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Abstract 

Refugee camps are predominantly labelled as spaces of exception, dispossession and waiting 

(Agamben, 1998; Agier, 2011), yet critical studies have been calling to dismantle such colonial 

discourses that showcase refugees as unchanged dependent aid recipients (Al-Hardan, 2014; 

Zein-Elabdin & Charusheela, 2004). Recent literature has been referring to refugee camps as 

urban spaces (Doraï, 2010a; Jansen, 2018), however there has been very little theoretical 

reflections on how a refugee camp operates as an urban space when it does not have access 

to the state sources of livelihood (space, infrastructure, labor market or public services) which 

would normally characterize an urban zone. This dissertation revisits protracted refugee camps 

and suggests them as constellations of social entanglements through Massey’s definition of 

place (1991). This alternative view suggests a representation  of refugee camps as networks of 

care (Latour, 2007, 2014) and assemblages (Deleuze & Parnet, 1987). These theoretical 

frameworks allow us to understand the agency of refugees in ordering heterogeneous entities, 

inside and outside the camp, towards collaborative action and achieving community goals. This 

requires deep examination of relationalities and world-making in the refugee community, and 

therefore this thesis pays specific attention to the peculiar cosmologies and political ontologies 

of the refugee camp. It incorporates post-development literature, which promotes localized, 

pluralistic grassroots movements (Cerdán, 2013; Kothari et al., 2019; Matthews, 2004; 

Mercier, 2019; Schöneberg et al., 2022; Ziai, 2017), to examine alternative methods and 

networks for constructing wellbeing in the camp, beyond the western definition of wellbeing. 

Therefore, the dissertation attempts to understand how livelihoods of a growing refugee 

population are formed in a limited space of 0.2 km2. I am to explore how 

relationalities\networks\assemblages guide refugees in producing and shaping the camp space 

and claiming space in the city. I specifically observe permanently temporary Palestinian refugee 

camps in Lebanon, looking at the human and more-than-human networks and assemblages 

between various elements which are unique to the camp (memory, invisibility, statelessness, 

congested space, land, food among others) as an ontology by which refugees understand their 

place in this world and negotiate everyday spaces for homemaking, food security,  fair 

education, access to health and culture. This research uses qualitative methods, mainly auto-

ethnographies (considering my positionality as a camp dweller), ethnographies, in-depth 

interviews and spatial analysis. I find that we negotiate the limited camp space by expanding 

vertically, while we negotiate home by embodying ancestral memories of Palestine into the 
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narrow hallways. We develop alternative means of education, access to food and healthcare, 

through community-based dynamics such as sisterhoods and crowdfunding. Grassroots 

cooperation allow us to construct commons, redistribute resources, rescue other refugees of 

the city during the pandemic and decolonize knowledge of Palestine. The study concludes that 

the assemblages and solidarities in protracted refugee spaces allows refugees to transform the 

camp from a confined space to a place, expand beyond confinement and claim space in the 

city. Despite the legal and socio-economic limitation of the camp space, the camp expands 

geographically: it expands physically (vertical expansion of buildings), socially (communication 

with the outside world through production of audio-visual material), and culturally 

(development of place-based learning and alternative decolonial curriculum). Ultimately the 

camp expands as it extends relationships with the lost home (Palestine) through traditional 

food and it hosts migrants abandoned by the city. I conclude that refugee camps are not fixed 

confined spaces with controlled mobilities governed by western-aided development that has 

progressively reduced its engagement. Mobilities and alternative modes of (post)development 

exist in waiting zones, and are led by the refugees themselves. Therefore, policies that target 

refugee communities must acknowledge the variety of agencies, post development 

mechanisms, and spatial relationships that lie within refugee communities and shape the space 

which refugees occupy in the city.  

 

Keywords: Refugee camp, Palestinian refugees, networks, assemblages, post-development, 

Lebanon 
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Abstract (italiano) 
 

I campi profughi sono prevalentemente etichettati come spazi di eccezione, di espropriazione 

e di attesa (Agamben, 1998; Agier, 2011), eppure gli studi critici hanno chiesto di discostarsi 

dai discorsi coloniali che mostrano i rifugiati unicamente come destinatari di aiuti esterni (Al-

Hardan, 2014; Zein-Elabdin & Charusheela, 2004). La letteratura recente ha fatto riferimento 

ai campi profughi come spazi urbani (Doraï, 2010; Jansen, 2018), offrendo, tuttavia, poche 

riflessioni teoriche su come un campo profughi operi come spazio urbano quando non ha 

accesso alle alle strutture pubbliche di sostegno di sostentamento (spazio, infrastrutture, 

mercato del lavoro o servizi pubblici) che normalmente caratterizzano una zona urbana. 

