting 

it with a mapping of the Agency and the Host Governments’ politics and policies, 

that there has always been a works77 towards undermining the political of the 

Palestinian refugee issue, through implementing programmes and policies utilizing 

modes of spatial production meant to suppress and undermine the Palestinian 

political claim inside the camps. 

From the onset of its operations in 1950, the UNRWA was responsible for setting 

up the infrastructure of education and healthcare, social welfare, shelters and “a 

development programme aiming at the economic integration of the refugees in 

host countries” (UNRWA A Brief History 1950-1982: 59). Today, the UNRWA 

includes six departmental bodies that service the camps, including: Education, 

Health, Relief & Social Services, Microfinance, Infrastructure & Camp 

                                                            
76 This sentiment is widely shared amongst refugees from all fields and has been related to 
me in both Baqa’a and Burj el Barajneh camps during my fieldwork trips between 2014-
2017, and haven been visually and audibly  documented. 
77 From the very outset, the long-term objective – as stated in various UNGA resolutions – 
was to resettle the Palestine refugees into their new allocated spaces within whichever 
neighbouring host countries they ended up in, and furthermore to facilitate the gradual 
transfer of responsibility for these refugees to the host governments. By doing so, UNWRA 
and the global community managed to ensure the elimination of any urgent need to find a 
political solution to the Palestinian refugee problem. See UNGA Resolution 302 (IV) 
paragraph 7, UNGA Resolution 513 (VI) paragraph 4, and UNGA Resolution 1018 (XI) 
paragraph 5. 

143



 

Improvement, and Emergency Responses.78 The UNRWA slowly turned from an 

emergency, temporary body, with no mandate period to provide relief, into a long-

term Agency, providing human development programmes, with a three-year 

renewal cycle since 1969.  

The UNRWA was promoted as a humanitarian agency devoid of any political role 

concerning the refugee problem, and though it never accepted an official 

administrative character over the camp-space, it truly conducted itself as a 

governmental body inside the camp, or at least, we shall say as the organizer of 

the camp-space (Hanafi 2010). The latent insistence by the UNRWA to separate 

itself from a political role, while at the same time, operating as the sole caretaker 

and the primary negotiator for the survival of the Palestinian refugees within the 

International donor community, has created serious detrimental effects inside the 

camp-space which transgress ambiguity. By continuously trumping relief over the 

political, the UNRWA has attributed to the proliferation of refugee acts and 

processes which take the role of addressing – undertaking - the political inside the 

camp.79 This role, which is very much political, takes on various forms of 

adaptability, yet at the same time, reserves an act of political resistance. The forms 

it takes are elastic assemblages continuously forming and reforming as if trying to 

preserve that political inside the camp. The assemblage of ‘everyday conduct’ acts 

as the cradle of the political, interconnecting its social, humanitarian, economic, 

cultural and political components to maintain a resistant structure, and at the 

same time, allow for that political potential to realize itself, during episodes of 

conflict. Those episodes of conflict are remindful of the inherent antagonism 

Mouffe talks about, and are necessary for providing the milieu in which the 

political potential can realize itself. The episodes of conflict are latent “modes of 

existence” inside each Palestinian refugee camp, and offer both risk and potential, 

“What is at issue in the concept of potentiality is nothing less than a mode of 

existence that is irreducible to actuality” (Agamben, (1999: 14). What’s always at 

                                                            
78 http://www.unrwa.org/what-we-do 
79 This is precisely what this research is concerned with. While the political inside the camp 
has taken on various forms, including socio-economic creations, cultural adaptation, 
political and everyday-politico negotiations, I choose to focus on the spatial negotiations 
and operations to locate the political. 
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stake for the host governments in the camp-space, is not the possibility of that 

political potential to realize itself, but the threat of it acting on a “multiple” scale. 

Scale, interpreted on spatial and political terms plays a crucial role when 

negotiating and confronting the camp-space, and it mirrors the elasticity of the 

assemblage which decides the political role of the camp. This scale is very much 

material as it is political, and most strongly manifests itself in spatial form which 

has the potential to become coercive. In this research I focus on the spatial scale 

of the Palestine refugee camp, monitoring its expansion and contraction, while 

mapping its elasticity – in the form of spatial violations and Host Government 

interventions and interferences –, and where I confer the political resides. 

 

 

Refugee Definitions – A Regression  

 
According to the Interim Report of the Director of the United Nations 

Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East, it is 

stated in paragraph 13 that an “accurate” definition of who is a Palestinian 

refugee proved impossible to be holistic and encompassing of all those in 

genuine need of relief “without leaving certain groups of deserving people 

outside those accepted, or conversely, including groups who probably 

should not be in receipt of relief.” (NY 1951:7) This lack of “accuracy”, or 

even the “possibility of accuracy” is what provides that “space of elasticity” 

in political jargon, especially in UN resolutions concerning political crisis. In 

fact, this language of elasticity meant a definition of a “refugee” needed to 

remain a “working” definition, which means the definition is an active 

definition changing and reforming as it responds to changes and reforms in 

Relief and Works of the UNRWA, or in other words, to the changing politics 
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in the geographies of the Palestinian refuge. Gaim Kibreab points out that 

although refugees have existed since antiquity, humanitarian institutions 

were not set up until after the Second World War. In addition, formulating 

a refugee definition became a politically sensitive task. Within UNHCR – 

established in 1951 -- this resulted in adopting a refugee definition which 

only treated persons who “as a result of events occurring before 1 January, 

1950” as refugees, and thus covered (protected) by UNHCR’s mandate. 

(Kibreab 1985:4)80   

 

 

UNRWA’s Changing Definition of a “Refugee”  

 

The UNRWA’s working definition of a Palestinian refugee constitutes who is 

eligible for the UNRWA services, and more importantly, whoever falls within the 

working definition is recognized internationally as eligible in UNGA 194(III) 

Paragraph 11 (Right of Return), while anyone displaced from Palestine as a direct 

cause of the 1948 and 1967 wars but does not fall within the parameters of the 

UNRWA’s working definition is deemed ineligible. The elasticity of UNGA 

resolutions’ terms are also present in the “working definition,” as illustrated below 

in the seven-changing definition of a Palestinian refugee: 

 

Working Definition 1:  

6 October 1950 “A needy person, who, as a result of the war in Palestine, 

has lost his home and his means of livelihood.” (UNRWA 

A/145/Rev.1/paragraph 15) 

                                                            
80 Kibreab also points out that the geographical and time limitations were alleviated in the 
1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugee, as a result of the unexpected protraction 
of displacement, worldwide.  
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Working Definition 2:   

28 September 1951 “A person normally resident in Palestine who has lost 

his home and his livelihood as a result of the hostilities, and who is in need” 

(UNRWA A/1905/paragraph 16) 

Working Definition 3:  

30 June 1954, a Palestine refugee is one “Whose normal place of residence 

was Palestine for a minimum period of two years preceding the outbreak 

of the conflict in 1948 and who, as a result of this conflict, has lost both his 

home and means of livelihood.” (UNRWA A/2717/Add.1/paragraph 19) 

Working Definition 4:  

15 June 1959 “A person who lived for two years prior to the outbreak of 

the conflict in 1948 in that part of what was then Palestine and has 

become the state of Israel, and who lost both his home and his means of 

livelihood as a result of that conflict and is in need of assistance.” (UNRWA 

A/4121/paragraph 4) 

Working Definition 5:  

1 July 1964-30 June 1965, a Palestine refugee was eligible “If his normal 

residence had been Palestine for a minimum period of two years 

preceding the outbreak of the conflict in 1948; if, as a result of that 

conflict, he had lost both his home and his means of livelihood, and had 

taken refuge in 1948 in one of the countries where UNRWA provided 

relief; if he was in need, and was officially and currently registered with 

UNRWA.” (UNRWA A/6013/Supp.13/paragraph 19) 

Working Definition 6:  

April 1990 “A Palestine refugee is a person whose normal place of 

residence was Palestine for a minimum of two years preceding the conflict 

in 1948, and who, as a result of this conflict, lost both his home and his 

means of livelihood and took refuge in 1948 in one of the countries where 

UNRWA provides relief. Refugees within this definition and the direct 

descendants of such refugees are eligible for Agency assistance if they are; 
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registered with UNRWA; living in the area of UNRWA operations; and in 

need.” (UNRWA 1950-1990 Serving Palestine Refugees) 

Working Definition 7:  

Current Definition Adopted, a Palestine refugee is “persons whose normal 

place of residence was Palestine during the period 1 June 1946 to 15 May 

1948, and who lost both home and means of livelihood as a result of the 

1948 conflict.” UNRWA further recognizes “descendants of Palestine 

refugee males, including legally adopted children, area also eligible for 

registration.” (http://www.unrwa.org/who-we-are) 

 

The legal definition, thus refugee eligibility, started with an all-encompassing 

reaction to the “war,” and the resultant “needy persons,” yet as protraction of 

displacement continued to exist, and in conjunction with the adopted 

standardisation of the UNRWA’s modus operandi, the working definition shrunk 

to limiting the eligible spatial existence inside Palestine, to correspond with “1 

June 1946 to 15 May 1948,” of which the former chosen starting date is 

ambiguous. In addition, the status of “need” that the refugees are imminently 

attached to was completely abandoned in the definition.  
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UNRWA standards:  

A political economy of relief and works 

 

Hailed by the main UN organization, and intended as one of the ‘Human 

Development Goals’ of the UNRWA, the idea of providing decent standards of 

living has become a main measure for calculating success in Palestinian camps, at 

least in the humanitarian arena. Recently, all of the stakeholders involved – 

including the UNRWA, the Arab League and the various host countries – have 

recognized the urgent need to address the worsening living conditions of 

Palestinian refugees. This much was indicated in the Geneva Conference 

recommendations of 2004, which stressed that the ‘right of return’ does not 

contradict with the ‘right to live in dignified living conditions.’81   

Albeit sounding hopeful and idealized in the case of the Palestinian camp-spaces, 

architecture alone cannot provide this sense of decency. As long as the political 

solution remains suspended,82 the Palestinian refugee camp will continue to have 

a need to reform itself, and to build up its spaces as ultra-dense forms of 

displacement and political urgency, that, as a result, can never offer the decent 

standards that international organizations like the UNRWA have identified. It is 

therefore very crucial at this point to challenge the measures and practices of the 

UNRWA and other international organizations, constantly seeking a normalization 

of space and spatial qualities by attaining the minimum standards of decent living, 

while completely disregarding to address the sole reason that these spaces exist, 

                                                            
81 Please see UNRWA, Medium Term Plan 2005–09, UNRWA Headquarters Amman, 2004. 
82 “A humanitarianism separated from politics cannot fail to reproduce the isolation of 
sacred life at the basis of sovereignty, and the camp – which is to say, the pure space of 
exception – is the biopolitical paradigm that it cannot master.” G. Agamben, Homo Sacer: 
Sovereign Power and Bare Life, Stanford University Press, Stanford, California, 1998, p.78. 
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which is the political.83 Examples of rapidly building up new space to inhabit – in 

the form of so-called spatial violations – can be found for example in both the 

reconstructed Jenin camp in the West Bank and the Nahr el Bared camp in Lebanon 

(see Figure 5-9), but these are themselves highly problematic. All this proves that 

the issue of spatial decency is entangled in a political web in which space and 

spatial forms will constantly be disputed and redefined, until a just political 

solution for the Palestinian refugees can be demanded and hopefully achieved. 

 

Not-Mapping the camp 

 
Being educated and trained as an architect, I naturally opted to start my research 

investigation by gathering any number of maps, plans, and anything architectural 

which documents the establishment and evolution of the Palestinian camps. An 

architectural plan or map is how an architect translates his/her concepts and 

theories into a functioning form. This is done through delineating lines on a flat 

plane denoting predisposed concepts and imaginaries of movement and 

inhabitation, based on a comprehensive study of the geography of place and 

context (including the pre-existing socio-cultural and anthropological conditions). 

Notwithstanding, for an architect reading a map, transcends merely reading an 

architectural order of lines which demarcate private and public and offer a range 

of room types and styles. For an architect undertaking research about space, these 

maps are quintessential in tracing a genealogy of principles, standards, and 

subjective elements which produced these spaces, in these specific lines and 

                                                            
83 “This reduces the urgency to deal with a conflict and its causes on a political level, and 
the ‘human catastrophe’ has been dealt with and contained. A permanent settlement, a 
solution with architectural means, turns into a strategy of sidestepping political 
settlement. Without the architect it would not be possible to turn away from politics. He 
becomes an accomplice of this neglect.” M. Herz, Refugee Camps of Ideal Cities in Dust and 
Dirt, 2008, p.288. 
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forms. In fact, unravelling the map-lines is very much associated with the concept 

of dispositif, whereby Deleuze affirms that the process of untangling the 

dispositif—apparatus is very much involved in making a map. (Deleuze 2007)   

Viewed in the backdrop of a historical chronology, these maps – concerning the 

other84 Palestinian space – convey modes of inhabitation, accessibilities (or lack 

of), socio-economic and socio-political events which are detrimental to the built 

environment. Other concerned elements involve; the period of the PLO presence 

inside Palestinian camps, host government policies towards permitting vertical 

expansion, or the transformation of the UNRWA programmes, especially those 

directly related to interventions affecting the camp architecture. All this can be 

clearly discerned and analysed if plans and maps were available along a timeline 

of displacement and refuge inside host countries. Yet, they are not.85   

The fact that I retained my UNRWA position while commencing my PhD studies 

has meant that I would have access to the UNRWA’s archival material, seldom 

available to non-UNRWA staff. As I began my excavation efforts inside the UNRWA 

offices, I was confronted with a sad fact of a scarcity of material kept in poor 

conditions. Needless to say, this was both the product of inefficient administration 

within the departments, but also an intentional disregard to a collection of data 

and knowledge paramount to the Palestinian question. In fact, in one of my rounds 

gathering whatever early UNRWA documents, maps and reports my hands can get 

a hold of, I was informed in confidentiality by a colleague from another 

department that all the original UNRWA reports – mainly documenting the 

establishment, early reviews and recommendations of how to run the UNRWA – 

in paper format were ordered to be discarded and burnt in a trash bin as the 

Agency was going to transform all its documents into digital format. When I asked 

                                                            
84 I have chosen to refer to the Palestinian camp as the “other” Palestinian space as it is the 
only other space outside of Palestine which enters the political dialogue when addressing 
the Palestinian political question, upholding the space as a purely political space in need of 
resolution.  
85 I have asked various UNRWA colleagues from different fields to provide me with archival 
camp maps since I started my research, yet with no success, mainly citing that they do not 
exist. You can seldom find scholars referencing—by text only-- archival maps of some 
camps, yet I have not been able to locate any of those referenced.  
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if I can access the transformed digital documents, I was told no one knows if they 

really exist besides the Director, who happens to be an international staff member, 

not a Palestinian, as all Directors at the UNRWA are. Confronted by this challenging 

reality, I was still able to obtain some salvaged reports and documents lucky 

enough to escape the burning bin. These documents are not impossible to find, 

but very difficult to obtain without a series of a bureaucratic exchange of requests, 

approvals, and paperwork, which could take up to three months, and approval not 

always guaranteed. This, in addition to the actual scarcity of material and maps 

augmented my curiosity and interest in unfolding the question of “not-mapping.” 

Why did the UNRWA refrain from mapping the Palestinian camps?             

The first plans drawn of camps were produced by the UN offices in Geneva in the 

form of individual shelter unit drawings – prototypes – according to refugee family 

sizes, along with block-prototypes to show how to make a camp layout, and where 

to insert public collection points of water and sanitation. The only form of original 

drawings I was able to find at the UNRWA offices were a collection of old “slides,” 

alongside a very old, barely-beaming slide projector. The process of capturing 

copies of these slides was very tricky and unfortunately with hazy, but readable 

results. As I sorted through the slides, I noticed a range of shelter plans, sections 

and elevations corresponding to different types of material and construction 

proposals. I was surprised to find section drawings entitled “Shelter Units with 

Reinforced Concrete Roof,” something never actually materialized inside the 

camps considering the well-known controversy of roof materiality throughout the 

Palestinian camps’ histories. One drawing was titled “Temporary Concrete 

Shelter”, dated 2nd October 1970, which consequently means they were drawings 

to address the 1967 Emergency Camps. There were other drawings, in fact many, 

bearing titles such as “Framework Shelter Structures with “Dexion” Frame & 

Corrugated Asbestos Roof Sheeting,” drawn by foreign manufacturing companies 

– Dexion referring to a UK-based company specializing in steel-strip construction 

systems. 
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It was clear at this point, that the 1948 Palestinian refugee camps were provided 

with “unit drawings,” while the 1967 “emergency camps”86 were drawn as 

complete camp layouts: a master plan (see Figure 2-13). While researching the 

1948 camps, the only large-scale plans (site plans) available were the Land 

Subdivision maps -- existing land ownership -- of the camp areas, provided by the 

host government municipalities. Yet all these camps underwent a re-planning and 

re-organizing as a whole space, but instead of attempting to draw the existing and 

re-organize the space in relation to the spatial condition the refugees produced 

thus far, the UNRWA opted to disregard the space produced, and completely 

demolish what was existing to plug-in shelter units, UNRWA facilities, and road 

systems directly on top of an already inhabited refuge space. Misselwitz and 

Hanafi describe the process clearly in their article discussing the UNRWA’s newly 

adopted “participatory” approach in camp improvement, saying:  

 

“The new planning schemes followed the principle of tabula rasa, 

disregarding how social and spatial orders such as streets, quarters, and 

family clusters had evolved, and proposed a radical re-planning based on 

a complete demolition of the existing fabrics. The rational layout was 

based on strict divisions of zones (a distinct zone for UNRWA services, 

zones for shelter buildings, a zone for water collection points and public 

toilets, all served by a strictly hierarchical access road system). All shelters 

were to be arranged according to a superimposed grid, divided into clearly 

demarcated blocks, consisting of approximately twenty individual plots 

and surrounded by wide streets and large open spaces.” (Hanafi, 

Misselwitz 2010:368)  

                                                            
86 UNRWA established ten “emergency camps” as a response to the 1967 Arab-Israeli war. 
Most of the inhabitants were second time refugees, undergoing a second violent exodus in 
less than two decades. The emergency camps hosted both registered refugees from 1948, 
and non-1948 registered refugees which the UNRWA designates as “displaced”. Source: 
https://www.unrwa.org/content/hostilities-break-out. 
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This sudden disruption to the existing fabric of the camp, and complete disregard 

to what was built by the refugees themselves emphasized the spatial relationship 

the refugees were meant to have with their space. The relationship imagined was 

one which is unpredictable, ordered and controlled, not by the refugees, but by 

both the UNRWA and the host governments within a negotiable apparatus which 

is to exclude the refugees, and treat the space as one without real inhabitants. This 

top-down approach would be imagined as most efficient to the UNRWA’s strained 

relief budget, and to the host governments’ concerns of refugee resistance and 

violence. It has been well documented that International Humanitarian 

Organizations operate on the promise of relief through most efficient means – 

translating into cheapest workable standards possible. This is based on various 

measures such as donor funding; alongside the fact that these agencies 

understood the political difficulties of these spaces which will require long-term 

donor funding, therefore, the selection of minimum – i.e. cheapest market 

available 87 – standards and materials meant the relief of many nation donors from 

larger financial responsibilities.   

 The year I joined the UNRWA saw the completion of a tremendous, historical task 

concerning the recently demolished Nahr el Bared camp in Lebanon. Initiated and 

mostly completed by NBRC (Nahr el-Bared Reconstruction Commission for Civil 

Action and Studies), and later reinforced by the UNRWA, for the first time in any 

Palestinian camp’s history, a comprehensive, complete map of the camp (before 

destruction) was drawn.88 This task was the result of the refugee community’s 

insistence and successful mobilization – through the joint creation of the NBRC by 

both activists and refugees -- to demand and enforce a return to their camp, rebuilt 

on its original site, as well as, a full compensation of reconstructed space based on 

the previous accumulated – built-up - refuge space for each family (Barakat 

                                                            
87 I was told by a refugee in Baqa’a camp who has worked as a sub-contractor for UNRWA 
facilities’ construction inside the camp for many years now, that the reason Baqa’a camp 
was initially constructed out of Asbestos sheet units, donated by the German government 
is due to a German company’s offer to supply the Asbestos material at prices lower that 
any market price available at the time. Interview with Abu Mahmoud, Baqa’a camp, Jordan, 
2014. 
88 Please refer to Sheikh Hassan, Hanafi, Reconstruction of Nahr el-Bared Camp & UNRWA 
Compound, Progress Report 1 September 2007 - 31 October 2010. 
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2013:4). Previous to this effort, the only comprehensive camp maps produced 

were to provide a baseline for large infrastructure projects, pending a large 

funding for an infrastructure project from an interested donor is granted to the 

UNRWA, and would only have the road and block lines. I would like to quickly 

highlight here, that Nahr el Bared camp will be used as a case reference 

throughout the thesis, as it presents a convincing case for demonstrating the 

current – modern –, and reformed policies the host governments have established 

towards the camps in the Near East. The narrative and process of both the camp’s 

destruction and reconstruction, are central is attaining a real understanding of the 

thresholds upheld inside the Palestinian camps, and which are meant to be 

adhered to by the refugees. In this particular case, the threshold is of most 

importance to this research as it is one of scale; an architectural scale, by which 

the Lebanese government calculated its response and approach to addressing the 

conflict inside the camp. The reconstruction process, and which involved an array 

of negotiations amongst the various stakeholders, also testifies to the 

“exceptional” spatial field the Palestinian camp resides in.  

The drawing of Nahr el Bared camp – before destruction – coincided with the 

launching of the UNRWA’s Infrastructure and Camp Improvement Programme’s 

(ICIP) “Camp Development Pilot Research Project” in 2006. This being a joint 

fieldwork project in collaboration with Stuttgart University, to be implemented in 

three West Bank camps: namely, Amari, Dheisheh, and Fawwar, and aimed at 

actively involving the camp community in both identifying their camp needs, as 

well as, implementing camp improvements through “through employment in 

construction” (Hanafi, Misselwitz 2010, unrwa.org). That research project would 

see the first production of comprehensive camp maps. The programme and the 

maps were understandably met with concern from the refugees’ side, as maps 

traditionally meant “reorganization” for purposes rarely benefiting the refugees, 

and the UNRWA had never before embarked on integrating refugee-participation 

in their services, thus suddenly introducing a new relationship with the refugees 

and the built fabric of the camp. To ease refugee concerns and build trust between 

the two parties, the UNRWA was careful and quick to highlight that “that 

improving housing and infrastructure in refugee camps would not compromise 
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Palestine refugees’ rights of return” (UNRWA Mid Term Strategy 2005-2009 and 

2010-2015). This much resulted from the 2004 Geneva conference, aimed at 

developing and endorsing strategies to reform the UNRWA’s services away from 

relief and towards human development, thus initiating the establishment of ICIP. 

To try and conclude this section with a clearer indication towards answering the 

question of “Why did UNRWA refrain from mapping the Palestinian camps,” I will 

list the deductions from this line of investigation which could serve as helpful tools 

into further investigation.             

1. Foreign Maps: The UNRWA staff (consisting overwhelmingly, more than 

95%, of Palestinian refugees) never drew any of the original camp maps, and 

those maps were drawn by foreign engineers from Geneva offices, and sent to 

the UNRWA headquarters for implementation. 

2. Continuous reforming of shelter rehabilitation: The UNRWA’s Shelter 

Rehabilitation programme started originally as part of the Relief Department89 

as a “shelter rehabilitation unit,” to later become a Field Engineering and 

Construction Services Department, and finally transforming into an 

independent programme called the Infrastructure and Camp Improvement 

Programme. This transformation from “services” into a “programme” inside 

the UNRWA meant that ICIP would become a core element of the UNRWA’s 

                                                            
89 Since the UNRWA’s inception the Shelter Programme was operated under the Relief 
Department. In 1986-87 (after the Lebanese civil war ended in 1982, many programmes 
changed their structures and many cuts to social services occurred—this was part of the 
UNRWA’s policy to reduce services) the programme changed title from: Relief Department 
(with shelters included) to Relief & Social Services Department, excluding shelters from its 
programme and assigning it to the Engineering Department (source: Interview with 
UNRWA Relief staff, 2014). 
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strategy thinking, and further reflected in the UNRWA’s Medium Term 

Strategies.90     

3. The UNRWA’s shelter rehabilitation and reconstruction standards have 

always adhered to rigid, minimal standards without the need to look at the 

camp comprehensively, which was an efficient basis to control budget 

spending and engineering capacities in the field.  

4. Third-party mappers (Urban-conflict): As the camps reached an urban level 

of density due to the protraction of Palestinian displacement, host 

governments became aware of the obstacle this represents to them in 

scenarios of conflict inside the camp. To mitigate this, the Israeli government 

would build a true scale mock-up of refugee camps in the middle of the Negev 

desert,91 to train their soldiers on ground combat in urban warfare. The idea 

was to learn movement and control inside the new formed refugee 

architecture, with its complex scale that a military as Israel’s would find 

challenging to decipher and control. The Palestinian camp was now seen as a 

whole – a labyrinth – which required a whole mapping and consideration to 

overcome. In similar aim, but different fashion was the behaviour of the 

Jordanian and Lebanese governments towards the Palestinian camps hosted 

in both countries respectively. For example, in Jordan, the government 

through its Department of Palestinian Affairs (DPA), and which is responsible 

for managing the social and physical conditions in the camps of Jordan, would 

start to physically reorganize camps through widening existing streets which 

run in the middle of the camp to separate the camp into two and sometime 

four separate (distinct) areas, for easier penetration and control. These 

interventions obviously required the generation of camp master plans which 

                                                            
90 Emanating from the June 2004 Geneva Conference, and which called for a “need for a 
planning framework to redress the situation” of the Palestinian refugees, the UNRWA 
began a major shift in its overall strategies and undertook the task to develop 5-year cycle 
vision and strategy plans to lead the organization’s programmes and services.  See UNRWA 
Medium Term Plan 2005-2009. 
91 See: Adam Broomberg & Oliver Chanarin’s Chicago project and publication, SteidlMACK, 
2006. See also: Eyal Weizman, Lethal Theory, Anyone Corporation, 2006. 
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were produced by the DPA. This was done first in Wehdat camp92 in the mid-

1990s, and in Baqa’a camp in 2009, with new plans shown to me, to implement 

the same in Jerash camp.  

While I was conducting fieldwork in Burj el Barajneh camp in the summer of 2014, 

I accidently dropped my folded map of the camp without any notice as I walked 

through the narrow inclining alleyways.  Confounded by the spatiality around me, 

I was not able to hear a shy boy’s call behind me which prompted another female 

passer-by who happened to witness the events to loudly call after me saying “you 

dropped the map, you dropped the map.” As I turned around and realized what I 

lost, I hurried towards them and tried to show my gratitude for their efforts to 

return a piece of paper to me, at which point the lady continued with obvious 

sarcasm by saying: “Be careful you don’t lose it, because if you lose the map you 

might lose the land.” As we are both Palestinian, I understood her use of the word 

“land” was referring to Palestine, this in addition to the inseparable association of 

any researcher and intervener inside the Palestinian refugee camp, to the eventual 

salvation of this displacement, which is seen as a physical return to Palestine, i.e. 

the “land.” As we both laughed and went our separate ways, her joking comment 

stayed with me as it resonated with the controversial history of maps inside 

Palestinian camps, and I truly contemplated her word, rhetorically, can a loss of 

the camp-map, which could mean a loss of the camp altogether, mean the loss of 

the land? The map I had in my hands was not merely organized lines of urban 

habitation, those lines were truly political lines, and a spatial endeavour beyond 

this camp was at stake. 

 

                                                            
92 See Luigi Achilli, Becoming a Man in Al-Wihdat: Masculine Performances in a Palestinian 
Refugee Camp in Jordan, International Journal of Middle East Studies, 2015. 
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Hosting a Crisis 
 

 

The Palestinian refugee camp remains a space in which this political problem --

embodied in the Palestinian demand to the right-of-return to a Palestinian State 

and the refusal to abandon this right to what is now being created as a pure Jewish 

State-- is constantly being negotiated, and retrospectively, constantly re-shaping 

the Palestinian camp-space. The Palestinian refugees – considered to be the homo 

sacer in this instant – have thus not completely submitted to the rule of the 

sovereign power, as embodied today in the form of the local host governments. In 

fact, on the contrary, one of the distinctive characteristics of the Palestinian 

displacement is the refugees’ constant resistance with the sovereign power, and 

the re-negotiation of their space in reprisal for this imposed condition: his/her 

status-quo, his/her homo-sacer state. Therefore, the Palestinian refugee camp has 

been able to constantly defy the sovereign power’s envisioned situation,93 thus 

forcing the sovereign to recreate and re-negotiate the situation with the 

Palestinian refugees.94 It allows a degree of political agency for the refugees which 

is not only defined by the sovereign’s changing situation – established law -- but 

more importantly, by the refugees’ constant dispute with their situation. In the 

coming chapters, I will examine the elements inside the Palestinian camp, which 

act as agents towards negotiating a changed – new -- situation with the host 

government.     

                                                            
93 On creating the state of exception, Agamben cites Schmitt: “The sovereign creates and 
guarantees the situation as a whole in its totality.” (Politische Theologie, pp. 19-22), in G. 
Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 
California, 1998, p17. 
94 “The sovereign decision traces and from time to time renews this threshold of 
indistinction between outside and inside, exclusion and inclusion, nomos and physis, in 
which life is originarily excepted in law. Its decision is the position of an undecidable.” Ibid, 
p.22. 
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Creating a Palestinian geo-politics in the 

Near East 

 

As Paul Virilio points out, “a space is always political through geography and 

geometry,”95 and this is where the research begins to clearly situate the political 

in the Palestinian refugee camp-space, as a measure defined and redefined by its 

geography (host country) and geometry (emerged spatial scale). The spatial forms 

within the Palestinian refugee camp have been defined from the onset in 

correspondence with their geo-political locale, and these forms or geometries are 

available to be reshaped in correspondence with its geography – namely its 

political geography.  

As discussed in Chapter 1, Palestinian camps compose a refuge milieu made up 

of various scales of spatialities, consisting of: the camp-space itself (inside a host 

geography); the camp-space and its immediate spatial surrounding (concerning 

neighbouring host population); the camp-space in relation to all other camps in 

that particular Host Country; the camp-space in relation to all other 58 

Palestinian camps in the Near/Middle East; and lastly the camp-space in relation 

to the imagined Palestinian space – a return -- (pending a political and physical 

resolution). This multiplicity of Palestinian spaces is not limited to the discussion 

of the Palestinian camp-space, but you find it expressed in various scales of the 

Palestinian space, and even of the Palestinians themselves. In a recent article 

which discusses the latest developments inside Gaza’s ruling party, Hamas, the 

scholar concerned trying to demonstrate the complexity of Hamas’s influence 

and presence within the Palestinian society, he says “Of the three sections of 

Hamas – Gaza, the West Bank and the diaspora – Gaza is the most important 

                                                            
95 Paul Virilio and the Oblique: Interview with Enrique Limon, 1996. 
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because it is a de facto state, but it is only one of three” (Hearst 2017)96. Indeed, 

when trying to analyse and put together a comprehensive figure of any part of 

the Palestinian refuge, you are constantly confronted with a multitude of spaces 

and scales, each residing within their own political locale—geography, and 

serving a variant agency, yet all aimed at a resolution to the same displacement. 

It is therefore imperative that any inquiry into the Palestinian camp-space must 

take into account, and work across those multitude of spaces which have 

emerged as bi-products of forced displacement and refuge.   

What is a central approach to the above mentioned scalar relational entities by 

the host governments is the implemented concept of “care and control.” (Hanafi 

2009:504, Hyndman 2000:117-147, Malkki 1992: 34, Peteet 2005: 69-70 in Oesch 

2017:114). This “care and control” operates on the premise that Palestinian 

refugee camps and Palestinian refugees are a constant threat to State security 

and stability. This prompts the host governments to address “this” issue of 

security, while undermining the crisis of continued displacement and its direct 

relationship to augmenting this instability in the host geography; if left 

vulnerable and unmediated. While the governments apply physical measures to 

ensure a spatial control of the camp, the existing and resultant socio-spatial and 

socio-political problems persist in that same spatiality from a lack of directly 

addressing the protracted displacement. While meeting with Brigadier General 

Mahmoud Issa (aka Lleno); who organizes the Palestinian armed struggle in 

Lebanon; inside his base in Ein EL Hilweh camp in southern Lebanon, he 

reminded us that until today (our meeting took place in September of 2014) the 

“Lebanese”—including government and people—“deal with us from a security 

perspective” (Lleno Interview, Ein el Hilweh camp, Lebanon, September 2014). 

This is not unique to Lebanon, though the Palestinian presence there is the most 

conflictual amongst the other host governments, yet this Palestinian existence 

as a “latent security threat,” has its roots in considerations and measures on a 

                                                            
96 Hearst, D. (2017) Why Hamas was not on the Saudi list of demands for Qatar, Middle 
East Eye.  
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geo-political scale in the Near East, rather than on a humanitarian scale 

concerned with a humanitarian refuge.  

 

 

Host Country Policies: Lebanon & Jordan 

 

The history of host government attitudes and mechanisms towards Palestinian 

refugees inside the five fields of the UNRWA has been marred with stories and 

scenarios of oppression and torment (Qutub 1989), yet the Lebanese 

government, due to its unchanged stance of denying Palestinian refugees any 

but very few civil rights, makes it one of the harshest host environments the 

Palestinian refugees reside in. The Lebanese government, acting as a Host 

Country to a section of the Palestinian refugee plight, –starting at around 

100,000 refugees in 1948 and amounting to about 450,000 “registered” 

refugees today97 –, has adopted a distinctly volatile historical narrative 

towards the status, rights, and administration of the Palestinian refugees and 

camps in comparison to the other host countries. To begin with, the Lebanese 

government quickly rejected the idea of granting nationality to the refugees 

on the basis of recognizing the crisis as a temporal one, and more importantly, 

as an ethical political conviction towards “non-settlement” of refugees outside 

Palestine, to guarantee a continued struggle towards their liberation and 

return. From the onset of enveloping the Palestinian refugees within Lebanese 

lands and sea, the Lebanese government juxtaposed the Palestinian presence 

with its liberation aspirations and struggle by deeming any legal or spatial 

attempts of normalization, - tawteen - as anti-Palestinian. This standpoint, 

rigorously operated by the Lebanese government would clearly define the 

                                                            
97 www.unrwa.org 
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subsequent historical narrative of the host-refugee relationship and the 

material politics of Lebanon thereafter, as the Palestinian presence would 

quickly prove to be very political and would manifest itself within a geo-

political scale beyond Lebanese borders.  

The Lebanese government would adopt an administrative apparatus towards 

Palestinian refugees early on in the process, in fact as early as 1950 with the 

establishment of The Central Committee for Refugee Affairs (CCRA) – mainly 

concerned with administering, in coordination with the UNRWA, Palestinian 

presence with respect to shelter, relief and healthcare (UNRWA services) –, to 

set the administrative framework which would be followed up by more 

rigorous administrative bodies and regulations. In March of 1959, a 

presidential decree (decree no. 927) would see the creation, under the 

Ministry of Interior, of The Department of Affairs of Palestinian Refugees 

(DAPR), and which would redefine the administrative nature of hosting 

Palestinian refugees in that it would now enter the social and political spheres, 

beyond relief. DAPR would now begin to oversee and execute transactions 

towards issuance, or none, of Palestinian passports, registering marriages – 

including the approval of refugees seeking marriage with other Arab refugees 

–, divorces, change of residence and even change of religion sects.98 Further, 

administrative rights under the decree covered the following aspects: 

“> Designating the localities of the camps and undertaking 

transactions for lease or ownership of properties required 

from them;  

                                                            
98 The Palestinian presence in Lebanon has caused a controversy and backlash from certain 
religious sects, as the Palestinian presence in sectarian Lebanon posed a sectarian threat 
as most Palestinians are Sunni Muslims and could align themselves with Sunni Lebanese 
factions if and when conflict erupts, causing a sudden imbalance in Lebanese sectarian 
structures. (Haddad 2000:85,89)  
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> Allocating permits allowing transfer of residence from one 

camp to another where circumstances so dictate in the 

estimation of the Department; and 

> Transferring residency of refugees from one camp to another 

where security considerations so require.” (Suleiman 2006:12)  

 

It is very clear that the Lebanese government, through its 927 decree, was not 

only applying a national framework of refugee hosting and relief, but one of 

refugee management and control. The actual act of regulating Palestinian life 

through scrutinizing every detail of a Palestinian refugee living inside Lebanon; 

on the basis of security checks and balances; categorically placed the 

Palestinian refugee inside the “suspect” and “threat” being, within the larger 

Lebanese society and context. This enabled the creation of a conviction inside 

the Lebanese mind-set, that by mere existence as a refugee within this locality 

and geo-political geography, the Palestinian was endangering the former; i.e. 

Lebanese society and context. This is very much manifest with the subsequent 

issuance of decree no.2867 in December of 1959, concerned with the DAPR 

structure as one that “incorporates Liaison officers in various provinces of 

Lebanon, whose tasks were mainly managing security through monitoring the 

refugees' political activities and reporting on political and social unrest that 

may be caused by them” (Suleiman 2006:12).  

In contrast to the Lebanese situation, Jordan – ruled by King Abdullah at the 

time – adopted a completely different stance towards Palestinian refugees, 

considering them a human asset and fundamental population in order to 

achieve its expansionist territorial goals of a Greater Syria (Plascov 1978:1, 

Achilli 2014:236). 
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In the aftermath of the 1948 Arab-Israeli war, the East Bank – including 

Jerusalem, Hebron, Nablus, and Jericho – was placed under Jordanian control, 

many regarding it as an occupation at the time, and was officially annexed on 

24 April 1950. This meant that the Palestinian population that remained and 

found itself inside the East Bank borders were to become Jordanian citizens 

and were given Jordanian passports immediately. Palestinians were further 

encouraged to work and develop property inside Jordan, until a just solution 

to their problem is found. To accelerate their dissemination into Jordanian 

society, King Abdullah was quick to appoint Palestinians (refugees and none) 

to ministerial positions (Plascov 1978:46), thus integrating them within the 

political fabric of Jordan; in hope of gaining the trust and admiration of 

Palestinians he now not only hosts, but rules. In addition, the Palestinian issue 

was immediately seen as a pan-Arab issue by Arab governments, and one 

which has resulted in the involvement of top Western governments, including 

the committed involvement of the United Nations. King Abdullah was quick to 

understand that becoming a “representative”, a “sole representative” to the 

Palestinian people, not only ensured his political involvement and legitimacy 

within the Western political arena, but would also allow him to bargain for 

assistance, aid, and protection considering he is the bearer of the most critical 

and violent problem existing in the Middle East at the time.    

 

 

Creating the political-scale 

 

 

As we have demonstrated thus far, the Palestinian space is at the core of the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict and residing at the centre of this “core” is the spatial 

scale –, emerged as a Palestinian scale, and which is a spatial element at the 
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intersection of space and politics, and in this specific case, space and refuge. In 

fact, the issue of the Palestinian scale spans beyond camps, and has been at the 

forefront of Israeli application of mechanisms aimed at reducing and fragmenting 

the Palestinian space/scale, until it reaches a point whereby it no longer allows for 

a connected, continuous Palestinian presence --space. Our interest for this 

research is tracing the historical, archaeological dimension which decided the scale 

of the other Palestinian space – i.e. the Palestinian refugee camp –, while 

identifying the legal, relief, works, and political terms which served as parameters 

and standards to comply with. To simplify a complex matter as the spatial scale of 

the Palestinian camp, I have identified three main phases and stakeholders at 

which both space and scale were being constructed inside the Palestinian camp, 

while applying a forensic-type reading of the elements which served as a driving 

force towards a designed/desired scale, including: 1) UN resolutions; 2) UNRWA-

host country agreements; 3) host country-refugee relations, as well as, 

highlighting certain periods and events inside the Palestinian camp that were 

detrimental to the production of space and scale. As will be illustrated in the 

following sections, the political-scale is a product of, first a protraction but an 

active protraction (very much linked to the political), meaning space was 

continuously being constructed and reconstructed, and secondly all the elements 

and mechanisms of refuge, tangible and intangible, which underwent reformation 

producing new spatialities because of the former protraction.  

 

“The Palestine Camp is an emergency camp as indicated by UNRWA, yet 

from the onset, the rent period from Jordan was 99 years.” (Meeting with 

Adel Hamdan, Former Director of Palestinian Affairs, Baqa’a Camp, June 9, 

2014) 

 

The statement above foregrounds this whole question of “temporality” inside the 

Palestinian camp, and which has been the centre of many scholarly debates. The 
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notion of temporariness is a controversial one yet is politically paramount for both 

the refugees and the major political players in the region. For Palestinian refugees, 

the condition of temporariness – indeed of being a refugee – was very much 

manifested in the spatial materiality and production of the camp-spaces. While 

the camps have been transformed in their materiality from tents and pre-

fabricated units, to cinderblocks and concrete shelters which convey a greater 

sense of permanence, this process has been nonetheless disputed throughout, as 

the refugees continuously feared that the use of permanent materials meant it 

was a permanent settlement. Today, the issue of building material is not seen as a 

direct translation of resisting permanence in the camp, yet the spatial form of the 

dwelling, and its production and even transaction,99 still uphold the idea of 

temporariness as perceived by the refugee residents.100 

On the other hand, the common understanding is that host governments and 

major regional players are more concerned with securing the permanence of the 

camps. While this is true in the sense that these camp-spaces offer a means 

through which to secure the permanent re-settlement of the Palestine refugees, 

the political players are very much concerned with, and uphold the temporariness 

which accompanies these spaces. For them, the temporary value that is being 

upheld is that of a temporary crisis – albeit one that is constantly redefined – which 

has been most advantageous in defining and redefining the political terms in the 

region, as well as, ensuring continued aid support – capital -- from the 

international community. 

 

                                                            
99 In Jordan, shelters are bought and sold, even though they are not owned and only right-
of-use, but a transaction process has been officialised by the DPA in the form of 
transferring Electrical and Water bills to the new owner, while the original Unit number 
[Numrah] remains in the name of the very first original owner, even if the shelter is bought 
and sold to a hundred different people.  
100 Please See Chapter 5 Permanence/Temporality for more discussion on the issue of 
temporariness inside the Palestinian camp). 
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Two Camps : Two Space Narratives 

 

Burj el Barajneh Camp (1948 camp, Lebanon)  

Most Palestinian camps resulting from the first Arab-Israeli War of 1948, (of 

which period is termed the Nakbah, meaning catastrophe), began forming 

before the establishment of the UNRWA. In fact, the location of many of these 

camps, amounting to 30 refugee camps  – established before the UNRWA 

undertook its operation in the five fields of activities – was mostly determined 

by refugee displaced movement narratives within their local geographies, of 

which Burj el Barajneh camp is one of such cases. 