Questa tesi rivisita i campi profughi di lunga durata come costellazioni di intrecci sociali 

attraverso la definizione di luogo di Massey (1991). Partire dallo spazio come luogo permette 

di osservare i campi profughi come reti di cura (Latour, 2007) e degli assemblaggi (Deleuze & 

Parnet, 1987) come strumenti analitici che ci permettono di comprendere l'agency dei rifugiati 

nell´ordinare in strutture di senso entità eterogenee all'interno e all'esterno del campo 

orientate al raggiungimento di obiettivi comunitari. Questi approcci comportano un esame 

approfondito di relazionalità e world-making nella comunità di rifugiati; pertanto, questa tesi 

presta un'attenzione specifica alle cosmologie e alle ontologie politiche nei campi profughi. La 

ricerca si basa su letteratura geografica e del post-sviluppo, in quanto promuove movimenti di 

base localizzati e pluralistici (Cerdán, 2013; Kothari et al., 2019; Matthews, 2004; Mercier, 

2019; Schöneberg et al., 2022; Ziai, 2017), oltre a metodi e reti alternative per la costruzione 

del benessere locale, privilegiando obiettivi sociali che vanno al di là della definizione di 

sviluppo normalmente promossa da studiosi mainstream e codificata negli obiettivi di sviluppo 

sostenibile. In particolare, la tesi esplora le modalità attraverso cui una popolazione di rifugiati 

in crescita demografica plasma gli spazi per produrre luoghi di residenza, di sussistenza, e di 

senso identitario, all´interno di uno spazio limitato a 0,2 km2. L’osservazione si concentra sui 

campi profughi palestinesi permanenti e temporanei di Beirut, in Libano, sulle reti e 

assemblaggi umani e più-che-umani tra elementi specifici del campo (memoria, invisibilità, 

apolidia, spazio congestionato, terra, cibo, e altri) come categorie ontologiche attraverso le 

quali i rifugiati danno senso alla propria posizionalità esistenziale e politica, e negoziano gli 

spazi quotidiani per la casa, la sicurezza alimentare, l'istruzione equa, l'accesso alla salute e alla 

cultura. La ricerca si basa su una metodologia qualitativa basata su auto-etnografie (in quanto 
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la scrivente è parte della comunità di rifugiati del campo osservato), etnografie, interviste in 

profondità e analisi spaziale. I risultati mostrano come le comunità di rifugiati osservati siano 

in continua negoziazione dello spazio tramite espansione verticale, allo stesso tempo cercando 

di riprodurre le memorie ancestrali della Palestina, visibili anche nelle strettissime vie interne 

al campo. In assenza di servizi pubblici nel campo, la comunità auto-organizza servizi per 

l´istruzione, l´accesso al cibo e all´assistenza sanitaria, attraverso progetti comunitari sostenuti 

da sisterhood e crowdfunding. La tesi mostra come la cooperazione di base ha permesso di 

costruire beni comuni, ridistribuire le risorse e persino curare altri rifugiati della città durante 

la pandemia e, allo stesso tempo, decolonizzando le conoscenze sulla Palestina,. Lo studio 

conclude che gli assemblaggi e le solidarietà negli spazi per rifugiati prolungati permettono ai 

rifugiati di trasformare il campo da spazio confinato a luogo, di espandersi oltre la scala del 

confinamento spaziale, e di rivendicare spazio nella città. Malgrado le limitazioni legali e socio-

economiche dello spazio del campo, il campo si espande geograficamente: si espande 

fisicamente (espansione verticale degli edifici), socialmente (comunicazione con il mondo 

esterno attraverso la produzione di materiale audiovisivo) e culturalmente (produzione di 

programmi educativi decoloniali) e tramite il cibo e la cura sanitaria, anche verso migranti non-

palestinesi presenti a Beirut.  In conclusione, i campi profughi non sono semplicemente spazi 

confinati e fissi, con una mobilità controllata e regolata da uno sviluppo assistito dagli stati 

occidentali - che, tra l´altro, hanno progressivamente ridotto il suo impegno. Mobilità e 

modalità alternative di (post)sviluppo esistono nelle zone di attesa e sono guidate dai rifugiati 

stessi. Pertanto, le politiche che si rivolgono alle comunità di rifugiati devono riconoscere la 

varietà di agencies e relazioni spaziali che si trovano all'interno delle comunità di rifugiati e che 

modellano lo spazio che i rifugiati occupano nella città.  

 

Parole chiave: Campo profughi, rifugiati palestinesi, reti, assemblaggi, post-sviluppo, Libano 
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1. Introduction 

According to the UNHCR (2021b), Lebanon is namely the country with the highest ratio of 

refugee per capita in the world. The country hosts over 2 million refugees, of which 1.5 million 

are Syrian refugees, and half a million are registered with the United Nations Relief and Works 

Agency (UNRWA) as Palestinian refugees, in addition to around 20,000 refugees from Iraq, 

Sudan and Ethiopia (UNHCR, 2021c). Among the various refugee groups in Lebanon, 

Palestinians are the oldest and longest standing refugees, having been settled in 12 refugee 

camps across the country since their forced displacement from Palestine in 1948 (UNRWA, 

2015a). Despite inhabiting Lebanon for decades now, Palestinian refugees cannot be 

naturalized, due to strict Lebanese legislation on refugee settlement. As a result, Palestinian 

refugees in Lebanon remain prohibited from access to public services and state protection; 

they are not entitled to legal ownership, equal employment or citizenship. Despite living in 

Lebanon for generations, they remain trapped in a temporary status of refugees, therefore, 

they are permanently temporary.  

There is extensive research on the exclusion of refugees and the narrative of misery which 

characterizes the camp space (Agamben, 1998; Agier, 2011; Gabiam, 2016), however, there is 

notably less research on how these refugee camps continue to survive and create livelihoods 

despite the legal and spatial limitations. In the case of Palestinian refugees, research focuses 

on the legal and physical limitations imposed on the Palestinian refugee camp space, and on 

the socio-economic exclusions imposed on the Palestinian community (Abdulrahim & Khawaja, 

2011; Elsayed-Ali, 2006; Halabi, 2004a; Hanafi et al., 2012; Knudsen, 2007; Mahoudeau, 2019). 

Palestinian refugees seem to be using elements of temporary humanitarian aid, such as the 

refugee camp space and humanitarian aid education, to build themselves more permanent 

lives (Feldman, 2018). Refugees have been able to craft these spaces of administrative 

intervention into social worlds and places of identity, conveying a paradoxical landscape of 

both hope and despair to their visitors (Peteet, 2005). But what are the mechanisms, practices 

or conditions that enable Palestinian refugees not only to survive but also to pursue 

constructing wellbeing, for themselves and others, under such restrictive living conditions? 

What kind of agencies and forms of cooperation take place in these waiting zones to make the 

waiting more bearable? And what kind of development do these grassroots agencies and 

networks produce? This thesis situates itself in human geography, with a focus on post-

development geographies and urban geographies, benefits greatly from refugee studies, and 
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takes Palestinian Refugee camps in Lebanon as a case study in an attempt to understand 

alternative pursuits of wellbeing and livelihood beyond confinement and poverty in the space 

of refuge.  

Despite being the longest refugee crises in modern history, protracted displacement is not 

unique to Palestinians. Data from 1978–2014 suggests that less than one in 40 refugee crises 

are resolved within three years, more than 80% of refugee crises last for ten years or more; 

and that two in five last 20 years or more (Humanitarian Policy Group, 2015). Protracted 

refugee crises are becoming the norm rather than the exception, and therefore the matter of 

livelihoods of protracted refugee communities is one that requires critical attention and 

extensive research for its increasingly growing impact on millions around the globe. Evidence, 

that the self-reliance of displaced people in shaping their space and attaining forms of 

wellbeing, can encourage and support advocacy for the rights of displaced people such as 

rights of citizenship, work permits or freedom of movement (Humanitarian Policy Group, 

2015). And therefore, the importance of this study stems from the need to shed light on 

refugee agency and grassroots-based cooperation for wellbeing as modes of advocating for 

reshaping refugee rights and refugee policies. Palestinians, being the world’s longest case of 

protracted refugees, provide us an important case study to examine and analyze the modes in 

which protracted refugee establish networks of care which substitute humanitarian aid and 

promote healthy livelihoods.  

 

1.1. Background and Geographic Context 

Palestinian refugees are groups and individuals who have been displaced from their native 

villages and cities in British-mandated Palestine in 1948 following the massacres and ethnic 

cleansing that accompanied the establishment of the state of Israel (Khalidi & Khalidi, 2006; 

Masalha, 2012b; Morris, 2004; Pappé, 2007). It is estimated that around 100,000 of the 

expelled Palestinians sought refuge in Lebanon (Elsayed-Ali, 2006; Minority Rights Group 

International, 2008). Today, there are over half a million Palestinian refugees registered with 

UNRWA to be living in Lebanon, however, exact figures of refugees actually resident in the 

country are not available due to the lack of public census in Lebanon since 1932 (UNRWA, 

2021e). 

They live in 12 official Palestinian refugee camps and 16 unofficial Palestinian gathering spots 

in Lebanon. The main camp of data collection for this research is Bourj Albarajenah, in the 
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capital Beirut. However there has been visits and ethnographies recorded from the other 

camps of Lebanon (see article I) therefore the context of study has been set to be the refugee 

camps of Lebanon in general.  

Palestinian refugees in Lebanon are the most influenced by their statelessness, of all 

Palestinian refugees in the middle east (UNRWA, 2015a). Lebanon applies the principle of 

reciprocity, whereby it grants the right to work and social security to nationals of other states 

whose countries grant Lebanese citizens the right to work and social protection (Amnesty 

International, 2006). This discriminates against Palestinians because they are stateless; those 

who lack citizenship of any state are effectively excluded from the possibility of accessing public 

services, social security, equal work, inheritance and property rights (Abdulrahim & Khawaja, 

2011; UNRWA, 2015a).  

Lebanese legislation also administer systemic exclusion in its public services provision 

(Amnesty International, 2006). For example, Law No. 686 of 1998, which amended Article 49 

of Decree No. 134/59 provides that: ‘Public education is free and compulsory in the primary 

phase, and is a right to every Lebanese in the primary education age’ (Amnesty International, 

2006). This law, similar to segments from health and other public service laws, specifies that it 

only protects “Lebanese” persons and does not apply to foreign individuals residing in 

Lebanon, including Palestinian refugees. In addition, Palestinian refugees are not entitled to 

ever obtain Lebanese citizenship because the introduction of the Lebanese constitution 

declares that there shall be ‘no resettlement of non-Lebanese in Lebanon’. As a result, they 

remain stuck in a condition of statelessness, isolation, and deprivation (Abdulrahim & Khawaja, 

2011; Halabi, 2004a; UNRWA, 2015a). As a result, among the five UNRWA fields, Lebanon has 

the highest percentage of Palestine refugees living in abject poverty (UNRWA, 2015a). 