Burj el Barajneh camp was established in 1948 according to the UNRWA, and in 

1950 according to historical narratives from refugees obtained during my 

fieldwork interviews and reinforced by Sheikh Abdel Majeed el Ali’s 2008 book 

entitled Burj el Barajneh Camp: Suffering and Hope. Refugees residing in Burj el 

Barajneh camp originated from the northern coastal villages of historic Palestine 

(in proximity to Lebanese borders), including Kabre and Tarsheeha. Initially, the 

refugees of Burj el Barajneh camped in southern Lebanon as “proximity” was the 

decisive factor of not only where refugees first settled in host countries, but 

more importantly, which direction, towards which host country refugees from 

various villages in historic Palestine undertook (See Figure 1-4). According to 

refugee testimonies inside Burj el Barajneh camp, the first wave of refugees 

moved from southern Lebanon to Anjar in the Bekaa valley (eastern Lebanon), 

yet as a result of a scuffle between the Palestinian refugees and the Armenian 

community residing in that area at the time, and which resulted in the death of 

one of the Armenian men, prompted the Palestinian refugees to leave the area 

fearing Armenian retaliation and revenge, and were thus lead by a man named 

Sabri Mustapha Shreih from Tarsheeha to re-settle in Burj el Barajneh in 
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southern Beirut. The actual reasons behind selecting Burj el Barajneh area is said 

to be due to Sabri’s established local contacts with the Lebanese Mukhtars (Area 

Heads) in that area.101  

According to the book, Burj el Barajneh Camp: Suffering and Hope, it is recorded 

that ten Palestinian refugee families arrived to Burj el Barajneh area and sought 

the help of Mukhtar Burj el Barajneh, Hassan Ahmad el Sabbi’, whom in turn 

facilitated the rental of some camp land from its private owner to the refugees. 

The book notes that this was without charge as the land-owner sought to assist 

the Palestinians with their recent plight, and the Mukhtar even independently 

erected seven tents for refugee families to find shelter. Abdel Aziz Al Harakeh, 

Mukhtar el Manshiyeh (Head of Manshiyeh), the neighbouring area also played 

a pivotal role in facilitating the accommodation of refugees in Burj el Barajneh, 

and was formally appointed at one point, to perform a “survey” of the refugees 

by “applying a mark on each tent surveyed using dissolved lime substance” (el 

Ali 2008:34) 

This proved spatially detrimental to the camp’s future space, as the first refugees 

to inhabit Burj el Barajneh formed close relationships with the heads of 

neighbouring areas, and thus were able to begin forming a real space with 

strategic dimensions and orientations; affecting future incoming refugees’ 

spatial orientation in the camp, even after the UNRWA officially took over the 

services. The first tents were the originary spatial compass around which 

everything spatial was arranged afterwards. Even the boundary of the camp, 

which the UNRWA officialised after officially taking on its operations, was 

determined – or more appropriately pre-determined – through the initial 

expansion the refugees configured on that land, as more and more clusters of 

refugee families would arrive to the area. We could almost say in this specific 

                                                            
101 As I have mentioned in previous sections, the Palestinian people had established socio-
economic relations with Arabs from neighboring countries and even owned property is 
said countries, before the War and before the Middle East was brutally divided into States, 
which played a central role during the Palestinian exodus, of which the story of Burj el 
Barajneh camp is illustrative.   

169



 

camp-space that the boundary was demarcated be refugees before the UNRWA 

arrived at the site. Something un-regulatory in retrospect.   

 

 

Baqa’a Camp (1967 emergency camp, Jordan) 

Baqa’a camp is one of six “emergency camps”102 in Jordan, set up in 1968 as a 

response to a second displacement and influx of refugees resulting from the 

second Arab-Israeli war of 1967. Most refugees fled from the West Bank and 

Gaza strip, as those two areas were annexed by Israel during the 1967 war and 

remain till this day to be internationally recognized as “occupied land.”  

The majority of refugees inhabiting Baqa’a camp came from three refugee camps 

established in 1948 in Jericho, Aqabat Jabr, Ein el Sultan, and Nwei’meh camps, 

the last of which was completely emptied of refugees during the Israeli 

bombardment and ceases to exist today as a camp. After crossing the Allenby 

bridge and into Jordan – also known as King Hussein Bridge on the Jordanian side 

- while Israeli shelling was taking place over their heads, the refugees from 

Jericho camps heard of tents being erected for them at Karameh and Ma’addi 

towns in the Jordan valley between June 1967 and February 1968. Om Waleed 

(a first-generation Palestinian refugee residing in Baqa’a camp) recalls, “people 

were running in panic from Ein el Sultan camp in Jericho. I was crossing the bridge 

into Jordan in panic while carrying my one-year old son Waleed, while Israeli 

planes were bombarding us over our heads to the point where we had to seek 

refuge inside dry trenches along the way. As soon as we arrived at the Jordanian 

side, word spread around that you can get tents at Ma’addi and Karameh camps. 

Once there, refugees would receive a tent and some blankets, and either you 

erect your own tent or the UNRWA sanitation workers would help.” I had to 

briefly stop Om Waleed (who is old and does not have a command of the English 

                                                            
102 Emergency camps were only established in Jordan and Syria (Source: UNRWA Archives). 
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language) and admire her use of the word sanitation with perfect English 

pronunciation, but she found my surprise ineffective, and remarked “they taught 

us those words in the camp.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2-3 

Image showing refugees in Nahr el Bared camp being given relief 
tents. Many refugees would erect their own tents, and in some cases 
UNRWA sanitation staff would assist refugees in erecting their tents. 
c.1949. 

Image Source: UNRWA Archives. 
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Considering the close proximity of Ma’addi and Karameh to the Palestinian 

border, the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), which had by then become 

a visible and unified entity, organized its presence within those two camps in 

preparation for combat and reclamation of what they had just lost. Om Waleed 

continues to describe how she recalls the PLO resistance fighters (Fedayeen), 

joined by fighters from Iraq, Syria and other neighbouring Arab countries, utilized 

the camp to hide and manoeuvres they launched attacks on Israeli forces along 

the border. She related to me incidents of people being able to sneak back into 

Palestine during this chaotic time, and even made sure to show me her son 

Sameer who was born in Ma’addi at the time of the conflict, and their brief stay 

there. It’s truly remarkable and humbling to hear of a child’s birth – meant to be 

a moment of joy and exhilaration – during a time where life and death were 

constantly interchangeable, and no glimpse of what is to come. Though Om 

Waleed’s displacement journey is not a singular one, and has been related to me 

by various first-generation women and men of the camps, yet each time it is 

related, it truly carries with it a very unique human experience unlike the one 

before, and thus it is not possible to recreate a generic narrative or diagram of 

the Palestinian path of displacement, making it an interesting intersection of 

individuated narratives residing within a collective one, which gives the former 

validation. Here as well, we touch upon this concept of multiplicity of scales 

within the Palestinian refuge, which surpasses an independent spatial question 

about said refuge.  

Om Waleed went on to tell me that while at Ma’addi camp, each refugee family 

had to re-register with the UNRWA – considering they underwent a primary 

registration process while residing in Ein el Sultan camp in Jericho – and was then 

handed a tent and a ration card which allowed each family to collect basic foods. 

She interestingly continued by saying, “then after a period of time, they – being 

the Jordanian government – came to us and said whoever wants to return, go 

collect a return card,” because “bidkom t’aawdo ala Falasteen” means “because 

you will return to Palestine.” I asked Om Waleed about the contents of the form, 

but she humbly and sweetly with a smile said Ba’rafsh, meaning I don’t know, 

172



 

since she is unable to read. She then confirmed that they had collected this 

“return card” before they were able to collect the “refugee card.”  

I was able to later confirm Om Waleed’s story through cross-referencing it with 

Fayez Abu Fardeh’s narrative of the “return card” and actual return. In addition, 

I was lucky to locate a saved “return card” from another fellow refugee in the 

camp, Abu Ayman, who inherited the card from his father. The story behind the 

card is unclear, and unknown to many, within the historical narrative of the 

second Palestinian flight into Jordan. In fact, I took the “return card” which I was 

able to borrow from Abu Ayman to the UNRWA office but failed to secure any 

information as none of my colleagues there were aware of its existence. If I was 

to draw an analysis and conclusion towards the ambiguity of this short-lived 

phase of the “return card,” I would conclude the following: The “return card” was 

a strategic move, initiated by the Jordanian government to potentially reclaim 

the East Bank it had just lost to Israel in 1967, thus prompting the official return 

of the refugees as a move to legitimize Jordan’s governance over the East Bank 

geography. Another perspective could be that Jordan, fearing the already large 

number of Palestinian refugees it is hosting from the 1948 War displacement, 

and confronted with the emergence of the Palestinian Liberation Organization 

(PLO) within its territories, opted to try and fragment, reduce, or completely 

eliminate the new wave of refugees.   
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Figure 2-4
Showing the “return card” distributed amongst refugees in Jordan immediately after their 
expulsion from the East Bank in 1967. This document has been absent within the narrative of 
the Palestinian refuge. 

Image Source: (c) Omar Wheidi.
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As Om Waleed continued to narrate their flight into Jordan, and finally Baqa’a 

camp, I could not help but think of how a ‘split of a second’ decision in the midst 

of fright and confusion towards which direction of refuge to take, would in the 

long-term decide what kind of a “political” being you would become. She 

resumed by observing: 

 

“During our stay in the Jordan Valley, the Karameh battle occurred, 

which lead us to move to Ma’addi area nearby, followed by settling in 

Wihdat camp’s UNRWA schools in Amman for a bit, and back to Ma’addi. 

Then one day, we heard that the UNRWA is distributing tents in Baqa’a 

area north of Amman, which prompted us to secure transportation and 

we headed towards Baqa’a camp. There, I met up with my neighbour 

from Ein el Sultan camp, and we decided to erect our tents next to one 

another, just like in Ein el Sultan” (Om Waleed, Baqa’a camp interviews, 

Jordan 2014).  

 

 

1948 Camps vs. 1967 Camps 

 
In official language, a Palestinian refugee camp is defined as  

“… a plot of land placed at the disposal of UNRWA by the host 

government to accommodate Palestine refugees and set up facilities 

to cater to their needs. Areas not designated as such and are not 
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recognized as camps. … The plots of land on which the recognized 

camps were set up are either state land or, in most cases, land leased 

by the host government from local private landowners. This means 

that the refugees in camps do not 'own' the land on which their 

shelters were built, but have the right to 'use' the land for a 

residence.”103 

In actuality, there is one material aspect to Palestinian refugee camps in the 

five fields of operation (Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, West Bank, and Gaza) which is 

constant and has not, does not, succumb to reform regardless of the local 

changes in host-refugee relationships or policies, and that is the issue of space; 

the land the camp as whole rests on, and that of the refugee individual plots 

inside the camp’s border. Until this day, the camp as “whole” is a land with a 

clear boundary – many times consisting of both private and public lands – 

rented to the UNRWA by the host government, for 99 years,104 to provide 

services (now beyond relief) to the Palestinian refugees. Inside the camp, on 

a more intricate scale, the individual land-plots have from the onset been 

granted to refugee-families as “right-of-use.” This means the refugee does not 

own the plot but may construct and operate his/her space – within delineated 

borders – in a very similar manner as being outside the camp in an urban 

setting. Even selling and renting space is permitted and active, through a 

quasi-legal process where transactions are documented inside the appropriate 

administrative bodies inside the camp. This is done in the form of signing a 

contract indicating the transfer, as opposed to selling, of “electricity and 

water” to the new rightful user, while retaining the original refugee’s name on 

the contract as the plot-land’s rightful user, even if the shelter has been sold 

ten or twenty times.105 This way the space is transacted within a competing 

healthy real-estate economy, while at the same time making it immobile in the 

sense that it remains locked to a refuge status, one which is exposed to instant 

erasure through the erasure of the political problem, or the erasure of the 

                                                            
103 https://www.unrwa.org/palestine-refugees 
104 Ibid. 
105 Please refer to http://dpa.gov.jo/en/ 
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space, the camp as is. While talking to Adel Hamdan, Former Director of 

Palestinian Affairs in Baqa’a Camp, he pointed out that although these 

transactions are not legal, they are nonetheless official, yet the UNRWA and 

the DPA do not recognize these contracts (Adel Hamdan, Baqa’a camp 

interviews, Jordan 2014). This can be treated as another spatial form of the 

“exception-al” state the camps reside in, and of the ambiguous and displacing 

existence of being outside the law, yet still inside of it. It is the Agambian 

inclusive exclusion, whereby space is not valued under normal juridical 

standards as it is considered “outside the law,” while at the same time, this 

same “outside the law” space operates as if it is inside that very law – through 

transacting space and value of space within the State economy – that 

abandoned it.  

The camps’ borders – designated by host governments and recognized by the 

UNRWA as official camp borders – of the 58 official Palestinian camps have 

not changed or increased a centimetre since their inception as 1948 and 1967 

camps respectively. In addition, the officially recognized the UNRWA borders 

of refugee-plots remain to be the first standardized the UNRWA plots of 96-

100m2 per refugee family. While both borders have been transgressed, 

horizontally and vertically, due to a protracted nature of displacement living 

along a span of 69 years, the formality - official status - of both borders 

remains unchanged but are now a negotiated camp-element. 

“The responsibility of UNRWA in Palestine refugee camps is limited to 

providing services and administering its installations. The Agency does 

not own, administer or police the camps, as this is the responsibility of 

the host authorities.”106  

 

                                                            
106 Ibid.  
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1948 Camps 

Inside the Palestinian camp, there are two distinct material plateaus which have 

a direct relationship; one which involves a “plugging into” so as to act together 

in unison. The first of which is the land, the ground, and the second being 

everything which sits on that ground. In the history of the Palestinian camp, the 

prior always determined the form of the latter, and in the case of Burj el Barajneh 

camp, the ground on which everything else which makes a camp would settle on, 

was in the form of red sand, with a hilly topography moving from the West 

towards the East. Om Mohammad recalls “When we arrived to Burj el Barajneh 

camp, we were confronted with a large sandy hill, and the bravest would be the 

one to climb the top and anchor his tent there, and that’s what we all did, we 

kept climbing until we reached a high enough point, then we would flatten the 

spot with our hands and make a flat ground to erect our tent.” She laughs while 

gazing around the room and adds, “At the time friends and relatives would ask 

each other to erect tents side by side to ensure we become neighbours, but now 

(she says laughingly) I wish we never did that, and instead built apart so that we 

could have gained more space in the camp” (Om Mohammad, Burj el Barajneh 

camp interviews, Lebanon 2014). 
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Figure 2-5: 
Showing an early image of Burj el Barajneh camp,  
c.1955. 

Image Source: UNRWA Archives.
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Today, the camp is bordered by a highway running along its western edge, which 

connects the north-south axis of Lebanon and runs along the airport, a mere five-

minute drive from the camp. Directly along the camp’s northern façade, another 

elevated highway, with two depressed service roads – one of which runs directly 

along the camp’s northern edge – connects you to the eastern parts of the 

country. This elevated highway is frequently subject to Lebanese checkpoint 

installations, which cause extreme delays when they are operating as individuals 

try to reach the camp’s Northeast entrance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2-6 

Ariel image showing both highways 
surrounding Burj el Barajneh camp 
(highlighted in yellow). 

Image Source: UNRWA CPIS (Camp Profiles 
Information System).  
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In fact, I was subject to such experience in the summer of 2014, in which case we 

were held up inside Abu Mohammad’s107 car for three hours – without 

exaggeration – awaiting our turn to pass through the makeshift checkpoint while 

we stood right next to the camp yet stuck with nowhere to exit. After enduring 

the delay for several hours, I decided to step out of the car and continue my 

journey to the camp’s North-eastern entrance on foot, while passing by the 

checkpoint as I reached the entrance in less than seven minutes. Unfortunately, 

Abu Mohammad and another colleague remained stuck for another hour, until 

they were able to pass the car through. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2-7 

Image showing Abu Mohammad (my camp 
gatekeeper), while stuck in his car for more than two 
hours because of an instantly installed Lebanese 
check point next to the camp. Here unsuccessfully 
trying to remove a metal chain so as to park his car 
and resume walking, until the removal of the check 
point ahead. 

Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 

                                                            
107 Abu Mohammad has been my host, guide, teacher since the commencement of 
fieldwork inside Burj el Barajneh camp.  
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On Space-Making 

 

 

Similarly, to all Palestinian refugee camps in the Near East, the first shelter-

material was a tent, provided by the Red Cross to each refugee family. In Burj el 

Barajneh camp, three tent sizes were provided corresponding to refugee family 

sizes, as follows: 

1-3 people ………… Jaras Tent (cone-like shape) 

4-6 people ………… Jamalon Tent  

6+ people  ………… Haram Tent 

(source: UNRWA Archives, and confirmed by refugees during interviews) 

This demonstrated the first official application of “spatial standards” inside the 

camp-space, which would later grow into officially adopted the UNRWA 

standards, changing in parameters (or scale) as materials changed inside the 

camp.  

From the onset of receiving these tents from the Red Cross, each refugee family 

would erect its own tent, placing it in groupings of kinship and originary alliances. 

In doing so, the refugees would ensure both social familiarity, as well as, 

empowerment within the newly established social fabric of the camp as it would 

later prove that larger conglomerations of kinship and village origins would 

literary mean larger plot demarcations. In fact, this type of “kinship distribution” 

was encouraged and even employed as a distribution process by the UNRWA, to 

avoid any potentially arising social conflicts inside a suddenly gathered group of 

displaced, weary, scared yet outraged refugees, but to also make it easier and 

more efficient to locate and survey the refugee families.  

At this point inside the camp, the scale of the social alliance was commensurable 

with the scale of the space inhabited. Not only did the refugee erect his own 

shelter but would quickly accept the materiality of his condition of refuge – 

separated from the rhetoric of temporariness and permanence – and would 
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engage in reforming that refuge material into more solid-ness to offer resistance, 

as opposed to permanence. For example, during the early years in Burj el 

Barajneh camp, the refugees would apply Bitumen on their tent-canvas to resist 

harsh winter and summer weathers, and as soon as the Lebanese government 

permitted the entry of building material (being zinc panels and wood columns) 

in the mid-1950s, through the UNRWA’s facilitation inside the camp, refugees 

were quick to plug into this building easement and began to privately purchase 

cement bags, solidifying them into concrete blocks and concrete planes. This 

solidification of material inside the Palestinian camp is often, if not 

overwhelmingly, misrepresented both inside the UNRWA and in academic 

research as a polemical, controversial act, whereby solid material signified 

“settlement” and jeopardy to the “right of return.” In fact, it is often 

communicated inside the UNRWA and in academic conferences that refugees 

themselves were suspicious about solid materials, and even went as far as 

refusing the construction of shelters using concrete or mud bricks in fear of being 

manipulated into giving up their “right of return,” as part of a larger propaganda 

to permanently resettle on that spot.  

This material change in the mid-1950s inside Burj el Barajneh camp was due to a 

heavy storm which caused the destruction of most tents in the camp. The tent 

would officially turn into zinc sheets and wooden columns – again provided as 

material by the UNRWA to each refugee family to erect. According to 

documented material obtained from the camp during my fieldwork, the UNRWA 

would provide each refugee family with 13 zinc sheets and 10 wooden columns. 

In addition, refugee families would purchase their own cement bags and produce 

cement blocks to surround the parameter of the shelter for protection. Each 

cement bag was meant to produce 30-40 blocks, yet the refugees were able to 

instantly scale-up the material economy of cement and produce 50-60 

blocks/bag. From early on, the material-economy inside the camp instantly 

inflates to accommodate a political condition, precarious and uncertain, while 

refugees felt they needed to continuously compensate for this uncertainty in 

every aspect of the camp-space. Highly intuitive from the beginning, the refugees 

retain this mode-of-production today, where any materiality once inside the 
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camp expands in scale, use, and effect.108 At this point, the Lebanese 

government, uneasy with the fast rate of construction the refugees adopted, 

would ban any kind of construction inside the camp unless a permit was 

obtained, and would assign its gendarmes to internally monitor any violators, 

and later even incur punishment at the police station (el Ali 2008:36). 

The issue of materiality inside the Palestinian camp does touch upon this concept 

of international propaganda – keeping in mind Palestinians underwent a violent 

history of unfolding propaganda. Yet this history of camp materiality, and its 

temporariness/permanence connotations have been widely misrepresented, as 

much detail and historicity – which can only be obtained from analysis in the 

actual field – has been overlooked. Early on, the refugees were well aware that 

cement could very easily mean liberation-through-empowerment, as opposed to 

settlement, and Burj el Barajneh camp is just one example whose own history 

testifies as such, and which I will illustrate in later chapters.  

As we were sitting at the first and best falafel shop in the camp built in the mid-

late 1950s inside Ghabsiyeh quarter of Burj el Barajneh camp, the son who took 

over the shop after his father’s passing was narrating the history of shelters 

inside Burj el Barajneh camp to me, saying: 

 

“At first, the UNRWA distributed tents to the families, according to family 

size, and the UNRWA started to designate different areas and name 

them according to village-origins. Each area would then have its own 

public bathrooms and water-tank. The tent did not last long, as refugees 

who became able monetarily began to build up slowly. In fact, what 

happened is that we transformed from a tent into Zinc shelters/rooms 

(also provided by the UNRWA), and then the refugees who were able 

would start to build-up inside the zinc, so as to conceal it from the 

                                                            
108 For more on the material expansion inside the Palestinian camp, please see Chapter 4 
Building Attabat – Claiming Space. 
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Lebanese authorities who would roam the camp during the day in search 

of violators. Refugees would sneak in building materials at night and 

build at night, so that when the Lebanese authorities came the next day, 

they would find it already erect and have to accept the reality. Yet, to 

ensure avoiding scuffles with the officials, the refugees did not expose 

the concrete and stone material, instead they would collect the cheese 

and olive oil zinc boxes—many from construction shops which many 

refugees had worked at such as Jaber and Ghandour workshops-- cut it 

and open it up to become a flat sheet, and plaster that over the concrete 

or stone so as to hide the material, which would then gradually become 

exposed. We also innovated a mechanism to build foundations using 

empty gas tanks, which we filled with mud and built a solid room on top 

of. This material change provided refugees with protection from weather 

and trespassers, such as thieves.” He then looks around him and raises 

his head vertically and says to me “And now as you see, the camp is made 

up of accumulations of cement.” 
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Figure 2-8 
Image showing the various materials refugees incorporated in building their shelters inside 
Burj el Barajneh camp, while utilizing fabric and zinc sheets to conceal any cement walls 
being erected inside the shelters, away from the eyes of the Lebanese security so as to 
avoid punishment for building space. 

Image Source: UNRWA Archives.  

c.1955
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I would add one more observation on this putative topic of the camp’s 

materiality, and its polemical temporariness and permanence, as I would 

propose that the host governments are most benefiting from this controversy. 

Indeed, they were able to establish a political narrative in the disguise of micro-

managing materiality inside the camp, through material banning and permitting, 

surveillance, checks and balances, etc., while in fact, they were gaining access to 

the camp’s tissue to monitor Palestinian activities towards their revolutionary 

struggle. Yet, the Lebanese host government, would always rationalize this 

coercive behaviour as a means to ensure Palestinians are not tempted to settle 

through spatial means. At the intersection of these hard-lined regulations and at 

the same time turning a blind eye to violations of space, is a belied state of camp 

politics.  
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1967 Camps 

Om Waleed, along with all the first-generation refugees I talked to in Baqa’a 

camp, recalls the early days of the camp as being extremely harsh as Baqa’a camp 

is a valley (i.e. depressed geographical feature) that sits on arable dirt meant for 

cultivation. This meant that during rainy seasons the ground quickly turned into 

mud, sucking the refugees’ feet as they walked upon it, and many times 

paralyzing their movement to a standstill. In fact, alongside the tents, each 

refugee received plastic knee-high boots, just like the ones worn by construction 

workers whilst mixing cement (see Figure 2-9). 
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Figure 2-9
Image showing refugees in Baqa’a camp wearing the plastic boots as they try to navigate 
through the harsh muddy grounds they found themselves suddenly inhabiting, 1969. 

Image Source: UNRWA Archives.

1969
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Om Waleed would also relate to me that during the first year in Baqa’a camp, 
and before UNRWA laid down their grid plan, women would gather in groups 
and walk over a mile so “we can nmalli” (filling up), denoting the daily filling 
up of water. She recalls how much harder the return trip was as they had full 
jars, which can be quite heavy over a long walk. The next year, UNRWA would 
build collective water points around the camp (consisting of a water pipe with 
4-6 faucets protruding).
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Figure 2-10
Images below showing the ‘collective water points’ the UNRWA 
provided across the camp as public facilities during the early years 
of the camp. C. 1969.

Image Source: UNRWA Archives.

191191



On Space-Making 

Maljaa’ (underground room) 

As the spatial narrative starts taking form through historical materials and 

descriptions of Baqa’a camp, I was able to discover more detailed spatial 

narratives on micro-scales while in the field, and which were more transitory as 

they responded to certain time-frames during the camp’s history. Maljaa’ which 

translates in this specific context as ‘underground room,’ and comes from the 

word Lojoo’ which means refuge, was a common room built by refugees during 

the first years of living inside the camp, as refugee families were still struggling 

to re-build their livelihood and means they had lost for a second time of 

displacement. Abu Mahmoud, a local contractor in the camp and who was born 

in Baqa’a camp recalls seeing their maljaa’ room growing up. He tells me they 

were nine siblings all shoved into one tent, which opted his father and brothers 

to dig up the ground and build an underground room where the boys would stay, 

and on top of it would be the tent where the girls stayed: “we were nine siblings 

in one tent, it wasn’t enough for us. One tent!” (Abu Mahmoud, Baqa’a camp 

interviews, Jordan 2014). Abu Ahmad (my gatekeeper in Baqa’a camp), sitting 

next to Abu Mahmoud, added with some exaggeration: “every shelter had a 

maljaa’.” The accuracy of the number of maljaa’ rooms in the camp is not as 

relevant to me as the actual propensity the refugees possessed at creating space 

for existential needs, yet utilizing whatever little means they had, prompting 

them to imagine space intra-ground. Considering this is the second camp-space 

these refugees are inhabiting, there is a history and knowledge of making space 

in the camp which travelled along with them, thus in Baqa’a camp, refugees were 

quicker to grab and produce space as they were aware of the economic and 

political value this extra space would possess within a protracted displacement. 
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Bastat (wooden tables) 

Om Waleed recalls how men in the camp quickly opted to work and earn money 

through established contacts of relatives who were already inhabiting camps in 

Jordan since 1948. Another, and more common approach in Baqa’a camp was 

that refugee men would make their way to Sweileh in northern Amman (closest 

urban area to Baqa’a camp). There, they would purchase produce – fruits and 

vegetables – and return to the camp to sell them. They quickly formed a 

commercial corridor and filled it with bastat khashab (wooden tables) to spread 

the produce, which would later turn into wooden shacks, and today into main 

urban commercial streets. 
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Figure 2-11

Images showing the transformation of Bastat inside Baqa’a camp 
from (TL) wooden tables (c.1968), into (TR) shacks (c.1980), and 
today into (B) actual concrete spaces (c.1996). 

Image Source: UNRWA Archives.
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Attabah (threshold) 

Attabah, or kutlet esment (cement mass), was an architectural element that 

entered the camp’s spatial terminology ever since the 1948 camps. Initially 

constructed as a cement mass along the front elevation of the shelter just 

outside the shelter door, or outside the wall surrounding the land plot; it was 

meant to prevent the muddy water from entering into the shelter, as the shelters 

and plots were built inside a depressed geography, making the street a higher 

elevation. The seepage of water was mainly due to the UNRWA’s construction of 

streets, whereby streets were laid out first – before housing plots – and were 

constructed higher than the land-plots themselves, eventually causing a problem 

with rainwater overflowing into shelters on both sides of the street. Abu 

Mahmoud clarifies “When the refugee started building inside his Numrah (plot), 

the first thing he would think of is to raise his house to street level so as to protect 

it.” Informed that my research is meant to compare a camp in Jordan and one in 

Lebanon, he then continued to say, “in Jordan we encroached on the street to 

protect the shelter from water, in Lebanon it could have been to protect the 

shelter from tanks” (Abu Mahmoud, Baqa’a camp interviews, Jordan 2014). 

Those cement-masses, serving as water-protection elements, would quickly 

acquire a multi-use and turn into intimate common spaces, called Attabat 

(thresholds). The refugee families would utilise those Attabat to occupy and 

mingle with the street goers, and even host other passer-byes intermittently for 

a cup of tea or coffee, or a little chat. Attabat would also become the first 

architectural element to be employed by various refugees making them 

omnipresent inside the camp, in an attempt to horizontally encroach on the 

public pathway, to provide an outdoor social space as the indoor plot became 

saturated with built rooms – i.e. cement. These Attabat would later grow into 

actual rooms outside refugee plot boundaries, making them the first 

architectural element - form - of a spatial violation, which I shall discuss and 

illustrate in Chapter 3.  
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Figure 2-12

Images showing Attabat built inside Baqa’a camp, and their evolution over 
time.  (L) c.1970 and (R-next page) 2014.

Image Source: (L) UNRWA Archives, (R-next page) Samar Maqusi.

c.1970
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Camp Layout 

When refugees first arrived at the camp, there were two central, existing spatial 

elements which played a role in how the camp would develop spatially: 

1. Existing patches of rocky grounds within the vast area of agricultural 

soil and;  

2. Baqa’a camp’s site at the time, was being designed to serve as an Army 

Base, including a large prison (to be the largest in Jordan), thus the 

spatial qualities (depressed valley controlled from all sides) was in the 

eyes of the Jordanian government best suited to control a large refuge, 

consisting of frustrated and angry individuals at their destiny of 

injustice, once again. 

 

Fayez Abu Fardeh tells me of what he saw on the ground when he first arrived to 

Baqa’a camp in February of 1968: “We entered the site and there was asphalt.” 

As he sees the confused look on my face, he continues “this was planned for an 

army base, they were going to build a prison before we arrived. The rest of the 

land was agricultural.” He then points out that the existing large concrete water 

tank (see Figure 2-13), was also there when refugees arrived at the site. And to 

further confirm the existing asphalt, he adds that the first wave of refugees to 

arrive in Baqa’a camp, his family being amongst them, were sheltered in four 

large tents, erected on the site which was surrounded by existing asphalt streets. 

This site was the site of the UNRWA distribution centres, where refugees would 

come every day to collect relief and aid material, including food and clothing, 

thus the government and the UNRWA utilized the existing asphalt pathways to 

allow the aid trucks to drive into the site. The site remains an UNRWA facilities 

site, today consisting of UNRWA schools.   
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Figure 2-13

Showing a copy of UNRWA’s Layout of Baqa’a camp, 
developed in Vienna and dated 1968 (this being the 
only version of an original map existing at the UNRWA). 
Here you can find the highlighted asphalt street and 
large concrete water-tank, both of which existed on the 
site prior to the refugees’ arrival, as indicated by Fayez 
Abu Fardeh, and other testimonials from the field. 

Image Source: UNRWA Archives.
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These spatial details, rarely discussed in camp-literature, or even within the 

UNRWA offices, imply that these mechanisms of confinement and control 

are/were preferred and adopted by the host governments, as this example of 

site-selection in Jordan testifies to the government’s prioritization of 

management and control, over relief and enablement. Baqa’a camp, from the 

start, was meant to be a large-scale camp to absorb as many refugees as possible 

within one space, and Baqa’a camp’s area, seen as the most suitable geography 

to facilitate efficient mechanisms of spatial control, was an ideal space for the 

Jordanian government, thus abandoning the previous plans of building an Army 

Base including a prison, and opting for a Palestinian refugee camp instead.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2-14 

Image showing refugees relocated outside camp boundaries while the UNRWA 
transformed the camp into a grid layout of 96-100m2 plots housing pre-fabricated 
zinc rooms. c.1969. 

Image Source: UNRWA Archives. 
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During the first year of inhabiting the camp, there was a transitional moment (in 

the form of an intentional short displacement) in Baqa’a camp in 1968, during 

which the camp transitioned – changed its material – from scattered tents to an 

organized grid of barrakiat (pre-fabricated zinc rooms), (See Figure 2-14). 

What’s significantly different between Baqa’a camp’s layout and implementation 

of layout, as opposed to Burj el Baranjeh camp, is that in Baqa’a camp there was 

an act of tawzi’ (distribution) during the implementation of the camp-layout. 

While this process of distribution took a localized socio-spatial negotiation in Burj 

el Barajneh camp, as each family or clan, or alliance decided their location of 

settlement inside the camp and formed their own “geometry & geography” 

(Virilio 2006), in Baqa’a camp the allocation process of land-plots was initially 

decided and distributed through the UNRWA – in accordance with the UNRWA 

planning parameters –, rather than being a refugee-decision. However, on the 

ground, it was the PLO (which had established presence in Baqa’a camp during 

the first three years) who ratified and truly controlled the spatial allocation. Yet 

of course, and due to socio-political tendencies of alliances within the social 

fabric of Palestinian refugees, especially when displaced and confronted with a 

recurrent task of space-making, many families were able to forge agreements 

with the PLO, whereby space size and location were negotiated and transacted. 

At that time, and before the PLO was expelled from Jordan in 1970, it not only 

had presence in the Palestinian refugee camps, but as refugees from Baqa’a 

camp all related to me, they - PLO - were “everything in the camp,” meaning they 

controlled socio-spatial, socio-economic, and socio-political transactions inside 

the camp.  
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Figure 2-15

During the material transfer inside Baqa’a camp, some refugee 
families retained their tents, sometimes even bought ones to 
erect next to their newly appointed plots, with the aim to secure 
more land-space as they start building their plots up, 1969. 

Image Source: UNRWA Archives.
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Palestinian Presence and the Emergence of 

the PLO inside the camp 

 
Palestinian refugees were absorbed into Lebanon as part of a pan-Arab unity 

during the Arab-Israeli war and subsequent refugee crisis. What I believe was a 

more pressing consideration is the spatial proximity of Lebanon especially that 

the southern region was autonomous with Palestinian land before divisions, 

which meant many relations of commerce and friendship – even marriages -- 

were established across the border. Yet, as I have mentioned before in Chapter 

1, the direction which refugees decided to take, in a moment of crisis, was based 

on proximity first –as safety, -- and contacts second –being resources, -- while 

each host country also faced with a sudden crisis, of which they were involved 

in, could not close borders to refugees thus letting them in. Yet after realizing the 

protraction of the crisis, they began to implement a regime of controlled, 

forceful, and violent humanitarian hosting.  

Palestinian presence in Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, West Bank or Gaza was 

interconnected and formative in terms of a Palestinian revolutionary 

breakthrough, and a Palestinianhood, which would later define and determine 

Palestinian visibility in various arenas. We could simplify and trace this 

Palestinian formative movement as starting in the late 1960s, and more visibly 

right after the 1967 Arab-Israeli War – which resulted in the annexing of Gaza 

and the West Bank by Israel –, and quickly followed by the Battle of Karameh in 

Jordan, in March 1968. The battle was fought between the Israeli military and 

targeted members of the PLO (Palestinian Liberation Organization) taking refuge 

inside Jordanian camps across the bank. This battle, which saw victories on the 

Palestinian and Jordanian sides, began a “liberation geo-Palestinian” movement 

in the Near East, where thousands of refugees crossed Lebanese and Syrian 

borders to join their brothers and sisters’ liberation fight in Jordan. This would 

206



 

not only mark the beginning of an “organized” Palestinian armed presence in the 

refugee camps and the different host countries, but would more importantly, 

provide the refugees from across various camps and host countries an 

opportunity to come together, and share narratives of refuge and struggle across 

the Near East, creating in turn an exchange of Palestinian knowledge, and a 

formation of a new collective revolutionary presence to be manifested inside the 

Palestinian camps.  

The above scenario would begin to cause tension and anxiety within the 

Lebanese government and its security apparatus, as they saw an out flux of 

young Palestinian refugee men, and even women, leaving Lebanon determined 

to join the Palestinian armed movement, with an objective to liberate 

themselves and Palestine. The PLO in Jordan had established a strong presence 

by then, as well as, training camps for the Fedayeen (freedom fighters) both 

inside and outside camps, ensuring that all men and women joining are trained 

for endurance, armed combat, and guerrilla war-tactics. Knowingly, as the PLO 

movement became exposed and pronounced at this point, Arab governments 

began to fear a large-scale Palestinian retaliation that would inevitably launch its 

activity from their host countries which share borders with Palestine/Israel, – 

namely Jordan, Lebanon and Syria –, while the PLO was establishing training 

camps, and organized armed presence inside the Palestinian camps.  
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Karameh Black September War of the 

Camps 

 

 Karameh 

Although Palestinians were becoming hybrid-third citizens of Jordan, – neither 

Jordanian, neither Palestinian –, through programmes and policies of 

integration by development, both civil and economical, the thirst to revolt 

against the violent injustice they have incurred would resurface in the Host 

Countries, and within Jordan no less. Although refugees quickly enjoyed 

citizen rights inside Jordan, they nonetheless remained refugees, without a 

homeland, as neither Jordan nor the camps would compensate for their 

Palestinian-hood, physical, and political displacement. Despite the fact that 

the Jordanian government established and performed a similar surveillance 

and clamping down method of any Palestinian political activities as that of 

Lebanon, especially inside the camps, a Palestinian political formation would 

start to take shape inside Jordan, emanating from the creation of the PLO in 

1964, and which took on a significant role in re-igniting the Palestinian struggle 

and resistance. The PLO’s mission was to realize a call for a united Palestinian 

front from all areas of refuge, as well as, a determination to become the sole 

representative for the Palestinian people thus discrediting any attempt by 

Jordan, or any Arab government for that matter, of hijacking the Palestinian 

problem and revolution. 

The PLO would gradually become more visible, and more legitimate, after it 

conducted its first attack on Israel’s National Water Carrier in January of 1965, 

and would start gaining support from Palestinians en mass, as well as 

recognition form other Arab states. The PLO envisioned their revolution taking 

place from any part of the Arab land where Palestinians existed, and would 
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begin to focus on organizing their activities from neighbouring Arab states for 

strategic reasons, including proximity (borders) and human capital (refugees). 

This would lead to tensions with the Jordanian government, especially after 

an attempted, but failed, Palestinian coup to gain legitimate rule over a land 

which they believed was created in collaboration with the Western powers to 

absorb the Palestinian problem and resettle it. Palestinians developed further 

animosity towards the Hashemite regime as history uncovered international 

collaborations (see Figure 1-3) with the enemy, to facilitate the presence and 

occupation of Palestine by Israeli Zionists, which led many Palestinians to 

regard the Hashemites as traitors and even enemies, thus feeling legitimacy 

towards overtaking the Jordanian land.  

The aftermath of the 1967 war resulted in Israel annexing the West Bank and 

Gaza, removing Jordan’s territorial administration over it. Palestinian refugees 

– displaced for a second time – who left the West Bank for Jordan, would retain 

their citizenship, and those who remained in the West Bank would remain 

holders of Jordanian passports, but after the annexation, they would become 

temporary passports, renewed every 2 years. This would mark a real change 

in Palestinian-Jordanian relations and further Jordanian legitimacy within the 

Palestinian liberation movement. In addition, Karameh battle, which took 

place on 21 March 1968 between the Israeli Defense Forces on one side, and 

the PLO and Jordanian Armed Forces on the other along the East Bank, was 

seen as a Palestinian political victory, as Israeli forces withdrew after realizing 

it will not be able to destroy the entire Fatah guerrilla109 operations inside 

Jordan. At this point, Fatah-PLO militant presence inside Jordan would 

intensify, centralizing its positions inside Palestinian camps, yet operating 

around Amman city as well by setting up checkpoints and moving around while 

armed. The PLO would become the main authority inside the camps, 

organizing and regulating both social, economic and political life, including 

arms-provision and guerrilla-combat training.  

                                                            
109 Founded in 1959, Fatah joined the PLO, and was considered one of the Palestinian 
armed groups operating under the umbrella of the PLO at the time.  
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 Black September 

Seen now as losing authority and grounds, King Hussein would put forth a 

seven-point agreement prohibiting the PLO from freely governing the city and 

the camps, in an attempt to disarm and delegitimize the organization. Failing 

to control the PLO, King Hussein sought Egyptian President Nasser’s help in 

brokering another agreement, the ten-point edict, aimed at restricting the 

activities of the PLO inside Jordan. Since this attempt failed as well, and 

various hostilities broke out, the Jordanian army attacked PLO bases in Amman 

and in refugee camps, including Baqa’a camp. Conflict ensued, with a brief 

cessation – brokered by Egypt’s Nasser –, whereby King Hussein recognized 

the legitimacy of the PLO’s presence and operations in Jordan, yet on 

condition they stay away from urban cities such as Amman and remain along 

the fronts. Nasser would suddenly pass away, and the PLO would 

retrospectively lose their strongest ally in the region, which prompted King 

Hussein to resume his attacks on the PLO. Baqa’a camp in Jordan was the site of 

intense revolutionary training, and at times military combat, especially during the 

events of Black September – a conflict between the Jordanian government and the 

Palestinian Liberation Organization, which lasted from September 1970 - July 

1971, and resulted in the expelling of the PLO from Jordan. The aftermath of these 

events resulted in a constant state of tension between the Jordanian government 

-facilitated through the Jordanian CIA and Jordanian Gendarmerie- and the camp-

space through continuously targeting Palestinian refugees inside Baqa’a camp for 

harassment and questioning. 

On 31st July 1988, King Hussein of Jordan announced the West Bank’s cessation 

from the East Bank, and as the PLO was now recognized to be the legitimate 

representative of the Palestinian people by the Arab League, King Hussein 

would further distance himself from political roles which directly spoke on 

behalf of Palestinian people. Following the disengagement, king Hussein 

would establish the Department of Palestinian Affairs (DPA), under the 

Jordanian Foreign Ministry, which would become the main administrator and 
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governor of Palestinian camps in Jordan, with the authority to coordinate 

(even sometimes authorize) the UNRWA’s activities inside the camps, 

including construction. In fact, at this point, the DPA would almost overtake 

the construction activities inside the Palestinian camps in Jordan, facilitated 

and implemented through its Service Committees whose offices are also 

located inside each camp. At this point, the DPA would truly aim to operate 

itself as a state within a state, and strict measures would start taking place, 

including the banning of Palestinian graffiti and the regulation and 

institutionalization of political activities, mainly confining them to mere 

demonstrations and cultural activities, which would still need to obtain 

permits from the Jordanian Intelligence to take place, and the Jordanian 

Intelligence has the power to refuse permits which it has exercised on many 

occasions.     

After the Black September events, the Jordanian presence inside the 

Palestinian camps would take the form of intelligence infiltration, and 

information-gathering through appointed agents from within the camp’s 

population. This would, in due process, establish a hostile environment and 

relationship between Palestinian refugees and the Jordanian security, and 

would continue to take this form until this day, erupting into violent clashes 

occasionally.  

 

 

 War of the Camps  

As soon as the camp was officialised as such, the Lebanese government 

established a police station just outside the camp to maintain security and order, 

a practice prevalent in all Palestinian camps. Alongside the actual spatial 

presence, the Lebanese government established outside Palestinian camps, it 

further established “The General Directorate for Administration of Palestinian 

211



 

Refugees” as part of its Interior Ministry, which administered the affairs of 

Palestinian refugees outside of, and many times overlapping with, the UNRWA 

affairs but with particular attention and decision-making concerned with security 

issues.  

“Security and punishment” were performed in an arbitrary and abusive manner 

inside Palestinian camps during the 1960s, and this was not a practice specific to 

Lebanon, but to all host countries. Yet in Lebanon, the picture might seem the 

harshest as measures controlling entry and exit from the camp were monitored 

with scrutiny, resulting in harsh and humiliating punishments incurred on any 

violators, including “torture and administrative imprisonment” (el Ali 2008:44, 

Abu Mohammad Interview August 2014, Latif 2012). The level of micro-

surveillance inside the camp reached disturbing levels, whereby refugees were 

forbidden to listen to certain radio stations – fearing it would ignite revolutionary 

thoughts and feelings –, such as the popular Egyptian station at the time, Arab 

Voice from Cairo, which my own father also recalled listening to under his bed-

sheets with low volume, fearing of getting caught while living in a Palestinian 

refugee camp in Jericho in the 1950s.   

In his book Politics, the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle discusses different 

forms of governments and reflects -- through highlighting actual examples -- on 

what could be the best and most suitable form of government. He also explains 

what causes revolutions and the toppling of various forms of governments, and 

the “ways” in which those forms of government can be preserved. He says while 

addressing the ways tyrannies preserve themselves:  

“As to (2) tyrannies, they are preserved in two most opposite ways. … 
There are firstly the prescriptions mentioned some distance back, for the 
preservation of a tyranny, in so far as this is possible; viz., that the tyrant 
should lop off those who are too high; he must put to death men of spirit; 
he must not allow common meals, clubs, education, and the like; he 
must be upon his guard against anything which is likely to inspire either 
courage or confidence among his subjects; he must prohibit literary 
assemblies or other meetings for discussion, and he must take every 
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means to prevent people from knowing one another (for acquaintance 
begets mutual confidence). Further, he must compel all persons staying in 
the city to appear in public and live at his gates; …A tyrant should also 
endeavor to know what each of his subjects says or does, and should 
employ spies, like the 'female detectives' at Syracuse, and the 
eavesdroppers whom Hiero was in the habit of sending to any place of 
resort or meeting; for the fear of informers prevents people from speaking 
their minds, and if they do, they are more easily found out.” (Aristotle 
1885, [emphasis added]) 

 

We can discern in the previous quote three first elements of life which are 

deemed threatening to governments, and which are elements found inside the 

camp-space and as I will illustrate in the coming sections are targeted by the host 

governments. The elements are spirit-desire, common-collective (or multiple) 

scale, and education, knowing one another-knowledge. Even the last two “ways” 

mentioned, city persons to appear in public-surveillance, and employ spies-camp 

informants, are mechanisms common to the Lebanese government in the camps 

through its Deuxie`me Bureau (Lebanese Intelligence Services), as well as, the 

Jordanian government, which I will elaborate on later (Latif 2012, Ramadan 2009, 

2013, Suleiman 1999:72). I have repeatedly heard, as refugees recounted early 

camp years, that the Lebanese security inside the camp would not allow the 

gathering of three people or more at a time in the camp streets, since that was 

seen as a security threat. This is an interesting moment of determining a 

Palestinian “security threat” scale for the Lebanese security apparatus, in which 

“three Palestinians = Threat,” a formula based on a security logic within a camp-

space, where a scale larger than three gathered people was deemed large and 

effective enough to threaten a government security apparatus and would thus 

be punishable. It is these illogical, yet very serious calculations of standardized 

security-scales – both in terms of building and movement –, which prompted 

refugees to develop procedures and measures for overcoming control and 

punishment, by basically violating without being caught.    
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Organized and empowered under the leadership of the PLO, the Palestinian 

resistance would be able to sneak its way into Southern Lebanon –the area of 

Lebanon bordering Palestine/Israel—towards the end of 1968, as the Lebanese 

government was warning of a possible launch of a Palestinian guerrilla war from 

its southern front. (el Ali 2008:48) At this point, the Palestinian resistance – under 

the auspices of the PLO – would organize its presence and activities inside 

refugee camps in Lebanon, through various means, including collecting 

donations to support the Fedayeen, distributing leaflets which included political 

and military facts, and plastering posters on camp walls promoting the 

Palestinian revolution (See Figure 2-16). In response, the Lebanese security 

apparatus would begin an intensive chase after Palestinian activists and would 

not spare a chance to incur humiliation and punishment upon any Palestinians 

captured. Nonetheless, Palestinians inside the camps would continue their 

activities in defiance of the Lebanese clamp down.  
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Figure 2-16 

Examples of Palestinian revolutionary posters utilized 
by the PLO to ignite the revolutionary spirit amongst 
Palestinian refugees and Fedayeen. (L) Translation: 
Resilience and Triumph--Battle of Karamah, (R) 
Translation: “Revolution until Victory”--Palestine. c. 
1970s.  

Image Source: Anonymous. 
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The Palestinian Cinema Unit, founded in Amman in 1968 by a group of Palestinian 

filmmakers110 under the auspices of the PLO, moved its base to Beirut in 1973 – 

following the expulsion of the PLO movement from Jordan – and began 

documenting the refugee camps, their conditions and destruction, as well as, 

simultaneously documenting the Fedayeen and the Palestinian Armed 

Resistance in Lebanon. A common theme and Palestinian aesthetic would 

emerge in Lebanon, blending the refugee camps and the life within, with the 

Palestinian guerrilla war and the life within that. One such film is Ali Abu 

Mustafa’s “They Do Not Exist,” filmed and produced in 1974 as a chronicle to the 

destruction of Nabatieh refugee camp in southern Lebanon by the Israeli forces 

in May and June of 1974. The film, which I projected in one of my installations in 

Baqa’a camp as a field intervention (discussed in Chapter 4), would set a 

precedent to the style and technique of Palestinian revolutionary films. These 

films had a double role, acting as a visual documentation and chronicling of a 

Palestinian history of displacement and refuge, as well as, propaganda (a positive 

one) for the ignition and sustenance of the Palestinian Armed Struggle, by 

creating a visual composition which merges the reality of the Palestinian double 

life, that of a “refugee” and a rightful “freedom fighter.” In his essay, which 

beautifully describes and situates the historical revolutionary Palestinian cinema 

within the larger apparatus of filmmaking, Nick Denes articulates the political 

aesthetic of “They Do Not Exist” saying, “this later film mixes scripted sequences 

with documentary and archive sequences to evoke an organic unity binding the 

revolution’s combatants with its civil base in the camps” (Denes 2014:233). He 

further explains “This was not the only work of the period to treat this core theme 

of the revolution as a ‘people’s war’.” (Denes 2014:233) 

 

 

                                                            
110 The group included Mustafa Abu Ali, Sulafa Jadallah and Hany Jawhariyyeh. Please see 
Denes, 2014. 
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Figure 2-17

Stills from the film “They Do Not Exist.” Director: Ali Abu Mustafa, Palestinian 
Cinema Unit, 1974.

Image Source: From Film. 
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1969 Cairo Agreement 

The events and activities of 1968 in Southern Lebanon created a hostile 

environment between the Lebanese government and the Palestinian refugees, 

now represented by the PLO, led by Yasser Arafat. The PLO managed to not only 

build its actual presence inside the camps, but they established an apparatus of 

governance based on the concept of “providing for refugees inside their camps 

so they can focus on their armed struggle.” This involved various mechanisms, 

including the setting up of a Fund to support the Fedayeen and their families, as 

well as, and what truly concerns us in this research, facilitate, provide and 

subsidize construction material mostly cement, so refugees are able to fortify 

their shelters and exclude that concern from their daily lives. This was a prime 

time for the Palestinian revolution and was being supported by other revolutions 

and people from around the globe. (See Figure 2-18) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

218



Figure 2-18

Image showing Fatah newspapers. This edition published on July 7th, 1970 bares the 
title (L) “A letter from the Korean people to the Palestinian people … We are with 
you until victory,” demonstrating the network of international solidarity with the 
Palestinian Armed Struggle at that time. 

Image Source: Omar Wheidi, Baqa’a camp.
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Frustrated by the continued Lebanese security practices of targeting Palestinian 

refugees, humiliating and imprisoning them more often than none, for illogical 

or even fabricated reasons in order to silence their revolution, Palestinian 

demonstrations erupted in April of 1969 which resulted in a violent 

confrontation with the Lebanese forces and the loss of tens of lives (Suleiman 

1999:67). A ‘state of emergency’ was declared inside Lebanon, and shortly after 

the 1969 Cairo Agreement was brokered and signed in Cairo on 3 November 

1969, between the Lebanese government and the PLO. The accords of the 

agreement were never shared publicly but are available today on a few sites. 

Realizing the magnitude of the Palestinian base and its armed struggle inside 

Lebanon and the Near East countries, and its potential alliances within the 

Lebanese society and political structures – considering Lebanon is a multi-party 

system based on religious sectarian alignments -- the Lebanese government 

headed to Cairo and sat on a negotiating table with its Palestinian counterpart, 

and both agreed as equal power holders on the accord. This was seen as a 

reasonable resolution which serves both; as a settlement of dispute and a 

necessary accessory within the reality of Lebanon’s geo-politics at that time. It is 

probably safe to say here, that the actual violence experienced within the 

Palestinian-Lebanese geography was a key element which compelled the 

Lebanese government to pursue negotiations, and material agreements of 

Palestinian presence and operation inside their territories. In his essay On the 

Critique of Violence, Walter Benjamin offers a luminous definition of violence as 

“means” stating “All violence, seen as a means, is either law-establishing or law-

upholding. If it claims neither label, it forgoes, of its own accord, all validity” 

(Benjamin 2009:13). 

This moment of violence, generated and exchanged at both ends, is what 

constituted the initial establishment of a power-relation between the Palestinians 

in Lebanon and the Lebanese government, which would for decades after reform 

itself on the basis of power re-formation within each, the Palestinian armed 

struggle and the Lebanese sectarian political apparatus. Yet, what had sustained 

this status of a legitimate power/negotiator on the Palestinian side – which was in 

a continuous volatile state as the PLO largely depended on foreign monetary and 
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arms support –, were the man-power, the cadres, the Palestinian refugees. This 

was due not only to their large number across the Near East, but to the fact that 

at that time of revolution, each and every Palestinian refugee living inside the 

camp-space was willing to sacrifice his/her means of livelihood (refuge life) for the 

sake of liberation and return. As Foucault clearly demonstrates what constitutes 

“power,” in an interview conducted on January 20, 1984 titled The Ethics of the 

Concern of the Self as a Practice of Freedom, he explains:  

“Even when the power relation is completely out of balance, when it can 

truly be claimed that one side has “total power” over the other, a power 

can be exercised over the other only insofar as the other still has the 

option of killing himself, of leaping out the window, or killing the other 

person. This means that in power relations there is necessarily the 

possibility of resistance because if there were no possibility of resistance 

(of violent resistance, flight, deception, strategies capable of reversing the 

situation), there would be no power relations at all.” (Foucault 1997)    

The Cairo Agreement accords meant that the PLO would have full, operational 

control of the 16 Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon, and the right to base their 

military operations inside Lebanon through arming, training and recruiting fighters 

inside the camps to fight the Israeli occupation of Palestine. In addition, the 

Lebanese army would be practically banned from entering the camps. This would 

all be executed in coordination with Lebanese security as more than just a host 

country at this time, but a political ally with shared stakes.   

Articles in the Cairo Agreement recognized The Palestinian Presence in Lebanon 

through different clauses:  

3.   The establishment of posts of the Palestinian Armed Struggle [PASC] 

inside the camps …; 

4.    Palestinians resident in Lebanon are to be permitted to participate in 

the Palestinian revolution through the Armed Struggle …; 
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And further, under the Commando Activity, articles included: 

8.    Studying the distribution of all suitable points of concentration in border 

areas which will be agreed with the Lebanese Army command;  

9.    Regulating the entry, exit, and circulation of Armed Struggle personnel; 

15. This agreement shall remain Top Secret and for the eyes of the 

commands only.111  

 

Under this agreement, the evolved Palestinian guerrilla warfare was not only 

legitimized, but encouraged and situated within common Lebanese interests; to 

fight Israel and its expansionist threat.  

 

War of the Camps  

The War of the Camps, which occurred between May 1985-July 1988 and was 

fought between the Palestinian refugees and the Shi’a Amal movement 

militiamen was not a continuous event, but occurred in segments as Abu 

Mohammad tells me, beginning with the “Month War” that was prompted by 

targeted assassinations of Palestinian cadres residing outside the camps on the 

hands of the Shia Amal militiamen. Considering Yasser Arafat had been expelled 

in August 1982, many of the PLO fighters joined him in Tunis, leaving the camps 

ill-equipped for intense fighting, which caused great Palestinian losses during the 

Month War, as most of the Palestinian fighters were eager, young, and 

inexperienced thus causing the war to escalate and spread outside the camp 

borders. This allowed the Amal militiamen to target and kill the Palestinian 

Fedayeen more easily. Abu Mohammad then tells me “We learned our lesson 

during the Month War, so we decided a new strategy--- to protect our camp.” 

                                                            
111 Source: Towards Lebanese National Reconciliation, Geneva Centre for the Democratic 
Control of Armed Forces (DCAF), Beirut and Geneva, 2009. 
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The new strategy prompted the Fedayeen to station themselves inside the camp-

space, confronting any intruder into their space but avoiding armed 

confrontation outside the camp-space. What followed was a series of ceasefire 

deals intermittent between outbreaks of violence, all fought inside the camp-

spaces.112  Here, Abu Mohammad reminds me that after the Sabra and Shatila 

massacre in September of 1982, the Multinational Force in Lebanon (MNF) was 

heavily stationed around Beirut’s camps to protect them in the midst of a 

Lebanese civil war involving Israel and Syria. Yet, and at the request and pressure 

of Nabih Berri, the Amal Movement leader, the MNF completely withdrew from 

Lebanon at the end of February 1984. At this point, the camps were not 

protected and left exposed to intentions of violent erasure by various Lebanese 

sects, causing the War of the Camps to erupt the following year. Abu Mohammad 

believes this was purposefully done to facilitate the War of the Camps, as he 

recalls the Italian soldiers who were stationed around Burj el Barajneh camp and 

who befriended the Palestinian refugees, crying as they left their camp-stations. 

Abu Mohammad confirms to me that their tears were tears of fear, as they were 

well aware that a war would erupt and destroy the camps once they left.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
112 For more on the War of the Camps, please refer to The War of the Camps, Journal of 
Palestine Studies, Vol. 16 No. 1, autumn 1986, and Thesis References.  
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Figure 2-19

Top images showing destruction inflicted on Burj el Barajneh camp during the War of the 
Camps, c.1986. Bottom image showing the traces of the War of the Camps, still visible 
after almost three decades, 2014. 

Image Source: Top images UNRWA Archives, (B) Samar Maqusi.
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In June of 1987, after a long Lebanese civil war which involved the Palestinian 

armed organization, and after a series of camp-destructions, armed conflicts, 

and siege, the agreement and all its articles were annulled by the Lebanese 

government, while leaving behind three Palestinian refugee camps 

completely destroyed – without reconstruction –, between the signing of the 

agreement and its annulment. Those camps included  

1. Nabatieh refugee camp, destroyed in May-June 1974 by Israeli raid; 
2. Jisr el Basha refugee camp, destroyed in June 1976 by the Lebanese 

Front; 
3. Tel al Zaatar refugee camp, destroyed –after incurring a large-scale 

massacre—in August 1976 by the Lebanese Front.113 

 

 

Cementation of the camp-space 

 

The PLO’s very emergence inside camps was based on “armed struggle until the 

liberation of Palestine,” which would mean their existence in the camps would 

make both objective and space co-constitutive. During the PLO years in the 

camps, materiality and space arrangement would be directly linked to armed 

strategies and movements which meant the camps had to be fortified and space 

strategically built. While conducting interviews in both Baqa’a camp and Burj el 

                                                            
113 This list was obtained from the UNRWA, yet Rosemary Sayigh provides a more accurate 
count of Palestinian camp completely destroyed before and during the period of the 
Lebanese civil war, explaining: “Five camps have been destroyed: Nabatiyya, by an Israeli 
air raid in 1974; Tal al-Zatar, Jisr al-Basha, and Dbayeh by the Lebanese Forces in 1976 
(though Dbayeh still stands and is still serviced by the UNRWA, most of its original 
inhabitants have not been allowed to return); and Da'uq, the quasi-official camp at the 
heart of Sabra, destroyed in 1985 by the Amal movement” (Sayigh 1995b:Note 21). 
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Barajneh camp, numerous accounts confirmed that the PLO both subsidized 

construction material and provided construction labour. In her book Landscape 

of Hope and Despair: Palestinian Refugee Camps, Julie Peteet recounts her 

meeting with Um Muhammad; a Palestinian refugee living in Lebanon and asks 

her to revisit her memory of displacement and describe her movement once she 

stepped into Lebanon in 1948, and until she settled in Shatila camp. Um 

Muhammad’s “memory of a fifty-year trajectory involved the common pattern 

of repeated violence-driven mobility and an unpredictable future.” Yet, Um 

Mohammad highlight the presence of the Palestinian Liberation Organization 

inside Lebanon’s camps as follow, “The they moved us to Tel al-Za’ter. We had 

to move into the tents of people who had moved into cement houses. The tents 

were full of holes, the ground was wet and everything was infested with ants and 

mosquitos …We stayed that way until the fedayeen came. Then we were free to 

build with stone. We paved the streets, and the camp became a much better 

place, clean with sewage facilities. It was a good time” (Peteet 2005:103). In 

some cases, as in Burj el Barajneh, Abu Mohammad tells me, the PLO would offer 

the refugees to demolish their shelters and rebuild them from scratch bearing all 

costs, but on condition of allowing the PLO to build an underground room 

underneath the shelter, and which would serve as a strategic “underground 

access network” during the War of the Camps. Even the camp’s border would 

strategically expand – while retaining its physical official boundary – to 

encompass the surrounding locality, as the camps instantly transformed into 

sites of inhabitation and combat, through spatial means.  

This paradoxical inhabitation of material inside the Palestinian camp will be 

analysed against the temporary/permanence dialectic in Chapter 5, as well as, 

the political conditions of both the refugees and the host governments in 

interpreting and utilizing such temporary/permanence of camp building 

materials. What is relevant to highlight here though, is the inseparable relation 

between building materials and the political inside the Palestinian camp, 

whereby, they are in a relation of reforming the state and the agency of each 

other. The solid building materials played a central role in how the PLO first built 

legitimacy amongst the camp population; in order to obtain allegiance, and 
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secondly in the actual use—operation of the camp-space in scenarios of conflict 

and combat; through building strategic spaces – underground rooms -- and 

augmenting the actual physical scale of the camp, into one that is more difficult 

to penetrate and destroy (Please see Chapter 3 Value-Economy of spatial 

violations, for a more in-depth discussion of this materiality and segmented scale).      

 

In Conclusion 

What we have developed thus far, is that the Palestinian camp underwent a 

complex, and very much violent history, with both the host governments, and 

making the camp-space. The latter is concerned with what we have illustrated as 

continuously reformed UNGA resolution and the UNRWA programmes, while 

always responding to the stability of the political problem towards the 

international community, as opposed to the Palestinian refugees. The chapter also 

foregrounds the institutional “conditioning forces” which both the UNRWA and 

the host governments developed; as a mode to treating the Palestinian camps. 

This, alongside the violent conflictual history both Baqa’a camp and Burj el 

Barajneh camp experienced in their respective host countries, constructs the 

spatial parameters which will inform the various modes of producing space inside 

the camps; by both the refugees and the host governments, in the next chapter. 

As already mentioned in the Prelude, these chapters—sections can also be read as 

heterogeneous elements with the larger camp, and thesis apparatus.  

In chapter 3 I will address the progression of the camp’s spatial form (or spatial 

scale) utilizing cement, through tracing the evolution and progression of acts of 

spatial violation. These acts, which culminate in the repeated encroachments 

beyond United Nations plot demarcations, will be examined in detail, on both the 

horizontal and vertical planes, and presented as central spatial elements in 

facilitating the creation of the current Palestinian camp scale; the political-scale., 

by. This will be illustrated through various maps which showcase the various 

228



 

creative construction methods refugees adopted, and continue to forge, to ensure 

the possibility of further encroachments inside the camp’s limited, dense 

spatiality. Furthermore, the chapter will illustrate real camp scenarios, whereby, 

the value-economy of spatial violations is explained along various conditions of 

inhabiting the camp. 
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On Films & Visibility 
 
Challenging the common way of presenting the camps in 
mainstream media and international NGO films, in which 
the emphasis is on showcasing the refugee as a 
vulnerable, feeble human being, the films I have created 
as part of my research allow the refugee to reflect 
critically on their camp-spaces by viewing them on 
screen as the embodiment of an independent character 
alongside that of their inhabitants, which are the 
refugees. My films also showcase the tales of 
revolutionary success in the camp which have reused the 
spaces therein, along with reflections about the camp-
spaces and refugee status in the local and global 
contexts.  
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The narrative of the film I made in Burj el Barajneh follows both the 
historical background of the camp and its spatial formation, as well as 
examining the current spatial qualities and political tensions residing in 
the camp. The film does this by combining both imagery and narration 
by the refugees, which is then juxtaposed to develop the necessary 
rhetoric that can elucidate the political and show how it has been 
formed and constantly re-formed in Burj el Barajneh. While this film 
tries to bring these spatial forms to the forefront, it also overlays this 
with testimonies and projections of the camp-space provided by the 
refugees and key decision-makers. 
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Chapter 3  

Tracing the History of Spatial 

Violations 
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Summary Introduction 

In the previous chapter, the creation of the camp’s relief-scale; and which was 

the precursor for the emergence of the political-scale; was investigated and 

discussed against both, the institutionalized mechanisms and regulations of the 

United Nations. To achieve and regulate the relief-scale, the UNGA (through the 

recommendations by the Conciliation Commission) established the United 

Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugee in the Near East 

(UNRWA), to standardize the spatiality and operation of the Palestinian camp. In 

addition, mechanisms and policies developed towards hosting the Palestinian 

refuge in each of the host countries being researched, namely Jordan and 

Lebanon, were examined spatially. What emerged was a clear demonstration of 

intended mechanisms of resettling a political crisis by the UN, and the 

exploitation of the Palestinian refuge through disciplinary and control 

mechanisms by the host governments. This was reinforced through illustrated 

historical scenarios of refugee-host government conflicts, while their unfolding 

inside the camp, and the resulting refugee agency were highlighted.  

In the following sections, a thorough architectural mapping demonstrating the 

gradual emergence of the political-scale is undertaken, whereby the delineation 

of the architectural elements which facilitated the construction of the political-

scale are meant to act as micro-dispositifs within the larger camp-apparatus.  It 

is here that the notion of play—profanation truly manifests itself inside the 

camp. The act of play and profanation came into being because of a conflictual 

state the Palestinian refugee found himself/herself inhabiting. As discussed in 

previous chapters, this “state” is caused by an act of ‘abandonment’ implicated 

by the State, whereby the refugee is not a citizen and protective state laws do 

not apply to him, while he/she is expected to adhere to state laws and 

regulations. Yet, and as Agamben emphasizes, it is this ambiguous – grey – area 

which enables the refugees to “play with the law.” Catherine Mills illustrates this 

saying, “While Nancy suggests that abandoned being must and can only respect 

the law, since “abandonment is abandonment to respect for the law,” Agamben 
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insists that abandonment must be pushed to its extreme limit in order to disable 

the law that is structured as a ban. …for Agamben, it is at the extreme limit of 

abandonment that humanity is redeemed and the caesura of bios and zoē 

rendered obsolete; it is here that “happy life” finds its realization. However, it is 

at this juncture that the notion of playing with law takes on significance, since 

Agamben’s proclamation of the need to push abandonment to its extreme limit 

raises the question—largely unanswered in the earlier discussion—of what can aid 

in the realization of this task” (Mills 2007:18). 

    

 

On Scale (material x form) 

 

As we have demonstrated in earlier chapters, Palestinian refugee camps reside 

within a larger spatial narrative – that of scale –, which overlaps and intersects 

through the five host areas.114 We have also illustrated the initial events and 

movements, which decided the geography the various refugees traced along their 

journey and into their respective camps, while juxtaposing this movement--flight 

with the emerging relief practices pinned in standards, regulations, allocated 

budgets, and UN-host country agreements that decided the initial institutionalized 

scale and materiality of the camp-space. These efforts, it is important to highlight 

here, emanated from a need and desire to discipline a crisis, through the 

application of relief, works programmes, and standards inside each Host Country; 

and towards a cessation of the relief apparatus altogether (First Interim Report of 

the United Nations Economic Survey Mission for the Middle East 16 November 

                                                            
114 Please see Chapter 1 across multiple spatialities. 

236



 

1949, United Nations Conciliation Commission for Palestine Fourth Progress Report 

22 September 1949 No.17, Information Paper No.5 UNRWA Experience with Works 

Projects and Self-Support Programmes: An Historical Summary (1950-1962) 

September 1962, UNRWA A Brief History 1950-1982). 

Once the refugee camps have been established, and refugee families settled, there 

would be a progression of scale-making, denoted to various actors and various 

distinct historical events; which contributed to the increased, and subsidized entry 

of construction material--cement, and consequently, the proliferation of the camp 

scale. Yet, what is needed is to situate this material and historical narrative of 

making space inside the Palestinian camp, inside the “-“ in camps-space; which 

operates as a dispositif -- taking a rhizome form -- in maintaining and establishing 

relationships between camp and space elements. The “-“ dispositif in the camp-

space operates on two scales simultaneously: the micro scale and the macro scale. 

The micro scale is concerned with the arrangement of elements within “camp” and 

“space” independently in order to create a dispositif structure(s) inside each as 

micro dispositifs, whereby the macro scale is concerned with connecting those 

small structures—micro dispositifs--inside each “camp” and “space” utilizing the “-

“ which allows those small structures to produce a relationship in the form of 

overlap, intersection, bypassing, etc.--- whatever relationship is needed to 

pronounce the political. In this section, I will discuss the Palestinian camp scale in 

retrospect of both material and form, whereby I will situate both within a 

genealogy of making space inside the camp.   

 

A spatial scale = material x form 

In the Palestine camp, material and form have been deciding factors in both camp 

economics (material) and conflict unfolding (form). The formula should not be 

taken in a literal sense, as material and form are interlinked in more complex ways 

than merely scale-making, nonetheless, for the sake of this research we can justify 
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the simplification of this formula’s arrangement. For example, the most recent 

large-scale scenario which demonstrated the aforementioned formula was Nahr el 

Bared camp. Its built scale (material x form), decided how the Lebanese forces 

strategized their entry and intervention in the situation of conflict, whereby 

adopting an approach of completely erasing a space that housed a threat, 

regardless of the scale of that threat inside the said space. This of course resulted 

in the complete destruction "erasure" of the camp’s built-up form, so as to be able 

to destroy the Fatah el Islam militant group, which took advantage of the complex 

and intimately dense architectural form the camp had developed into. The built-

up scale Nahr el Bared camp developed into, enabled the militants to manoeuvre 

“through walls” to escape the Lebanese forces (Ramadan 2009:159, Sheikh 

Hassan, Hanafi 2010:38) – a methodology which was used by the Israeli army to 

invade the old city of Nablus, and Jenin camp in 2002 during the Second Intifada 

(Weizman 2006b). While in the former, the intimate and interconnected 

architectural form was utilized to create a hidden pathway through walls, in the 

latter, the walls were penetrated to de-activate their use by enlarging the 

movement “scale” for the soldiers inside the intimate fabric of Jenin camp. It has 

been noted in many literatures on the topic that Fatah el Islam was a foreign entity 

– with some Palestinian members – which originated outside the camp, and only 

existed in Nahr el Bared briefly before the outbreak of the conflict. It is believed 

that their numbers inside Nahr el Bared at the time of the conflict did not exceed 

100 men as opposed to over 27,000 registered refugees, conveying a targeting if 

you will, of the said space and people (UNRWA.org, Ramadan 2009,2010, Barakat 

2013, Burj el Barajneh camp interview 2014). It is important to recall here that 

since the signing of the Cairo Accords between the PLO and the Lebanese 

government, and even after its annulment in 1987, the Lebanese forces 

completely refrained from entering Palestinian camps in Lebanon, thus, and 

without official agreements, provided sovereignty to the Palestinian camp-spaces 

(Please refer to Chapter 2 for an expanded discussion of the Cairo accords and its 

implications on the ground). In retrospect, it is difficult to discern the real reasons 

behind the sudden existence of Fatah el Islam inside Nahr el Bared camp, after 

they were driven out of Burj el Barajneh and Beddawi camps (Ramada 2009, 

Interviews in Burj el Barajneh camp 2014). Yet if we consider this historical event 
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in conjunction with our constructed genealogy of the camp thus far, a clearer 

picture emerges which is testament to the detrimentality of the spatial scale of the 

Palestinian camp on the lives of the refugees. In addition, it highlights the desire 

to completely eliminate said scale within host-country geographies as it creates a 

threat to the government apparatuses during episodes of conflict. The host 

governments intervene in the form of a complete erasure of the camp or a re-

scaling of the camp: two approaches by host governments of which I shall explain 

in detail in subsequent sections, alongside historical and current illustrations.  

As illustrated in Chapter 1, Jenin camp’s complete destruction of its central core 

by the Israeli military in 2002 and its subsequent reconstruction by the UNRWA, 

would in fact mean a proliferation of a new precedent of the UNRWA 

reconstruction methodology inside Palestinian camps, one which saw replicas of 

in Nahr el Bared camp’s reconstruction process. Yet, due to the heterogeneity of 

each host government, Nahr el Bared reconstruction underwent a rigorous process 

of negotiations involving on one hand the refugees, represented through Nahr el-

Bared Reconstruction Commission for Civil Action and Studies (NBRC) – a grass-

roots organization – with the UNRWA, and on the other hand, the UNRWA with 

the Lebanese government (Barakat 2013, Sheikh Hassan and Hanafi 2010). 

Although Jenin camp’s reconstruction provided a new approach to camp-

reconstruction methods and standards, it nonetheless remains framed within a 

very localized geography and narrative as the reconstruction process inside 

Palestinian refugee camps in all five fields, always involves the act of negotiating 

with the host government. This act is mainly concerned with two camp aspects 

which are both spatial, they are the camp locality-location and its architectural 

scale. In the Lebanese case, the history proves that erasing the camp completely 

from the Lebanese geography (without reconstructing it) is a preferable method, 

as demonstrated in Nabatieh, Jisr el Basha, and Tel al Zaatar camps respectively. 

The same objective was sought out by the Lebanese government during its initial 

negotiations with the UNRWA concerning the reconstruction of Nahr el Bared 

camp (UNRWA interviews, Barakat 2013, Sheikh Hassan and Hanafi 2010), 

whereby the Lebanese government tried to highlight security concerns, and even 

utilized the discovery of old, yet fragmented, ruins under a portion of the site 
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(UNRWA Progress Report 1 September 2007–31 October 2010); while the country 

is full of such cases of unearthed ruins left to decay; to build a case of either 

reconstructing the camp elsewhere, or re-integrating the refugees in other existing 

camps. This, in addition to the demonstrated history of the Lebanese government 

is what prompted the establishment of the NBRC to first and foremost secure that 

the refugees return to their original camp (Ibid), and secondly that they are 

spatially compensated in accordance with they have developed their spaces to 

right before the destruction. Met with collective Palestinian and non-Palestinian 

activists’ uproar, the Lebanese government opted to re-design the camp layout to 

meet security standards set by them which included a comprehensive layout 

consisting of 10-15-metre-wide streets. In their article which illustrates the 

politicized and insecure process of reconstructing Palestinian spaces inside 

Lebanon, Ismael Sheikh Hassan and Sari Hanafi write:  

 

“Already before the battle ended, Lebanese officials had begun to make 

plans for reconstructing Nahr al-Bared and its future, with the key words 

“sovereignty” … The idea was that Nahr al-Bared would be the prototype 

for a new kind of camp that would be “safe and controlled” under the 

established sovereignty of the state” (Sheikh Hassan and Hanafi 2010:38). 

 

 

 

 

 

240



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3-1 

Showing (L) the Nahr el Bared camp-scale before destruction, and (R) the new camp layout adhering to the 
Lebanese government’s new terms of spatial standards, which requires reconstructing streets to 10-15 meters 
widths.  

Image Source: UNRWA Archives. 
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Acts of spatial violation 

 

After a period of thoroughgoing fieldwork investigations over the past four years; 

which took place in Baqa’a camp in Jordan and Burj el Barajneh camp in Lebanon 

respectively, and which involved a continuous documentation of daily life and 

emergent living patterns in the camps, as well as, significant events and conflicts115 

taking place during the fieldwork, it can be illustrated that the architectural 

transformation of the camp developed in a concerted manner with its geo-political 

conditions and conflicts, “geography and geometry” (Virilio 2006), producing 

different scales and forms inside the camp-space, corresponding with the scale and 

form of conflict.  

The act of spatial violation can be traced back in the Palestinian camp to the first 

moment tents were distributed amongst refugees as relief shelters. According to 

interviews conducted with refugees in Baqa’a and Burj el Barajneh camps, if you 

belonged to a powerful or dominant clan within the camp,116 or if you were 

employed by the Red Cross or the UNRWA afterwards, or if you were able to bring 

cash money with you when you forcibly left Palestine and could use it as bribery, 

meant you had leverage to secure or better acquire more space.117 If you were 

privileged enough to fall in any of the former instrumental categories, this meant 

you were eligible to negotiate for more space, thus this instrument and mode of 

                                                            
115 Operation Protective Edge conducted by the Israeli army over the Gaza Strip (8 July-26 
August 2014) took place while I was conducting my fieldwork and had a major impact on 
the fieldwork itself and the resulting data, as the camp-space was truly transformed during 
these violent events. One of the resulting spatial patterns was the weekly -indeed 
sometimes daily- demonstrations inside the camp in support of Gaza, demonstrating the 
reciprocity between Palestinian camps and the wider geo-political conflict.  
116 The organizational concept of clans (Ashae’r) existed in the Palestinian culture long 
before the Arab-Israeli war and was considered a form of power and allegiance for many 
village communities. Different clans would even establish alliances with other clans to 
increase the scale of empowerment within certain regions. Source: Field Interview, Baqa’a 
camp and Burj el Barajneh camp, May-September 2014. 
117 Abu Sabri (tent distributer), Baqa’a camp interviews, Jordan, July 2014, and Abu 
Mohammad, Burj el Barajneh camp interviews, Lebanon, September 2014.  
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negotiating space – mainly more space –was instilled from the onset in the 

Palestinian camp, almost constituting a type of early spatial ethos inside the camp. 

As described in earlier chapters, the camp began spatially as a defined plot of land, 

released to the UNRWA from the host government for 99 years, whereby the Red 

Cross initially provided black relief tents to the refugee families, tent size varying 

according to family size. The refugees would scatter their tents around their 

kinship and preferably as close as possible to relief services and facilities. Within a 

few years, and due to a lack of tents on the world market118, as well as, their 

fragility against what was starting to look like a prolonged displacement, the 

UNRWA changed its spatial policy to one of organized-grid layouts, with pre-

fabricated shelters, allocating a standard space-area of 96-100m2 plot of land to 

each refugee family as a right-of-use, (intifaa’) which literally translates to 

usufruct, as opposed to ownership. This marks a turning point in the spatial policy 

and policing of the camp. Each family has now been demarcated a defined space 

of 96-100m2 which it is expected to adhere to, and thus the concept of ta’adiyat 

(violations, encroachments) was introduced in the spatial terminology of the camp 

as rule-upholding of the right-of-use boundary. Ta’adiyat, which I term as ‘spatial 

violations,’ are any spatial encroachment beyond the 96-100m2 plot-boundary, 

without an obtained official permit (Please see www. dpa.gov.jo/en/). 

 

“Standardized forms were also vital communication tools in a factory 

that was becoming increasingly interdependent and so more 

vulnerable to disruption through materials bottlenecks or any 

deviation from task norms” (Meyer 1981 in McKinlay and Wilson 

2012:49).   

                                                            
118 “Unfortunately, tents are becoming almost impossible to find on world markets at any 
price, and the refugees are therefore being encouraged to put up small structures for 
themselves.” Assistance to Palestine Refugees, Report of the Director of UNRWA, #25, Paris 
1951. 

243



 

This “deviation”, embodied in acts of spatial violation, is the actual disruption to 

UNRWA’s ‘relief scale’,119 planned as a spatial conduct of organization, 

surveillance, and control of the camp-space, while with every act of spatial 

violation there is an act of political instrumentalization happening at the same 

time, for as soon as the relief scale is relegated, it becomes a Palestinian one and 

the refugee becomes less docile in that space. This is where I argue spatial 

violations operate, in the political economy of the camp, as space and as refugees. 

In the following sections, I will illustrate that through space-making (utilizing the 

acts of spatial violation) the Palestinian refugee has ensured his role as a 

negotiator within the established power-relations, demonstrated in refugee-host 

country relations, and, or; as illustrated in the beginning of this chapter through 

the example of reconstructing Nahr el Bared camp; in refugee-UNRWA relations.  

 

Which came first, the tent or the boundary? 

As I began to demonstrate in previous chapters thus far, space-making in the 

Palestinian camp precedes the actual ratification of resolutions, mandates, norms, 

or even boundaries. Palestinian refugees began demarcating and shaping their 

camp-spaces from the onset of their forced removal from their homes, by building 

family and clan collectives and many times alliances with other clans, to ensure 

protection and empowerment during a precarious movement and time. This had 

direct effects on the shaping of the camps as I will explain in more detail in 

subsequent sections. Some camps were also established by refugees pre-

emptively claiming a land through basically squatting on it, either because it was 

the closest seemingly safe area from where they left, or because a clan leader led 

the group to a specific area to take refuge at; many times, due to availability of 

resources around or to pre-existing personal contacts which would facilitate their 

sudden, but urgent settlement. This is not true for each camp, but many camps 

                                                            
119 The ‘relief scale’ in this research denotes to the 100m2 plots distributed to each refugee 
family and which form the larger grid of the camp.  
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bare such history,120 as in the example of Burj el Barajneh camp discussed in 

Chapter 2. The majority of the camp-spaces however were allocated by Host 

Governments and delegated under the UNRWA’s disposal as a ‘right-of-use.’ A 

“right” the UNRWA is able to transfer to refugees inside the camp. 

 

From the onset, the camp-spaces contained a flexibility of form and behaviour, yet 

sustaining its assemblage which itself is independently flexible, resonating with 

Peter Grbac explanation of the origins of the word “camp”, as he explains: 

“Originating from the Latin word campus meaning “level ground”, the term ‘camp’ 

originally referred to the Campus Martius of ancient Rome (Hailey 2009:3). This site 

served a variety of purposes including athletic practice, military drills, and 

accommodation of the Tiber River’s unexpected floods” (Grbac, 2013:6). 

Tracing back the first actual ‘site of human-containment’ is still part of a scholarly 

research process, yet two scholars Joel Kotek and Pierre Rigoulet tried to examine 

its origins in their book Le Siècle des camps (A Century of Camps). In it, they identify 

the first person – Commander Martinez Campos of the Spanish garrison in Cuba – 

to speak of the concept of ‘concentrating people’ within a distinct and controlled 

space, for the purpose of weakening and exterminating not only the human life 

which occurred in many cases, but more importantly the human action, and in this 

case, the Cuban independence struggle. By concentrating and confining a group of 

people, you limit their action and ensure that no supplies or support from 

sympathisers reach them. In its five-month “review of operations” after its 

establishment, the UNRWA’s Director states in his report that “After more than 

two years of enforced idleness living under uncertain and trying conditions, more 

than 800,000 of these refugees constitute a serious threat to the peace and stability 

of the Near East countries” (Assistance to Palestine Refugees, NY 1951:No.25). This 

threat to the hosting governments in the Near East, emanating from a claimed “aid 

                                                            
120 See also Budeiri, Muna: Dynamics of Space, Temporariness, Development and Rights in 
Palestine Refugees’ Camps, in UNRWA and Palestinian Refugees: From Relief and Works to 
Human Development, Routledge, 2014. 
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crisis” was in fact a detrimental factor in future organization and operation of the 

camps within their designated host countries.  