In terms of governance and protection, these camps also have a peculiar situation. These 

camps were under the governance of the Lebanese state until 1969 when the Lebanese and 

Palestinian representatives reached The Cairo Agreement, giving the Palestinian camps in 

Lebanon complete autonomy under the governance of the Palestinian Liberation Organization 

(PLO)(UNRWA, 2020b). They became dubbed as ‘a state within the state’. After the defeat of 

the PLO in 1982 and its departure from Lebanon, the Agreement was declared null and void by 

the Lebanese Parliament (UNRWA, 2020b). However, the camps never actually returned to the 

realm of governance of the Lebanese state because Palestinian refugees wanted to preserve 

their short-lived sense of being an autonomous state, but eventually remained as marginal 
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spaces of no legitimate governance structures in place (Hanafi & Long, 2010; Mahoudeau, 

2019; Ramadan & Fregonese, 2017).  

Agier (2011) has argued that the ‘humanitarian government’ is normally in charge of refugee 

camp spaces; however, in Palestinian refugee camps that is not the case either because the 

agency’s role is limited to material aid. Hanafi (2014) calls UNRWA the ‘Phantom Sovereign’, 

explaining that the agency has historically understood its role as a temporary relief provider to 

a temporary group of ‘victims’, carefully avoiding taking on a governing role. Therefore, in legal 

terms, no one is responsible for the lives of those dwelling in Palestinian refugee camps in 

Lebanon (Mahoudeau, 2019). In response to this situation, popular and neighborhood 

committees are created in informal ways among camp families and political groups to address 

matters of local conflicts and general security, proving that despite being outside the 

sovereign, the camp is managed by a multiplicity of other forms of grassroots and familial 

authorities that coexist and compete for power (Abou Zaki, 2016; Kortam, 2010). Overall, 

Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon are peculiar zones of legal exclusion and alternative 

modes of conviviality which will be further examined throughout this dissertation.  

 

1.2. Problem and Research Question 

The Palestinian refugee problem is one of the oldest surviving refugee crises in the world. This 

situates Palestinian refugees in a position of constant victimization by International 

cooperation institutions and objects of study in refugee studies (Malkki, 1996). This stems from 

a long history of locking refugees into the role of the helpless and representing refugee spaces 

as that of control and misery. A refugee is constantly expected to showcase his wounds to 

order to merit access to assistance or protection (Fassin, 2005). Refugee communities are 

represented as faceless masses seeking food and shelter, leaving no space for activism and 

political participation (Malkki, 1996). By virtue of their perceived position as victims of history, 

refugees are cared for in terms of their security and their biological needs, and are expected 

to never make any political demands, because they are assumed to be without political goals 

and agencies (Agier, 2011; Lecadet, 2016; Turner, 2016). Humanitarian aid has become 

extraordinarily dependent on the victim/victimizer model to operate (Walzer, 1995). This 

means that if a group is suffering on one level, they are automatically labelled as disabled at all 

levels and cannot contribute to any field. As a result, refugees are continuously deprived from 
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the possibility to contribute to shaping policies and projects that impact their own spaces 

(Hanafi, 2008b; Hanafi et al., 2012). 

In the cases of protracted refugees, such as that of the Palestinians, humanitarian aid takes on 

the role of both the ‘humanitarian government’ (Agier, 2011) and the provider of human 

development (Ḥanafī et al., 2014). Both of these roles have a history of excluding beneficiaries 

from the capacity to participate in shaping their own spaces and determination of destiny. 

Similar to humanitarian aid, refugees are excluded from contribution to policy and praxis of 

development projects which targets their spaces. They are dismissed as merely recipients of 

cooperation programs designed and undertaken by external actors through a relationship of 

management and tutelage. This approach of ‘development’ has long excluded humans from 

being able to define their own needs and autonomous ways of living (Esteva, 1992). Millions 

of humans around the world were labelled as ‘underdeveloped’ for not fitting the universal 

definition of ‘development’ (Sachs, 1992), I would argue: including refugees. It is my argument 

here that refugees, as well as the rest of marginalized communities in the global south, are also 

agents of their own forms of development and unfairly labelled as underdeveloped solely for 

not fitting the western definition of development. It is important in refugee studies, as much 

as it is already clearly important in post-development geography, to recognize that logics of 

being in communities (cosmologies, entanglements, ways of becoming) are unique to each 

territory, and constitutes its unique relational world (Escobar, 2015, p. 201). The concept of 

place-based approaches of being in the world, designed by communities at grassroots level, is 

one that is still to be introduced to both refugee studies and humanitarian aid.  

To criticize this approach and take practical steps towards understanding more accurately the 

agencies of refugees in shaping their own livelihoods, this research brings together a focus of 

refugee studies with post-development geographies, and therefore will look at alternatives to 

development as established by refugees in waiting zones. I examine community-based 

cooperation strategies that emerge in in Bourj Albarajenah refugee and other refugee camps 

in Beirut, which enable camp dwellers to survive and attain their goals of wellbeing.  