The Palestinian camps as institutionalized, humanitarian spaces, were formed 

through definitions, standards and regulations, in which two definitions played a 

deciding role in deciding the political parameters these spaces would constitute 

and appropriate. As already illustrated in Chapter 2, the UNRWA’s “definition of a 

Palestine Refugee” changed seven times, contracting with each time, the 

humanitarian and spatial entitlements to the refugee. The UNRWA’s adopted 

definition of a Palestine refugee today is “persons whose normal place of residence 

was Palestine during the period 1 June 1946 to 15 May 1948, and who lost both 

home and means of livelihood as a result of the 1948 conflict.”121 

Not only did the adopted “refugee definition” reform and contract, but so did the 

“camp definition,” whereby in 1960 the UNRWA adopted the following definition 

of a refugee camp: “A concentration of refugees and displaced persons which has 

been recognized by UNRWA as an official camp, which is operated by the Agency, 

and has in particular a camp leader and environmental sanitation services provided 

by the Agency” (UNRWA Archives). This definition retains a humanitarian 

language, acknowledging a crisis resulted space of large scales, and in need of aid 

and services. The definition then reforms into what is adopted today by the 

UNRWA as: “A Palestine refugee camp is defined as a plot of land placed at the 

disposal of UNRWA by the host government to accommodate Palestine refugees 

and set up facilities to cater to their needs. Areas not designated as such and are 

not recognized as camps.” It is very clear the changing language of the materiality 

of the camp, from one as a humanitarian space in need of aid services because of 

a conflictual state caused by a displacement, into other territories outside the 

previous habitat, and into one where the camp resembles a space in need of 

“accommodation” services through installed facilities, which reform according to 

changing needs inside the camp. The second significant reformation of the 

definition is the articulation of “space,” “bounded space” in the second adopted 

                                                            
121 Source: www.unrwa.org. 
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definition, whereby it was constructed alongside the terms a plot of land, and 

Areas, whereas the previous definition articulates persons, and refugees. In fact, 

this camp definition change foregrounds the problematic issue of “space” and 

“scale” inside the Palestinian camp, thereby drawing a clear line between what is 

camp and what is not. This would mark a changing mode of approach towards the 

camp-space adopted by both the UNRWA and the Host Governments. This change 

articulates the extraterritoriality of the camp-space within the larger geography, 

thus enabling both the UNRWA and the host governments to distinguish it, and 

validate their mechanisms of humanitarian order and control manifested inside a 

“distinct space” which does not behave as other spaces. And because it is distinct, 

this allows those authorities to exercise mechanisms which can be extrajudicial yet 

justified within a territoriality deemed “outside the other spaces” within that host 

geography. The camps thus become spaces where “power” is both exercised and 

experimented, as Weizman indicates “‘the humanitarian space is primarily a way 

of measuring the humanitarian conditions… So the humanitarian space is a tool for 

measuring our distance from powers’” (Weizman, 2011:57). 
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Existential Need  

 

 

 

To encourage the refugee to become spatially self-supporting, the UNRWA 

transformed the tents into pre-fabricated units and allotted individualized plots to 

each refugee family within a standard size of 96-100 square meters. On those plots, 

the UNRWA would provide each family with a shelter unit in the form of a 

prefabricated room, roughly 12m2, and at times depending on the family size it 

would be double that by joining two rooms together. Yet the UNRWA left basic 

amenities, the kitchen and bathroom, un-built prompting the beginnings of the 

refugee’s spatial self-support. Knowingly, the UNRWA saw an opportunity for 

implementing integration and self-support through different means as Works 

projects – including large infrastructure projects – proved costly in terms of time 

and aid. 122 Instead, the UNRWA opted to implement a Works programme through 

spatial means by providing a land space as right-of-use entitlement for the refugee, 

but one which was incomplete and in need of construction. Fully aware of the 

refugees’ pride and conservative social values, and their frustration with having to 

use public facilities for toilets and showers, especially for the women who were 

exposed to danger at times especially at night, it was only natural –seen as an 

existential need-- to expect the refugee’s propensity to immediately construct 

amenities on his plot, while incurring the cost. This first addition of material, 

whether it was scrap metal or wood, blocks of concrete or even canvas sheets, 

meant the refugee plot was no longer a purely UNRWA structure. This would be a 

pivotal moment for the transformation of the camp as space and people, since the 

refugee had to ensure economic provision for himself/herself to be able to 

translate it into a spatial one on his plot. “By learning new skills and becoming 

gainfully employed, the refugee could be “rehabilitated” and thus take on a new 

lifestyle and persona. Acceptance of displacement and nationalization was 

                                                            
122 UNRWA Information Paper No. 5: UNRWA Experience with Works Projects and Self-
Support Programmes: A Historical Summary, 1950-1962. 
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assumed to follow” (Peteet 2005:48), for the UNRWA, this would constitute its 

modus operandi in an attempt to realize the two objectives of its establishment.123 

The translation of self-support into a spatial one quickly became a recursive mode 

of existence inside the camp, and one which started as a visceral act emanating 

from an existential need; would now transform into one transgressing relief lines 

and demarcations, to claim a political lost and re-appropriated inside the camp-

space. Re-imagining a right to the camp through re-positioning the concept of the 

right to the city, Peter Grbac observes “In order for the right to the city to be fully 

realized in the context of the refugee camp, it must address the ways in which the 

spaces of the camp are appropriated to allow for the practice of participating in 

the rights discourse (Grbac 2013:15). Appropriation and participation, therefore, 

“form the two principal rights that underlie and structure the inhabitance of the 

camp.” (Ibid:25) 

 

For the Palestinian refugee, to ensure his/her participation in any political field 

concerning his/her situation embodied in forced displacement, it was crucially 

instrumental for him/her to re-appropriate his space to not only exceed, but 

“violate” humanitarian norms and standards. Refugees extended and expanded 

beyond the humanitarian space of 96-100m2 in a way to testify to the failure of 

humanitarian architecture to address the political. Notwithstanding the resulted 

conflict in social relations, these excesses – beyond 96-100m2 – demonstrate 

refugee power and try to manifest and challenge the paralyzed time-space the 

camp undergoes. As illustrated earlier, these excesses and violations surpass 

spatial qualities and enter into socio-economic, cultural, political, legal and 

knowledge attributes which are set to certain thresholds; by the UNRWA and the 

host governments; put in place to be adhered to, and more importantly, to be 

punished when violated. In the text of Le Metropolitee by Alexandre Le Maitre, 

where he describes a layout of a state based on a centred sovereignty and aimed 

at connecting the political effectiveness of sovereignty to a spatial distribution, 

Foucault notes: “A good sovereign, be it a collective or individual sovereign, is 

someone well placed within a territory, and a territory that is well policed in terms 

                                                            
123 UNGA resolution 302(IV), #7. 
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of its obedience to the sovereign is a territory that has good spatial layout” 

(Foucault 2007). 

 

Spatial violations duly became a common mode of practice and of spatial 

production within the camp-spaces, arising from the “need” to reclaim a lost space 

and create a new value for what remained available to them in the form of 

compensatory space. At this point, space and refugee become entirely co-

dependent and co-existent, and where the re-forming of one means the re-forming 

of the other – and more importantly, as I will illustrate next, where the extinction 

of one will result in the extinction of the other. 

 

 

The Creative Act  
(constructing the political-scale) 
 

 

 

Palestinian refugee camps are widely considered to be among the most critical 

urban spaces that can be studied today, not only looking from the perspective of 

their physical/spatial form, but also in terms of their underlying social, cultural, 

economic and political attributes. These are aspects that are closely associated 

with acts of exclusion and abandonment, and of which their built form is a constant 

reminder. 
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From the onset, these sites (camps) were perceived as relief sites by the UNRWA 

– with the goal of resettlement –, and as resistance sites for Palestinian refugees, 

whose goal is returning to their homeland. Resistance is not a static notion, but a 

very active and operational one. The camp today remains a site of operational 

resistance, but due to the protracted state of displacement, it is inevitable that the 

form and mode of resistance has taken on different forms. In the following 

mapping scenario, I will demonstrate the elastic and operational notion of 

resistance, and the spatial form it has constructed within a space of protracted 

political refuge. 
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1948 Camp Layout 

 

 

1948 Camp Layout: The onset materialization of the Palestinian camp was 

embodied in a relief, haphazard layout of tents on a defined boundary provided by 

the Red Cross. Each refugee family was entitled to a tent, and each tent correlated 

with a refuge number which entitles the refugee family to relief services inside the 

camps and guarantees their inclusion within the UNRWA’s political categorization 

of refugees. The introduction of boundaries in the camp instantly produced lines 

of social, economic, and political tension with the “outside of the camp” boundary, 

as well as, within the camp boundary itself. Even on a humanitarian level, the 

boundary played an instrumental role in scaling down its aid and humanitarian 

services by deeming refugees living outside the camp boundaries as illegible for 

the UNRWA services, including education and health. Even though the UNRWA has 

historically extended its services to refugees outside its camp boundaries, it 

nevertheless is reserved to certain scenarios and contexts; while “living inside 

camp boundaries” still upholds as a main item in the eligibility criteria for receiving 

the UNRWA services and support. “Borders (including ‘internal’ borders) are 

‘global’ per se: they are projections of the world (dis)order; and the kind of violence 

that concentrates on their more or less stable lines” (Balibar 2002:xi). 
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1948 Camp Layout 

Image Source: (T) Samar Maqusi, (B) UNRWA Archives. 

 

253



 

 

1950s Camp Layout 

 

1950s Camp Layout: Within a few years of living in the camp, the UNRWA laid a 

new grid plan for each camp consisting of 96-100m2 plots, housing within them a 

12m2 room, made of straw-mud or pre-fabricated asbestos sheets and zinc roofing. 

This plot is the area granted as personal ‘right-of-us’ to each refugee family. 

Anything built beyond this ‘right-of-use’ line –96-100m2 line-- would be considered 

a spatial violation, while water and sanitation services would be provided by the 

UNRWA as collective points throughout the camp. Commenting on Jordan’s role in 

spatial resettlement of the Palestinian camps, Zubiedat observes “This was the 

moment when a new order appeared, with new laws the refugee had to obey in 

order to ensure the ‘temporariness’ of the sphere in which he unwillingly found 

himself. From that moment on, the refugee and his family were forbidden to 

expand their living space beyond the defined area, while the area around the 

‘house’ had to remain as is; no building or addition, infiltration, or infringement on 

neighboring areas was allowed” (Zubiedat, 2014:87). 

 

The temporary sphere Zubiedat refers to was very much manifested in the 

polemical materiality of the camp starting with the tent. Yet, the “roof” element, 

which introduces the vertical dimension, remained in a philosophical and political 

dispute for its materiality. Constantly connected to its historic instrumental role in 

preserving the architectural temporariness of the camp, the “zinc roof” operated 

as a material guarantor to upholding political refuge. This is in spite of the fact that 

after only five months of operation, the UNRWA indicated in its report to the sixth 

session of the General Assembly “cost” as a prerogative for choosing a more 

temporary, less costly roof material: “Much experimenting has been done with 

different types of roofing, which is at once the most expensive and the most difficult 

part of the construction. Roofs have been made with wood beams covered with 

flattened asphalt barrels, cement tiles, corrugated iron sheets, reeds and plaster” 

(Assistance to Palestine Refugees, Paris 1951:No.75-79).    
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1950s Camp Layout 

Image Source: (T) Samar Maqusi, (B) UNRWA Archives. 
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1960s-70s Camp Layout 

1960s-70s Camp Layout: In the early 1960s until the mid-1970s, and correlating 

with the established presence of the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) 

inside Palestinian camps as sites for planning and managing the liberation and 

return to Palestine, concrete was pouring into the camp and many times 

subsidized by the PLO to ensure refugees quickly met their existential needs and 

could focus on achieving their emancipation. This meant that the PLO exercised 

management and governance over the camps, which led to a rapid transformation 

of asbestos to concrete, and the emergence of one of first applications of spatial 

violations through re-aligning the walls beyond the 96-100m2 ‘right-of-use’ plot 

demarcation. At this point, the UNRWA’s role in the camps was quickly reduced to 

providing services, shelter rehabilitation and emergency response. Spatial 

production would become a refugee product. The UNRWA camp layout envisioned 

for the camp, based on relief standards and scale, would now be disrupted and 

start morphing into a new scale, one that refuses the obedience of the ‘relief scale’ 

and opts to create alternative spatialities. “Realization of the plan for the camp, up 

to the physical construction of its crowded masses of gray, concrete ‘houses,’ was 

of much greater importance than the vision of UNWRA and the architects. This 

process revealed the various power struggles within the camp, and furthered the 

‘violence’ contained therein” (Abreek-Zubiedat, 2014:87). The onset realignment 

of the 96-100m2 walls to capture more space delineated a new “power-relations” 

state in the camp. 
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1960s-70s Camp Layout 

Image Source: (T) Samar Maqusi, (B) UNRWA Archives. 
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1970s Camp Layout 

1970s Camp Layout: As the 100m2 ‘right-of-use’ plot-boundaries gradually filled-

up with concrete rooms, concrete would start to overflow beyond the wall in the 

form of thresholds. These thresholds (Attabat), where concrete as “excess” 

appears, are utilized to keep the muddy waters from seeping into shelters and 

provide an outdoor social space. They would become the first ‘architectural-

element’ to facilitate the changing scale of the camp. Embodied in the act of spatial 

violation, the new scale being produced in the camp would become a truly 

Palestinian one and would later re-define how conflict unfolds inside the camp. 

Commenting on the act of spatial additions practiced by Palestinian refugees inside 

the camp, and the UNRWA’s conduct of “turning a blind eye” to this practice, 

Abreek-Zubiedat highlights “These practices supplanted the language of 

subordination with that of agreement and created a common area of synchronic 

relationships, negotiations between governing and governed, rather than 

diachronic relations where the sovereign alone decides by virtue of the refugees’ 

subservience” (Abreek-Zubiedat, 2014:90). This act of spatial violation not only 

founded and redefined the “power relations” with the host government, but was 

at the same time creating a space and scale beyond relief standards and notions 

of surveillance and control, to ones that are capable of politics. This new scale 

would expand spatial and socio-political notions, ones that are in need of constant 

negotiations conscribing the scale which is expandable and amorphous. Mouffe 

asserts, “The frontier between the social and the political is essentially unstable 

and requires constant displacements and renegotiations between social agents. 

Things could always be otherwise and therefore every order is predicated on the 

exclusion of other possibilities. It is in that sense that it can be called ‘political’ since 

it is the expression of a particular structure of power relations” (Mouffe, 2005:18). 
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1970s Camp Layout 

Image Source: (T) Samar Maqusi, (B) UNRWA Archives. 
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1980s-90s Camp Layout 

 

1980s-90s Camp Layout: As the horizontal planes became saturated with cement, 

the refugees devised another ‘architectural-element’ in the form of prefabricated 

external stairs to serve as a facilitator for vertical expansion, or vertical spatial 

violation. The external stairs are initially constructed out of temporary material, 

reserving the new encroached-upon space until it gradually morphs into cement. 

This material transformation is the moment when the demarcated “right-of-use” 

is truly delineated and re-defined. A “vertical sphere” is now introduced to the 

spatial form in the camp, and is already acting in spatial violations, in fact, one 

which is the product of the latter. 
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1980s-90s Camp Layout 

Image Source: (T) Samar Maqusi, (B) Samar Maqusi. 
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Today’s Camp Layout 

Today’s Camp Layout: Today, and after almost 70 years of continued 

displacement, the Palestinian camp as “space,” and the Palestinian as “refugee” 

remain in a relationship that is co-constitutive. Yet, and due to the act of spatial 

violations, this relationship stays in-flux and continuously re-scales itself 

proportionally to economies of inhabitation and disputes of political refuge. 

A main difference between humanitarian architecture and refugee architecture is 

that the former assumes order through ordered generic space, while the latter 

creates its own ordered space. Prescribing new “power relations” has meant the 

perceived “order” the UN layout was meant to generate has been disrupted. Its 

disruption attributes to the generation of a new order produced by Palestinian 

refugee acts, where camp relations and assemblages act in harmony facilitating 

the socio-politics of everyday life. Yet this new order has violence inscribed in it as 

it remains exposed to the threat of destruction by an external sovereignty to 

maintain spatial control. As Foucault demonstrated in Subjectivity and Truth while 

he defines power relations, the Palestinian refugee accepts a degree of violence in 

every act of spatial violation he executes emanating from his unwillingness to 

submit to humanitarian and host government boundaries, and manifested in his 

attestation to his freedom of “killing himself [sic]” (Foucault, 1997: 292).  
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Today’s Camp Layout 

Image Source: (T) Samar Maqusi, (B) Samar Maqusi. 
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Forms of spatial violation inside the camp 

 

 

Palestinian murals inside the camp 

Even the act of painting Palestinian murals, banned by the Jordanian government 

in the 1980s, has been recently reclaimed by the Baqa’a camp’s refugees. The first 

murals appearing in early 2013 represented symbols of resistance and awaiting, 

displaying the famous figure of Handala; the Palestinian child who never ages and 

only looks forward towards Palestine. Wherever a Palestinian flag was drawn, it 

was next to and eloped with the Jordanian flag, re-enforcing a political correctness 

that we are one people. Yet, after the last Gaza war in July 2014, and the surge of 

Syrian refugees inside Baqa’a camp as a result of the Syrian conflict, the murals’ 

language changed into one emphasizing the Palestinianhood of the camp as space, 

the Kalashnikov as the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, and 

the Fidayee (freedom fighter) as the new reclaimed role for the refugee youth.   
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Figure 3-2

Images showing the early murals which made a come-back in Baqa’a camp in 2013. (T) Located inside in-
ternal streets, showing the famous figure of Handala, a Palestinian child always looking forward to a free 
Palestine, text translation: no agreement, no negotiations, refugees 1948, while bearing camp names 
on the right and left. (B) Located on the “New Street,” while showing a softer kind of graffiti, bearing 
the union of the Palestinian and Jordanian flags to the left, and to the right, Baqa’a camp’s name while 
surrounded by other camp names. 

Image Source: (T) Abu Ahmad (Baqa’a camp), (B) Samar Maqusi.
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Figure 3-2

(TL, BL) Images showing the changing mural rhetoric to become more explicitly political, while still lo-
cated inside the camp internal streets. Translation: Mohammad Abu Khdeir (Palestinian teen burned 
alive by Israeli settlers), to Palestine take us with you, (BL) Gaza, Palestine, No to the Gendarmes.

(TR, BR) Images taken from my last trip to Baqa’a camp in September 2017, showing the “free youth” 
movement’s work, and who took part in my research. Here the murals erected on the “new street,” 
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make direct connections with the “idea” of camp, as well as, spell out the movement’s 
political adherence. Translation, (TR) Baqa’a camp: awaiting station until the return; 
and the youth movement’s manifesto which states the movement’s commitment to 
return to “all of Palestine,” designating the Zionist entity as an occupying force, armed 
struggle is the only path to free Palestine. (BR) When I decided to love, I loved the camp.

Image Source: (TL, BL) Abu Ahmad (Baqa’a camp), (TR, BR) Samar Maqusi.
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Although these acts are of a softer spatial quality, they remain to be a violation 

within the Jordanian context, as each host government defines its thresholds 

allowable with the hosted Palestinian camps. While interviewing a former UNRWA 

colleague of mine, and who has worked extensively in the camps in Jordan, she 

tells me of another scenario in which these visible Palestinian expressions were 

met with suppression by the Jordanian authorities, explaining: 

“After conducting a workshop inside one of the UNRWA’s schools in 

Talbieh camp in 2008, a male student from the school drew the Palestinian 

flag on the school wall. Within only two days after the drawing, the 

Jordanian police came in and interrogated the student, then right on the 

spot the policeman cut out a seven-pointed star out of discarded 

cardboard he found, placed it on the drawn flag, and sprayed the cut-out 

star with white, thus instantly turning the Palestinian flag into a Jordanian 

one” (Interview with former UNRWA colleague, Jordan, July 2014). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3-3 

The Palestinian flag (L), quickly transformed into a Jordanian flag (R) by merely spraying a white star on 
the Palestinian one.  

Image Source: The web.  
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Responses to the political-scale 

 
 
 
 
”the apparatus of security inserts the phenomenon in question, namely 
theft, within a series of probably events. Second, the reactions of power 
to this phenomenon are inserted in calculation of cost. Finally, third, 
instead of a binary division between the permitted and the prohibited, 
one establishes an average considered an optimal on the one hand, and, 
on the other, a bandwidth of the acceptable that must not be exceeded. 
In this way a completely different distribution of things and mechanisms 
take shape” (Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 11 January 
1978 lecture, p.6). 

 

It is important to re-emphasize here that throughout the history of practicing 

spatial violations inside the camp, along with the host government response to 

such practices has always included the element of violence – a violence which is 

operated within the spatial scale of the camp.  This violence has taken the form of 

recurring destructions of camps, and many times, the complete erasure of a 

camp’s physical structure. This is evident throughout archival material 

documenting the spatial horrors committed by external governments and various 

factions. While conducting an interview with a female refugee, Aisha, in Khan 

Younis refugee camp, Ariella Azoulay clarifies to Aisha the moment she truly 

understood the meaning of the two words “refugee camp” by dissolving the glue 

that held these two words together revealing a “scarcely tangible image of an 

architect alongside more concrete images of refugees deported from their land 

and compelled to live in camps.” Through surveying hundreds of photographs of 

the camps, she articulates: “The camps, like the demolition of the housed that 

preceded them, followed them, and is conducted within their confines, began to 

seem to me to constitute a form of architecture; to be the fruit of prior planning; 

to sow ever expanding circles of destruction. I began to perceive the outlines of a 

269



 

centralized architecture: one that is cold, instrumental, calculated, well managed 

and focused” (Azoulay 2012:126). 

The Palestinian refugee camp remains a space in which the political problem –

embodied in the Palestinian demand to his/her right-of-return to a Palestinian land 

and state, and the refusal to abandon this right to what is now being created as a 

pure Jewish state- is constantly being negotiated inside the camp on multiple 

scales (internally within oneself, with other refugees, and with the host 

government), which constantly re-shapes the Palestinian camp, through re-

shaping its architectural scale. The Palestinian refugees have been able to 

construct a political value as space and people which transgresses relief terms, 

challenging the very essence of relief standards and objectives, while replacing 

them with ones of “power relations.” In fact, one of the distinctive characteristics 

of the Palestinian refugee is his constant negotiation with this “power relations” 

and the re-negotiation of his space in reprisal of this imposed condition. Therefore, 

the Palestinian refugee camp has been able to constantly challenge the imposed 

condition124, thus forcing the authorities to re-negotiate the situation with the 

him/her125. As Foucault stresses in Society must be Defended, “In order to conduct 

concrete analysis of power relations, one would have to abandon the juridical 

notion of sovereignty.” This intentional relegation of the sovereign’s power in the 

Palestinian camp’s context is in fact necessary today to imagine future scenarios 

of the camps. To me, it has become a precursor in an attempt to read the “real 

knowledge” which lies in the political, a political which constructs subjectivities in 

the camp-space (Foucault, 1997). The political in the Palestine camp is very much 

material as it is immaterial and imaginary, and it always poses the threat of 

becoming subversive when it multiplies.  

                                                            
124 On creating the state of exception, Agamben cites Schmitt: “The sovereign creates and 
guarantees the situation as a whole in its totality.” (Politische Theologie, pp. 19-22). G. 
Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 
California, 1998, p17. 
125 “The sovereign decision traces and from time to time renews this threshold of 
indistinction between outside and inside, exclusion and inclusion, nomos and physis, in 
which life is originarily excepted in law. Its decision is the position of an undecidable.” Ibid, 
p.22. 
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Building ‘means of control’ 

 
 

Due to the fact that Palestinians (especially refugees) have been completely side-

lined and excluded from negotiations and any-scale of decision-making on issues 

directly affecting their political rights, the camp-space remained their sole space 

of negotiating this right; open to violence.  

The Jordanian government has been adopting a mode of both confining and 

“rescaling” the Palestinian camp in Jordan by opening (through widening) existing 

streets that cross the camp through its middle, dividing it in distinct parts and 

creating a matrix of wide roads scaled to a new scale which allows for the quick 

entry of police and gendarme tanks into the very tissue of the camp. In both the 

Jordanian and Lebanese contexts, the host government has adopted spatial 

“means of control,” which Deleuze and Foucault discuss elaborately in their work. 

Deleuze explains: “You do not confine people with a highway. But by making 

highways, you multiply the means of control. I am not saying this is the only aim of 

highways, but people can travel infinitely and "freely" without being confined while 

being perfectly controlled. That is our future” (Deleuze 1987 What is the Creative 

Act). These spatial modes which control without explicitly confining, have proved 

very effective in both host contexts, allowing the host governments to instantly 

separate the camp-space from its surrounding, by literary cutting off spatial ties 

through building elevated highways which circumvent the camp-space. In the 

Jordanian context, Baqa’a camp naturally grew beyond camp-borders over the 

years, thus unofficially encompassing a larger geography. This geography is 

occupied by Palestinian refugees from Baqa’a camp and maintains a lifestyle and 

inhabitation inseparable from that of the camp. In fact, you could regard the 

“extended space” beyond the official camp-borders as a contiguous spatiality. This 

condition allowed the emergence of a vibrant market on a large-scale and along 

the western-edge street which separated the camp-border from the “extended 
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space,” and which was frequented by city dwellers for their quality produce – thus 

rendering the spatial contiguity to become even stronger. The Jordanian 

government regarded this Palestinian spatial and economic growth as a matter of 

concern towards the State and social security, as many Jordanians living in 

neighbouring areas complained of the diminished economic activity they incurred 

as a result. This prompted the Jordanian government and without any form of 

deliberation with the refugees, to build a wide elevated highway, causing the 

destruction of both the camp market and the enlarged Palestinian spatiality.   

 
 
 
Figure 3-4 
 
Image (T) showing the commercial corridor 
along the western edge of Baqa’a camp, 
c.1995. Image (B) showing the elevated 
highway constructed by the Jordanian 
government as a means to impede the 
corridor’s commercial activity and spatial 
growth beyond the camp’s official borders, 
and across the street.  
 
Image Source: (T) Huthaifa Zeighan, Baqa’a 
camp, (B) Samar Maqusi.  
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Re-scaling the camp 

 

 

Confrontations between Palestinian refugees and the Jordanian gendarmes are 

common in Baqa’a camp, usually resulting from refugee collective protests. These 

protests which take place inside the camp eventually trickle outside camp borders 

to physically signify dissatisfaction and refusal of a status quo. Yet, the actual 

unfolding of the confrontation trains a spatiality whereby the Jordanian 

gendarmes station themselves along the western edge of the camp, and the 

refugees inside camp entrances, whereby they retain a 4-metre un-intruded space, 

by placing burnt tires at camp-entrances.   

Within this four-metre ‘tension space,’ a violent game of name-calling and stone-

throwing (from the refugees’ side) and tear gas canisters (from the gendarmes’ 

side) would take place, lasting until one side retreats out of exhaustion. 

Nevertheless, the gendarmes maintained reservations about entering the camp 

because of its dense fabric/scale which refugees produced beyond the UN 

demarcations, which rendered the Jordanian gendarmes disadvantaged inside the 

camp as they were inexperienced with the camp’s spatial fabric, making attempts 

to arrest refugees very difficult and mostly unsuccessful.   
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Figure 3-5

Map illustrating the programming of space in Baqa’a camp during confrontations with Jordanian 
gendarmes. The gendarmes retain a confining position along the main road (in solid grey), while the 
refugees close camp entrances along the same road by placing burning tires, thus creating an un-
intruded area of 4-metres (4-metre tension) while engaging in verbal and stone throwing scuffles.

Image Source: Samar Maqusi.

4-METRE TENSION
Baqa’a camp - Jordan
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The existing camp scales clearly inhibit the swift, quick operation of spatial control 

desired by host governments, resulting in a “re-organization” of the camp-space 

to bring it back to a “controlled” scale, needed for the swift and quick circulation 

into the camp’s tissue in cases of riots and conflicts. Albeit the Jordanian 

government’s chosen method of gradual spatial interventions; although resulting 

in refugee displacements to areas outside the camp; other camps outside Jordan, 

with an urban scale surpassing that of Baqa’a camp, open themselves to violent 

scenarios of host government spatial interventions especially during scenarios of 

conflict.  

Questioning the urban design and architectural methods practiced by the UNRWA 

during the reconstruction of Jenin camp, Tabar examines the spatial military 

operation conducted by the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) inside Jenin camp as part 

of Operation Defensive Shield in April of 2002, by bringing out the similarities of 

military incursion behaviour when confronted with urban scales and forms like 

that of Jenin camp, and many other Palestinian camps for that matter, stating that 

“In Algeria, the French gained control of the kasbahs “by destroying entire 

neighborhoods” and “sometimes breaking centers of resistance by reshaping cities, 

widening roads for military movements”” (Tabar 2012:49). This Algerian-kasbah 

scenario very much resonates with the scenario of Nahr el Bared camp, and in both 

cases, the authorities resorted to violent and destructive spatial modes to be able 

to manage and control the architectural scale at hand. As the authorities found 

difficulty in deciphering the camp and moving in it, they thus opted to eliminate it 

altogether. 

The second spatial intervention inside Baqa’a camp, implemented by the Jordanian 

government with aims mirroring the aforementioned ones of direct access and 

control, would see the camp being divided into two distinct spatial entities through 

widening an existing street which runs the middle of the camp, to become the new 

spatial element in an attempt to re-define the camp’s existing scale.  
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Figure 3-6 

Turning a scale which has been constructed over decades to serve the 
political inhabitation of the refugees, to one attempting to paralyze the 
political inside the camp, by removing the potential the architectural 
elements of spatial violations provided. (T) Image shows the 
commencement of widening Baqa’a camp’s street in 2010, (B) showing 
the reconstructed “new street” which immediately began to redefine 
the camp’s spatial scale, 2014. 

Image Source: (T) Huthaifa Zeighan, Baqa’a camp, (B) Samar Maqusi.  
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On the last day of the ‘Space of Refuge’ installation exhibition that I built in Baqa’a 

camp in the summer of 2015, demonstrations erupted in the camp in support of 

Mohammed Abu Khdeir, the 16-year old Palestinian boy who was kidnapped and 

burnt alive by three Israeli settlers. Events inside Palestine have always played a 

fundamental role in the camp’s mobilization, most often in the form of 

demonstrations, yet these demonstrations have more often than none turned into 

violent confrontations with the Jordanian Gendarmes. These conflicts are utilized 

as expressive and visible mechanisms, adopted by the refugees to continuously 

demonstrate their anger and disapproval of the current state they inhabit. The 

demonstration inside Baqa’a camp ended in the usual conflict and manifested 

itself in the common act of refugees burning tires at camp entrances; weakening 

the Gendarmes capacity to visually or physically penetrate the camp. Customarily 

in the camp, these conflicts would always end in the retreat of the Gendarmes 

from the main street surrounding the camp after a number of hours involving the 

exchange of verbal denunciations and threats to escalate the scale of the conflict 

at hand. Yet, never in the history of the camp, have these conflicts resulted in the 

Jordanian Gendarmes’ penetration into the camp’s fabric,126 as customarily both 

sides would retain a distance of 4 metres, on average, of un-intruded space 

between them.  

This time, the conflict would unfold differently, and this would be facilitated as a 

result of the new opened “wide streets” which bifurcate the camp, providing the 

Gendarme tanks with a new spatial advantage which allows them to quickly and 

uninterruptedly enter the camp-tissue. Albeit with extreme caution; as the camp 

is full of informants working for the Jordanian authorities thus many outsiders are 

approached with suspicion; I was able to visually capture the act of the Jordanian 

gendarmes penetrating the camp in their tanks and the subsequent chase after 

demonstrators to capture and prosecute them. In Figure 3-10, it is very clear how 

the “new street,” widened by the Jordanian government, was immediately 

employed as a means of access and control by the Jordanian gendarmes, where 

                                                            
126 Interviews with refugees demonstrating and others living around Intifada street 
(demonstration street), Baqa’a camp, August, 2014 and July, 2015. 
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tanks were able to quickly and swiftly enter the area of demonstration, catching 

refugees by surprise, and causing a state of frenzy and fear inside the camp-space.  

As the gendarme tanks unleashed its soldiers, the refugees quickly dispersed, 

moving towards narrow and meandering pathways so as to mislead and escape 

the soldiers. Considering the soldiers are not familiar with the camp’s spatial 

tissue, the refugees thus utilized the camp-scale to the advantage during the 

chase. Yet, it is crucial to highlight here that the advantages of re-scaling the camp 

was not only concerned with this direct and quick access, but also very much 

concerned with cost, less incurred cost, literally less monetary and personnel cost 

for the government security apparatus. 

Unfortunately, a number of refugees – mostly youth and even young children – 

were arrested and transferred to the State Security Court, instead of the Civil 

Court, meaning they can be detained without due-process. If convicted, they 

would be convicted as individuals threatening the security of the State rather than 

convicted with a civil offence. This disproportionate measure in trying refugees is 

commensurable with the disproportionate measures of spatial interventions by 

government forces inside Palestinian camps. In his book The Least of All Possible 

Evils, Eyal Weizman critically examines and questions the politics of humanitarian 

practice, claiming a theory and mechanism of “proportionality” when calculating 

the humanitarian intervention, asserting “at present, spatial organizations and 

physical instruments, technical standards, procedures and systems of monitoring – 

the complex humanitarian assemblage that philosopher Adi Ophir called ‘moral 

technologies’ – have become the means for exercising contemporary violence and 

for governing the displaced, the enemy and the unwanted” (Weizman 2011:4). 
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Figure 3-7

Map showing the “new layout” for Baqa’a camp (c.2008) drawn by the Department of 
Palestinian Affairs (DPA). The street in blue is the “new street” which was commenced 
in 2010, and now serves as the axial street dividing the camp into two distinct “top camp 
and bottom camp” areas  as the refugees now refer to. This road construction caused the 
relocation of hundreds of refugee families to a an area outside the camp’s legal borders. In 
red, I trace the new movement the Gendarmes tanks adopted during the recent conflicts 
to reach the camp’s fabric. 

Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 

Diagram showing (T) 2013 the former method of Refugee-
Host government confrontations in Baqa’a camp, and (B) 
2015 the new method of penetrating the camp utilizing 
the new widened street which has allowed the Jordanian 
gendarmes to quickly enter into the camp’s tissue, 
something unheard of before inside Baqa’a camp. 

Image Source: (T) Huthaifa Zeighan, Baqa’a camp, (B) 
Samar Maqusi. 
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Figure 3-8

Entry through the “New Street” --- Images showing Intifada Street on the last day of the 
Installation opening: (L) Refugees employing a common practice of enclosing entrances 
into the camp tissue by burning tires, (R) The Jordanian gendarme tanks penetrating the 
camp facilitated by the “new street” into Intifada Street, a practice spatially new to the 
refugees.

Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 



 

on collective punishment  

 

Collective punishment as a means to undermine a whole Palestinian collective is 

pervasive as a mode of operandi not only inside host countries, but within and 

along the Palestinian presence worldwide. When addressing the Palestinian camps 

specifically, one can easily argue that the Palestinian displacement as a problem, 

and the Palestinians as camp-refugees were imagined as a “collective form” 

distinct from other forms of refuge, thus in need of its own designated UN agency 

to deal with its crisis (Farah 2010).127 This approach, ratified by all world and host 

governments involved meant there was an intended formulation of a “scale” to 

become the platform of both defining the Palestinian problem, and more 

importantly, intervening in it. For these governments, Palestinian refugees would 

become a malleable matter to give it whatever shape the situations needed, from 

‘Needy Refugees’ –manifested when asking for world donations – all the way to 

‘Security Threats ‘– as manifested in Host Governments exploiting the Palestinian 

refuge for geo-political calculations, by utilizing the camps to harbour/eliminate 

other threats – of which more than seven destroyed Palestinian camps are proof 

of (Al Husseini and Bocco 2007, Sheikh Hassan and Hanafi 2010). 

During one of our dialogue sessions with the youth in Baqa’a camp, Majed and 

Mohammad argue the notion of “re-scaling the camp,” and to what aims. 

Mohammad disagrees with our analysis that the “new street” in Baqa’a was 

opened to facilitate the access of the Jordanian gendarmes tanks into the camp’s 

tissue, while Majed tried to remind Mohammad that in the history of all destroyed 

Palestinian camps it was always an incident involving a few members but would 

always escalate to encompass the whole spatiality of the camp, thus these new 

scales being built are built to facilitate control and mechanisms of “collective 

punishment.” At this point, the group agreed that “the sum of people in the camp 

are not just the number of those people, it is both the number and a haleh 

                                                            
127 Compare UNRWA’s mandate with UNHCR’s mandate.  
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(meaning state) called the “camp,” so whoever is facing you and attacking you is 

attacking both, people and haleh (state). At which point, Malek who organizes 

protests and youth events inside the camp added, “the collective punishment is 

not exercised only during a conflict, but even when I plan cultural Palestinian 

activities inside the camp, I too find myself often confronting tanks who engage is 

throwing tear-gas canisters indiscriminately towards the crowd, thus instigating a 

collective reaction which is met by a collective punishment” (Youth Meeting in 

Baqa’a camp, Jordan, July 2014). 

Outside of the camp-scale, host governments develop other mechanisms to 

denote a collective aim, such as the Jordanian government’s adopted national 

slogan of “Jordan First” in the early 2000s. The nationally adopted slogan created 

a heated sense of collective targeting of Palestinians inside Jordan considering they 

are the largest refugee community in the country, making up to more 50% of the 

population, though official figures have always tended to lower the percentage 

(Oesch 2017, Culcasi 2016, Al Husseini and Bocco 2007).  

 

 

Eliminating the camp 

 

 

The Lebanese context has been the harshest among the five host areas for 

Palestinian refugees, mainly due to a violent history within Lebanon itself, and the 

onset refusal by the Lebanese government to grant Palestinians any civil rights. 

This oppressive sentiment led to the creation of highly dense, independent camp-

spaces. Unable to penetrate the fabric of the camp, the Lebanese government 
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devised a spatial practice of confining camps by building highways and elevated 

highways around them, hindering contextual accessibility, and more recently as in 

the case of Ein el Hilweh camp, build a camp-wall which circumvents the whole 

camp. The other spatial approach has involved extensive destructions, by 

completely demolishing camps in scenarios of conflict—the most recent example 

of which as we mentioned was Nahr el Bared camp in northern Lebanon. During 

the reconstruction negotiations with the Lebanese government, plans to relocate 

the displaced refugees to another Palestinian camp, as Nahr el Bared occupied a 

prime investment location near the ocean along a main road, failed due to 

refugees’ anger and unbroken determination to return to their camp and spaces. 

 

 

 

 

 

Image showing the concrete wall surrounding Ein el Hilweh camp the 
Lebanese government erected in an attempt to contain conflicts inside 
the camp, Lebanon, 2017. © Samar Maqusi.  

Today, and after the destruction of more than five Palestinian camps in Lebanon, 

Burj el Barajneh camp remains the densest camp, located just outside of Beirut in 

close proximity to the ocean and along the airport highway. This very strategic and 

attractive site for private investors leaves it at high risk of colluded conflict and 

destruction, especially after a material history involving mass-destructions without 

liability or even reconstruction in some cases, whereby “their very diminution a 

sign of Lebanese intentions to phase them out” (Sayigh 1995b:46). 
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Figure 3-9 
 
Images illustrating the different spatial modes the Lebanese government has adopted 
towards Palestinian camps. (T) Aerial photo highlighting the localized geographical 
precarity of Burj el Barajneh camp (yellow mass) just next to Beirut city prompting the 
Lebanese government to engage in spatial confinement by surrounding the camp with 
highways, including elevated highways (yellow arrows). (B) The aftermath of the 2007 
conflict in Nahr el Bared camp, whereby the Lebanese army engaged in the complete 
destruction of the camp.  
 
Image Source: (T) Samar Maqusi, (B) UNRWA CPIS. 
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Value-Economy of spatial violations 
 

 
 

 

The main economy invested in Spatial Violations is that of negotiation, 

keeping in mind that the onset spatial problem the Palestinian refugee was 

confronted with –leaving his homeland—was always institutionalized in 

resolutions as a negotiable material-space, “The assistance should be 

broadly available for either repatriation or re-establishment, as 

negotiations may permit” (Assistance to Palestine Refugees, United 

Nations, NY 1951:No.68). 

 

 
 
 

Organizational Change within UNRWA 
 

 

To mark its sixtieth anniversary of operations inside the Palestinian camps, the 

UNRWA, in conjunction with the American University of Beirut (AUB), launched an 

international conference to showcase “a critical body of academic and policy 

research around the UNRWA‘s six-decade-long experience in supporting Palestine 

refugees” (www.unrwa.org). The conference, entitled "From Relief and Works to 

Human Development: UNRWA and Palestinian Refugees After 60 Years,”128 

                                                            
128 From Relief and Works to Human Development: UNRWA and Palestinian Refugees After 
60 Years, UNRWA and the Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs 
(IFI) at the American University of Beirut (AUB), International Conference, Beirut, October 
8 & 9, 2010. 
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brought together a group of the UNRWA senior staff, and academic scholars to 

reflect on the role the UNRWA has played so far in protecting, servicing and 

shaping the refugee camps, as well as, where the UNRWA service policy is headed 

in the next interim period. This was to be based on recommendations from the 

Geneva 2004 conference hosted in Switzerland. The Geneva conference invited 

over 67 countries and international agencies to “plan medium-term development 

strategies for the 4.1 million Palestine refugees registered with UNRWA.”129  

The adopted title of the conference, From Relief and Works to Human 

Development, clearly highlights the UNRWA’s new direction in framing and 

instituting policies towards the Palestinian camps, which was quickly met with 

refugee condemnation of the new term as it denotes an intention to develop the 

existing refugee condition into one which could eventually abandon his/her 

political status. Although the UNRWA and the Geneva recommendations claim to 

base this change in the UNRWA approach from “relief and works,” and into 

“development” on the highly urbanized nature of the Palestinian camps today, and 

which require a new and reformed UNRWA programme of services, it was 

nonetheless dropped by the UNRWA, as the Agency could not afford any new 

emerging social conflicts with the refugees, and replaced the term “development” 

with ones such as: “Partnering with the Refugees: towards a better living 

environment until their rights are fulfilled.”130  

Spatially, for the UNRWA and the Geneva conference community, human 

development meant that “improving housing and infrastructure in refugee camps 

should be given higher priority and that this would not compromise the Palestine 

refugees’ Right of Return. In response, the UNRWA reviewed its approach to 

shelter, housing and infrastructure, and in October 2006 established the new 

                                                            
129 Geneva Conference: press information, UNRWA, 4 June 2004: 
https://unispal.un.org/DPA/DPR/unispal.nsf/0/4B15A2882BEA51C885256EA90052630B 
130 Partnering with the Refugees: towards a better living environment until their rights are 
fulfilled: ICIP description booklet, UNRWA document, August 2011.  
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ICIP.”131 ICIP (Infrastructure and Camp Improvement Programme) further 

proclaimed “The lack of any regulatory framework, …has meant that the camps 

have exponentially grown – mainly in the vertical dimension – into dense, 

overcrowded and hyper-urbanized settings that invariably contain large pockets of 

concentrated poverty and under- or un-employment. The effects on quality of life 

and human development have been sharply detrimental.”132 The UNRWA’s 

longstanding refusal to adopt a political mandate has caused it to constantly shy 

away from incorporating any political history when reforming its programmes, 

thus resulting in its operations to always lack solid grounds on which to build new 

strategies or reform. Situating the camps within an accurate historical and spatial 

context is not a political act, even if political involvement could consequently 

occur, it is simply practicing coherent and honest urban investigation along with 

proactive planning methods. To repeat, ICIP’s prominent success in spatial 

intervention was the UNRWA’s needed acceptance to depart from its minimum 

spatial standards and towards an asset-based reconstruction, yet unfortunately 

this remains to be the case for emergency reconstructions only, meaning after a 

violent and destructive spatial episode inside the camp (Misselwitz and Hanafi 

2010). This paradigmatic shift in Agency intervention was not without politics, in 

fact it was very much the product of negotiations and resistance from both 

refugees, grass-roots organizations, and even donors, thus situating the political in 

the heart of the UNRWA’s practice.133 To understand the produced urban qualities 

inside the Palestinian camp, ICIP partnered with the University of Stuttgart to 

conduct “comprehensive field studies ….with the aim of understanding the 

patterns and internal logic of camp urbanization” (Ibid:372).134  

                                                            
131 ICIP refers to the Infrastructure and Camp Improvement Programme. Department of 
Internal Oversight Services: Infrastructure and Camp Improvement Evaluation: Concept 
Note, July, 2012.  
132 UNRWA-ICIP Description Booklet, Internal Document, UNRWA, 2010. 
133 Camp Reconstruction Projects prompting this shift were: Neirab Camp Rehabilitation 
Project, The Jenin Camp Rehabilitation Project, and Reconstruction of Nahr el Bared 
Refugee Camp. 
134 It’s worth mentioning that partnering with external bodies, especially academic and 
International organizations was one of the recommendations arising from the 2004 
Geneva Conference as well.  
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Furthermore, the UNRWA and its attempt to reform once again fails to 

acknowledge the Palestinian refugee as an already active member in deciding what 

the camp looks like spatially, and how it operates. Misselwitz and Hanafi highlight 

that through ICIP: “Camp refugees, for the first time, felt empowered to become 

active participants shaping their environment rather than just passive recipients of 

aid” (Misselwitz and Hanafi 2010). Although a lot of merit rests on the conceptual 

approach of ICIP, these observations remain extremely flawed as they reinforce a 

stigmatizing character of the refugees as passive actors, unable to produce 

environments of corresponding inhabitation within politically founded spaces 

without humanitarian intervention and the UNRWA regulations, something we 

have meant to disprove thus far in the thesis.  

 

 
Strategic 
 
 

The economy of spatial violations enters a different mode in the case of Burj el 

Barajneh camp, as the spatial “scale;” material x form; the camp produced up until 

the War of the Camps of 1985-88, proved to be a principal element in planning not 

only movement and military strategies, but ultra-circular spatial pathways which 

surpass the ground and begin to operate “above-ground.” Abou Mohammad, who 

participated in the War of the Camps, recounted the days of intense battlegrounds 

by stating:  

“When the Shi’a Amal militiamen would attack us, we would fight them 

from the underground shelters. Another group would be on the first floor, 

a group on the second floor, a group on the third, and one on the fourth, 

thus avoiding the disadvantaged ground level. The way we achieved this 

was through drawing a map of the camp, we would then identify the 
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various elevated shelter walls which come face to face with one another, 

and we would then make an opening on opposing walls while extending a 

wooden board between the openings, thus instantly creating a connecting 

pathway across different shelters. Once completed, we discovered that we 

could enter 400-500 shelters through these passageways without our feet 

ever touching the ground. I could roam the whole camp without my feet 

ever touching the ground.”135  

 

The oblique vertical dimension – the political-scale – in which the buildings had 

developed into in Burj el Barajneh camp, created an advantageous proximity which 

enabled Palestinian fighters (Fedayeen) to create an elevated access route. This 

was created through extending wooden boards between building openings that 

were opposite each other, thereby eliminating the need for ground movement 

which would have otherwise made them more exposed and vulnerable in times of 

armed conflict (see Figure 3-13). In this way, they managed to gain an advantage 

–spatially- over Amal forces by utilizing the camp’s spatial scale to serve as a 

strategic economy, one which was existential. Again, it reminds us of Aristotle’s 

words: 

“The arrangement of private houses is considered to be more agreeable 

and generally more convenient, if the streets are regularly laid out after 

the modern fashion which Hippodamus introduced, but for security in war 

the antiquated mode of building, which made it difficult for strangers to 

get out of a town and for assailants to find their way in, is preferable. A 

city should therefore adopt both plans of building: it is possible to arrange 

the houses irregularly, as husbandmen plant their vines in what are called 

‘clumps.’ The whole town should not be laid out in straight lines, but only 

certain quarters and regions; thus security and beauty will be combined” 

(Aristotle 1885). 

                                                            
135 Interview with Abu Mohammad (Salah), Burj el Barajneh camp, Beirut Lebanon, 
September 2014. 
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Elevated Walkways – Burj el Barajneh camp 
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Spatial Tactics - Lebanon292292



Figure 3-10

Diagram showing the “Elevated Walkways” the refugees constructed during 
the War of the Camps, through creating openings between adjacent walls 
above-ground, and stretching wooden panels to act as bridges between the 
opening. The refugees created multiple ‘above-ground’ pathways which 
connected more than 400 shelters around the camp. The camp earned a 
reputation of being a maze-like space adopting a motto of “who enters is 
lost and who exists is reborn.”

Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 
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Competing spatial market 

 
Inside the Palestinian camp, just like other urban geographies, the less space there 

is, the higher the value of it. Yet, since the Palestinian camp grew beyond urban 

regulations, refugees are able to utilize this special spatiality to turn political 

hardships into economical gains. The building market inside both Baqa’a camp and 

Burj el Barajneh camp is active and constant due to many factors of which “market 

demand” seems to be central recently, and this is very much due to the large Syrian 

and Palestinian displacements from Syria, who in turn target Palestinian camps as 

sites for shelter as opposed to other urban or rural areas. The benefits of being in 

a Palestinian camp-fabric yields similar benefits as urban geographies, in addition, 

camps provide for affordable living within a tightly constructed social fabric. This 

has meant that camp-space values have reached and sometimes even surpassed 

those of the surrounding non-camp neighbourhoods. While discussing this issue in 

Baqa’a camp, Abu L’Abed informs me that his brother is thinking of selling his 

shelter – which is the UN-plot size of 96-100m2 – and he has priced it at JD20,000 

(equivalent to $28,000), a value not so different from, and maybe even sometimes 

higher than the surrounding areas, placing the camp-space at the centre of urban 

redevelopment plans for the host government municipalities (Oesch 2017:117). 

What this means for the camp-space is that it was able to forge an independent 

spatiality based on generating economical resistance through refuge, but it has 

also exposed another vulnerable layer of the camp’s spatiality.  On one hand, it 

created social animosity both inside the camp in the form of some refugees feeling 

that the selling of these shelter are a sign of political abandonment and physical 

resettlement. On the other hand, and outside the camp, this spatial market caused 

many private owners of the original camp lands to pressure the host governments 

to find an alternative space for those protracted refugees, as they are unable to 

reap the profits of urbanization and development due to this state of refuge. Yet, 
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this hyper-development of buildings inside the camps will also prove beneficial 

when confronted with a violent event, as will be explained next.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3-11 
 
Showing images of shelters in Baqa’a camp with text saying, (T) “For Sale” 
and (B) “Not for Sale” along with “No for Resettlement,” Baqa’a camp, 
Jordan 2014. This is illustrative of the paradoxical nature of living 
displacement, whereby spatial negotiations occur on many levels, 
including the personal-political one.  
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 
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Compensated Space = reconstructing the 
camp 

 
In the example of Nahr el Bared camp, the process of complete reconstruction of 

the camp introduced the debate about “compensatory space” and its value. 

Refugees quickly refused to be compensated with relief-based standards – 

UNRWA standards -- and spaces citing their continued investment in their space 

over the years of protracted refuge inhabitation. This rendered the UNRWA and 

humanitarian standards of less value, both economically and very much politically, 

as the refugee spaces were constructed over constellations of time-space 

reserving in them created assemblages over a span of more than 70 years of 

displacement, resistance, adaptation and violence. Yet here, space was not only 

treated as a politically constructed value, but very much a profitable one due to 

continued acts of encroachment and spatial violations which allowed for 

expanding its value.  

The "material” itself, meaning cement which refugees paid for and built into 

architectural forms and scales, became a prime economic commodity after 

destruction and during re-construction of the camp. After a couple of years of 

continuous negotiations between the refugees (through NBRC), the UNRWA, and 

the Lebanese government, the refugees were able to secure a spatial 

compensation methodology similar to that of Jenin camp. In Nahr el Bared camp, 

each centimetre of cement (beyond relief-UNRWA lines, so including all 

encroached upon space both horizontally and vertically) they had built over the 

years was to be compensated to each refugee family. Situating this reconstruction 

approach inside the Lebanese government’s demands of horizontal (5-15-metre-

wide streets) and vertical (four-storey limit) thresholds, resulted in the emergence 

of ingenious and lucrative spatial phenomena inside the camp during 

reconstruction. For example, as the UNRWA began reconstructing the shelters in 
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phases,136 and as soon as it finished constructing Phase 1, the UNRWA discovered 

various issues such as the “excess unbuildable compensated space” in numerous 

blocks which resulted from the aforementioned government regulations UNRWA 

had to adhere to, and beyond which the UNRWA will not be able to build. This 

prompted the UNRWA, who found itself trapped in the crossfire between the 

weary and outraged refugees and the Lebanese government, to facilitate a “spatial 

transfer” mechanism. The mechanism meant that any family still entitled to more 

build-up “reconstructed” space, of which the Lebanese government regulations 

impedes its construction in that specific block, could then transfer this remaining 

amount of “compensated space” to another member of their family/relative, or to 

any other member of the refugee community inside the camp, who is still able to 

build more space on his block – meaning it has not reached the horizontal and 

vertical regulation limits set by the Lebanese government. What resulted was a 

creative spatial economy mechanism, in which the refugees developed a sort of 

“spatial black market” where a family entitled to more “build-up space” would sell 

this spatial excess to other families inside the camp. This would be a legitimate 

transfer honoured by the UNRWA – as the latter only dealt with entitlement 

transfers and not the resulted monetary transactions – and it meant more than 

just space, it was “build-up space,” in that it would be an actual concrete frame 

incorporating architectural elements/finishes supplied by the UNRWA standards. 

For example, and to further clarify, if we assume a refugee family in Block A is 

entitled to 200 metre-square of compensated “build-up space,” yet as Block A 

(which consists of multiple refugee shelters) was being built, it reached the 

government thresholds before being able to compensate all spaces on that block; 

allowing the UNRWA to only build a 100 metre-square entitled space. This means 

the refugee family is still entitled to another 100 metre-square of “build-up space.” 

What would unfold, is the family would sell those remaining un-built 100 metre-

square of space to another interested family inside the camp which resides in Block 

C for instance, and as Block C has not reached its spatial threshold/limits, it can 

                                                            
136 The reconstruction of Nahr el Bared camp was divided into 8 phases, of which two are 
complete and a third underway. According to UNRWA’s website, 1,321 families have 
returned to the camp, while another 3,546 families remain displaced in temporary 
shelters, until further reconstruction funds are secured.   
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afford to build the extra 100 metre-square space on that block while still adhering 

to the Lebanese government regulations. The monetary value of this transferred 

space reached US $300 per 1 metre-square, which eventually prompted the 

UNRWA to intervene and put an end to this black market (UNRWA interviews, 

2014). 

 

In Conclusion 

At this point of the thesis, we have established what is it that makes both the relief-

scale, and the subsequent political-scale; as an act of resisting the former. Through 

architectural demonstrations, acts of spatial violation were illustrated as the field 

of micro-dispositifs, whereby the spatial parameters inscribed in the UNRWA plot 

of 96-100m2, is relegated and made “inoperative” through the practice of spatial 

politics, by means of spatial violations. It is specifically this act of spatial violations, 

which produces the political in the camp-space; and allows it to perform in various 

lucrative spatial economies. Since the camp-space takes the form of a macro-

dispositif, it behaves as a Rhizome form, whereby it eradicated any centrality and 

focuses on the “multiplicities.” These multiplicities provide the elastic, resistive 

spatial nature the camp-space requires to continuously reform itself, so as to 

capture those lucrative spatial economies. What this entails, as illustrated in the 

“Responses to the political-scale” is a real spatial confrontation with new modes 

of re-forming the camp’s scale by the host governments. While in some cases, we 

saw this re-formation escalate to an all-encompassing violence resulting in the 

complete destruction of the Palestinian camp; all is response to the scale of space 

and conflict at hand. Deleuze and Guattari assert the following on the “multiplicity” 

of the rhizome form, saying “A multiplicity has neither subject nor object, only 

determinations, magnitudes, and dimensions that cannot increase in number 

without the multiplicity changing in nature (the laws of combination therefore 

increase in number as the multiplicity grows). …An assemblage is precisely this 

increase in the dimensions of a multiplicity that necessarily changes in nature as it 

298



 

expands its connections. There are no points or positions in a rhizome, such as 

those found in a structure, tree, or root. There are only lines” (Deleuze and 

Guattari 1987:8).  

The following chapter showcases the intervention projects implemented inside 

each of Baqa’a camp in Jordan and Burj el Barajneh camp in Lebanon, with the aim 

to begin constructing a new spatial dialogue which directly addresses the 

accumulated camp-space knowledge. This critical knowledge is a product of both 

the UN regulations and demarcations, as well as, the refugees’ acts beyond them. 

The interventions are seen as architectural devices, plugging into an existing 

spatiality to cause an alteration. In their article Architecture, Cigarettes and the 

Dispositif, Daly and Smith provide an analogy of architecture as dispositif utilizing 

the machinic device of a cigarette. On dispositif and architecture they add, 

“Architecture too may be this—a milk bottle or a cigarette, inserted deliberately 

into an existing context to augment, redirect, recollect or selectively 

facilitate/filter the ability of particular flows to fulfil their desired connections; or 

to render a disparate circumstance capable of communication between its parts; 

or to trigger the circulation of flows. 

It is this productive tension between these two processes—contrapuntal evolution 

of apparatus and prosthetic insertion of object—that makes the dispositif effective 

in the thinking of architecture” (Daly and Smith 2011:27).  
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Chapter 4  
Constructing a Spatial Dialogue 

inside the Camp 
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Summary Introduction 

An overview of the various instituted bodies and mechanisms which played a central 

part in creating the onset of the Palestinian camps, alongside their first spatial scale; 

the relief-scale, was discussed in chapter 2.  In addition, the historical dimension by 

which the camp’s spatial scale began to alter was illustrated, through delineating 

certain conflictual events alongside the Palestinian displacement, which had a direct 

effect on the spatial materialization of the camp. The ensuing spatial scale against 

tides of conflictual histories is what I term the political-scale. The actual building up 

of the political-scale by the refugees was demonstrated in chapter 3 utilizing 

architectural mappings, and descriptions of spatial scenarios unfolding inside the 

camp; which showcase the operation of said scale. It is inside this political-scale, 

enabled by ingenious acts of spatial violation – always fabricated by the refugees -- 

that the political starts to take form, and the refugees begin to demonstrate agency 

towards their camp and self-determination. What chapter 3 demonstrated as well, 

is that this agency which the refugees construct over a protraction of displacement, 

always involves the element of violence, thus always runs the risk to overwhelm the 

political, and cause the complete destruction of the camp-space. While the latter 

scenario is considered an inherent part of living refuge inside Palestinian camps, 

along the span of 69 years, the refugees nonetheless established a thriving spatial 

economy employing the political-scale, whereby he/she was able to build assets, 

both economic and political.  

In the following sections, the camp-space as a dispositif will be discussed, while 

locating the political—agency and its form in each of the camps studied. What 

follows will be a discussion on “scale” while drawing in field examples to reinforce 

our findings. It is here that a new form of critical dialogue begins to take shape as 

part of this research; one which is directly concerned with and affected by the larger 

spatial apparatus inside the camp-space. Designed and implemented field 

interventions are then presented, imagined as devices to plug into an existing spatial 

apparatus. The interventions take on both physical and intellectual – knowledge 

based – forms, temporary and permanent, while operating around the concept of 
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scale. The politics and political involved in both designing and constructing the 

interventions are discussed alongside spatial terms. This is to reinforce the research 

hypothesis and inquiry, and further demonstrate the political-scale’s manifestation 

and effect on the larger camp’s operativity when it is intervened in; spatially. Here I 

would like to refer back to Mouffe’s treatment of both politics and political, as it 

offers the research an insight into potential reformations of the political inside the 

camp, during conflictual scenarios. Mouffe asserts, “More precisely this is how I 

distinguish between ‘the political’ and ‘politics’: by ‘the political’ I mean the 

dimension of antagonism which I take to be constitutive of human societies, while 

by ‘politics’ I mean the set of practices and institutions through which an order is 

created, organizing human coexistence in the context of conflictuality provided by 

the political” (Mouffe 2005:9). The chapter concludes with a discussion on the 

dimensions of affect the interventions have had on the camp-space; while 

addressing them against the changing spatial modes of both the politics (the UN and 

host governments spatial modes) and the political (the larger social spatial field in 

the camp). 

What should be kept in mind when reading the interventions, is that they were 

imagined as “lines of force” acting as effective—spatial devices. Once they are 

inserted in the field; thus, intersecting with an existing spatial apparatus (the camp-

space), they begin a process “newness” which takes on the form of altering the 

existing apparatus and towards a new scale. This scale is not meant to be purely 

physical, yet it is constructed through interrogating the existing camp physicality, 

with the aim of creating new scales of both political dialogue and actual spatialities, 

of which the latter is demonstrated through the Attabat. Further, the intervention 

processes (construction, negotiation and dialogue) are inseparable from the actual 

physicality of the interventions. In fact, the latter serves as the “ensuring” device 

towards a “newness” in the existing camp apparatus, and which will be discussed 

more in the next chapter. Here, the interventions will act as devices, in the form of 

new lines overlapping and intersecting with existing lines; to form a larger milieu of 

relational lines –the dispositif. Even in the case of the temporary interventions, once 

the new lines are removed, they nonetheless leave behind sedimentations of 

tangible and intangible effects, as they all continue to operate inside the camp 
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dispositif; “The different lines of an apparatus are divided into two groups: lines of 

stratification or sedimentation, lines of actualization or creativity” (Deleuze 

2007:347). 

 

 

Defining the political  

 

 

 

In a camp-space, the political can be a truly ambiguous agent which has the potential 

to enter all spheres of daily “lived” life, and future “imagined” life. In this sense, the 

political is both fact and reason.137 The political is a material element of living inside 

the Palestinian camp which results from the overlap of both “camp” as a refuge state 

and “space” as a refuge material, while the political happens because once they 

overlap they regulate/condition each other to produce a physical State of Refuge 

equalling that of the camp-space. Thus, the political is an emergent element of the 

relational camp-space, taking part in daily and event scales of negotiating social and 

economic behaviours, as well as always, a spatial one. As discussed in previous 

chapters, the political is a refugee agency; one which guarantees his/her survival 

within a confined and controlled space, whereby the refugee ensures any current 

power manifestations and relations with the host government (or even with the 

UNRWA) are always negotiable. This is most clearly demonstrated through 

continuous socio-economic and spatial formations responding to expanding 

refugee-family needs of economic prosperity, family growth and marriages, external 

                                                            
137 By reason here I mean both a reason for existing as such in the camp-space and a 
reason for the imagined life, since in the Palestinian camp one sees the potential that the 
political can act as an emancipatory element inside the camp as legitimate.  
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socio-political and economic factors such as the Syrian refugee crisis, a large portion 

of which has been and continues to be absorbed into the Palestinian camp-spaces 

in Jordan and Lebanon. These ever-changing camp elements quickly take a spatial 

form as the camp remains a space where “existing and moving” inside is always 

monitored and regulated by the host-governments, which forces the camp as space 

and refugees to construct a co-constitutive relationship; whereby each is promoting 

the livelihood of the other. For example, in Burj el Barajneh camp, buildings have 

reached a height up to 14 stories high, responding to a demanding localized rent-

market inside the camp from both Palestinian and Syrian refugees. In some ways, 

we can claim that the refugees inside the camp have transformed an international 

language of emergency aid to one of emergency economics, existing inside the 

camp-space and operated by the refugees themselves. In fact, I often heard the 

phrase “We are now the “hosts” of refugees” repeated inside Palestinian camps, and 

although it is said with some cynicism, it is very telling of the nature of refugee-

refugee relationship which has emerged in Palestinian camps of Lebanon and 

Jordan.  

Syrian refugees, who due to their localized experience with Palestinian spaces – as 

Syria hosts 12 Palestinian camps which many Syrians have been interacting with 

before their flight to neighbouring countries –, have developed an understanding of 

the political economics of living inside a refugee camp. A refugee camp which has 

surpassed its relief-scale, would instantly allow them to plug into an existing 

network of established economies that operate outside the established local geo-

economics of the host country, thus providing them with an extraterritorial socio-

economic space or inhabitation, which in turn provides a mode of resistance during 

scenarios of crisis.  

According to testimonies from refugees inside Burj el Barajneh camp, Syrian 

refugees currently operate more than 30% of economic activity inside the camp and 

have increased the number of refugees inhabiting the camp from around 25,000 to 

what is commonly conveyed in my interviews as 60,000 refugees today. This makes 

the Syrian refugees’ presence a new camp element which directly changes its scale.  
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The political inside the camp takes a more abstract form of enabling the negotiation 

of lived life on a larger scale, or a multiple scale, whether this scale was consciously 

formed or forced – or indeed instantly formed. In most cases, the multiple scale of 

the camp appears during scenarios of conflict with external forces; mainly embodied 

in host government forces; which causes the instantaneous formation of a multiple 

scale in an attempt to counter the opposing forces who try to penetrate the camp. 

While living in Burj el Barajneh camp during my fieldwork visits, it was very clear that 

the last time refugees recall a true multiple camp-scale, operating in unison, was 

during the ‘War of the Camps’ and during which the multiple scale took on forms of 

collectively resisting siege and shelling, performing armed struggle, and most 

interestingly for this research, producing strategic spaces. During the PLO presence 

in Lebanon and Lebanese camps and before the start of the ‘War of the Camps,’ the 

production of space was directly linked to armed struggle and survival, as the PLO – 

the main organizer of the armed struggle movement inside the camps – and affiliate 

factions provided material and often labour for refugee families, to not only rebuild 

destruction, but more importantly, to build strategic spaces of resistance.138 In this 

sense, the act of refuge (living refuge) and resistance (living out a conflict) become 

one and inhabited one space. In fact, building material was seen as an essential 

element taking part in the struggle during the 1985-88 War of the Camps, to a point 

where women-refugees risked their lives to smuggle in building material back into 

the camp. This would be done during the few times women were allowed by the 

Lebanese militia forces to systematically leave the camp for food supplies – a 

survival performance granted by the militias at random times -- to ensure the 

refugees maintained an existence, once which is alive yet fragile and uncertain. In 

fact, during most of those trips by refugee women to purchase “controlled” supplies, 

the Amal militia snipers would target the women as they head back to the camp by 

shooting them at camp-entrances. As Abu Mohammad describes it from his visual 

memory, “Women would leave to collect produce, and would come back with one 

or two bags of produce, and a third filled with dirt. Each bag could absorb up to 3kg 

of dirt.” (Abu Mohammad, Burj el Barajneh camp interviews, August 2014) In a 

camp-space overwhelmed by conflict and siege, the dirt (building material) becomes 

                                                            
138 Please refer to Chapter 2 Cementation of the camp-space. 
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an existential commodity to not only rebuild destruction, but to build actual spatial 

resistance inside the camp-space.   

The political in the Palestinian camp takes the form of a constructed ‘scale,’ built 

and operated as protraction of displacement continues. This ‘scale’ is most political 

when it takes a spatial form, one which is literary cement and architectural form, as 

it not only defines a new local economy of transacting space and material but as we 

have demonstrated thus far, re-defines power-relations especially those of refugee-

host government, since the latter finds the spatial element of the camp to be the 

hardest to control and penetrate. These new constructed power-relations rely on 

the occurrence of an “event,” one which is violent in nature and thus contains a 

threatening element (or character). In the Jordanian context, these events although 

violent, retain a decided (or measured) threshold which the government adheres to 

and does not wish to trespass as it could present a violent scenario beyond 

government control and interest. Thus, the negotiations take place once the event 

has been subdued, and it normally involves both sides requesting concessions 

towards obtaining peace and security inside the camp-space. Conversely, in the 

Lebanese context, and due to the highly dense urban scale the camps have 

developed into, an “event” is commonly and historically performed in the complete 

destruction of the camp-space by the host government forces, thus the negotiation 

takes place after destruction and towards a new reconstruction of camp-scales. 

While the latter is very spatial and revolves around negotiating new spatial terms, 

the former is a negotiation of means to control the existing spatial condition – terms. 

The events of Nahr el Bared camp in 2007, which has been discussed in previous 

chapters, presents a prime example of the Lebanese government’s performance in 

negotiations with Palestinian refugees after destruction, whereby negotiations were 

centred around new terms of constructing space inside the camp in Lebanon; by 

developing new building standards and regulations. It could be said that the 

negotiations were purely spatial as there was no change in the civil, legal status of 

the refugee after all sides agreed on new terms, but a change to his space.   
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Figure 4-1 
 
Nahr el Bared camp’s complete destruction in 2007 
by the Lebanese Armed Forces, Tripoli, Lebanon.  
 
Image Source: UNRWA Archives. 

 

In this context, the political in the Palestinian refugee camp can be defined as a 

“political scale” taking form through various acts of spatial violation, ones that 

surpass relief demarcations, producing networks and assemblages so elastic that 

they constantly redefine the power-relations inside the camp-space by securing a 

‘relationship of negotiation’ with the external forces. Yet, this “political scale” – as 

constructed over years of accumulated violations of spatial, social, political, 

humanitarian, and economic acts inside the camp – is constantly generative of new 
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power-relations which take the form of everyday performances, but when 

confronted as an autonomous organism of space and people, of assemblages and 

networks is when the “political scale” expands and is at its most political, i.e. violent. 

For at this scale of confrontation, the refugee is faced by what Schmitt defines the 

political to truly entail, a distinction between friend and enemy, forcing him to 

decide actions based on friend-enemy calculations, as the relationship and state of 

inhabitation within the host country becomes instantly concerned with existential 

survival: “The political is the most intense and extreme antagonism, and every 

concrete antagonism becomes that much more political the closer it approaches the 

most extreme point, that of the friend-enemy grouping” (Schmitt 2007:29). 
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Figure 4-2 
 
The images below show the process of re-scaling Baqa’a camp, undertaken by the 
Jordanian government, in order to bring it back to its original ‘UNRWA’ scale, one which 
provided easement of management and control. This government act of “re-scaling” was 
justified on the basis that the government is removing an accumulated Spatial Violation 
over a span of 42 years, thus bringing the camp to a scale which is sure to provide a 
healthier environment of inhabitation by allowing in light and ventilation, and smoother 
traffic movement. The yellow shaded area is the actual amount  of  space removed along 
a 1.5-kilometre stretch. Baqa’a camp, Jordan 2014.  
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 
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This political-scale is a multiple scale rather than a collective one, as the term 

‘multiple’ or what Chantal Mouffe terms ‘pluralism’ preserves the “subject-ivity,” or 

the individuation, even when performed at an all-encompassing scale. When an act 

becomes a collective one, there is always a tendency to treat its elements as 

commensurable ones, all performing with the same intensity and reconciliation. Yet 

what happens in the camp’s situation when confronted on a ‘multiple’ scale is the 

introduction, negotiation, and potentially agreement on implicit and explicit new 

rules and laws which determine the new power-relations until a new situation 

presents itself. Those situations – which should be differentiated from the everyday 

– present themselves in the camp-space as “the arena of authority rather than 

general law” (Schmitt 1927), and while most situations preserve a political scale 

which has the tendency to turn from violent to negotiable and vice versa, there 

always remains the possibility of it becoming too overwhelming of a scale to 

negotiate with, and thus the situation becomes irreducible to its violent nature. 

Examples of which, have been illustrated in earlier sections, including the events at 

Tel al Zaatar, Jenin, and Nahr el Bared camps. Adrian Lahoud points out that “scale 

is how we construct problems, so we can act on them,”139 and in the Palestinian 

camp’s scenario, scale is always defined by the refugee, and the host government in 

turn defines the scale of its problem at hand and calculates a response. Both scales; 

that of which is constructed by the refugees, or that of which is re-scaled by the host 

government, have the potential to turn destructive in the camp, and this is where 

the political in the camp has been able to maintain its presence in Schmitt’s “arena 

of authority.”  

“More precisely this is how I distinguish between ‘the political’ and 

‘politics’: by ‘the political’ I mean the dimension of antagonism which I take 

to be constitutive of human societies, while by ‘politics’ I mean the set of 

practices and institutions through which an order is created, organizing 

human coexistence in the context of conflictuality provided by the political” 

(Mouffe, 2005:9).  

                                                            
139 Tutorial Meeting, UCL, 2016. 
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We can appropriately re-imagine ‘the political’ in the camp as acts of violation, 

always preserving an element of antagonism pervasive over the larger assemblage 

making up the camp, and always capable of multiplying the ‘political scale’ to one 

that is plural on a camp level.  

At the end, this emerged ‘political scale’ in the camp was very much dependent on 

the foundational humanitarian architectural and planning standards, which treated 

the camp-space from the onset as one that has emerged out of a political crisis, and 

it turn could renew such crises unless spatial modes-of-practice are put in place for 

the camp to ensure maximum surveillance and control. What the ‘political scale’ was 

able to achieve in this humanitarian spatiality and conduct, is throw “the 

humanitarian” off its track and create alternative spatialities serving as the field of 

power-relations. In his piece on the Sahrawi camps in Tindouf, Algeria, Manuel Herz 

asserts “Once applied to the specificities of local situations, the disjunctions and 

incompatibilities of the neutral planning approach become apparent. In the context 

of violence and catastrophes, it is exactly this neutrality that makes this planning 

approach so susceptible to instrumentalization and politicization” (Herz, 2008:285). 
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How does the political operate in each 
camp-space?  

 

 

 

As the political -- which concerns us in this research -- inside the Palestinian camp 

is a “spatial scale” constructed over protracted displacement through an in-formal 

act of spatial violations, the question now lies in “why did the refugee violate the 

camp-space?” 

It’s very difficult to deduce a clear-cut answer to this question, as constructing 

space inside a refugee camp is already a complex operative act, whether done in 

relief form or otherwise. In fact, even the UNRWA – and as has been discussed in 

Chapter 2 – could not manage a completely standardized language of building or 

re-building camps as there is always a multiplicity of factors and elements playing 

a role in any spatial intervention. Examples include: host countries’ policies and 

obligations; UN budgets and goals; donor restrictions and conditions; refugee 

approval or disapproval, of which the latter is confirmed to be more fundamental 

inside the camps than other factors today. There are numerous examples and 

scenarios of refugees protesting some building project and many times blocking 

their implementation,140 which prompts the involvement of third and fourth-party 

actors; usually politically empowered entities inside the camp until an agreement 

is reached. The act of building space inside the camps has always been a political 

one, from the moment tents changed material into solid ones, the refugees were 

well aware these camps are here to accommodate a political problem and not a 

humanitarian crisis.  

I believe it is this very moment – of material change – that refugees on “mass-

scale” (or “multiple scale”) began to re-define their relationship to the camp as 

                                                            
140 UNRWA interviews, UNRWA-HQ(A), Jordan, 2014.  
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space, opting to not only construct needed space for daily operations such as the 

kitchen and bathroom inside their designated relief plots, but construct space 

beyond the plot and sometimes beyond a need. Obviously this was enabled 

through refugee-means, thus some refugee families were able to construct more 

and faster than others, but it will be very difficult today to find a shelter plot in any 

Palestinian camp which has not engaged in space-making beyond relief 

demarcations. And while all this space-making was taking place as years of 

protracted displacement went by, Palestinian refugees never gave up the un-

compromising intention of returning to their homeland and leaving those camps, 

alongside thousands of tons of cement to be stripped from its Palestinian-hood 

and become whatever spaces they choose to become. This is what is so fascinating 

and unique about a camp scenario, as regardless of its solid growth into cement 

towers which get rented and produce a market-rate profit, refugees are certain of 

the precarity of the camp grounds and continuously imagine a latent scenario in 

which the camp is completely levelled to the ground. This demands that refugees 

inhabit the camp in a spatial state which is groundless, literally without ground, 

unable to secure its relationship to the built structures. It is noteworthy to re-

highlight the ground conditions of Burj el Barajneh camp which is entirely built on 

red sand excluding any ground foundations due to its historicity, producing a 

distinct, fragile and truly political relationship between ground and the camp 

buildings. This spatial relationship exists whereby the ground and the buildings 

meet but do not intersect, making the whole camp a collection of floating cement 

towers intersecting with each other on vertical levels, thus creating a cement mesh 

floating over a political ground. This politicized sentiment towards the camp’s 

dense spatiality is not only defined through the refugees’ insistence on achieving 

a right to return but is reinforced by their continuous exposure to images of camp-

destructions in their host countries and others, cementing this idea of the camp-

space’s precariousness even further.  

Maintaining this line of analysis, then the next appropriate, yet difficult question 

to pose within this context of camp and space-making, is “Does a camp-space need 

to remain in crisis to maintain a possibility of a multiple-scale political action?”  
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For example, what if host governments come to a negotiated deal with the UNRWA 

and International actors whereby refugee plots are no longer a right-of-use but 

become owned. One can imagine that it would instantly change the material 

condition of the camp, as many refugee families will engage in improvements and 

transactions they saw un-worthy before. But will this state of ownership also 

change the existential condition of being a refugee, a political being who is 

empowered by this right to demand his liberation and freedom of movement and 

existence on a land he, or by now his ancestors, once inhabited. Will ownership of 

space, being stripped away from its Palestinian-hood also strip the refugee from 

his/her struggle? These are not easy questions to answer, yet they are crucial to 

pose if we, as Palestinians, as refugees, and as entitled beings to continue a 

humane struggle, grow and reform as political beings, just as we were able to grow 

and reform space.  

It is then fitting to say that as a contextual, material hypothesis, in the Palestinian 

camp cement acts as a real material which produces living forms and 

accommodates a condition of existence inside a precarious space. This condition 

requires flexibility and speed – speed of construction and re-construction –, and 

it is through this material excess (beyond relief demarcations) within a modus 

operandi of spatial violations, that the Palestinian camp turns its material into 

politics, into “lines of force” and begins to act politically and with power.  
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Design Interventions : Constructing Scales 
 

 

 

“Intervention unsettles the problem to reveal the problem” (Adrian 

Lahoud, 2016)141.  

 

Interventions in Palestinian camps have been numerous and over a long period 

of time, therefore it was crucial that any intervention that I designed through this 

research should shy away, and in fact refuse to take form in what has been 

commonly experienced inside the camps – as in the likes of community 

awareness seminars, skill-building workshops, Palestinian heritage exhibitions, 

etc. In no way am I seeking to undermine the benefits of the aforementioned 

familiar interventions inside the camps, and which are usually generously funded 

and executed through NGOs, but the urgent matter in this research was about 

space and space-making, thus forcing me to re-think those common methods as 

they would prove impractical for the subject matter.  

It was quite clear to me from the beginning of the research and fieldwork that a 

physical intervention under the auspices of remedy or humanitarianism, would 

prove ineffective inside a space where architects blush as they look around and 

amaze themselves with the genius of refugee architecture, and its ability to adapt 

and grow within its complex material context. Therefore, one had to step back 

and re-imagine the physical field of the camp beyond its mere physicality, which 

was possible in this case by adopting the concept and figure of dispositif not only 

to explain the camp-space, but to imagine interventions inside the camp which 

transcend mere concepts or mere physicalities. The interventions would thus act 

as micro dispositifs with the potential to take a localized form, as it would depend 

                                                            
141 Advisor tutorial meeting, UCL, 2016. 
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on the existing formation and knowledge to take its own shape. It is precisely 

that “existing formation and knowledge” which I am interested in capturing 

through the interventions yet situating them inside the new device—

intervention form—so that they are able to alter existing knowledge and produce 

new knowledge. The question then clearly emerged as “How can we create a 

spatial intervention with the aim of transferring space and knowledge?”  

‘Transferring space and knowledge’ is concerned with not only producing new 

camp spatial knowledge by undergoing an alteration, but is very much concerned 

with an actual transference (in various forms) of the spatial knowledge between 

different camp-spaces and between a camp-space and other urban geographies; 

concerned and affected by states of refuge. As will be illustrated in the following 

sections, I have adopted a method of ‘superimposition of scales’ to serve as 

actual spatial knowledge, and as devices for the transference of spatial 

knowledge between camps and beyond. The first attempt of ‘transferring space 

and knowledge” required that I personally engage in space-making through acts 

of spatial violation inside the camp, so as to situate myself at the threshold of 

legality, of what is permissible and what is not in the camp, or more clearly 

“what’ is tolerated and what is not tolerated inside the camp” in spatial terms of 

course. In so doing, I would run – or ensure – the risk of confronting various key 

players inside and outside the camp who hold a lower threshold of tolerance 

towards our specific interventions, to be able to reveal the real scale of threshold 

beyond which it is a red flag and must become pronounced as such. We could 

say that this is a mechanism of revealing the political inside each camp, and a 

first order of “transferring space and knowledge” between camps.   

This is where the concept developed for ‘Space of Refuge’ as a spatial installation, 

and Attabat (thresholds) as a real spatial violation. My installation looks at the 

historical spatial production and subsequent evolution of Palestinian refugee 

camps, with particular focus upon unofficial acts of ‘spatial violation’ that have 

emerged because of the increasingly protracted nature of the refugee situation, 

with no sign of any political resolution to a condition that has existed since 1948. 
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Through constructing and re-constructing spatial scales in both Baqa’a camp and 

Burj el Barajneh camp, the installations reveal the narrative of relationships 

between refugees and host governments using spatial means. Considering the 

precariousness of the Palestinian refugee camps, and the problem of addressing 

political aspects overtly inside these camps, the installations instead express 

their ideas through architectural forms and multi-media formats (including film 

and photography) in order to tackle critical issues, always with the aim of 

creating a more democratic form of dialogue that can hopefully transcend socio-

political barriers. In short, the installations directly address issues of inhabitation 

within camps in different host countries, thereby highlighting the question of 

what becomes of these urban spaces when they are left unresolved over a 

protracted period of time. Once the spatial installation was built in each camp 

locale, it instantly assumed a violation of kind, both a spatial and intellectual one. 

Form had to be built, allowing the refugee to experience the interventions 

physically, during which their space and movement, and their everyday texture 

is altered. These interventions, in the form of both Attabat (thresholds) and 

spatial installations, were able to move across the space of permanence and 

temporality inside the camp and proved to be instrumental in mapping the 

“lived” and “performed” space, by capturing the knowledge the intersection of 

both produces.  
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Two meters are nothing, they do not resettle 

--   " ن ي بعملوش توطني
�ن وال ا�ش "م�ت  

 

 

�ن " ن  والم�ت ي �عملوش توطني
"أ�ش  

Translation--- “two meters are nothing, they do not cause refugee-

settlement” 

These were the words of Mohammad Abu Sharar from Baqa’a camp, as he 

remarked on my inquiry of the “New Street” which was opened inside the camp 

by the Jordanian government in an alleged effort to re-layout Palestinian 

refugee camps for a better quality of living. Yet, my specific inquiry to Abu 

Sharar was, would the Palestinian refugees residing inside Baqa’a camp agree 

with his analysis once they consider all the “New Streets” the Jordanian 

government opened in refugee camps in Jordan (starting with Jabal el Hussein 

camp, Amman New camp (aka Wihdat), and Baqa’a camp respectively) (Achilli 

2015), whereby they undertake re-scaling the camp (through dividing it into 

two or more distinct parts), and at the same time facilitate an easier, quicker 

entry of Jordanian gendarme tanks into the camp’s tissue. To Abu Sharar, two 

meters were seen through the lens of the Department of Palestinian Affairs 

(DPA), and who promoted the “New Street” project as an urban intervention 

to mitigate the problematic urban density the camp has reached, highlighting 

the obstruction of “healthy” amounts of light and ventilation, as well as, the 

obstruction of vehicular traffic (which tends to resonate with refugee emotions 

inside Jordanian camps) as justifiable means to an end.  

I should highlight again here that the “New Street’ project in Baqa’a camp 

resulted in the relocation of more than 100 families to housing units outside 

the camp’s border, and in the shape of badly designed social housing buildings.. 
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It is also crucial to point out that all refugee families residing within these two 

meters of removal had no choice or say in this project or their relocation. All 

families had to move, and all had to accept the compensation – in the form of 

larger units and of course newer construction. On one of my fieldwork trips to 

Baqa’a camp in 2014, I was investigating another street planned to be widened, 

while still subordinate to the “New Street,” but will nonetheless result in 

relocating refugee families outside the camp border as well. During one of my 

camp walk-throughs, I was  approached by one of the neighbourhood refugees 

who inquired about my presence. As I explained the reason for my research 

inquiry about government widening streets, he immediately commented “but 

this street will become larger and nicer.” I then asked, but what if some families 

refuse to leave this street, this neighbourhood? He replied saying “no one can 

refuse,” adding that “of course we will be compensated” (Baqa’a camp 

interviews, Jordan, 2014). Obviously this sentiment is not shared amongst all 

refugees in Baqa’a camp, yet if asked publicly, they would reverberate the same 

sentiment as that of the DPA, even if precedent scenarios in other Palestinian 

camps in Jordan challenge this “urban rehabilitation” notion and resonate 

more with my former conviction of re-shaping political refuge and facilitating 

spatial control (Achilli 2015). This, coupled with the Refugee Working Group 

initiative (RWG, part of the Middle East Peace Process launched in January 

1992), and whose aims and works were so comprehensive – including 

generating databases, family reunification, economic and social infrastructure 

plans, etc. –, that it paints an alarming picture of what the real role of this group 

truly was. This became apparent especially after an UNRWA staff member, and 

who was involved in some of the group meetings, informed me “it was 

highlighted to UNRWA that the refugees are isolated from the peace process 

and should be better integrated, in order to accept a proposed solution 

(comment in italic added by UNRWA staff)). They also recommended that the 

camps become serviced with facilities around the camp border, in order to 

share facilities with neighbouring areas (comment in italic added by UNRWA 

staff) – thus promoting to change the characteristics of the camp from services 
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being focused internally, to ones external and shared with a larger area.142 

Today in Baqa’a camp, along the western edge but outside the camp, sits a 

large hospital (Hamzeh Hospital) which began serving the area including the 

camp refugees.” This, my UNRWA colleague remarks, “is a process to overtake 

and under-value UNRWA’s health services in the camp” (UNRWA staff 

interviews, UNRWA HQ(A), Jordan, 2014). 