In fact, this research rather argues that refugees can be agents of post-development, which is 

the school of thought which is deeply rooted in solidarity and reclaiming the commons.  As Ziai 

(2017) notes, “alternative concepts of what a good society looks like and alternative practices 

of organizing it exist in almost every society: Buen Vivir in Ecuador and Bolivia, Ubuntu in South 

Africa, Swaraj in India, Gharbzadegi in Iran and Décroissance in France are only the most well-
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known among them” (p. 2548). Indeed, post-development is the inclusive alternative to 

‘development’ which acknowledges the various agencies of groups as various worlds, by which 

the actors of that world foster their own forms of wellbeing. Wellbeing and a good condition 

of life looks different in different communities, and therefore I argue that these conceptions 

exist in a refugee camp, and are actively constructed collectively by refugees, allowing them to 

make their waiting more bearable. Through the concept of scale (Minoia & Mölkänen, 2021) , 

I introduce an alternative image of the camp as a place that is open, extrovert and convivial.  

Building on the above, this synopsis aims to explore how the Palestinian refugee community in 

Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp manage livelihoods in a limited space through their own post-

development practices that address their specific needs in this permanently temporary waiting 

zones. With a co-focus on urban geographies, this research will shed light on practices of place-

making by which Palestinian refugees transform spaces of waiting to places of meaning, and 

underlines understanding the elements that this process entails, such as cooperation, memory, 

and agency. In summary, this research aims to contribute to human geographic studies by 

exploring refugee agency over place-making and transforming waiting zones in urban settings, 

and aims to contribute to post-development research by examining cases of alternatives and 

cosmologies conceived in often perceived as “underdeveloped” spaces of refugees.   

This overall research question of this dissertation aims to understand how livelihoods are 

constructed in a permanently temporary  space of a refugee camp; how they transform the 

camp from a space of waiting into a place of living; how are networks formed and connected 

to foster well-being in a small space of 0.2 km2; and what cosmologies, political ontologies and 

place-making practices come into play to form post-development practices in these spaces. In 

summary, I aim to explore how Palestinian refugees establish networks in  Lebanon’s 

Palestinian refugee camps, what these networks consist of, and how these networks and  

assemblages create post-development based livelihoods in Lebanon’s Palestinian refugee 

camps.   

Livelihoods are understood as the set of capabilities, assets, and activities that are required to 

make a life meaningful, it entails active practices of transformation of (material, cultural, social) 

assets into income, dignity, and agency or any other means required to improve living 

conditions (Olsson et al., 2014). Therefore, this dissertation will discuss the specific actions 

performed by Palestinian refugees in aim to improve their life conditions in the fields of 

housing, education, health, food and communication. These five aspects characterize various 
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angles by which we can view the pursuit of health livelihoods and practices of construction of 

better lives.  

 

1.3. Thesis outline 

This synopsis presents the theoretical argumentation which I have developed throughout my 

doctoral research and have elaborated in the form of five articles which have been either 

published, accepted or submitted to various international journals and books. The five articles 

represent the various stages of the evolution of the research process and the various aspects 

of Palestinian refugee livelihoods in the camp, which will be explained in more details in the 

results section of this dissertation (chapter 4).  

As for the following parts, I will first set up the theoretical framework of the main concepts and 

literature utilized throughout the research to explain and situate the refugee camp space in 

geographic literature, and then to open the possibility of exploring the refugee camp a space 

where care networks of post-development are formed to respond to precarities (chapter 2). I 

particularly shed light on the literature which represents the camp as an urban settlement, and 

on the gap of literature which fails to explain how refugee camps claim space in the city despite 

confinement. Then I explain the methods and methodologies used throughout this research 

(chapter 3). Then, attempting to understand how are livelihoods constructed and expanded in 

a confined permanently temporary space of a refugee camp, I examine the main results from 

my papers and discuss them in relation to the general theory of the refugee camp as a network 

of care in a post-development setting (chapter 4). The final conclusions will be postponed as a 

separate chapter which will follow the insertion of the five articles (chapter 5). The concluding 

chapter will propose that the camp networks and assemblages constitute a variety of post-

development practices in the different aspects of the camp life (accommodation, education, 

food, communication and health) and they enable the space to expand in order to attain a 

better quality of life.  
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2. Debating the refugee camp: What type of space? 

In legal terms, refugee camps are temporary facilities built to provide immediate protection 

and assistance to people who have been forced to flee their homes due to war, persecution or 

violence (UNHCR, 2022). In sectors of humanities which are most relevant to refugee studies, 

a refugee camp is most commonly defined as a space of the bare life, including only exception 

and suspension (Agamben, 1998). Soguk (1999) argued that refugee camps are constructed by 

the host state as communities that constitute the ‘necessary other’. By lacking the notion of 

citizenship and permanent home, the state attempts to produce the camp as a space which 

lacks possibilities (and rights) of agency and belonging.  