Designing interventions inside the camp--- During my second year 

of fieldwork for my PhD research; the summer of 2015; I decided to implement 

an intervention inside the Baqa’a camp in a spatial form and one which would 

present spatial histories and qualities of the camp, as well as, require critical 

spatial discussions and dialogues. At this point, the research and fieldwork had 

exposed some spatial thresholds by which Baqa’a refugees are not allowed to 

collectively question – let alone challenge –, and more worryingly are not 

allowed to openly criticize in conversations. Considering the aggressive 

presence of Jordanian security apparatuses inside Baqa’a camp, one is not 

surprised discussions of displeasure or disapproval of Jordanian initiatives raise 

a red flag against the orator of such displeasures. In such scenarios, the 

individual could be easily called in to the Jordanian CIA offices just outside the 

camp and further warned not to escalate his activities beyond already said 

comments. Albeit sounding absurd, similar behaviour by the Jordanian CIA took 

place during my field intervention and will be described later. Keeping in mind 

that I am researching two refugee camps in two different host countries, the 

aforementioned scenario and description would never occur in Burj el Barajneh 

camp in Lebanon due to the lack of Lebanese government presence inside the 

camps, something which is agreed upon and adhered to among the various 

parties since 1969.143 

                                                            
142 The Refugee Working Group proved to be controversial amongst refugees and some 
host government groups, and thus it did not sustain itself. See: Rex Brynen and Jill 
Tansley, The REFUGEE WORKING GROUP of the Middle East Multilateral Peace 
Negotiations, Israel-Palestine Journal, Autumn 1995, and Jon Pedersen, Ideas, Think-
Tanks, Commissions, and Global Politics, Academic Foundations, 2006. 
143 See the 1969 Cairo Agreement, between the Palestinian Liberation Organization and 
the Lebanese government: http://prrn.mcgill.ca/research/papers/brynen2_09.htm. 

320



Locating the camp-apparatus/dispositif 

 

After spending four years conducting fieldwork inside the camps, between 2014–

17, and confronted with the reality of camp-spaces being physically altered by host 

governments to hinder their potential multiple and collective agency, it was clear 

that the urgent need inside the camp was not its architecture but precisely the 

operation of it, socially, economically, and most importantly politically. In more 

specific terms, considering the socio-political barriers and the prohibition of 

discussing conflict overtly inside the Palestinian camp, the need which emerged 

from the field studies was not that of building actual space, but of discussing space 

and its socio-political determinations on the camp and the refugees. To be able to 

formulate this inside the Palestinian camp, the interventions utilized spatial 

means to augment this critical discussion about space and political refuge beyond 

one camp, and in turn create a spatial network constructed from sharing spatial 

knowledge. Every time the installation travels to a different space, it opens up yet 

another hybrid third space where questions of socio-spatial and politic-spatial 

challenges are addressed. In addition, these interventions would serve as devices 

to re-map academic and theoretical understanding of spaces of refuge, through 

challenging existing notions and definitions of said spaces and further transferring 

the collected field data and history. 
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Exercising spatial violations 
 

 

AS discussed, camp interventions overwhelmingly take the form of workshops, 

training sessions, Palestinian symbolized forms and such, and if there is to be a 

presentation or exhibition of the camp data and knowledge, it is more often 

than none, taken outside the camp and presented to groups related to camp 

and refugee research, many times without the presence of the refugees 

concerned. This, accompanied with the spatial inquiry of “Why does the camp 

look like this?,” or to clearly re-phrase it for the intervention concept, why do 

two Palestinian camps in two different host countries look very different even 

though both resulted from the same crisis, that of the Palestinians, acted as the 

backdrop for configuring the interventions. To be able to reflect on this inquiry 

in Baqa’a camp’s scenario, the intervention needed to transfer the space of 

Burj el Barajneh camp in the form of its architectural scale, transporting with it 

a spatial knowledge of another Palestinian space of refuge to highlight the 

forces at play when producing space by both refugees and host governments.  
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Building Attabat – Claiming Space 

 

 

Attabat (thresholds) are one of the initial forms of 'spatial violation' onto the 

common space inside the Palestinian camp in the form of an architectural element, 

made of cement, has the form of a rectangular block or mass, is attached to the 

shelter frontal elevation, and was built as a means to protect the shelter from rain 

and sewage water seeping in. The Attabat’s impact on producing the “Palestinian 

scale” inside the camp was primary, as they began to provide the refugees from the 

onset of occupying the camp-space with a camp element fundamental in the spatial 

historical dimension, as it enabled both the refugee and the camp-space to produce 

a physical camp scale able to adapt and resist the changing state of refuge he/she 

resides in.144 Attabat are in fact “excess concrete” which has overflowed from the 

shelter parameters and into the common space – still legally considered as right-of-

use -- taking a form of a spillage145 which acts as a structural block, a social 

interactive space, and in the events of conflict, an impediment for any outsiders 

entering the camp violently (see Figure 4-3).   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
144 Please refer to Chapter 3 The Creative Act (constructing the political-scale).  
145 For more on the concept of “spillage”, please see Abourahme, 2015. 
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Figure 4-3 
  
Image showing a bent electrical pole next to a built Attabah (singular of Attabat) inside Baqa’a camp, and 
which was hit by a Jordanian gendarme tank as it attempted  to enter the camp tissue during a confrontation 
with the Palestinian refugees, 2014. The Attabah performed as a hindrance to the gendarmes’ attempt to 
enter the camp-tissue.  
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 
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Images showing (T) Attabat in Baqa’a camp, 1969, (B) Attabat in Baqa’a camp, 2014.  
© (T) UNRWA Archives, (B) Samar Maqusi.  
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Over the years, constructing Attabat inside the Palestinian camp would rarely 

occur within the traditional architectural form it has initially assumed as the 

camp itself has mostly surpassed its horizontal dimension, with little possible 

space for encroachment. Today, the Attabat have taken a new vertical dimension 

– transforming into steps – which continues to have a real structural application, 

allowing for vertical spatial violations in the form of a second, third, or fourth 

floor, while utilizing the common space – by encroaching on it horizontally and 

vertically at once – to ensure there is no space lost while growing upwards. To 

achieve this architecturally, within a tight horizontal common space, refugees 

very skilfully utilized mobile “vertical” architectural elements in the form of pre-

fabricated metal stairs which get screwed on to the outside of the shelter 

building while giving the impression that it is floating, almost groundless as it 

gradually transforms into concrete, thus transforming its relationship to the 

ground to become more solid, and rather than preserving the space it now claims 

it. In some cases, and after some time has passed by, these concrete external 

steps would usually turn into indoor stairs enclosed as a room and joining the 

rest of the building as an integral spatial part of the whole.  

While strategically utilizing both material and time in this case, the refugee was 

able to claim more space, and implicitly settle a negotiation with himself and 

with his neighbours and the camp authorities; through a gradual “cementation” 

of vertical spatial violations. This “material disguise” – in the form of the metal 

stairs – and the concept of “spatial time” – whereby time is elemental in defining 

and creating a solid space – are the very elements the refugee adopts to 

negotiate terms inside the camp. 
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Figure 4-4

Images showing the progression of the vertical spatial 
violations utilizing first a temporary metal stairs (L) which 
morphs into concrete steps (C), and finally into an internal 
stairs--room (R) completing the coverage of the area initially 
encroached upon with the metal stairs.

Image Source:  Samar Maqusi.
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Constructing Attabat inside Baqa’a camp 

 

Attabat was imagined as a permanent intervention inside the camp, to both 

serve as an actual violation affecting the political-scale, and as a manifestation of 

a ‘transference’ of a spatial form and knowledge –on the micro scale-- through 

replicating delineated lines of Attabat from Burj el Barajneh camp and into 

Baqa’a camp. What was crucial about this intervention is that we had to make 

sure whatever site we choose already lacks a Attabah (singular of Attabat), even 

if Attabat existed next door, or on the opposite side of the intervention site, it 

would nonetheless remain a new architectural element for that specific shelter. 

This would ensure that the new Attabah would cause a rupture to the physical 

condition of the shelter itself by increasing its volume of cement and instigating 

a re-programming of the shelter space and the pathway by providing a new social 

space, whether on an intimate or communal scale.  

What is significant about Attabat is that they are permanent violations, and 

considering the spatial historicity in the camp, they only have the potential to 

grow unless confronted with a large-scale conflict. Therefore, I tried to imagine 

a new form of a Attabah which could provide a potential space of a new 

materiality, by carving out a tree-pit space out of the Attabah itself; to host a 

green element as a compensation for the lack of any greenery in the shelter plots, 

or the camp-space as a whole for that matter.  
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Figure 4-5 
 

Design Proposals-- Sketches of the various 
Attabat incorporating green elements, 
Baqa’a camp, 2015. 
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi 
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Attabat Om Waleed 

Our first site of intervention was Om Waleed’s shelter (who is the mother of Abu 

Ahmad; my gatekeeper in Baqa’a camp) which lacked a horizontal Attabah but 

contains a vertical threshold in the form of a pre-fabricated metal stairs, which 

her son installed to build-up his own floor on top of his mother’s ground floor. 

As cement was brought in – in the form of raw material yet to be mixed – in a 

white truck whose brand-name is locally known for transferring building 

material, the refugees who caught a sight of the truck began to approach its 

direction in pursuit of finding out what is being built. As I have explained 

previously, inside the Palestinian camp, space is always being built, and 

sometimes it is being built as a government intervention which could cause an 

alteration to the existing fabric, thus refugees are always suspicious of any 

building material entering the camp especially when non-refugee faces are 

involved; as it could prove detrimental to their existing condition in the camp. 

Yet, as soon as they saw us unloading the material outside Om Waleed’s shelter, 

curiosity and apprehension turned into interest and intrigue. And as soon as the 

material was unloaded and the truck left, the construction mood instantly took 

over bringing in anyone in sight who wished to take part, by either helping with 

the construction or merely taking a seat around us to both witness the 

construction and discuss it. Within an hour of beginning the construction 

process, and as cement was being mixed by Om Waleed’s Syrian neighbour who 

has been living in the camp for almost a year now after fleeing the conflict in 

Syria, I turned around to try and consume the commotion around me, and to my 

surprise, I noticed there were two more Attabat being built in unison, creating a 

form of spatial harmony. As the group and everyone helping realized that we had 

purchased more cement than what was needed, it was an instant decision by the 

refugees present that the “excess” material will used to construct more Attabat, 

which is precisely what the Syrian refugee neighbour across began doing. This 

material proclamation by the refugees testifies to both the refugees’ internal 

spatial empowerment and their continued interest in building space and 

expanding scale.  
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Figure 4-6 
 
Site of Attabat Om Waleed (Left Foreground), (Background and Right 
Foreground) showing the instant emergence of the other two Attabat 
as they create one harmonious spatial intervention.  
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 
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Figure 4-7a

Images showing the building process on Om Waleed’s 
Attabah, Baqa’a camp, Jordan 2015. 

Image Source:  Samar Maqusi.
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Figure 4-7b

(T) Images showing Om Waleed’s Attabah, including 
a green element incorporated later on as a continued 
initiative by Om Waleed’s sons, Baqa’a camp, Jordan 
2017.

Image Source:  Samar Maqusi.

Figure 4-7c

(L) Images showing the proliferation of more Attabat 
next to Om Waleed’s shelter utilizing the “excess” 
concrete, 2014.

Image Source:  Samar Maqusi.
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Attabat Abu L’Abed 

The second site of Attabat intervention took place in one of the oldest areas in 

Baqa’a camp, and notorious for bringing together the revolting youth in the 

events of confrontations, partly due to the site’s proximity to Intifada street; one 

of the main sites of camp-demonstrations, and subsequently one of the main 

sites of confrontations with the government forces. Abu L’Abed (one of the 

emerging confidants and camp companion through my gatekeeper Abu Ahmad) 

attempted to build a Attabah in the past, yet instead, he resorted to building a 

shallow but raised platform to serve as a water blockage.  

 

 

 
Figure 4-8 
 
Images below of Abu L’Abed Attabah site 
showing the existing raised platforms (L), and 
the cement mix material (R), 2015. 
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 
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Those existing platforms in many ways performed a “reserving” act of space in 

the same manner the “pre-fabricated” metal stairs did vertically. Therefore, I 

needed to encroach even further, and beyond the existing platform so as to 

engage in a real act of spatial violations. As I began to tape the “Attabah form” 

on the ground, Abu L’Abed noticed my further encroachment and laughingly said 

“well now they’re definitely going to come and remove the encroachment,” 

followed by a confident look in his eye, saying :“I’m joking, do whatever you want 

in this street.” In addition, we engaged in replicating forms from Burj el Barajneh 

camp as new lines to build on, where lines are not straight but rather bent, 

slanted lines to respond to the developed camp scale, therefore, it is quite 

impossible to find a straight line in Burj el Barajneh camp, whereas the opposite 

exists in Baqa’a camp. In fact, everyone who passed by us while we were 

constructing Abu L’Abed’s Attabah explicitly pointed out that our Attabah is not 

straight, as if we overlooked its deviation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

339



340340



AT
TA

BA
T 

Ab
u 

L’A
be

d
Ba

qa
’a

 c
am

p 
- J

or
da

n

Figure 4-9

(TL) Image showing the new Attabah demarcation by taping the 
form on the ground and beyond the existing demarcations thus 
performing an encroachment (a spatial violation). the rest are 
Images showing the process of constructing Abu L’Abed’s Attabat 
with the refugee volunteers from Abu L’Abed’s extended family, 
Baqa’a camp, Jordan, 2015.

Image Source:  Samar Maqusi.
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These initial Attabat were conceived as building actual permanent lines for the 

refugee family to both expand on, and possibly even resist as they contemplate 

the encroachment of space with the protraction of displacement.146 While 

constructing those Attabat, we engaged in long discussions about the origins, 

functions and even the sad loss of those Attabat as refugees in Baqa’a camp; and 

due to the Jordanian government’s involvement and strict monitoring of the 

camps, opted to somehow “internalize” their political refuge by augmenting space 

internally rather than externally as in Burj el Barajneh camp. This internalization is 

not limited to the actual production of space but is mirrored in the inability and 

disinclination to discuss space and the politics of space outside shelter boundaries. 

In this sense the Attabat process was both a manifestation and device towards a 

resistant act to existing conditions of inoperative dialogues.  

‘Space of Refuge’ –  
a superimposition of scales 

The overarching quality, or state, shared by all Palestinian refugee camps is that 

they are all ‘spaces of refuge,’ unlike any other space housed within their 

respective host countries, and they possess historical and current elements and 

conditions which deem them “other,” or “exceptional” as Agamben 

demonstrates in homo sacer. These elements are not harmonious with 

146 Please refer to Chapter 5 the Potential (to act) for an account on the proliferation of 
Attabat intervention inside Baqa’a camp in 2017.  
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Agamben’s over-determined, sovereign produced elements aiming at 

excluding while including, while abandoning the inhabitants of the space within 

the political and juridical spheres. Instead, they are material and historical 

elements which make the camp-space multifaceted and operable within a 

shifting and precarious geography of refugee and host country coexistence. 

These elements which form a camp-dispositif, safeguard of the “political” 

element, namely the “refuge” as such, from being absorbed into an economy 

outside of the political demand – the urgency. The operability of the camp is 

principally spatial even when it is demonstrated through other social, 

economic, or political acts, as all these acts exist and operate within the camp-

space and are inscribed to that specific space. Their existence and potential to 

act can only manifest in that specific space. In fact, many of these acts are 

impossible to manifest outside camp borders, even on the margins, such as the 

spatial transactions of real estate which only exists inside the Palestinian 

camps; in the form of renting and purchasing within a dynamic unofficial spatial 

market, transacting “right-of-use” spaces. If such transactions were to take 

place outside the camp-borders, it enters a “legal” sphere whereby the 

transaction must comply with the State’s legal processes, meaning the market 

would seize to exist outside the border (Hanafi, Misselwitz 2010:386). 

To be able to provide a genuine and constructive new space for dialogue inside 

the camp, the intervention needed to plug into the existing spatiality of the 

camp, and act as a new, yet harmonious element within the larger existing camp 

apparatus. Through recreating methods and materiality of construction 

developed and used inside the camp, ‘Space of Refuge’ emerged as a spatial 

installation concerned with negotiating space through space-making; by 

constructing a spatial installation which directly addressed “scale” and 

“production of space.” Production here seen as a process within a historical 

element, able to both produce new-current knowledge and reveal historical 

ones. Deleuze and Guattari provide us with a fascinating, constructive definition 

of production, declaring: “Production as process overtakes all idealistic 

categories and constitutes a cycle whose relationship to desire is that of an 

imminent principle” (Deleuze & Guattari 2004:5).  
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The spatial installation was an intervention act which was composed from the 

existing knowledge, both situated and collected from the camp, and re-imagined 

in spatial and architectural terms to act as a new element devoid of presupposed 

notions of how a space of refuge should behave, or what shape it should take. 

Instead, it assumed historical, material knowledge while operating in the current 

– i.e. the “becoming.” The dimension of the current as Deleuze explains in Two 

Regimes of Madness, is in fact the dimension of potentiality, yet a “potentiality” 

which is inscribed within an existing spatiality – historical dimension – with its 

own heterogeneous elements and other “lines of force” which condition this 

potentiality and give it shape. Deleuze continues: “History is the archive, the 

design of what we are and cease being while the current is the sketch of what 

we will become” (Ibid). These becomings are imagined to “belong to geography, 

they are orientations, directions, entries and exists” (Deleuze 1987:2). In other 

words, we can imagine the interventions as “lines,” both tangible and intangible, 

and they include “movement” as part of their structure towards a different state, 

detached from history as it forms, yet running alongside it to be able to decipher 

the new elements within the becoming. The form, shape, subjectivity of this 

“becoming” is very much linked to the productivity of “desire,”  of which Alan D. 

Schrift offers a definition by Spinoza, saying “Desire, is man’s very essence, insofar 

as it is conceived to be determined, from any given affection of it, to do something,” 

thus Spinoza, Alan explains identifies desire, as the power to act (Alan D. Schrift in 

Silverman 2000:176). This desire which the individual contains or obtains, is 

constructed on the existing lack the refugee finds as detrimental to his “being.” 

Expanding on Sartre’s definition of “for-itself” as “the being which is to itself its 

own lack of being,” Alan Schrift comments: “As future-projecting begins, humans 

are what they are not yet, and as self-motivated beings, they seek to become the 

future/project that they currently lack” (Ibid:175). 
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Exercising the dispositif inside the camp 

The most detrimental element within the camp’s spatial apparatus was the 

‘scale,’ not only from the view point of subjectivation whereby the scale 

contains Palestinian subjectivities – including socio-economic adaptations, as 

well as, political confrontations –, but because this ‘scale,’ manifested in an 

actual architectural form, offers inexorable knowledge. This knowledge  is 

historical and current, while it remains inscribed in that particular scale, 

changing only when the scale is interrupted or changed. These kinds of 

subjectivation are different inside the camp as they are developed in relation 

to an unstable existence, on an unstable ground, and the common terms of this 

subjectivity are only legible and negotiable with other like-spaces, or with host 

governments who occupy an element within the camp’s apparatus. The 

Palestinian subjectivity is not only formed inside each camp-space individually 

but upholds the 58 Palestinian camps in the Near East as a reference-

knowledge to confirm and reform the said subjectivities. In fact, in the early 

days of the PLO and its presence inside camps, there was a dynamic and 

operative physical, and non-physical, interconnection and interchange 

between the camps. This was most evident in the years following Black 

September in Jordan and which resulted in expelling the PLO into Lebanon. This 

move saw Palestinian refugees from Jordan, Syria and the Occupied Territories 

leave their spaces of refuge to join the liberation movement; now operating 

out of spaces of refuge inside Lebanon. This took the form of bodily movement 

between these different camps in different host countries, resulting in the 

interchange, accumulation and transfer of refuge and political knowledge 

between the camps. Once the PLO was slowly dismantled and eradicated of its 

main operation of liberation through armed struggle, this “localized” exchange 

of spatial knowledge ceased to exist.  

The subjectivity inside the camp, inside the political refuge, is a form of 

knowledge, and to be able to transfer this knowledge from one camp into 

another, an event needed to happen-- take place. The event here is imagined 
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as both a time-scale interruption to the camp-space, as well as, a methodology 

of research and analysis implemented inside the camp. When asked about the 

concept of “event” in Power/Knowledge, Foucault criticizing the dismissal of 

analytical importance to “event” amongst French Structuralist scholars stated, 

“From this follows a refusal of analyses couched in terms of the symbolic field 

or the domain of signifying structures, and a recourse to analyses in terms of 

genealogy of relations of force, strategic developments, and tactics” (Foucault 

1980:114). This “event” inside a camp-space is beyond a mere happening or a 

symbolic collective expression, for it is the actual space of testing forces of 

knowledge and thresholds of power, whereby they act as a strategy (strategic 

function), formed by and productive of desires which move as other “lines of 

force” within the installation, enabling it to preserve itself and more 

importantly to explode onto itself, revealing other knowledge once the desire 

augments itself to a Palestinian-scale. In a space where even water is 

politicized, scale remains one of the few remaining elements which reveals 

critical knowledge otherwise manipulated, and thus knowledge emanating 

from the scale can be considered critical knowledge inside the camp. It was 

thus crucial to utilize “scale” for the interventions; not only in a literal form to 

intersect other scales--spaces and reveal histories and knowledge concerning 

the production and evolution of space and materiality inside the camp, as well 

as, historical scenarios of conflict and their impact on the space. But also, to 

test the thresholds of scales inside the camp through temporarily expanding 

space beyond its existing scale, to a point where it starts flirting with conflict. 

The Palestinian scale was produced inside the Palestinian camp through 

encroachments outside of the UNRWA plot boundary, and into the camp-

common. This “encroachment” is the political act which directly (or instantly) 

affects the camp-space and could be even considered another “line of force” 

always present and embodied in the spatial apparatus, while also entering 

other apparatuses to be revealed in social, economic and political acts. 

Scenarios of such micro-social conflicts will be described in the following 

section. 
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Here, I would once again challenge Abu Sharar’s remarks mentioned at the 

beginning of this section, where he loosely stated, “two metres are nothing, 

they do not cause refugee-settlement.” During the construction of the spatial 

installation interventions, every centimetre was negotiated and challenged 

inside the camp, not only by refugee communities residing near the 

intervention sites, but by the larger community as they were flocking the 

installation site; to monitor and question this spatial intervention, which to 

them seemed to want to change the camp’s scale. I would further support my 

argument by illustrating the Jordanian CIA’s concern and physical inquiry 

regarding the intervention and which will be discussed further subsequently.  

The ‘Space of Refuge’ installation emerged as a desire to act, a personal 

determination, very much influenced by my experience and interaction with 

the refugees, the camp, and the produced knowledge. This strategic act re-

constructs the existing knowledge as a ‘line of force’ to plug into the existing 

camp-apparatus, which then gives it both enunciation and visibility. ‘Space of 

Refuge’ superimposes two camp-scales to create a hybrid third in the form of 

disruption to the existing dimensions and values of the space. The hybridity of 

the produced third space, allows the installation to exist as a “line of force” 

within the consistency of the camp-space, plugging itself into an existing 

apparatus while causing a weight and shift to create a new power-knowledge 

fabricated from camp-spatialities; to provide the refugee with a new form of 

negotiating his displacement utilizing spatial terms. 

What is at essence in the ‘Space of Refuge’ installation is to offer a new mode of 

transferring spatial knowledge between different camps, as well as, between camps 

and global cities. Examples of initiatives aimed at transferring spatial knowledge 

from the camps can be found in the following; Slum/Shack Dwellers International 

(SDI), a social urban “learning” movement in Mumbai “ based around a structure of 

exchanges, involving small groups of the urban poor travelling from one urban 

settlement to another to share knowledge in what amounts to an informal learning 

process. … A key organising strategy of SDI’s is the construction and exhibition of 
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full-size model houses. … visibly dramatise the crisis of urban social reproduction, 

and are accompanied by informal discussions ranging from concerns over land 

tenure to construction or local organising. Models draw on domestic geographical 

imaginations and reflect a particular construction of the poor and of social change 

in SDI” (McFarlane 2009:563). The second example of exercising the transfer of 

spatial knowledge emanates from the Campus in Camps project, coordinated by 

Alessandro Petti and Sandi Hilal inside Dheisheh camp, in the West Bank. The project 

which is based on interrogating camp-terminologies so as to eventually redefine and 

relocate the “common” inside the camp, presented what it called “The Concrete 

Tent,” (see Figure 4-12b) meant to “The Concrete Tent deals with the paradox of a 

permanent temporality. It solidifies a mobile tent into a concrete house. The result 

is a hybrid between a tent and a concrete house, temporality and permanency, soft 

and hard, movement and stillness. Importantly, the Concrete Tent does not offer a 

solution. Rather, it embraces the contradiction of an architectural form emerged 

from a life in exile” (Campus in Camps—The Concrete Tent). It is worth mentioning 

here that the “concrete tent” was not built inside the camp-fabric, but on a hill top 

overlooking the camp. The third and last example I will share here is the Pavilion of 

the Western Sahara, constructed as part of the Biennale Architettura di Venezia 

2016. Designed as a tent-like shape by architect Manuel Herz, the pavilion 

“represents the first time ever, that a nation in exile is represented with a pavilion 

at the Biennale Architettura di Venezia. It also aims at using the - at times contested 

- concept of the ‘National Pavilion’ as an instrument to bring the Western Sahara on 

eye level with the other nations represented at the Biennale, while also allowing for 

novel ideas for the nation state to enter the debate” (Manuel Herz Architects). 

What is evidently shared between the abovementioned initiatives and the “Space 

of Refuge,’ is a desire towards transferring spatial knowledge; ones found inside 

conflictual spaces, with the aim of materializing a spatial dichotomy – through the 

initiatives -- whereby a critical spatial dialogue between those making space inside 

conflictual geographies, and those living in disassociated geographies can begin to 

take shape. While the mentioned initiatives and the research field interventions 

share similar concerns of constructing a missing spatial dialogue, the former 

initiatives retain a “shelter” scale and materiality, thus disregarding a real, 
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material--spatial apparatus attached to those shelters, and which gives them rise. 

Albeit being extremely influential on many levels, the fact that the larger spatial 

context is relegated presents a problematic condition for the potentially emergent 

dialogue. This is where the ‘Space of Refuge’ as a spatial installation is imminent, 

as it presents a truly new mode of presenting critical research and fieldwork, as 

well as, new methodologies of spatial intervention in that it participates in firstly 

creating a transfer of spatial knowledge between camps; thus operating on the 

camp-local level, and secondly it engages in a literal transference of the camp’s 

scale beyond a mere shelter. It is worth noting here that spatial interventions at 

the scale of the ‘Space of Refuge’ installation have not been constructed inside the 

fabric of the Palestinian camp before, as these types of artistic experimentations 

are traditionally taken outside the camp’s geography.   

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4-22 

(L) Showing “The Concrete Tent” just outside Dheisheh camp in the 
West Bank, 2015; (R) Inside the Pavilion of the Western Sahara, 
Biennale Architettura di Venezia 2016.  

Image Source: (L) Campus in Camps, Dheisheh camp, WB, 
(R) Manuel Herz Architects.  
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negotiating space in Baqa’a camp, 
Jordan 2015 

In the summer of 2015, and after two years of fieldwork in Baqa’a camp, aided by a 

group of volunteers – two architects and a filmmaker from London, and a group of 

volunteers from the camp itself which kept growing (as a result of a snowball effect) 

–, we collectively built a spatial installation in one of the very few remaining 'active' 

public buildings in the camp, called Jami'yet el Dawaymeh (Dawaymeh Association). 

The building has been inactive for 22 years, and our installation event was the 

commencing event of its re-opening, and re-activation. The reason for its suspended 

activities over the past twenty-two years is due to its originally socio-political nature, 

serving as a public space inside the camp which gathers refugees from Dawaymeh 

(a Palestinian village) and beyond, to share in activities and discussions aimed at 

reviving and preserving the social, cultural, and political existence of Palestinians in 

the camps and the diaspora. The reason the Jami'yeh was able to re-open its doors 

to the public again, was due to its board members agreeing to the Jordanian 

government’s demand (more like a condition really) to rename the Jami'yeh from a 

Political Association to a Cultural Association.147 The Jami'yeh sits on an old UNRWA 

site which used to serve the camp as public showers. As years went by and refugees 

built their own amenities inside their UN plots, there ceased to be a need for public 

showers and restrooms, and thus those UNRWA service sites were left open and 

unused until an act of encroachment was committed on them. The Jami'yeh itself is 

a spatial violation encroached on an UNRWA site, re-appropriating it to become 

Palestinian. The building sits along a historically 'political' street in Baqa'a camp, 

called Intifada Street (uprising street) which has been the site of endless 

demonstrations that commence and take off from that street, and most often 

concluding in a conflict with the Jordanian gendarmes, whereby refugees retreat to 

147 Interview with Mu’awiya Hdeib (Association Director) and Mohammad Hdeib 
(Association Director of Cultural Affairs), Baqa’a camp, August 2015. 
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Intifada Street as a preferred site to take on this confrontation.148 

More critically, ‘Space of Refuge’ is a spatial installation which consciously looks into 

the spatial production and evolution of the Palestine Refugee Camp; alongside 

associated social, economic and political attributes; with a focus on acts of ‘spatial 

violation.’ It then tries to participate in the production of space while committing 

acts of violation, spatial and intellectual in search of hidden, critical knowledge. The 

act of building the installation was a process continuously investigating the 

parameters, be it socio-economical, cultural or political which determined the form 

and scale at which the camp developed into spatially today, and map their limits and 

thresholds which are detrimental in maintaining the socio-spatial control in the 

camp. These thresholds are carefully maintained by the host government; as its 

breach would mean opening the potentiality to re-appropriate existing “power-

relations” once the breach turns violent. For example, on the day of the ‘Space of 

Refuge’ opening, Mu’awiya, the head of the Jami'yeh, was called into the Jordanian 

CIA’s office to be questioned about this event, which included a spatial installation 

on a public pathway consisting of visible vertical displays of Palestinian maps. The 

Jordanian CIA expressed its worry towards the title and subject of the installation 

event, being called “’Space of Refuge’ as they feared it would revive a topic the 

country has long worked to rectify to a manageable level, and its revival comes at a 

time of tense geo-political in-securities. After a couple of hours of implicit-explicit 

interrogation, and saved by the fact that Mu’awiya obtained a permit from the 

Jordanian Commission for Social and Cultural Services to host the event inside the 

camp, Mu’awiya was asked to always inform the CIA of any future “planned” events, 

and further, “try” to refrain from events which explicitly address the Palestinian 

refuge inside Jordan. He was also instructed to hang a picture of the king and a 

Jordanian flag inside the event space.149 Obviously, this created a heated debate 

                                                            
148 Intifada Street is strategically located along an East-West axis, starting in one end at the 
Western façade, where Jordanian Gendarmes normally station themselves, and stretching 
all the way across the camp-tissue and into the other end of the camp on the Eastern 
edge. Yet, after the opening of the “new street” in Baqa’a camp, Intifada Street is 
interrupted halfway by the “new street” as it stretches towards the Eastern edge of the 
camp. 
149 Interview with Mu’awiya Hdeib (Association Director) and Mohammad Hdeib 
(Association Director of Cultural Affairs), Baqa’a camp, August 2015. 
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amongst the refugee volunteers on whether or not to hang the king’s picture and 

the Jordanian flag, yet the overwhelming majority agreed on hanging both up in fear 

of risking a conflictual situation which could result in sabotaging our event. These 

thresholds crossed, and limits obeyed were revealing of “power-relations” and 

simultaneously generative of new ones, through explicitly revealing new thresholds 

to camp refugees in the form of spatial knowledge thresholds.  

 

Installation Concept/Form 

The installation concept is a literal superimposition of two camp scales by 

overlapping two spaces, the Jami’yeh itself was one scale demonstrating Baqa’a 

camp hosted in Jordan, and the spatial installation itself was the second scale 

demonstrating Burj el Barajneh camp hosted in Lebanon. This was manifested 

through re-building a section of Burj el Barajneh camp onto the roof of the Jami’yeh, 

the latter being the typical dimension of an UNRWA refugee plot of 100m.2 By doing 

so, the superimposition would reveal the spatial similarities and differences of these 

two camp-scales, and generate a dialogue concerning spatial politics in the Palestine 

camp, through the act of space-making, vis a vis, scale-making.  

The installation merges – by superimposing – two camp spaces from two different 

host countries (Baqa’a camp in Jordan and the Burj el Barajneh camp in Lebanon) to 

produce a hybrid third-space, one which can produce new relations of social and 

political relevance which have the potential, irrespective of its scale, to proliferate 

into a new order of “power-relations.” As has been pointed out: “This third space, a 

space of hybridity and ambivalence, presents a permanent threat to the fixity of 

meaning and thus to binary structures of power and knowledge. Accordingly, 

Bhabha argues that it is through the exploration and use of hybridity, as disclosed in 

the third space, that the subversion and renegotiation of hegemonic systems of 

power and signification become possible” (Junka, 2006:350). 
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The installation produces an alternative mode for the transfer of spatial knowledge 

by superimposing two spatial scales, “grids,” concealing some areas of the ground-

cement, and uncovering others, re-shaped into a new hybrid third “grid” which 

contains the potential for creation, and possibly in the long run, action. In his 

televised debate on human nature with Noam Chomsky, Michel Foucault rejects the 

claim that human beings are inherently creative, and opts to explain what happens 

when a scientific transformation-invention-creative act happens, saying: 

“… what happens when we witness a great scientific transformation? In a 

great scientific transformation for instance the birth of biology in the mid-

17th century, or the birth of philology at the end of the 18th and the 

beginning of the 19th century. It is true that a number of obstacles, 

prejudices and preconceived ideas tumble and disappear. What strikes me 

is that science, at the moment of its birth, not only gets rid of a certain 

number of obstacles, but also eliminates and masks a certain amount of 

existing knowledge and wisdoms. It’s as if applying a new grid that, while 

it allows for the appearance of phenomena that had been previously 

masked, it also masks already existing knowledge. Therefore, a science, 

the advancement of science and the acquisition of science, is not simply 

the oblivion of old prejudices, or the fall of certain obstacles. It’s a new 

grid that masks certain things while allowing for the appearance of new 

knowledge. Therefore, when I critique the notion of creativity, what I 

mean is that truth is not acquired through a kind of continuous and 

cumulative creation, but through a set of grids stacked on top of one 

another” [Translation from Source, Bold added] (Human Nature: Justice 

versus Power: Noam Chomsky debates with Michel Foucault, 1971). 
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Figure 4-10a

A superimposition of two camp scales, Baqa’a in yellow and Burj el Barajneh in solid 
gray. Baqa’a camp’s spatial scale (in yellow) still largely retains UNRWA’s grid layout 
of 96-100-square-metre plots due to the Jordanian government’s control over space 
inside the camps, while an opposite condition exists in Burj el Barajneh camp (in grey). 
The superimposition of maps clearly shows the intense encroachment and utilization 
of space in Burj el Barajneh camp under strict building policies, as compared to that 
of Baqa’a camp, whereby one yellow shelter plot in Baqa’a camp can contain multiple 
shelters from Burj el Barajneh camp. 

Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 

354354



Figure 4-10b

Sketch-up diagram showing the “sectional” overlap 
of the two camp scales, Baqa’a camp embodied in 
the Jami’yeh roof (rectangular space), and Burj el 
Barajneh camp reproduced as a spatial installation.

Image Source:  Samar Maqusi.
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Figure 4-10c

Figure 4-10c: From left; top view Burj el Barajneh camp; 
intervention site in Baqa’a camp (100-square meter roof 
plot); superimposition built, Baqa’a camp,  August 2015.

Image Source:  Samar Maqusi.

Scale Superimposition
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The idea was to promote a spatial dialogue by re-creating a spatial scale, taken 
from Burj el Barajneh camp, and rebuilt within Baqa’a camp’s spatiality. This is to 
begin a negotiation based on what the Palestinian camp’s spatiality really means on 
the ground, and what scale it needs to reach to provide the optimum negotiating 
agency for the Palestinian refugees –  one which is very much political, including 
the creation of new terms with the host governments. 
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The building process 

The construction of the installation lasted ten days, while the event opened to 

public for three consecutive days, each day incorporating various intellectual 

activities involving local members of the camp, as well as, poets and Palestinian 

scholars from outside the camp whereby each participant addressed the topic of 

the Palestinian refuge through various artistic modes. A large number of refugee 

youth and kids ended up volunteering their time and labour to construct the 

installation and events, in fact, I only had to secure the participation of three young 

men while the rest joined in the action bringing along with them their brothers, 

relatives and friends. The construction phase itself was paramount within the 

camp-space, as it created a truly new and dynamic atmosphere whereby Baqa’a 

refugees were involved in constructing art and knowledge, while at the same time 

immersing themselves in a relational exchange of histories, ideas, stories, and 

building skills with the volunteers from London. This ten-day period of daily co-

building and co-habitation inside the camp amongst the larger group was itself an 

“event,” and one which brought together curious and interested refugees from 

various parts of the camp, thus acting as an elastic platform to witness, implement, 

and discuss production of space. The dialogue was expanded beyond camp 

customary or cultural thresholds at times, while at other times, contracting it to 

preserve those particular thresholds as many refugees, and rightly so, can be 

suspicious of new elements inside the camp, especially ones which convey an 

association with the West150 (Agier 2011, Ramadan 2009). Considering the spatio-

political nature of the installation which included; the exhibition of political Maps 

(demonstrated through various maps of Palestine which showcased the 

continuous spatial regression of the land), as well as, historical maps of the camp-

space itself; textual material (including translated UNGA resolutions concerned 

with the Palestinian refuge); and Palestinian flags occupying the highest points of 

                                                            
150 The presence of two Europeans and my own affiliation with London, and UNRWA for 
that matter, presented at times a suspicious encounter for the refugees, as traditionally, 
they have not experienced a localized activity about the refugee space, emanating from 
historical and current knowledge, and reformed in an artistic mode to fir within the camp’s 
spatiality and apparatus.  
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the installation (which was an act prompted by the refugees themselves in my 

absence), meant that the political was present at all times. It should be re-

highlighted here that the display of Palestinian flags and Palestinians iconic images 

was banned by the Jordanian government in the early 1990s, and although 

Palestinian graffiti images have come back and become visible in some camps in 

Jordan, it remains executed in secrecy and performed on a small scale, therefore, 

mounting the flags atop of the installation remains to some degree a violation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

359



 

 

The Jordanian flag must be up! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4-11 

 
Images showing, (T) Jordanian flag and 
king’s picture (foreground) and 
Palestinian flag (second from left), (B) 
Roof installation showing flying 
Palestinian flags, added by the refugees, 
Baqa’a camp, Jordan 2015. 
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 
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As the “roof installation” was gradually taking form and claiming space, the open 
‘working space’ gradually diminished forcing each of us to continuously recreate our 
understanding and relationship to the new scale. The rescaling of the Jami’yeh roof into 
Burj el Barajneh’s scale allowed Baqa’a camp’s refugees to come face to face with a 
new Palestinian scale, producing reactions of astonishment, sympathy, and admiration 
as they gathered the various elements which were involved in the construction of this 
installation, including the historical material, visual and audible documentation, and of 
course the process of dialogue which was present throughout the process. 

362362



Figure 4-12

Images showing the gradual process of building up the 
roof scale while responding to the contracting “working 
space”: (TL) Jami’yeh Roof with taped layout, (TR) 
Commencing of the building process, (BL) Most of the wall 
frames erected, (BR) Final building stages within Burj el 
Barajneh’s dense scale, Baqa’a camp, Jordan 2015.

Image Source: Joana Dabaj. 

Scale Contraction
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SPACE OF REFUGE - Baqa’a camp Jordan - 2015



SPACE OF REFUGE - Baqa’a camp Jordan - 2015
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The initiative was meant to transfer space and knowledge from Burj el Barajneh camp 
and into Baqa’a camp in the form of an installation, including material data that address 
Palestinian camp-spaces on a larger scale, by integrating spatial maps and spatial 
documentaries into the installation whereby refugees are able to walk around the new 
scale and engage with the material. Films were projected on adjacent building walls 
in an attempt to employ another form of superimposition, one that directly uses the 
camp’s existing material-form.  

Figure 4-13

Images from inside the installation in Baqa’a camp, showing 
refugees experiencing the new scale and engaging with 
architectural maps, as well as films superimposed on the 
surrounding cement- documenting camp spaces from the 
1970s until today.

Image Source: Samar Maqusi, (Middle) Ronan Glynn. 
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SPACE OF REFUGE - 
Baqa’a camp Jordan - 2015

Images from inside the installation in Baqa’a camp, as 
well as, the superimposition on the public pathway, as a 
temporary act of spatial violations on the camp’s exiting 
physical scale. This enabled the refugees to experience 
and inhabit the new scale as part of their daily movement.  

Note the refugee “intervention” in the installation 
(Bottom), by applying red text repudiating the UNRWA 
text, claiming “I am a refugee and this text does not 
represent me.”

Image Source: Samar Maqusi (Middle, Bottom), Ronan 
Glynn (TL, TR).
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negotiating space in Burj el Barajneh camp, 
Lebanon 2016 

 

 

 

Existing Scale 

Burj el Barajneh camp sits on an area of 0.25 square kilometres (500m x 500m), 

housing 30,000+ refugees, and has been producing space within those confining 

parameters (UNRWA-Host Government demarcated camp boundaries) for over 

sixty-eight years.  
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Figure 4-14 

(L) Image of the only historical map of Burj el Barajneh from the UNRWA archives, 
showing the camp boundary (black dashed line) area south of Beirut, c.1950. The only 
other camp-map which exists in the UNRWA archives dates to 2010, thus leaving a gap 
of sixty years whereby the UNRWA did not create an architectural map of the camp. (R) 
Burj el Barajneh’s spatial scale today (August 2016) beyond relief-UNRWA demarcations, 
constructed through refugee acts of spatial violation. 

Image Source: (L) UNRWA Archives, (R) Samar Maqusi. 
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A Superimposition 

Burj el Barajneh never experienced the implementation of a “whole” UNRWA grid 

layout as Baqa’a camp did, it nonetheless underwent a re-organization through 

micro-scale grids, which were the 3m x 4m zinc rooms the UNRWA supplied to 

refugee families (as material only consisting of zinc panels and wooden columns), 

and who in turn were required to adhere to the 96-100m2 plot areas, yet the 

application of this “plot layout” was never a comprehensive one as in Baqa’a camp. 

As the intervention in Burj el Barajneh camp is a continuation of the first 

intervention in Baqa’a camp, and as we aimed to engage in a “transfer of space 

and knowledge” between the two camps, it was crucial to rethink the installation 

philosophy and form so as to more accurately interact with the existing scale of 

Burj el Barajneh camp. A mere replication of Baqa’a camp’s installation would 

produce nothing more than a visual experience, devoid of generating new 

knowledge. This lead me to investigate the concept of dispositif even further as a 

form of intervention. By doing so, I was able to experiment with a strategic physical 

application of the concept by exercising a superimposition of theory and material 

to produce a real form on the ground.      

 

On Dispositif  

As illustrated in the Prelude, in his conversation with Alain Grosrichard, Jacques-

Alain Miller, et all, entitled Confession of the Flesh (Foucault 1980:194), Michel 

Foucault presents an invitation to investigate his term dispositif – apparatus – in 

which he describes a formation taking place through a “system of relations” which 

connects the different heterogeneous elements within an ensemble. The nature of 

that “connection” is what Foucault tries to understand. These elements, which are 

heterogeneous, yet exist as an apparatus because of a specific “nature” of 

assemblage and connection, are themselves unfixed, and the shifting, or altering of 

one element has the potential to re-form the whole apparatus and give it a new 
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function. Yet, and as Foucault stresses, the apparatus “has at its major function at a 

given historical moment that of responding to an urgent need” (Foucault 1980:195, 

[emphasis in original]), which then gives the apparatus a strategic function.  

Although Agamben, through an etymological study into the origins of the 

Foucauldian term apparatus-dispositif, determines the function of the apparatus as 

that of “to manage, govern” (Agamben 2009:12), and “capacity to capture, orient, 

determine, intercept, model, control, or secure the gestures, behaviours, opinions, 

or discourses of living beings” (Agamben 2009:14). It is important to re-visit 

Foucault’s reiteration of his interest in investigating the nature of the relationship 

formed inside the apparatus between its elements, considering this “relationship” 

has a function directly related to power as power only exists within a form and an 

operation of a “relation” (Foucault 1980:198). As we have mentioned in the Prelude, 

Foucault stayed away from giving the apparatus – dispositif – a clearly defined 

function such as management or control without completely eliminating them, so 

as to indicate the flexible, open yet complex form of the apparatus. This flexibility 

allows it to assume different functions within an existing ensemble (i.e. existing 

knowledge), where a new element plugged into the existing apparatus-ensemble-

dispositif, applies a shifting through “lines of force” to produce new power based 

and dependent on the existence of those particular relations and lines of force, 

without which it would cease to exist as “power” and has the risk to turn into pure 

violence. These relations between the elements which make the apparatus-

dispositif inside the camp include in them the “historical dimension” of what makes 

a camp-space. Through applying an external force in the form of a “line of force” to 

these existing relations, a hidden, critical form of knowledge can be revealed 

emerging from that specific historical dimension. In other words, if we imagine the 

spatial-scale of Burj el Barajneh camp to be one apparatus-dispositif within the 

larger camp-space, the historical dimension included in that apparatus would reveal 

critical knowledge about spatial and material cultures, modes of production, legal 

thresholds, scenarios of resistance, etc., once an external element or force is 

plugged in, and acquires a form. This form is not an object-like form whereby it can 

be independent of its relation to the apparatus, but it is exactly that of a “relation” 

form, thus conveying characteristics of harmony and contradiction (forces) which 
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ensure the apparatus remains moving in multiple directions as it reforms itself in 

response to these harmonies and contradictions. Every time the apparatus moves 

or alters, it is concurrently revealing knowledge; as in every reformation of the 

apparatus, some elements become more powerful and visible while others can 

become silenced and invisible, yet if this new knowledge is captured and revealed 

the apparatus will constitute a “power” which has the potential to act and resist. In 

his article Foucault, Deleuze, and the ontology of networks, Kai Eriksson overlaps 

Nietzsche and Foucault’s departure from the “object proper” to achieve a 

philosophical analysis and into one which takes into account the “conditions and 

circumstances,” as the “interaction of forces,” which allow the object to exist clearly 

and meaningfully. Eriksson writes, “This field of forces constitutes the precondition 

of truth: without the constant opposition of forces, the truth could not come into 

view. It opens up the possibility for the truth, but this possibility is not a permanent 

state or principle, rather it is defined always as a historical conflict or displacement” 

(Eriksson 2005:600). 

Seen as an urgent need in the camp-space and concerned with producing new 

knowledge through spatial forms inside the camp, I began to envision an exercise of 

“testing theory in the field,” by literally transforming Foucault’s concept of grids and 

“lines of force” into real material forms on the ground. A process of fabrication thus 

ensued; based on the knowledge compiled and composed throughout the four years 

of fieldwork; and which involved drawing up strategic forms with a specific 

application of material and modes of production, ones which would involve the 

refugees as builders of space, and the common construction methodologies utilized 

inside the camp to create the existing forms. Commenting on Foucault’s emphasis 

on forming “lines” when addressing the apparatus, Deleuze asserts “Untangling the 

lines of an apparatus means, in each case, preparing a map, a cartography, a survey 

of unexplored lands – this is what he calls “field work” (Deleuze 2007). 

In Burj el Barajneh camp, as opposed to Baqa’a camp, the installation needed to be 

built on the ground – away from ascribing it to one building or form – in the common 

space that has a pragmatic and continuous daily use. This obviously being to produce 
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a superimposition of scales which could not only define the existing scale with a set 

of existing knowledge, but offer new knowledge emanating from the existing ones 

which allow for the production of new subjectivities. By constructing new scales – in 

the form of installations – on existing ones, not only is the existing form interrupted, 

but so is the existing spatio-movement and circulation. This rupture in space and 

circulation; of material, movement, concepts, discussions, etc.; through the 

intersection of spatial scales, is exactly what this installation aimed to reveal and 

make visible and could be considered as the “strategic function” within the 

apparatus-dispositif concept. In addition, considering its particular spatial history, 

the approach to scale-superimposition in Burj el Barajneh camp differed from Baqa’a 

camp in that I opted to superimpose three different modes of spatial scales, each 

with the aim to produce different “scales” of discussion around space. The first 

mode involved extending the existing scale beyond the current spatial threshold, 

thus questioning the limits of space while concurrently revealing the ingenious skills 

the refugees possess in relation to building space within existing, compelling 

limitations. The second mode was a superimposition of the “original” UN scale the 

camp started from – which was the 12-square-metre (3m x 4m) zinc room the 

UNRWA provided for each refugee family – over the existing camp-scale, causing a 

literal rupture to the existing concrete forms the 3mx4m rectangle has caused in the 

act of intersection. This retraction to the original “applied” scale-form in the camp 

allows us to retract our spatial dialogue to that first moment of scale-making and 

demonstrates a superimposition of an “original” scale of efficiency, control, and 

surveillance over that of protracted displacement and refuge, organized armed 

struggle, and resilience. The third mode involved a direct application of a 

Foucauldian exercise, stacking the existing grid onto itself while applying a “shifting,” 

to intentionally mask (cover) certain areas on the ground and reveal new ones in the 

form of new, potential space and knowledge. 
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Figure 4-15 
 
Map showing the installation site in Burj el Barajneh 
camp (Sa’iqa Square) and scale-superimposition 
modes (in colours). 
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi.  

 

 

The first step towards realizing this intervention on the ground was to identify, 

materially, inside the camp the existing heterogeneous elements which make up the 

existing spatial scale of the camp, while trying to locate the political in the process. 

The following are identified as the primary elements which compose the spatial 

apparatus inside Burj el Barajneh camp. 
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Building Equipment 

The actual machinery which was used during the construction of the spatial 

installation was determined in accordance with what the camp-space as scale and 

material permit one to use. The spatial scale of the camp literally decides the type 

(operating mechanism) and scale of the building instruments, which proved to be 

very few, simple and small, yet inside the camp they take on very numerous and 

complex functions. 

    

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 4-16  
 
Building equipment used  to construct the 
installation, which comprised the total 
machinery used, Burj el Barajneh camp, 
Lebanon, 2016. 
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi.  
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Building Material 

There were various constraints which decided what type of material we are able 

to bring into the camp. As there is a “ban” on material entry into Burj el Barajneh 

camp, imposed by the Lebanese government, a meta-legal market of selling and 

delivering material emerged and quickly became inflated and extremely 

politicized, whereby the selection of one vender over the other could prove 

detrimental to the work. Venders are themselves refugees from Burj el Barajneh 

camp, as there are no foreign suppliers of material inside the camp. Even in the 

case of needing more wood, or other unavailable material, you would still 

approach a local refugee-supplier inside the camp, and he, through his established 

informal networks outside the camp; sometimes existing in other Palestinian 

camps in Lebanon; would provide it for you. 

As we were working within a grey, meta-legal area, the type of material we were 

to use for the installation was determined through what is available inside the 

camp-space itself, thus avoiding the need to bring in material from outside the 

camp and risking the visibility of our intervention to the Lebanese forces. Initially 

designed as a temporary installation using wooden columns and panels, we opted 

to use only wooden columns (marayen, the Arabic word for wooden scaffolding) 

in the case of Burj el Barajneh camp, as those columns, or marayen – as opposed 

to panels -- are available in large quantities inside the camp-space exempting us 

from resorting to the outside. 

 

 

 

 

378



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Figure 4-17 

Building material, marayen (wooden columns), being 
brought into the intervention site by transferring 
them on men’s back, 4-5 pieces at a time. Burj el 
Barajneh camp, Lebanon, 2016. 
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi.  

 

The circulation, or transfer of material inside Burj el Barajneh camp was a very 

political act on its own, as it participated in numerous acts of violation, and I believe 

it’s appropriate here to deem it a “spatial violation,” as it was concerned with 

producing space. To understand the complexity of actually transferring material 

inside the camp, it is worth noting that the first day I arrived in the camp, I had 

already determined on paper the “area of intervention” which was called the “Sa’iqa 

Square;” the area where my gatekeeper Abu Mohammad resides in. Once confirmed 

on the ground, I immediately approached a local wood vender called Mahmoud, 
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whom a previous UNRWA colleague of mine introduced me to, while he spent weeks 

of negotiations with him before my arrival on the price and confirmation of material 

delivery. His shop was on the western edge of the camp – being the opposite side of 

the intervention area – which automatically deemed him an outsider within the 

micro-territoriality of the camp-space. The way the camp is informally structured in 

terms of area-territoriality is that each area, which has its own designated name 

since the camp’s inception, has an almost independent operative apparatus, in that 

it retains a circumscribed area of functionality whereby refugees of that specific area 

would have their designated mechanisms of water supply, trash collection, their 

own mosque, and it turns out their own builders.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4-18 
 
Map showing Mahmoud’s 
shop (western edge) in 
orange, and the Intervention 
Site (Sa‘iqa Square) in white. 
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 
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Evidently, trying to work with Mahmoud proved extremely challenging from the 

start, as he painted a very difficult picture, nearly impossible even, on how he would 

be able to transfer the material from his shop to the intervention area. In fact, in the 

cost calculations he provided us, 65% of the cost was relegated to “transferring the 

material” and not the material itself as for him that was the risk; a risk which could 

see his material confiscated by the Lebanese government if caught during the act. It 

was obvious at this point that we would be paying for a “risk” – the actual circulation 

of material to the installation site – and not the wood. This element of building 

material and circulation within the larger spatial apparatus, containing risk, 

uncertainty and violation, began to reveal the political in the form of spatial 

knowledge once intercepted. 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 
 
 
 
Figure 4-19 
 
Showing one of the typical methods of transferring material to the installation site, here using 
a cement trolley. 
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi. 
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In the end, and finally following Abu Mohammad’s original advice, he lead us to 

search for another vendor/builder from inside Sa’iqa Square who could not only 

possess the material itself (marayen) but could guarantee the quick and ‘short-

distanced’ delivery to the site without having to leave the camp-space, thus 

remaining invisible. Evidently, dealing with a local builder from the area proved 

worthwhile beyond just material, as both Hassan and Abu Mustapha (local area 

builders) have strong established social ties with the area inhabitants which was 

quite detrimental in allowing us to connect to their existing shelters, as well as, 

secure that the material, left outside for five days, would not be stolen; especially 

being a very attractive commodity inside the camp-space. After work commenced, 

I approached Hassan to inquire on this lack of worry about his material being 

visible and potentially confiscated, he readily but calmly answered, “I know 

everyone in this square and they know me, no one would dare touch my wood, we 

are closely tied to the families of this area.” 

 

On Installation Site 

Selecting the exact area of intervention was as much calculated as the design of the 

intervention itself. Burj el Barajneh camp is a very difficult camp to access, let alone 

intervene in. This is in large part why I chose to enter the camp-space through 

unofficial routes, challenging both myself and the camp’s official apparatus in an act 

of violation, but which has the potential to reveal the hidden critical knowledge 

about what the space truly contains in multitudes of elements and formations. 

Considering this intervention took place after three years of fieldwork, I had by then 

established some very close ties with a number of refugees, the closest of course 

being with Abu Mohammad and who has been my very generous host, guide, and 

teacher inside Burj el Barajneh camp. Abu Mohammad lives inside Sa’iqa square and 

possesses a very strong and charismatic personality admired by all in the camp, and 

sometimes even feared by some, therefore, intervening in and around his shelter 

made most sense inside a difficult and complex spatiality. Yet, what’s particularly 
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fascinating for me concerning the Installation site, is its inclusion within the most 

famous pathway historically inside Burj el Barajneh camp, called “مع�ب الموت” (see 

Figure 4-18), which translates to “Death Pathway,” as it witnessed the most violent 

clashes between the Amal militia and Palestinian refugees during the War of the 

Camps, where it gained its name, still used today.  

 

 

Installation Construction 

The spatial installation consisted of three types of scale-superimposition: 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4-20 
 
Map showing the three areas 
(modes) of superimposition. 
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi.  
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The construction of the installation truly reformed the camp-space during the five 

days of building, whereby we were accompanied daily by a large group of kids who 

as in Baqa’a camp were completely immersed in the activity and shapes, and even 

went as far as re-appropriating those spatial elements to their preferred daily use of 

space, which is playing. During one of the building days, where we had completed 

the construction of Mode 1, we left the site of Mode 1 (see images below) to 

construct Mode 3, and as one my team-volunteers returned to fetch his hammer in 

Mode 1 site, while always carrying some recording device, he encountered a group 

of kids playing “prison guards” as they imprisoned some of their friends behind the 

two completed installation pieces, and created a communication network with each 

other utilizing left-over wooden pieces. Contrasting Burj el Barajneh’s spatial scale 

with that of Baqa’a camp’s, the former lacks any vehicular circulation inside the 

camp-space itself, while cars are reserved to movement outside and around the 

camp. This, coupled with the explicitly visible daily activity of building space inside 

the camp meant that no one actually complained about our structures altering their 

space or movement, while we did face some confrontations inside Baqa’a when we 

built the ‘pathway piece’ on the public space since it obstructed the entry of 

vehicles. In addition, and as Burj el Barajneh’s scale demonstrated, it is impossible 

to intervene spatially inside the camp without intersecting spaces through the actual 

constructed forms. Constructing space in Burj el Barajneh camp requires that you 

often move as a builder within the camp’s spatiality in an organic manner, forcing 

you to negate the designation of private and public.  

I was able to experience this first-hand when I found myself trying to connect some 

wiring to the top of the installation piece. While I stood there discussing it with my 

colleagues, it was obvious I had to reach the roof of one of the surrounding shelters, 

which prompted a kid who was listening in to quickly yell, “That’s my house, I can 

take you there.” Without any hesitation he began walking, naturally expecting me 

to follow him, and so I did. We ended up walking some ways around the installation 

site to be able to enter that specific shelter, as nothing is straightforward in Burj el 

Barajneh’s spatiality, and very un-interruptedly walked into the private sphere 

where his mother and grandmother were sitting in front of the television plucking 

greens, and without much dazzle said their hello as I was trying excitedly to explain 
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my sudden intrusion, yet they smiled and cut me off by saying “Of course, of course, 

be our guest.” It is worth highlighting here a form of spatial generosity I experienced 

in all Palestinian camps I was fortunate to work in, and I truly believe this generosity 

is very much due to the political condition of the camp-space and spatiality, in 

addition of course to an existing culture imbued with generous hospitality. 
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Figure 4-21a

Mode 1: (TL) Laying out the installation outline by extending the 
existing scale, (R) Constructing the installation, (BL) Installation 
piece acting as another spatial element within the larger camp-
apparatus.

Image Source: Samar Maqusi.
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Figure 4-21b

Mode 2: Images showing the process of intersecting the 
original UNRWA-room (3mX4m), and which was the first scale 
to be imposed over the camp-space, here intersecting with the 
existing physical camp scale. 

Image Source: Samar Maqusi.
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Figure 4-21c

Mode 3: Images showing Mode 3 construction which involved 
a Foucauldian exercise of stacking the grid onto itself while 
applying a shift, in order to reveal new spatial knowledge 
emanating from the existing one.  

Image Source: Samar Maqusi.
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By constructing new scales – in the form of installations – upon existing ones, 
not only is the existing form interrupted, but the existing spatio-movement and 
circulation are altered as well, forcing the inhabitants to address the intervention 
as part of their daily inhabitation of the camp.
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Interventions inside a complex and conflictual space as those of the camps, acquire 

various functions and have the potential to adopt numerous subjectivities 

depending on their localized socio-political geography within the camp, as well as, 

the materiality of the spatial network they have been inserted into. Yet, what 

remains a common element across different camp geographies, is the simultaneous 

production of space and conflict, a conflict which can become productive – as history 

shows in the refugee camps –  in redefining existing power-relations.  In both camps, 

one had to make a decision with oneself before I was able to make a spatial decision 

on the ground. Initially I had given this thesis a different title; The Spatial Shock of 

the Palestine Camp and its Agency, but I had to retract this title as one of my 

advisors, and rightfully so, asked me to define what this “shock” is. How could I claim 

a “shock”? Why is a Palestinian camp spatially shocking while others are not? 

Something I had a lot to think about and resolve internally; thus, I retracted from 

this entitlement of “shock” until I was able to define it clearly for myself. Though I 

retain my title change, I have come much closer to understanding and defining this 

“shock.” To me, it’s a state of “shock” that the camp-space holds you captive at the 

moment you decide to intervene in its spatiality. The “shock” is a paralysis state 

which involves intense observation and calculation where a centimetre of space 

becomes a meter, an electric wire becomes a life-threatening element, 

neighbouring buildings become one concrete entity, stairs become your secret code 

into third dimensions, a Attabah becomes a history of a camp, a pathway becomes 

a political arena, a nail becomes an element which could build or destroy, and the 

refugee becomes a partner, an ally, an opponent, or worst of all and most violent of 

all states, a destroyer.        
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What are those interventions doing 

exactly? 

 

 
 

ن "  ”هاد المخ�م هو شاهد ملك ع� انه نحنا الجئيني
   العم�د محمود ع�� (اللينو)

“This camp is prime witness that we are refugees”  

Brigadier General Mahmoud Issa, Former Leader of the Palestinian Armed 

Struggle in Lebanon, currently the Head of Reform Movement in Fatah (aka 

Lleno)  

 

Lleno is considered to be one of the most influential individuals organizing security 

and armed presence of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon with the Lebanese 

government and across the Palestinian camps there. As we sat in his offices inside 

Ein el Hilweh camp in September of 2014, and as I explained to him my research and 

spatial inquiries, the first thing to come out of his mouth was the urgent need to 

preserve the camp as it is “the material proof” we are still refugees, and we have a 

deserving “right” to fight for and attain. This need, idea and concept of preserving 

the Palestinian camp has been reverberating across different discussion platforms 

concerning the Palestinian camp-space, one of those platforms is Decolonizing 

Architecture (DAAR) which has recently launched a new project from Dheisheh camp 

in the West Bank entitled ‘Refugee Heritage,’ and which looks into the concept and 

process of nominating Dheisheh camp as a World Heritage site.151 These 

proclamations and efforts resonate and reinforce a clear element which the existing 

                                                            
151 For more information on the project, please visit DAAR website: 
http://www.decolonizing.ps/site/introduction-4/, and E-Flux: http://www.e-
flux.com/architecture/refugee-heritage/. 
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camp-apparatus has thus far succeeded in producing, namely resistance.  

Resistance, once situated inside a space of refuge expands to take on various 

materialities, yet it is always clearest when it is communicating with space and 

illustrated by space inside the camp, it remains nonetheless beyond spatial, 

especially when superimposing the “state of refuge” with that of “protraction – 

time” (Agier 2011:56). Protraction inside the Palestinian camp can easily be 

exchanged with Resistance, yet protraction has been able to reveal to us not only 

modes of refuge and resistance in various camps, but also remaining potentialities 

which are quite hidden within an urban scale of refuge. Therefore, once revealed we 

must grab them and give them form, one which will be determined by the existing 

material knowledge and apparatus it resides within, but nonetheless, one which will 

be oriented by an applied force (the intervention) towards a new strategic function 

(Foucault 1980:195). The strategic function is not limited to the orientation, but also 

to the materiality of the apparatus-dispositif we choose to plug into, whereby we 

enter a process; a specific process within all processes inside the apparatus which is 

inherently involved in a specific materiality, one which gives it form. Deleuze clarifies 

this point in his lecture on cinema entitled ‘What is the Creative Act?’ whereby he 

asserts that any idea consecrated potential in any field is already engaged in a 

process, a form, and a “mode of expression” which emanate from a “necessity,” 

without which they are not creative acts (Deleuze 1987). 

While Lleno imagines the preservation of the “whole” camp as a necessity to both 

materialize and validate a refuge/crisis and a “right to act” for a return, in the latter 

case of DAAR’s ‘Refugee Heritage,’ the discussion moves beyond existential 

parameters and instead involves an attempt to preserve an alternative history to 

the camp beyond “violence and humiliation” (Petti Decolonizing Architecture Art 

Residency)152, with the goal “to deploy the potential for heritage to be mobilized as 

an agent of political transformation” (Ibid). Although both Lleno and DAAR, and 

myself, are operating within the same spatiality, the question remains in all cases 

“what exactly do you preserve inside the camp? And how do you preserve it?” To 

                                                            
152 See also: http://www.e-flux.com/architecture/refugee-heritage/. 
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me, and after the years spent inside the camp and with the inhabitants of the camp, 

I was more interested to reveal “what is it that the refugees preserve inside the 

camp?” to be able to strategically identify the apparatus-dispositif our devices 

should plug in to. It was not difficult to see that the “thing” which has been 

preserved in both Baqa’a camp and Burj el Barajneh camp by the refugees is space, 

architecture, cement, and resulted scale, as they are both the material and “mode 

of expression” of the state of refuge they inhabit. And while cement and old cement 

are demolished and reconstructed, the camp-space retains its spatiality of refuge 

inscribed in and taking form from that same “mode of expression.”    

The ‘Space of Refuge’ installations were imagined first as “instruments of 

knowledge,” and second as “potentials” grounded within the camp’s existing 

materiality and apparatus. As the installations were being built within a milieu of 

camp-processes they performed as devices bringing together a compiled-historical 

knowledge, while also dispersing certain knowledge to create an alternative 

dialogue meant to fulfil a need (Foucault 1980, Deleuze 1992) very much associated 

with political refuge and justice inside the camp-space. This need, which is revealed 

through strategically orienting the “lines of visibility” (Ibid) and fabricated through 

an architectural “mode of expression” can then perform as “machines,” which 

Deleuze explains are “machines that make one see and talk” (Deleuze 1992:339). 

These machines — spatial installations -- operate in the field of architecture and art 

while they adhere to architecture’s dimensions and built-associations. At the same 

time, they challenge and resist them through their alternative performance within 

the existing apparatus to be able to transform these devices into actualized “creative 

acts.” Agamben explains, “Just as potentiality is internal to the act of creation, in the 

same way, also the resistance must be internal to the act of creation” (Agamben 

2014a). 

While the spatial installations are imagined and fabricated as devices to resist and 

act, they also perform across multiple apparatuses at the same time, thus constantly 

engaging in various modes of potentialities without undermining their individuation. 

This multiplicity of function is very much associated with the existence in a camp-

399



apparatus and inside an urban scale. This scale forces all that which enters the camp 

to act and perform along multiple scenarios of spatiality, sociability, and subjectivity 

which are in a relational state of existence brought by and through the constructed 

urban scale (Deleuze 1992, Simone 2016, Daly and Smith 2011, McFarlane 2009), 

yet what can be captured as a clear and constant emergent from these interventions 

is a new critical dialogue about space, displacement, and its operation within this 

protraction. 

 

In Conclusion 

What has been illustrated in this chapter is the emergence, operation, and re-

construction of the political; in that everything we learned about the camp’s spatial 

political in this research was then reconstructed in the form of installations and 

Attabat. To illustrate; in the interventions, the political was the demonstration of 

Deleuze’s “agencement,” laying out, and organizing, which is meant to transfer 

through critical dialogue, a potential form of social organisation. The strategic 

arrangement of the spatial elements already existing in the camp (material, form 

and scale) can offer a new “imaginary” if anything, towards re-thinking how to self-

organise. The actual ‘engagement act’ of constructing space together; the refugees 

with their inherent knowledge of the space and material, and my acquired 

theoretical knowledge of ways to utilize the dispositif concept strategically; involved 

literally rearranging scale by re-arranging material inside the camp while being 

attached to existing spatial forms. This is to alter the existing form and scale, thus 

creating new subjectivity of space.  

The interventions offer a new discussion of everyday scale and a new understating 

of what it means for the use of this scale in relation to camp’s spatial economy. This 

includes both the value -- monitory -- economy, by building on the potential 

expansion of the existing space and it increased value because of that expansion, as 

well as, the political aspect of the scale, and what an “increased scale” could really 
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offer during political events—conflict events. At this point, it has become very clear 

that space, and the production of space, here by overlapping “camp” and “space,” 

remain to be the most pronounced political elements inside the camp. Through 

constructing the ‘Space of Refuge’ installations as temporary acts of spatial violation 

and the Attabat as permanent acts of spatial violations utilizing the process of 

overlapping--superimposing, we ensure a new line of force has entered the existing 

field of camp dispositif while providing the potential of these acts, temporary and 

none, to independently proliferate and take on various forms in accordance with the 

camp’s and refugee needs. The act of “superimposing” spatial lines is imagined as 

creating a new “map” for the camp-space whereby it behaves as what Deleuze and 

Guattari describe when addressing the nature of the Rhizome, saying “The map does 

not reproduce an unconscious closed in upon itself; it constructs the unconscious. 

…The map is open and connectable in all of its dimensions; it is detachable, 

reversible, susceptible to constant modification. It can be torn, reversed, adapted to 

any kind of mounting, reworked by an individual or, group, or social formation. It 

can be drawn on a wall, conceived of as a work of art, constructed as a political 

action or as a mediation” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987:12). 

The next concluding chapter will attempt to consolidate the thesis within three 

identified spatial-time constellations; being the Historical, the Current, and the 

Potential. In each, spatial conditions and emergent spatial acts inside the camps 

after the completion of the research interventions, are showcased and discussed 

against what I claim to be the formation of a “new apparatus—dispositif.”    
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Chapter 5  
Towards a New Apparatus—

dispositif 
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Summary Introduction 

This thesis has been concerned with demonstrating how Palestinian refugee camps 

develop spatially against tides of UNRWA and host country policies, historically 

aimed at oppressing the refugees and quelling their political action. Despite these 

“conditioning mechanisms” implemented by both the UNRWA and the host 

governments, the refugees nonetheless were able to develop their own spatial 

mechanisms to resist the aforementioned and build up their refuge space along a 

protraction of displacement. Yet, and due to what I claim to be a longstanding 

flawed methodology of studying and researching the camp, a critical spatial 

knowledge and dialogue have been missing within Palestinian studies. Ones which 

not only aim at a theoretical debate, but instead an actual manifestation of theory 

in the field of study. This is seen as a crucial methodology in the field, in order to 

produce a productive knowledge by which a critical dialogue and spatial 

interventions are conceived. Further, these spatial dialogues and interventions are 

imagined as potentials with the aim to only grow and proliferate once the researcher 

leaves the field of study, and the refugees appropriate said spatial knowledge.  

 

The thesis began by establishing the theoretical and methodological approaches 

towards the field of study, while keeping in mind the conflictual geography in which 

the camps reside in, making any attempt at uncovering anything political extremely 

difficult. Thus, the theoretical and methodological concepts adopted are flexible and 

amorphous by nature, to allow for a dispositif-like form of conduct inside the camp. 

What is central in the nature of the dispositif is its ability to have a multiplicity of 

behaviours, as well as, the inherent “power” of relations between its components 

which is elastic and ever changing. In concrete terms, the theoretical concepts 

informing this thesis emanated from three key philosophers; Foucault, Deleuze, and 

Agamben, all of whom were concerned with the dispositif. While both Deleuze and 

Agamben base their approaches to dispositif from Foucault, they nonetheless 

develop their own interpretations around it. As we have established, for Deleuze it 

is the multiplicity—production which concerns him most, while for Agamben it is the 

nature of oikonomia—management inherent in the dispositif-apparatus. Yet, both 

trust the resilience of the dispositif-apparatus, while claiming it is always capable of 
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reforming itself in response to new “lines of force.” This dispositif model presents 

itself as ideal for analysing, intervening, and imaging future scenarios for the camps, 

yet, what I have illustrated throughout the thesis, is that the concept disregards the 

intricate descriptions of the spatiality of the dispositif, especially inside camps. What 

I claim to be the missing consideration here is that for the dispositif to operate and 

sustain itself inside the camp, it must always engage in a risk and a violent act. 

Violent episodes inside the camp have demonstrated their productivity in the 

aftermath. What I believe is important for the camp-space and the refugees today, 

is to begin to understand this nature of the camp’s dispositif, through spatial 

experimentations and continued spatial dialogues, even beyond the camp. This is to 

create a new mode of spatial interventions and operation in the camp, realized 

whereby calculations of risk and violence are taken into account, to avoid scenarios 

of extreme violence. It is here that the new political begins to take shape, one which 

is still negotiable, yet strategically oriented towards a certain kind of negotiation, 

that of spatial agency. Foucault reflects on power emanating from this line of 

thinking, saying “Power relations are both intentional and non-subjective. If in fact 

they are intelligible, this is not because they are the effect of another instance that 

"explains" them, but rather because they are imbued, through and through, with 

calculation: there is no power that is exercised without a series of aims and 

objectives” (Foucault 1978:94). 

 

The actual manifestation of the methodological approach inside the camp involved 

the concept of play—deactivation and “snowball effect.” This allowed for a deeper 

access into the camp’s spatiality whereby it starts with a specific contact from the 

camp, the gatekeeper; an influential refugee on the local level of the camp. 

Gradually, a network of interested and involved refugees begins to take shape, while 

eventually encompassing at time large-scales of participants, as demonstrated in the 

field interventions. While the methodology of play—deactivation provides a radical 

mechanism by which to address and think about the camp, as it is based on a mode 

of profanation, it nonetheless also involves an element of risk which must be 

addressed, internally and with the refugees, during the design and implementation 

phases of the methodology. This does not guarantee an evasion of risk, yet it ensures 

an ethical consideration and assessment of risk is undertaken, as well as, a 
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transparent and consorted response in adopted when necessary. Yet, what remains 

essential in play is its ability to confront the most stringent of mechanisms, thus 

always opening up the potential to reform the existing status-quo. Agamben 

provides the following on play, “While the value and meaning of the antique object 

and the document are functions of their age - that is, of their making present and 

rendering tangible a relatively remote past –the toy, dismembering and distorting 

the past or miniaturizing the present - playing as much on diachrony as on synchrony 

- makes present and renders tangible human temporality in itself, the pure 

differential margin between the 'once' and the 'no longer'” (Agamben 1993:71-72). 

While the camp is directly linked to notions of temporality, what play offers is a new 

method of rendering the oppressive mechanisms temporary.  

 

 

This concluding chapter is to be read as an emergent one from all the previous 

chapters, illustrated within the concept of camp-space, whereby here, we try to 

reveal the emergent political from the relational overlap of “camp” and “space.” The 

form in which this chapter was written involves a manifestation of three installations 

of camp-space within the element of time-protraction. Thus, it is divided along three 

temporal arrangements, which can potentially be imagined as three dispositifs, 

involving the Historical, the Current, and the Potential. All seen as heterogeneous 

time-space components making the larger camp-space. In each, further scenarios of 

spatial productions are presented, while focusing on the refugee agency in each.  
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the Historical 
 

 
 
“But he does not admit into the state a military class until the country has 
increased in size, and is beginning to encroach on its neighbor's land, 
whereupon they go to war.” (Aristotle 1885) 

 

In his seminal book Politics, Aristotle argues that Socrates falls short in the Republic 

of providing the necessary components, crucially the military one, which can make 

a working and legitimate government-State. Instead, he says, Socrates focuses on 

the establishment of a state through subjects who are skilled to provide life’s 

necessities, “as if a state were established merely to supply the necessaries of life.” 

A military strength is an essential component for Aristotle, whereas Socrates, 

reserves the necessity for the military component only in the case of the state 

growing into a certain scale, whereby it starts encroaching on another space, outside 

its jurisdiction, creating a state of conflict which can escalate into violence, and thus, 

only then would it be in need of military intervention.  

It is important to reflect on the “economy of space and scale” within politics and 

violence, whereby a growth – through encroachment – of scale beyond a tolerable 

threshold, whether it be, a threshold determined between two private properties 

where it would be deemed illegal and generative of social rift, or between two 

States, where it would be deemed as an act of provocation and war, or else in our 

specific case in this thesis, between the host state and the camp-space. The latter 

hence, becomes the crisis space, where the spatial encroachment and growth of 

scale inside the camp would be deemed threatening to the existence of the state 

and its security apparatus as such, as this scale cannot be regulated through the 

common, available mechanisms of state control. It produces a spatial condition in 
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need of re-scaling to an efficiently controllable threshold by re-organizing the camp-

space, and if proven difficult, then the removal of this threatening space-scale 

altogether.   

As we have demonstrated in this thesis, from the onset, these sites (camps) were 

perceived as relief sites by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 

Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), to resettle the refugees and the political 

problem, and  as resistance sites for Palestinian refugees, whose goal is that of 

returning to their homeland. In fact, refugees have been reconciling with this new 

space-scale beyond just spatial production, as Hajjeh Abu Sharar told me, it has also 

reconstructed social behaviours previously inscribed in a much more reserved 

nature. This is not surprising considering that the camp refugees overwhelmingly 

came from Palestinian villages, where they had been living as peasants within a 

conservative Arab culture. While taking shelter at Hajjeh Abu Sharar’s home inside 

Baqa’a camp, as we ran away from one of the Jordanian gendarme’s tear-gas raids 

into the camp, Hajjeh Abu Sharar began to narrate the historical movement and 

arrival into Baqa’a camp to me – considering she belongs to the camp’s first 

generation – as soon as she learned about the nature of my doctoral research. What 

was significant about her narration was the affected social behaviour by the new 

spatiality of the Palestinian camp, and which caused women of the camp to adjust 

their social customary behaviour, into one which is adapted to the current spatial 

form and condition. She told me as she grabbed on to her loosely placed white head 

scarf attempting to perform a past condition to me, “Back in the Palestinian village, 

women had to dress much more conservatively when in public.” She then tightened 

her scarf in a knot where her neck meets her chin to show me the extent of coverage 

involved:  

 

“But in the camp,” she continued, “the wadi’” (meaning the situation) of 

having to share public restrooms and showers, even with men, forced 

people to quickly become pragmatic and ease certain customs as there were 

other more serious matters to confront. We even started to pull up the 
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bottom of our thob (Palestinian traditional dress) and would knot it 

underneath our waste-belts, so we are able to walk on the muddy grounds 

of Baqa’a camp with our boots on” (Hajjeh Abu Sharar, Baqa’a camp 

interviews, Jordan, July 2014). 

 

Another displacement narrative related to me inside Burj el Barajneh camp, testifies 

to the sudden cultural adaptations considering space and cuisine the Palestinian 

refugees were confronted with. Om Ali tells me of her journey into Syria from the 

village of Kabri in northern Palestine, right after they reached Rmeish in Southern 

Lebanon:  

 

“We boarded parked busses from Rmeish, without knowing where the 

busses were heading, and after a while we found ourselves inside Syria, and 

towards the city of Hamah. There, they first sent us to mosques to take 

shelter, then they divided us into groups and sent us to different Deyaa’ 

(villages), and my family ended up in Khattab. There, they asked the 

Mukhtar (village head) to shelter us and feed us, and he instructed us to go 

to a different house each night to secure our food. We were six families, and 

four of us, including my family were sheltered in a cave underground, and 

we could hear the vehicles at night driving above our heads. Next to us was 

the Al Asi river (Orontes River), which provided us with some greens to eat 

that grew around it, in addition, we would gather the food from the village 

houses, but it was very difficult for us to eat their food as it was completely 

different from ours such as the Kurrath (shallots), which prompted us to 

start going to the market in Hamah (closest city) where we would buy the 

leftover animal intestine at the end of day for a lower price, and make it into 

a stew” (Om Ali , Burj el Barajneh camp interviews, Lebanon, August 2014). 
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Figure 5-1 
 
Image showing refugee women adapting their traditional social customs to their new 
spatial condition, through adjusting their Thobs (Palestinian traditional dresses), by folding 
the Thob (singular of Thobs) from the bottom and securing it under their belt, thus 
exposing their undergarment, a habit which did not exist in the Palestinian villages. Baqa’a 
camp, c.1968.  
 
Image Source: UNRWA Archives.  
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This socio-cultural transformation, even if on small scales, was generated by space 

and remains in-transition and reformation as space reforms as well. For example, in 

Burj el Barajneh camp, and due to the growth of the camp into its highly intimate 

vertical scale, and which allows the outside to easily see the inside (public-private 

relations), women and men in the camp have grown into an intimate culture of social 

engagement previously unfounded in Palestinian village spaces. Intimate here refers 

to a culture of interaction which is flexible, relational, and contains a common curtsy 

of allowing the intimate-visible to behave as invisible. For example, if you are sitting 

in a balcony on a fifth floor in Burj el Barajneh camp you automatically gain visual 

and audible access into tens of other shelters. From there, one can easily view 

conducts and behaviours inside the private spatial realm, yet and due to the 

common courtesy of space which developed over a protracted time, one also learns 

to overlook, and to contain one’s curiosity, to ensure that the private sphere can 

operate “normally” inside this scale.  
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Figure 5-2 
 
Showing the intimate spatial scale Burj  el Barajneh 
camp has reached over 69 years of protracted 
displacement, involving 69 years of space-making 
within a demarcated UN boundary which has not 
grown a centimetre since its establishment. This 
caused the spatial scale to reach a horizontal-vertical 
threshold detrimental to the social behaviour of the 
refugee customs and culture. More images on next 
page. 
 
Image Source: Samar Maqusi.  
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The Palestinian refuge has undergone a long and violent displacement – beginning 

with the 1948 and 1967 Arab-Israeli wars –, with continuing secondary and tertiary 

violent displacements today due to a precarious geography within which it resides. 

The history of the Palestinian camp-space demonstrates a material narrative of 

developing and implementing survival mechanisms which are constantly changing 

as it responds to a political refuge in protraction and uncertainty. This uncertainty is 

what developed the culture – as opposed to sense – of urgency inside the Palestinian 

displacement, where it is manifested in more ways than just the camp-space as you 

find it in many Palestinian behaviours outside the camp. For example, Edward Said 

points out to the stark difference between how Palestinians and Israelis speak in 

public platforms as he cites a personal experience coming face to face with Israeli 

academics. Said highlights that during the conference Israelis “seemed very relaxed 

and were able to talk academically,” whereas the Palestinian academics himself 

included “were arguing and passionate, and there was a kind of tremendous urgency 

to what we were saying.”153 This urgency, which can take many different forms in 

the Palestinian displacement, emanates from the fact that the Palestinians are 

without a land, a state, a representation, or even an acknowledgement. This ensures 

that he/she feels the urgency to both claim and reclaim a material identity inscribed 

in space, history and culture.  

In the camp-space particularly, the Palestinian was able to visibly claim a spatial 

urgency through the modes of spatial production he/she developed to continuously 

respond to a protracted displacement, and at the same time, ensure a visible claim 

of injustice. The moment the refugees began to encroach on the relief-scale, they 

were simultaneously making a political proclamation. Further, these encroachments 

re-enforce the exceptionality of the camp-space by implementing spatial methods 

unintelligible outside the camp. A former UNRWA colleague explains it to me by 

saying, “Refugees began developing their own tactics for empowerment by going 

around the rules to get somewhere, for example, you build a border around the 

space with zinc sheets to give the impression it’s yours. Zinc then turns into 

                                                            
153 Salman Rushdie Interviews Edward Said to discuss his book Under the Last Sky, Institute 
of Contemporary Art in London, September 1986, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vAmLNc_4VtE. 
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concrete. Spaces identified in UNRWA’s Camp Improvement Plan are being walled, 

while the UNRWA cannot do anything about it. The language for claiming a space 

has become If you can take, take now” (Interview with former UNRWA colleague, 

July 2014. [emphasis added]). 

These spatial practices have not only contributed to the increase of refuge space 

inside the camp, but as have concluded thus far, it plays a crucial role in inscribing 

new terms within the existing power-relations inside host countries. For example, in 

Jordan, the Department of Palestinian Affairs (DPA) developed a recent method of 

“space-management” inside the camp-space, whereby in shelter reconstruction 

scenarios, they agree to build encroached space – beyond official UN demarcations 

– for the refugee family, on a condition that the refugee family signs a waiver 

allowing the DPA to remove any built-up areas violating the common space at any 

time in the future, when they might re-open streets or re-organize the camp’s 

layout.154 

 

 

Permanence/Temporality 

 
As we have discussed before, most academic and scholarly articles discussing 

shelters in Palestinian camps (for example see Al Husseini, Bocco, “The Status of 

the Palestinian Refugees in The Near East: The Right of Return and UNRWA in 

Perspective,” 2007) coin and reinforce the false and misguided conception that 

refugees vehemently objected to giving their tents in fear of settlement through 

“material change.” The more accurate, and now illustrated picture is that refugees 

                                                            
154 Interview with Abu Mahmoud, a construction worker inside Baqa’a camp, August 2014. 
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were the first to implement this material change to their shelters inside the camp 

as it was a response to environmental challenges, one of the first which was 

keeping the rainwaters from entering the shelter. This would be achieved through 

building cement or mud walls around the tent, and many times completely 

removing the tent and building a mud or concrete hut, while the UNRWA would 

actually fund, or supply material for such a change demand (Information Paper No. 

1-A Brief History of UNRWA 1950-1962:8). 

This issue of permanence and temporality has been existing in the narratives of 

the other Palestinian space since their establishment, while many writers about 

the camp cited such material change as a warning to an ailing political process, and 

international intent to make this space, not necessarily a site for a permanent 

solution, but a mechanism for permanent re-settlement. The crucial difference 

here between a “site” and a “mechanism” is that in the former one can easily 

sidestep the process and make the material the prominent indicator of the politics 

inside the camp. Whereas in the latter, one cannot exclude material from the 

analysis of mechanisms. These mechanisms situate the camp-space in the centre 

of external/international negotiations about the criticality and future of the 

Palestinian displacement, while utilizing the materiality of the camp. They do so 

by appropriating the camp’s urban cement forms as a precursor for argument. The 

role of the Palestinian refugee inside and outside his camp-space is side-stepped, 

whereby the stories of the camp become stories of space and concrete, devoid of 

personal and humanitarian existential stories. Nevertheless, the Palestinian 

refugees have been able to forge a material negotiation employing this conflict 

between permanence and temporality to their advantage by various means: 

firstly, building up their space to accommodate inhabitation needs; secondly, 

compensating for their economic needs within a marginalized space; and thirdly, 

building a sense of protection – a protected space – which allows the refugees to 

both, protect their shelter from environmental challenges and protect themselves 

and their shelter from violent encounters. The last point has been the most 

lucrative for the refugee in the last decade and a half, as we demonstrated in the 

examples of the reconstruction of the Jenin and Nahr el Bared camps, whereby the 

cementation and densification of the refugee’s shelter space, enforced a new 
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methodology and spatial standards on both the UNRWA and host governments to 

accept and employ.  