Decades later, scholarly work still refers to the refugee camp as an exceptional space 

established to deal with populations that disturb the national order of things, they are the 

(non)-governmental’s mode of managing the undesirables (Agier, 2011; Turner, 2016). Agier 

(2008) explains that camps may have moved on from being humanitarian spaces, but are not 

cities, but are rather spaces on the margin. They are often associated with fear and misery, 

even referred to as ‘abject spaces’ in which increasingly distressed, displaced, and dispossessed 

peoples are condemned to the status of strangers, outsiders, and aliens (Isin & Rygiel, 2007). 

Abourahme (2015) argues that “at the sharp end of the colonial encounter, the Palestinian 

refugee camp has been almost a natural choice for juridico-political models, appearing 

alternately as a ‘zone of indistinction' with a barely living refugee homo sacer population or a 

site of insurgent agency and the locus of sovereign, political actors”(p. 201). For example, 

Ramadan (2009) categorizes the Palestinian camp spaces as ones which are in Lebanon but not 

of Lebanon, thus the rule of law in these spaces is suspended. Ramadan was taking Nahr 

Albared refugee camp as a case study, where a fierce battle took place between the Lebanese 

Armed Forces and a militant Islamist group inside the camp in 2007, which featured violence, 

looting, arson and vandalism over the camp space who dwellers have become double 

displaced. Ramadan explains that Palestinian homes and lives of Palestinian refugees had 

become sacred in the sense that they could be destroyed without sanction, without recourse 

to legal redress, because there was no rule of the law over the camp, thus confirming them as 

spaces of exception.  

However, there is opposing insistence that the exclusion of the camp does not produce bare 

life in an Agambenian sense, (even from scholars who have used the concepts of Agamben) 

stating that exclusion affects the life and agency of the camp but does not suspend it (Turner, 
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2016). There has been wide criticism to the narrative of the refugee camp as the space which 

confines the undesirables. Scholars have been arguing that the representation acquits the 

camp dwellers from the autonomy over their own political agency (Tuastad, 2017). They have 

been problematizing the aforementioned representation of refugee camps as fixed confined 

zones because it enables the hegemonies over lives of refugees and hinders their political 

participation in decision-making processes (Betts et al., 2018; Malkki, 1996; Rajaram, 2002). 

The more we represent refugee space as hubs of helplessness, the more we cite their inability 

to contribute with valid political decisions, even ones about their own lives.  

Scholars have been increasingly hinting at the way this reminds us of colonial times and 

orientalist structures (Malkki, 1996). Scholars such as Schinkel (2018) have blamed migration 

research for being ‘complicit’ in advancing this ‘migration management machine’ through the 

subtle production of knowledge on displaced persons as non-white others who are in need of 

governing. Research has also pointed out the injustice in representing the movement of 

migrants as victimization in contrast to the movement of white people as agency and ‘mobility’ 

(Glick Schiller & Çağlar, 2016). Scholars in geography also defend the claim that waiting in a 

refugee camp cannot be equated to immobility (Bissell, 2007), and is rather as an active role 

where humans constantly develop active strategies to survive (Mountz, 2011). They see the 

camp as a dynamic community of people attempting to end their temporality and build a better 

future of themselves (Corbet, 2016). 

Indeed, these academic discourses and visual approaches that showcase minorities as 

unchanged aid recipients by Western-based organizations are ways to revive colonial imagery 

(Zein-Elabdin & Charusheela, 2004). There is a clear ongoing coloniality over migration and 

refugee studies, which is ignored by the occlusion of colonial institutions (Collins, 2022). This 

requires urgent alternative representations of the refugee camp, and decolonial approaches 

to refugee research. With the growing number of refugees around the world, novel ways to 

understand the camp, beyond a space of confinement and control, are urgently needed. I 

would argue that decolonial approaches are needed to view and represent the camp space 

and refugee communities, which will be further explored in section 2.3. 

 

2.1. Camps as urban spaces 

A significant amount of refugee scholarly work has moved on from the camp as a temporary 

space of protection towards examining the camp as an urban space under forced conditions. 
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Cuny (1977), for example, has argued long ago that when large numbers of people are 

concentrated in a small geographic area, even though this area remains to be named a camp 

in concept, in actuality it becomes a town or a small city with all the accompanying problems. 

However, that claim was never visibly addressed in terms of policy action. Recently, more 

scholars in urban studies have been reasserting Cuny’s claims. Jansen (2018) now calls the 

refugee camps ‘accidental cities’, that have taken shape beyond the original plan of 

confinement. Dorai, (2010a) on the other hand, studies this camp-city relationship from the 

opposite direction, focusing on the mobility from the outside inwards. He specifically studies 

Palestinians refugee camps and views that they host such strong economic activities and daily 

mobilities with the surrounding zones, which characterizes them as urban settlements. Martin 

(2015) argues for abandoning the search for a clear-cut distinction between the city and the 

camp, and rather understanding the production of bare life and spaces of exception as 

something that takes place in the city as much as it does in the camp, drawing on misery belts 

and informal settlements.  

Sanyal (2014) brings a much needed discussion on coloniality to the research on refugee 

camps, and suggests that the informality of camps could be viewed as another geography of 

urban colonial relations, where subjects produce new forms of politics that are in the ‘gray 

space’ of legality, where they are legal in the country but have no citizen rights. To her, “this 

other ‘periphery of peripheries’ — the refugee camp/colony — could be seen as the site from 

which new urban citizenships emerge that may lay claims to alternate visions of life and 

society” (p. 570). She cites Simone’s (2004) work on fragmented parts of African cities to 

suggest that the Palestinian refugee camp, too, can be a possibility for elaborating livelihoods 

and politics that do not conform to normative urban frameworks. This argument opens the 

possibility not only of recognizing the camp as an urban space, but also for the camp as a 

possibility of producing alternative ways of being and living.   

My intervention in theory comes in to fill in the following gap: most theories address the camp 

as an urban settlement but rarely shed light on the mechanisms that enable the camp to claim 

space in the city and provide life for its dwellers within confined borders. How do refugee 

camps establish livelihoods that require healthcare, access to food, fair education and suitable 

housing, if these elements are not provided by public services or humanitarian aid? This gap 

can be explored  through understanding the camps networks of care as alternatives to state 
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and humanitarian management, which in fact, I argue, provide more relevant care and 

effective protection at times of scarcity and precarity. 

 

2.2. The refugee camp as a place  

The shift of seeing the camp as a waiting zone to a meaningful way of living suggests the shift 

from the concept of the camp as a space to a place and entails exploring the practices of place-

making. Spaces are transformed into places through decorating, reorganizing, building, 

creating memories, installing symbols, adding possessions, linking meanings, giving names 

(Cresswell, 2004). Spaces become places when people make them meaningful (Cresswell, 

2004). Scholars have been arguing for a more relational concept of place-making. Emphasizing 

that place-making requires that we reconnect our lives with the lives of others in ways that are 

inherently meaningful (Friedmann, 2010). Place-making is the set of social, political and 

material processes by which people iteratively create and recreate the experienced 

geographies in which they live (Pierce et al., 2011). It is an inherently networked process, 

heavily reliant on interaction and communication, and it constituted by the socio-spatial 

relationships that link individuals together through a common place-frame (Pierce et al., 2011).  

The refugee camp is then a place constructed by dwellers beyond temporariness and 

confinement. This can be seen through the way camp dwellers organize the space, transform 

it and rearrange it. One example can be the organization of camps into neighbourhoods 

following the villages of origin and kinship structures, where families grouped themselves in 

the camp according to their villages of origin in Palestine (Sayigh, 2005). They have formed the 

camp as a place of reconstructing Palestinian memory and identity (Bshara, 2014; Sayigh, 2005, 

2010). In this dissertation, I examine the various ways in which Palestinians shape their space 

through graffiti on the walls, vertical expansion, building gardens on roofs, circulation of food, 

and establishing healthcare, thus making the camp a place which enables them to attain a 

higher quality of life. 

These practices require agency and power, concepts which Bshara (2014) introduces into the 

theory of place-making by comparing it to its Arabic translation:  

“In Arabic, there is a stark difference between fada (space) and makan (place). While 

fada refers to the infinite cosmic emptiness, makan refers to empowerment (makkana, 

tamkin) and to the existential verb “to be” (kana, yakunu). Purposeless speech is 
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referred to as fadi or ‘ala al-fadi (for nothing). If someone takes a position in a 

purposeful discourse it means that he has acquired his makana (status)” (p. 15). 

Therefore, the term “place” in Arabic, makan, demonstrates geographic representations 

associated with power, status, and being, which is the term that most accurately represents 

the camp as a place of meaning made by refugees to pursue both memories and ambitions. In 

this dissertation, the term place will be used for simplicity, but term place shall encompass the 

elements of power and being encompassed in the Arabic version of the term. 

 

2.3. Analytical tools for new understandings of the refugee camp: assemblages and 

networks 

A place cannot be defined as a fixed portion of space, but is rather a product of relations and 

interactions (Massey, 2005). For Massey (2005), place is constructed of many particular 

constellations of social relations which intersect to weave a canvas of a community at a 

particular locus. Instead then, of thinking of the camp as an area with boundaries, it can be 

imagined as a set of articulated moments in networks of social relationships, which extend 

both inside and outside the what is said to be the camp area. This in turn allows a extroverted 

sense of place, which demonstrates a consciousness of its links and integrates the global and 

the local in a positive and balanced manner.  

To analyze these relationships which are unique to the camp, we can refer to assemblage and 

networks as analytical tools. Assemblage thinking strongly describes the spatial dimensions of 

political processes, being mainly concerned with why arrangements emerge in particular ways, 

how they hold together, how they reach across or mold space and how they fall apart (Müller, 

2015). Deleuze (1987) defines an assemblage as a multiplicity which is made up of many 

heterogeneous items and which establishes liaisons and relations between them across 

different natures. An assemblage is then a mode of ordering heterogeneous entities so that 

they work together for a certain time and for a coherently clear purpose (Deleuze & Parnet, 

1987).  

Here I am proposing to see the camp as an assemblage of human and non-human elements, 

creating certain arrangements towards livelihoods. According to this theory, parts (here we 

mean parts of the camp: residents, space, structures, buildings, infrastructures, humanitarian 

aid, food and other elements) can function autonomously, yet they can also become part of an 

assembled whole (the community, the world of the camp). This process of “coming together” 
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(Deleuze & Parnet, 1987; Harman, 2017) can be used to describe the organization that 

refugees perform in order to become a community, move towards constructing a world, set 

collective goals and arrange collective modes of advancement towards that world and those 

goals.  