I believe it is important that refugee research departs from the traditional 

association of material and the “refuge-condition” by merely connecting mobility 

of material with a political historicity In fact, I will conclude this section by pointing 

out another historical scenario concerned with the built material inside Baqa’a 

camp, and which was narrated to me by various refugees, the most recent of which 

was Fayez Abu Fardeh who said, “I kept wearing my boots to university until the 

1980s as Baqa’a camp’s streets were all still muddy, except for the paved UNRWA 

streets (meaning the main streets that lead to UNRWA facilities inside the camp), 

and I remember in 1982 electricity was brought into the camp by the refugees, not 

the UNRWA, who brokered a deal with a private company which installed 

electricity generators throughout the camp” (Fayez Abu Fardeh, Baqa’a camp 

interview, Jordan 2014). 

It is clear from the narration above that material and form were never really a 

threat to the refugee, and rather than inhibit their agency within their refuge 

space, the refugees contrarily, were the first to construct and provide the camp 

with an operative material infrastructure.  
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the Current 

 
 

 

 السؤال الس�ا�ي 

بقاء المخ�م وال انهاء المخ�م و دمجهم كآخ��ن؟ هاذا  ابناء المخ�م، هل هم مع نظ��ة  

"السؤال الس�ا�ي  " 

)۲۰۱٤(طارق، مخیم البقعة   

The political question 

“Do the sons of the camp support the theory of the camp’s survival or 

ending the camp and integrating them as others. This is the political 

question.”  

(Tariq, Baqa’a camp 2014) 

There have always been calls for host countries to grant refugees national 

citizenship to “instantly” alleviate them from a destitute condition, and into a 

hopeful future of existing as legitimate, functioning citizens. In fact, the refusal 

of granting citizenship to Palestinian refugees by the Lebanese and Syrian 

governments has been viewed as a cruel act, and one which is discriminatory 

and very much targeting the Palestinians. This is a serious error in the words of 

international organizations and academics alike, whereby they point fingers at 

the absorbing state, and refuse to take an honest look at the state of departure 

and its new established mechanisms of exclusion, and refusal to absorb any 

Palestinian refugees back as rightful citizens. There is also the stubborn refusal 

of the UNRWA itself to come to terms with its flawed mandate, continuously 

criticized and voiced by the refugees; requesting that the UNRWA takes an 

honest and needed role in political acknowledgement of the Palestinian crises, 

420



and further, establish and truly implement programmes of “human 

development,” or whatever verbiage the UNRWA chooses to base its medium-

term155 strategies upon. Although these programmes are designed with the 

same proposed “new approach” of comprehensive planning and full refugee 

participation. Yet, what is needed is for the UNRWA to adopt a new modus 

operandi in its five operational programmes, and once and for all gain the true 

trust and admiration by the refugee and the international community.  

Today, the UNRWA remains to be the only “organized” framework and agency 

working towards the betterment and validation of Palestinian refugees; 

therefore, its role in enabling the refugee community to overcome this 

protracted displacement, is no less important than those roles and 

responsibilities by Palestinian groups and institutions working for the 

realization of a Palestinian justice and solution. In fact, the UNRWA’s reports, 

especially recently, have been filled with slogans and statements which allude 

to its new commitment to empower and advance the refugees politically in the 

region. In the UNRWA’s Medium Term Plan (MTP) 2005-09, the Agency sets out 

its “Strategic Framework” by writing, “The MTP should ultimately help prepare 

Palestine refugees to contribute to, and take advantage of, any changes that may 

be realized in the region over the coming years” (UNRWA MTP 2005-09:6). This 

“preparation“ the agency is committed to, needs to move away from rhetoric, 

and transform into real and material practice of programmes and initiatives 

implemented in the camps, by working towards an “end to the injustice 

suffered by Palestine refugees” (UNRWA MTS 2016-21:2). In fact, in the same 

UNRWA report, the Commissioner General Pierre Krähenbühl begins his 

foreword by highlighting the continued dire situation of Palestinian refugee, 

which he considers “to be existential in nature.” He strongly recommends, even 

demands, a “political” action towards the Palestinian problem, saying “This is 

                                                            
155 The UNRWA’s most recent mission statement in the 2016-2021 Medium Term Strategy 
states that “Its mission is to help Palestine refugees in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip achieve their full human development potential, pending a just and 
lasting solution to their plight” (UNRWA MTS 2016-21:II). 
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therefore the very time when hope is needed more strongly than ever and 

when political action is required to change the circumstances to bring about a 

fundamental change of paradigm” (Ibid). 

These words, as much as they might be encouraging, are at the same time 

dispiriting and hence are viewed by most refugees – if not all – as deceiving, 

since they contradict the realities on the ground. This undermines the 

UNRWA’s proclamations in the face of a protracted humanitarian and political 

crisis. While the UNRWA continues to uphold its mandate to “contribute to the 

human development of Palestine refugees in the Gaza Strip, the West Bank, 

Jordan, Lebanon and the Syrian Arab Republic until a just solution is found to 

the refugee issue” (UNRWA MTS 2010-15:7)156, it cannot be more than an 

oxymoron in a situation as critically vulnerable and unstable as the Palestinian 

one. It is thus time to confront the UNRWA and ask that they adhere to their 

words by turning them into action. Indeed, in this protracted state, actions do 

really speak louder than words.   

In the face of all this confusion of labels, and continuous UNRWA service 

reformations in the name of austerity and response to political realities,157 a 

state of social disparities has emerged. The Palestinian refugee population has 

been facing a challenge to come to grips with these new measures, and how 

they came about without their knowledge or contribution. In one of their 

foundational reform measures the UNRWA took in response to great financial 

difficulties after the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982, with the consequent 

direct targeting and destruction of much of the Palestinian camps around 

Lebanon, the UNRWA re-structured its programme services to prioritize 

provision and delivery – in all its programmes – to the most abject and absolute 

poor within the refugee community inside the camps. The UNRWA stated on 

                                                            
156 This appears as a quote in UNRWA’s MTS 2010-2015, referencing the Report of the 
Commissioner-General of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees 
in the Near East, 1 January-31 December 2005.  
157 Please see Report of the Commissioner-General of the United Nations Relief and Works 
Agency in the Near East, 1 January -31 December 2005, General Assembly Official Records.  
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its website, ”Over time, the number and size of rations decreased, due to 

funding shortages and a growing realization that not all Palestine refugees 

needed the same forms of support” (source: https://www.unrwa.org/what-we-

do/social-safety-net-programme). I will not try to argue as to whether this 

“realization” emerged from “funding shortages” or a real, research-based 

analysis of the needs of the refugees inside the camp. Instead, I will only 

indulge in highlighting the inefficiency from the start in the UNWRA’s stance. 

Whatever the cause, it is exactly the history of rhetoric the UNRWA has been 

practicing, and which has been audaciously proven to be wrong and in fact 

harmful inside the camp-spaces, which has been dis-servicing the refugees and 

their camps.  

At this point, one urgent demand or need remains, incapable of being reduced 

to labels or categories or rhetoric, that of “political enabling” – in other words, 

providing the skills and resources as a potential for Palestinian refugees to 

achieve self-determination. It is an urgent need en mass that transcends abject 

poverty, since it is not about class divisions within the camps. The privations 

affect detrimentally every single socio-economic group inside the camp, and 

without resolving these problems, no number of new programmes or services 

can compensate for it. And this enabling cannot be in the form of host-country 

citizenship acting as a mask to the still, innate existence of spatial and political 

displacement. As has been proven from the Jordanian context, the granting of 

Jordanian citizenship to Palestinian refugees is not an “enabling” instrument to 

a valuable, political life, but a mere socio-economic – and sometimes only 

economic – instrumentalization of the refugee population, while their political 

struggle for justice remains at the height of urgency as other camps in Lebanon, 

Syria, Gaza and the West Bank. It may even prove to be most suitable to 

introduce something like “exceptional” citizenship, granted to refugees in all 

host countries, and based on the premise that these refugees, through a 

memorandum of understanding formulated, acknowledged and adhered to by 

an international “aid” body and host countries, are able to enjoy rights that 

enable them to formulate and achieve a level of autonomy which has the 
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potential to turn into a political action of settlement – i.e. a genuine political 

settlement.158    

When Tariq eloquently framed the political question in one of our “dialogue 

sessions” inside Baqa’a camp, and more specifically inside Majed’s shelter, 

asking whether the refugee today believes or wants the camp’s survival or a 

different state of refuge which could include ending the camp as such, he was 

expressing much more than the simple words he chose to put in front of us. 

The immediate answer Tariq provided after posing this difficult question was a 

resounding assurance to me that the refugee is attached to the camp, and not 

because of its dilapidated infrastructure and built form – which prompted 

Majed to interrupt and conclude that refugees “,ن بالمخ�م مش باللجوء  ”,متمسكني

meaning they are attached to the “camp” and not the “state of refuge,” Even 

after almost seventy years of displacement, for Palestinians, the camp can 

never seize to be simultaneously a refuge space, and a space of revolutionary 

flight. 

Therefore, we need a new theoretical model to explain the conditions within 

the Palestinian refugee camps. Today, these camp-spaces can be said to 

operate on “Three Economies of Spatial Production,” namely: 

1. Habitual Need – inhabitation requirements; 

2. Strategic Need – as performed during conflict scenarios; 

3. Profit Economy – which is literally the material, cement economy inside 

the camp.  

These three types of economies have taken over as the negotiating language 

of Palestinian refugees. They combine need, survival, and resistance as 

operative and material elements inside the camp-space, determined and 

shaped by the refugees, who are always operating at the threshold of refuge 

                                                            
158 Settlement here in no way alludes to purely physical—spatial settlement outside the 
home-land.  
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and violence; as long as they remain exposed to the host government’s controls 

as other elements that exist beyond the state’s structures and norms.   

In his writings on the idea of “post-camp,” Camillo Boano interrogates the term 

and highlights the existential connection between the urban scale and conflict, 

declaring, “In post-camp analysis the spatial nomos is autonomous into the Latin 

space of stasis, where war, violence become the politicized thresholds of an urban 

space that is permanently contested.” For Boano, “that’s the pitfall of UN Agencies 

unable to understand that “urbanism” is a de facto contested space. Unable to be 

depicted, measured and modified” (Boano, 2017)159. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
159 This quote was taken from Camillo Boano’s presentation on Post Camp, Space of Refuge 
Symposium, P21 Gallery, London, March 15th 2017.  
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Turquois Walls 

 
During my most recent visit to Burj el Barajneh camp in Lebanon in November 2016, 

and as I walked the pathway of our ‘Space of Refuge’ intervention in an effort to 

personally reminisce, I was suddenly and pleasantly met with turquoise walls as soon 

as I entered the Mode 3 site. I turned happily to Abu Mohammad and inquired on 

who had done this, and when? He informed me that this was done a month or six 

weeks after our installation and was led by a group of youth who initiated, funded, 

and implemented the new intervention which actually expands beyond the Mode 3 

site and into other pathways. I had to ask Abu Mohammad if our intervention had 

anything to do with the emergence of this initiative, although he was not personally 

aware of the answer, he looked at me and said, “If these walls were not an 

immediate result of the intervention, then they were affected by the intervention.” 

At this point, I realized that a definitive answer was unnecessary, as their very 

material form and existence provided an insight. The emergence of the turquoise 

walls immediately transported me back to the days of building the installation in 

which the construction process had constructed a new dialogue inside the camp, 

precisely by departing from discussing war, death and struggle, and turning instead 

into a spatial terminology about the historical and current narrative of the camp-

space. This process of discussion activated within the existing apparatus of the camp 

is immanent in constructing new subjectivities inside the camp. Gilles Deleuze offers 

a clear definition to Michel Foucault’s last dimension of an apparatus saying:  
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“… a line of subjectification is a process, a production of subjectivity in a 

social apparatus [dispositif]: it has to be made, inasmuch as the apparatus 

allows it to come into being or makes it possible. …The Self is neither 

knowledge nor power. It is a process of individuation which bears on groups 

and on people, and is subtracted from the power relations which are 

established as constituting forms of knowledge [saviors]: a sort of surplus-

value” (Deleuze 2007). 
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TURQUOISE WALLS - 
Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon November 2016
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Figure 5-3

(R) Showing walls painted turquoise as part of a youth initiative 
inside Burj el Barajneh camp, implemented on part of our 
‘Space of Refuge’ intervention site (L) one month after our 
intervention took place, making this a form of agency which 
can be seen as a result of the line of force, or new device we 
plugged-into the camp’s existing dispositif, thus allowing for a 
new continued process of altering the existing camp dispositif.   

Image Source: Samar Maqusi.
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TURQUOISE WALLS - Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon, November 2016
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TURQUOISE WALLS - Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon, November 2016
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Transferring spatial knowledge beyond the 
camp 
 

 

“The changing nature of assemblages through interactions is one of the 
ways in which, as Manuel De Landa (2006: 10–11) has argued, 
assemblages operate as wholes characterized by ‘relations of exteriority’. 
The other sense in which assemblages are characterized by relations of 
exteriority is that component parts may be detached and plugged into a 
different assemblage in which its interactions are different” (McFarlane 
2011:25). 

 

Building on the concept of transferring “spatial knowledge” between Palestinian 

camps, there emerged in my design interventions a new scale and spatiality of 

superimposition beyond the camp-space in an attempt to plug-in to other existing 

dispositif/apparatuses that would contain within them similar questions of urban 

refuge, displacement, and volatility. As such they would be able both to reinforce 

the camp’s existing knowledge by revealing its spatiality, and to generate new 

knowledge in the form of superimposing scales, through plugging in a new element 

within an existing spatiality of knowledge. Therefore the ‘Space of Refuge’ event 

took place in London in March 2017 in the form of a spatial installation and 

symposium and was hosted inside the P21 Gallery next to Euston Station. P21 

Gallery is a space which operates around transferring art, culture, and knowledge 

from the Middle East, thereby allowing us to engage in various spatialities of 

apparatus, including the actual space of superimposition with all its historical 

knowledge, dimensions, materiality and planes. The gallery’s existing network of 

audience members and inquisitors beyond the academic network, added a unique 

dimension to the materiality of the discussions and debates. The reshaped 

installation physically superimposed a part of Burj el Barajneh’s camp-space (as 
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depicted in grey in Figure 5-4 below) onto P21 Gallery’s space (in blue), creating 

again a different kind of hybrid third-space to create an innovative form of public 

engagement. This involved the contributions of academic and non-academic 

partners, by passing on research data, fieldwork documentaries (including films 

and sound pieces), and refugee testimonies about issues of space and refuge. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 5-4 
 
Installation diagram showing the literal superimposition of the map of Burj el 
Barajneh camp (grey) over the P21 gallery (blue) in London. The act of 
superimposing a camp-space over a typical London space reveals the various 
methods that inhabitants adopt to create their spaces within precarious camp 
geographies. In addition, the superimposition highlights a refuge spatial scale 
in comparison to a non-refuge spatial scale. © Samar Maqusi. 
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SPACE OF REFUGE - 
London, March 2017

Transferring spatial knowledge beyond the camp
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Transferring spatial knowledge beyond the camp

Figure 5-5

Images from inside the spatial installation, 
showing visitors navigating through the 
installation narrow pathways, experiencing  
Burj el Barajneh’s spatial scale, while 
examining films and audio pieces recorded 
inside the camp.  

Image Source: Samar Maqusi.
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Image Source: Samar Maqusi and Ronan Glynn.
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In his book Learning the City, 2011, McFarlane discusses the idea of “assemblage” 

as an “orientation to urban learning as produced through relations of history and 

potential” and explains this orientation as “a method for disclosing the multiple 

temporalities through which urban learning emerges and might be challenged, and 

urbanism learnt differently.” This is precisely the field in which the ‘Space of Refuge’ 

event in London was operating and enabled through hosting a parallel symposium 

as a spatial forum housed within the very installation itself. The aim was to produce 

a critical, immersive dialogue about issues of the camp-space, by bringing together 

scholars from different academic fields working on the subject, refugees from 

Baqa’a camp (via conference call), and an engaged audience of academics, artists, 

filmmakers, activists and local neighbours to construct new knowledge. New forms 

of dialogue emerged which could act as new elements to plug back into the camp-

apparatus, thus creating a cycle of trading apparatus-elements between all the 

different sites covered in this thesis, while concurrently creating a potential active 

cycle for both transferring knowledge, and recreating said knowledge.    
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SPACE OF REFUGE - 
Symposium Event, London, March 2017

Figure 5-6

Images captured during the Symposium presentations, 
showing (TL) General view of the Symposium housed within 
the installation, (TR) Dr Elaine Chase presenting (UCL Institute 
of Education), (BL) Samar connecting digitally with Waleed 
Juma’a and Mohammad Nabulsi in Baqa’a camp, Jordan. 

Image Source: Ronan Glynn.
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the Potential (to act) 

 

 

اجنة من غ�ي ما اترك البقعة"  ”انا رحت ع� مخ�م ب�ج ال�ب
  ٢٠١٥مخ�م البقعة    -عامر هد�ب 

“I went to Burj el Barajneh camp without leaving Baqa’a” 
Baqa’a camp 2015 –Amer Hdeib   

 
 

“there are not first of all relations of production and then, in addition, 
alongside or on top of these relations, mechanisms of power that modify 
or disturb them, or make them more consistent, coherent, or stable. 
…..…Mechanisms of power are an intrinsic part of all these relations and, 
in a circular way, are both their effect and cause. ….….What’s more, in the 
different mechanisms of power intrinsic to relations of production, family 
relations, and sexual relations, it is possible, of course, to find lateral co-
ordinations, hierarchical subordinations, isomorphic correspondences, 
technical identities or analogies, and chain effects” (Foucault, 2004:2).    

 

This PhD research has been engaged in the investigation of the “field” in which 

mechanisms of power are constructed in the space of the Palestinian refugee camps 

and shaped through a continuous existence within a specific “host space” of political 

volatility. What the research has illustrated thus far is that the “mechanisms of 

power” inside the camp-space are specifically those mechanisms by which refugees 

were able to continue constructing a space (outside and beyond relief 

demarcations). This space was delineated as a relief space, already inscribed with 
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rigid regulations, classifications, and standardizations that the host-country politics 

put in place to control the production of space inside those camps, and to manage 

a potential conflict--violence due to the camps’ existence within a local geography 

of host citizen-refugee co-habitation. However, the physical and mental ability of 

Palestinian refugees to transgress these regulations and standards, as designed and 

enforced by host governments and the UNRWA, has been the direct cause for the 

reformation and re-conception of those specific regulations and standards. Thus, 

the production of space by refugees outside and beyond relief standards, can be 

seen – in simple terms – as an effect of the production, or more precisely the 

reproduction, of transformations in the host government and the UNRWA’s 

regulations and standards.160 There lies the latent power of the Palestinian refugees. 

 

Spatial Emergency 

The state of "spatial emergency" is what keeps the Palestinian camp-space at its 

most operable, politically. My spatial interventions were hence a mode of operation, 

as an attempt to cause an urgency in the discussion of the camp-space and give it a 

sense of emergency to ensure its continued process--production within specific 

camp-apparatuses, that are attached to the existing material knowledge and 

experience of those camp-spaces. This constructed and emergent dialogue about 

space is meant to resist and counter the pervasive language of inquiry regarding the 

camp, both inside and outside the camp. As I have discussed in earlier chapters, the 

predominant discussion in academia revolves around the rhetoric of; should there 

be a camp or not be a camp, are camps temporary spaces or permanent, and other 

inquiries associated with analysing a sovereign state inside the camp. This line of 

research easily misguides the realities on the ground, and focus the tone of 

discussion towards one which hints at a stable binary existence,  which is clearly 

                                                            
160 Reformations were not limited to the Palestinian displacement and refuge. Please refer 
to UNHCR’s Policy on Refugee Protection and Solutions in Urban Areas, September 2009, 
and UNHCR’s Policy on Alternatives to Camps, July 2014. 
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unfounded in the Palestinian camp.161 Chantel Mouffe further explains what entails 

this binary political thinking of Schmitt saying,, “A key point of Schmitt’s approach is 

that, by showing that every consensus is based on acts of exclusion, it reveals the 

impossibility of a fully inclusive ‘rational’ consensus” (Mouffe 2005:11). Hence 

creating a “full” consensus inside the camp-space is all but impossible due both to 

the conflictual state of the space and its scale, which has grown into a critical urban 

materiality over the years, of which challenging and contradictory notions of living 

will persist. Yet, as illustrated in the Prelude, Mouffe develops a potential 

transformation of this violent act of political antagonism whereby she proposes an 

alternative relational confrontation which she terms “agonism,” and which is based 

on an act to “recognize the legitimacy of their opponents” (Ibid:20). This recognition 

of legitimacy of existing and acting inside the conflict space, is also encompassing of 

the various political factions and activities inside the Palestinian camp-space, and 

which themselves engage in antagonistic acts which have the potential to turn into 

a working agonism.  

Not only is there a need to reposition the dialogue outside the limited camp-or-no-

camp binary debate, but the actual approach and representation of camps are still 

in need of a creative act, to resist the accepted spatial--architectural lines which 

have long inscribed this knowledge and disseminated it widely. As part of the ‘Space 

of Refuge’ interventions, diagrams imagining the camp as a Deleuzian and 

Guattarian rhizome were developed as an exercise to potentially change our 

developed imagination and formation of a camp.162 Figure 5-6 illustrates a 

deliberate re-representation of the camp-space as exploded “architectural lines” 

whereby they now engage in a different relationship of intersecting and spiralling 

around each other, reminiscent of a rhizome, so as to ensure each element is in a 

potential relation to all other elements inside the camp-apparatus –, while avoiding 

                                                            
161 For Schmitt, the political resides in the distinction and affirmation of the friend/enemy 
divide, whereby politics is the practice of deciding who is either/or, and the exclusion of 
the latter category by deciding life and death. Anything beyond that is not an exercise of 
politics for Schmitt. Please refer to (Schmitt 2007). 
162 Rhizome is a figure of thought and analysis which Felix Guattari introduced in 1976, and 
Gilles Deleuze used to explain the inherent function of “multiplicity” of the Dispositif, 
which Kai Eriksson explains the different approach of Deleuze of Multiplicities as opposed 
to that of Foucault who sees the Dispositif within a totality-figure (Eriksson 2005). 
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to resort to a camp-no camp analysis; and towards a dramatic imagined 

intervention.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5-7 
 
Burj el Barajneh camp--- imagined as 
Rhizome, entirely constructed as “lines of 
force.”© Samar Maqusi. 
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Multiplicity 

Kai Erikkson explains the function of Rhizome as a figure for analysing the field 

of power adopted by Deleuze and Guattari and contrasts it to Foucault’s theories 

in that the rhizome refuses a totality or an end. Instead, it operates on the 

premise of “becomings,” whereby “each particular point in a rhizome can be 

connected to any other point. It constitutes a whole that constantly reorganizes 

itself according to creeping runners, yielding a multiplicity that does not allow a 

unity” (Eriksson 2005:604). These “becomings” are rooted in Deleuze’s 

conviction that “desire—an event at the microlevel—that conditioned power, 

not the other way around” (Ibid:603). These desires are difficult to clamp down 

and fix – which gives it its power, or threat – because they continuously engage 

in processes which constantly reform the material assemblage(s) and can at any 

moment turn into a mode of power which has the ability to reconfigure the 

existing power-relations. As a result, desire is situated within the larger material 

apparatus as “revolutionary because it always wants more connections and 

assemblages” (Deleuze, Parnet 1987:79). 

What this analysis clarifies is that within a complex, dense, large-scale of refuge as 

found in Palestinian refugee camps, interventions on the micro-scale – at the scale 

of the apparatus-elements rather than the entire ‘social field’ – is where acts of 

resistance and revolution have the most potential to manifest themselves, and to 

augment themselves further into a larger scale of the necessary plurality to pass 

through from potential to act. The micro-scale reveals and provides histories, 

knowledge and explanations that are usually invisible and un-attainable within the 

“total scale.” Hence working inside such micro-scales, one is confronted with 

detailed sections of the larger camp-apparatus and which yield themselves 

susceptible to alternative knowledge once a new device enters the existing 

apparatus. An illustrative example can be taken from Baqa’a camp’s propensity – 

turned into desire – of its refugee residents to engage in an act of resisting and 

countering an existing knowledge, by intervening on the micro-scale suggested by 

the ‘Space of Refuge’ spatial installation. What they have done is to reform the idea, 
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by applying a new “line of force” in the form of literally applying their own ink and 

handwriting on the installation planes to ‘counter the information,’ thereby 

resisting, and de-territorializing, a long constructed and unchallenged sense of 

camp-knowledge. In doing so, they further claimed their own spatial-knowledge (see 

Figure 5-7). The importance of such an act on the micro-scale is clearly explained by 

Colin McFarlane in his book Learning the City, which promotes the concept and 

figure of assemblage as a way and space of learning. He asserts: 

“…. individual elements define the assemblage by their co-functioning, and 

can be stabilized (territorialized or reterritorialized) or destabilized 

(deterritorialized) through this mutual imbrication. … As a form of spatial 

relationality, assemblage thinking is attentive to both the individual 

elements and the agency of the interactive whole, where the agency of both 

can change over time and through interactions” (McFarlane 2011:25). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

449



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 5-8 

Showing the act of countering the existing 
camp-knowledge and which was produced by 
the UNRWA to describe the spatial history of 
Baqa’a camp. Refugees entering the 
installation quickly intervened in the work (text 
in red) in an attempt to re-appropriate this 
knowledge and space. Red text translation: “I 
am a Palestinian refugee and this text does not 
represent me.”  
 
©Samar Maqusi 
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It is therefore imperative that these interventions, on the micro-scale, continue to 

plug-into the existing micro-dispositifs which operate in a continuous process--

multiplicity. This approach and ‘scale of operation’ will ensure that the new forms 

of spatial knowledge are continuously emergent and negotiated. While they are 

operating on an intimate scale of form and materiality, they can nonetheless 

escape the omnipresent binary of spatial knowledge inside and outside the camp-

space, of deciding and negotiating a state of “camp or no-camp”. 

In his recent article within a series on City of Potentialities, 2016, AbdouMaliq 

Simone tries to illustrate “how we might think more specifically about how to act 

in domains where complexity is both a resource for the imagination and an 

impediment to action,” through challenging the traditional focus on human 

inhabitation as a source for imagining an ‘urban’ another, to one which bases the 

analysis upon and highlights, those “ways of valuing the multiplicity of encounters 

among entities of all kinds possible in urban contexts” ((Colebrook, 2014a, 2014b; 

Lorimer, 2012; Matts and Tynan, 2012) in Simone 2016:9). It is then the “scale,” in 

terms of the architectural and material scale within the camp-space, which decides 

the forms of interaction and the possibilities of action—the multiplicities.  

 

“No matter what formal structures, stories, powers or institutions come to 

bear on what takes place, no matter how they leave their mark, there 

remains a constant process of encountering, pushing and pulling, wheeling 

and dealing, caring for and undermining that potentially keeps almost 

everyone ‘in play’, that is, able to manoeuvre and pursue, however limited 

this might be” (Ibid). 
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I would like to end this thesis by opening up the concept of desire as manifested 

inside the Palestinian camp. In his chapter on “Spinoza, Nietzsche, Deleuze: An 

Other Discourse of Desire,” Alan Schrift traces the concept of desire back to Plato, 

while highlighting that “when desire does become the object of philosophical 

reflection, almost without exception it is conceived as the consequence of the lack 

of the object desired” (Schrift in Silverman 2000). As such, he links and contrasts 

this view to another discourse of desire which Deleuze’s work elaborates, in that 

Desire contains an immanent element within it of productivity, as production and 

process, which we can say both gives it its operation and defines it (Ibid:176, 

Deleuze and Guattari 2004). For Deleuze and Guattari therefore: 

 

“Desiring-machines are binary machines, obeying a binary law or set of 

rules governing associations: one machine is always coupled with another. 

… This is because there is always a flow-producing machine, and another 

machine connected to it that interrupts or draws off part of this flow (the 

breast—the mouth). ... Desire causes the current to flow, itself flows in 

turn, and breaks the flows” (Ibid). 

 

Inside the Palestinian camp-space, desire happens in an association with an 

“event,” yet this event is always inscribed in the camp-space thus always 

inherently political. After the event, there are “leftovers” which can be seen as the 

process-residue which are often material and cease to be visible after the event, 

intentionally or un-intentionally. Yet there is always a potential that the residue is 

not directly material and not directly visible, meaning it cannot be immediately 

discarded by external forces, and while this “not-material” residue is initially 

invisible, it is destined to undergo an internal process of either relegating it, or in 

fewer cases actualizing it – making it visible. One way of imagining this 
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actualization is through a “machinic”163 process of re-plugging into the camp-

space’s existing apparatus, and thereby ensuring a continuous cycle of “flow” 

remains inside the space which absorbs the existing spatial knowledge through the 

“plug-in,” and further reforms, or as Deleuze and Guattari refer to “fragments” this 

spatial knowledge in the process of producing (or continuing) another flow. In this 

regard, every one of the “Space of Refuge” events represented a conscious 

attempt to absorb an existing spatial knowledge while at the same time, and in 

turn, facilitating the transference of another spatial knowledge that inevitably 

constitutes said prior original knowledge. This mode of transference of the spatial 

knowledge can manifest itself in various ways, while always reserving an originary 

knowledge associated with the “historical” of that specific knowledge. This can be 

said to involve a process of subjectivation.     

The example of the turquoise walls now found in Burj el Barajneh camp, in wake 

of the “Space of Refuge” installation there, can be argued as a continuation of a 

“flow” caused by an event which plugged into the camp’s existing spatial 

knowledge. And while I was writing this chapter, my friends in Baqa’a camp shared 

the following images of another Attabah (threshold) being independently 

constructed by Abu L’Abed’s neighbour who took part in the dialogues during our 

field interventions  (see Figure 5-8). The new Attabah is built in close proximity to 

the original  Attabah we built in 2015.. This new Attabah constitutes another 

manifestation of desire. While we might consider the overall Palestinian camp-

space to provide the larger spatiality for producing and hosting camp-apparatuses, 

it is through those manifestations on the micro-level, and which construct the 

most detailed of connections inside the camp, that we can argue to be the “current 

potentials.” This is because these Attabat alter the structure and representation 

of the spatial knowledge while concurrently and more importantly, producing new 

spatial knowledge, or as Deleuze and Guattari remind us, “what characterizes 

these desiring-machines is that they are always producing” (Ibid). 

                                                            
163 Ibid. 
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TOWARDS A NEW
Apparatus - dispositif

Baqa’a camp, Jordan, August 2017

Figure 5-9

Images showing the intervention project of Attabat being independently 
constructed, and re–appropriated by another refugee family in Baqa’a 
camp one year after our original intervention. The refugees who 
witnessed the construction of Abu L’Abed’s Attabah in 2015, now 
themselves engaging in the camp’s spatial apparatus through acts of 
spatial violation. This illustrates the manifestation of the potential 
of “desire” to proliferate by plugging in more devices to the camp’s 
existing apparatus. Baqa’a camp, Jordan, August 2017. More images 
on next page.

Image Source: Abu Ahmad & Abu L’Abed, Baqa’a camp.
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TOWARDS A NEW
Apparatus - dispositif

Baqa’a camp, Jordan, August 2017
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As long as Palestinian refugees continue to inhabit this state of prolonged spatial 

displacement while their political state is relegated to an inferior – less urgent – 

need by the external players and agencies, the camp-space will continue to exist, 

for the Palestinian refugees, as a space where resistance continuously takes on 

various forms and scales. This is in an attempt to not only safeguard a space 

deemed existential for their imagined political state, but also their individuated 

subjectivities and needs. These “resistance” forms are nonetheless attached to the 

larger camp-apparatus, thus making every individual act of refuge inside the camp-

space a potential desiring-machine able to maintain--preserve this apparatus and 

produce new ones. Today inside the camp-space, and beyond any attempts to 

change the Palestinian-scale, refugees are continuing to produce space beyond UN 

relief-lines by implementing acts of spatial violation, thus the camp-space and the 

flows will inevitably continue to operate and act inside the political. It has been 

the task of this thesis to observe and contribute to that process, and to promote 

the linking of desire with political agency, within the field of dispositif. 

      

 

 

 
 
Figure 5-10 
 
(R) Images taken in 2012 in Nahr el Bared camp after completing the first two packages 
(2/8), and the return of about 1,400 families (from a total of 5,000 families). As shown, 
these families already began reforming the camp-space and camp-scale by immediately 
engaging in acts of spatial violation, thus beginning a new camp-dispositif utilizing spatial 
violations, towards creating (or re-appropriating in this case) a new Palestinian. Lebanon, 
October 2012. 
 
Image Source: UNRWA-ICIP Archives.  
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In Conclusion 

This research started with a simple question of “Why does the Palestinian camp 

look like this,” while situated within a complex geography of political refuge. As I 

began to unravel the details of the research inquiry inside the camp field, it 

became obvious that to answer the question, one must engage in the politics and 

violence of political refuge, as a way to build a new critical knowledge and 

terminology for camp-spaces. This involvement is not haphazard, while on the 

contrary, it involves a great amount of planning and calculation, something similar 

in nature to constructing an architectural map. The research aimed at not only 

creating new spatial knowledge beyond the rhetoric of humanitarianism, it more 

importantly engaged in field experimentations and interventions, utilizing 

theoretical concepts, to overlap the spatiality of the camp over our academic, 

philosophical thinking. This was a central area in the research, whereby I opted to 

develop both spatial interventions—installations, intertwined with intellectual 

interventions, which have the potential to become new platforms of transferring 

spatial knowledge between different geographies, refuge ones and global ones. 

This “transfer of spatial knowledge” ensures that the research continues to grow 

and reform, as well as, opens new channels for both the refugees and academics 

to directly engage in producing and exchanging knowledge. This was very much 

manifested in both installations in Baqa’a camp and Burj el Barajneh camp, as well 

as, the installation—symposium event in London. The importance of such an 

engagement is to share an imminent knowledge with the geography of European 

cities today, whereby over a million new refugees reside, and who will be building 

spaces which can be reminiscent of spatial scenarios discussed in this thesis. While 

they are not in the form of camps, any space of refuge will always involve 

problematic relations emanating from host-refugee relations which manifest 

themselves beyond just refugee camps. It is thus paramount that discussions of 

space, making space, and addressing new refuge spaces are developed inside the 

European community, to enable a straining and conflictual situation to mediate 

itself to reach a point of agreement. It is here that we can learn more from 

Mouffe’s treatment of conflictual spaces and the condition of antagonism, 
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whereby we begin to imagine and experiment with new modes of what she terms 

“agonism,” and which provides the needed flexible relationship that can achieve 

stability inside conflictual spaces.  Mouffe elaborates on “agonism” saying “What 

an agonistic approach certainly disavows is the possibility of an act of radical 

refoundation that would institute a new social order from scratch. But a number 

of very important socioeconomic and political transformations, with radical 

implications, are possible within the context of liberal democratic institutions. 

What we understand by ‘liberal democracy’ is constituted by sedimented forms of 

power relations resulting from an ensemble of contingent hegemonic 

interventions. The fact that their contingent character is not recognized today is 

due to the absence of counter-hegemonic projects” (Mouffe 2005:33).  

Inside the Palestinian camp, the research aimed to implant a possibility of spatial 

acts reminiscent of the research interventions. We have seen examples in both 

Baqa’a and Burj el Barajneh camps, which testify to the real possibility for these 

acts to take shape and proliferate to a future point at which a new form of the 

camp-dispositif begins to evolve. One directly associated with forms of spatial 

knowledge. More clearly, the field interventions were meant to illustrate a mode 

by which Deleuze’s “current,” whereby our present knowledge, thinking, and 

actions are perceived as continuously being productive, thus always becoming 

something else. Deleuze confirms, “Each apparatus is thus defined by its content 

of newness and creativity, which at the same time indicates its ability to change or 

even to break for the sake of a future apparatus unless, on the contrary, there is 

an increase of force to the hardest, most rigid and solid lines. …We belong to these 

apparatuses and act in them” (Deleuze 2007:344).    

I would like to conclude this thesis by referencing Hannah Arendt, in her treatment 

of power. Power is a complex concept which we reference in this thesis, yet it 

requires a completely different study to articulate its nature in the camps. 

Nonetheless, power resided in everything involved in making the camps, researching 

them, and intervening in them, while the latter two are engaged in a specific form 

of power, that of social political power in the face of institutional ones. I propose 
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that we read Arendt’s quote not only as a reflection, but a real consideration to 

begin to re-think power today and save our public—common. 

 

“What first undermines and then kills political communities is loss of power 

and final impotence; and power cannot be stored up and kept in reserve for 

emergencies, like the instruments of violence, but exists only in its 

actualization. … Power is actualized only where word and deed have not 

parted company, where words are not empty and deeds not brutal, where 

words are not used to veil intentions but to disclose realities, and deeds are 

not used to violate and destroy but to establish relations and create new 

realities. Power is what keeps the public realm, the potential space of 

appearance between acting and speaking men, in existence. … Power is 

always, as we would say, a power potential and not an unchangeable, 

measurable, and reliable entity like force or strength” (Arendt 1998:200). 
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ANNEXES 
methodology

As this thesis already demonstrated, my fieldwork methodology was based on 
approaching the camp and the refugees utilizing means outside the designed 
official mechanisms. This was to try and create a new constructive methodology 
by which the researcher is able to gain deeper a access into the camp’s spatiality 
and knowledge. The philosophical concepts of play—deactivation, and the 
methodological concept of “snowball effect” were utilized and manifested inside 
the camp, while fully recognizing – and calculating -- the element of risk this 
approach exposes the researcher and the refugees to. The main methodological 
concept engages in bypassing institutional pathways, as well as, in constructing 
a local camp network, devoid of any institutional associations, whereby the first 
contacts – the gatekeepers – spearheaded the process. 
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Group Meetings

Date:   Location:

 June  21st 2014 Dawaymeh Public Association, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

July  26th  2014 Majed's shelter, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

August 2nd  2014 Women's Centre, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

August 5th  2014 Majed's shelter, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

September 2nd  2014 Kabri Public Association, Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon.

September 14th  2014 Abu L'Abed shelter, Baqa'a camp, Jordan. 

 July  21st 2015 Dawaymeh Public Association, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

July 12th  2015 Majed's shelter, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

September  5th  2015
Lleno headquarters, Representative of Armed Movement, 
Ein el Hilweh camp, Lebanon.

October  11th 2015 Abu L'Abed shelter, Baqa'a camp, Jordan. 

August 17th 2016 Abu Mohammad shelter, Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon 

September 5th  2016 Abu L'Abed shelter, Baqa'a camp, Jordan. 

As already mentioned in this thesis, the convention of the group meetings was undertaken utilizing the 
snowball effect; through my camp “colleagues” -- gatekeepers --. Gathering of refugees inside a camp 
is not a complex matter, yet gathering the right people can be challenging. To address this issue, I had 
requested from my gatekeepers that they target individuals who are involved in camp-based activities; 
outside any institutions or organizations, as well as, ensure there is a diverse age range. The refugees 
contacted were briefed on the nature of the research and its inquiries, in addition to the nature of 
the researcher – myself –, and my associations with the UNRWA and the West; being that my PhD is 
taking place at a British university. The majority of the meetings themselves took part in various shelters 
(please refer to Chapter 1 for a description of the shelter as a “research space”), depending on who was 
able to host us. A couple of meetings were held at public associations for a lack of shelter space at the 

 



Individual Meetings

Date:   Location:

 June  14th  2014 Om Waleed shelter, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

 June  21st 2014 Om Ali shelter, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

June  27th  2014 Abu Sabri, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

 August  1st  2014 Om Abu Sharar, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

 August  10th  2014 Fayez Abu Fardeh, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

 August  31st  2014 Om & Abu Mohammad, Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon.

June 22nd 2015 Om L'Abed, Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon.

June 24th 2015 Abu Osama shop, Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon.

June 25th 2015 Ali Saffadi, Head of Fida Movement, Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon.

July 20th 2015 Abu Sharar, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

August 7th 2016 Hamzeh, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

The individual meetings focused on specific categories such as; first-generation refugees; Female 
refugees; refugees who took part in important conflicts; individuals who have the agency to mobilize 
the camp-youth, and refugees who possess an in-depth historical knowledge of the camps. Considering 
the scale of the camps studies, and the impossibility of covering the whole diverse camp community, I 
strategically focused on the aforementioned categories as they are viewed to be more pertinent to the 
research question. I must highlight here, that I was greeted with absolute graciousness inside every 
shelter I entered, and refugees were willing to converse and share knowledge. Even though I had my 
gatekeeper accompany me to most of these meetings, some were done independently. 
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Camp walk‐throughs

Date:   Location:

 June ‐ September  2014 Fieldwork, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

August ‐ September 2014 Fieldwork, Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon.

June ‐ October 2015 Fieldwork & Interventions, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

December of 2015 Fieldwork, Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon.

 June ‐ August  2016 Fieldwork, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

August ‐ September 2016 Fieldwork & Intervention, Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon.

November ‐ December 2016 Fieldwork follow‐up, Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon.

July‐August 2016 Fieldwork follow‐up, Baqa'a camp, Jordan.

Aug‐16 Fieldwork follow‐up, Burj el Barajneh camp, Lebanon.

A considerable amount of time was spent walking through the camps, and into people’s shelters 
within a span of four years. The camp walk-throughs were not always organized, yet when they were, 
I organized my walks around specific spatial areas. For example; oldest areas in a camp; areas where 
spatial violations have created very dense scales; areas where demonstrations are customarily held; 
areas around government spatial interventions, and such. The walk-throughs truly exuded the most 
intricate spatial data in both camps, and offered a lot of opportunity to engage freely with the passerby 
community, thus obtain a clearer insight into the community’s fabric and how the community operates 
inside the camp. In addition, the walk-throughs provided a space to truly witness episodes of “collective 
punishment” inside the camps, usually erupting after a demonstration or a cultural activity deemed 
“too Palestinian” for the host government security apparatuses. 
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