What is significant here is that assemblage theory draws our attention to how the relations 

between these parts are reformulated not just by components internal to the assemblage but 

also by parts exterior to them (Harman, 2017). As we are speaking about the camp’s approach 

of claiming space in the city, we will rely on this part of the theory to understand how the camp, 

as a whole, also interacts and even liaises with its surrounding environment. The use of 

assemblages for this research is intentional because the English term ‘assemblage’ is the 

translation of the French original “agencement” (Nail, 2017). Even though the English 

translation loses this emphasis on agency in construction, the academic concept of an 

assemblage still reflects an arrangement that conveys gathering as agency (Müller, 2015).  

There is also an identifiable Actor–Network Theory (ANT) tradition for approaching 

assemblages. ANT, which also conceives of relations among human and non-human entities as 

they produce new actors and new ways of acting, views that natural and social worlds are 

composed of constantly shifting relationship networks. In this theory, every situation that 

occurs may be referred to as a network (a group of elements that interconnect and affect each 

other), composed of actants (parts of the network that have some role to play) 

and connections (ways that the parts interact) (Latour, 2007). The concept of networks could 

be of particular importance to map the connections extended by refugees throughout the 

camp space and study the agencies and actions conducted along these connections. Most 

importantly, Latour (1984) conceptualizes that networks are the reason actors perform power, 

as power is not something simply possessed, but are rather produced through associations 

between entities. This allows us to consider the unique relations of the camp as the main 

dynamic of producing agency and generating the possibility to change time in the camp from 

waiting to a meaningful lives, and changing the refugee camp from a space to a place. Similar 

to the extroverted approach of assemblage towards actors exterior to the network, Latour 

(2014) defines agency as the act of sharing autonomy with other subjects who have lost theirs. 

Therefore placing emphasis on agency as a deliberate act of communing, which allows us to 

produce refugees as agents through examining strategies of cooperation in the camp space.  
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The extension of networks to include external actors can be seen as an active act of resisting 

confinement. Minoia and Mölkänen (2021) argue that studying strategies of upscaling is 

important because it decolonizes the view of local knowledges as only effective locally versus 

western knowledges and technologies as universal. They argue that multi-scalarity and 

processual rescaling can be contextual pathways for democratic, just, and sustainable 

transformations. The examples proposed in the thesis show, in fact, that the networks formed 

by indigenous and local communities extend their scopes and impacts beyond confined spaces 

and temporalities. In particular, article I illustrates how the camp claims space in the city by 

growing economic activities, while article V shows how during the pandemic, the refugee camp 

attracts and rescues other refugees living in other areas of Beirut. Moreover, through activities 

of crowdfunding, the camp has mobilized resources and agency internationally, first through 

the diaspora worldwide, and then beyond it. In summary, I examine the extension of networks 

as an intentional strategy of upscaling resistance and improving livelihoods in waiting zones 

and sustaining the struggle for the right to return. 

So in this research we will look at the camp as a place through Massey’s definition, using the 

lenses of networks and assemblages, where the camp is perceived as a set of connections and 

relationships between human and non-human elements. These elements are human (the 

camp residents, host community, other migrants, external communities), and non-humans 

(housing structures, environment, intangible culture, food, identity, borders). I aim to study 

how these elements are connected to each other as a system, and how these relationalities 

can produce a system of livelihoods that assists refugees in attaining their community goals 

and fills the gaps left by humanitarian\state actors. Therefore I am trying to visualize how 

community, in connection to each other create self-governance and construct viable 

alternatives to international development and humanitarian aid. Consisting of multiple, 

heterogeneous parts linked together to form a whole inherently means that an assemblage or 

a network is relational.  

For example, in article I of this dissertation, I suggest that an assemblage is formed between 

the refugee, the checkpoints, material construction, and space. They organize a relationship 

with the checkpoint guards to arrange smuggling routes and methods for entering construction 

material. They employ basic construction skills, volunteer and cooperation in order to plan 

vertical structures and the accompanying infrastructure using the smuggled material. Then the 

residents, plants, sports tools, food, tables and social moments come together, through actions 
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of agency, on the camp roofs in order to produce unity and recreation as a breakthrough from 

the camp congestion and lack of space. In article II, women employ video and organize 

communication tools in a collaborative format to extend and showcase their strong woman-

woman networks. In article III, I look at assemblages between memory, stories, walls, buildings 

and volunteers for the purpose of decolonizing education for the younger generations. In 

article IV, I focus on the assemblages between plants, food, land, climate, stories and camp 

dwellers to understand how refugee women liaise among themselves and with all these various 

elements in order to deal with food security in the camp, and maintain Palestinian culture 

through traditional food which revives memory and reconnects refugees to their native 

villages. In article V, I analyze liaisons between actors inside the camp and outside it, where 

refugees of Bourj Albarajenah seek out links with the diaspora in order to construct a COVID-

response facility. The same liaison extends to the undocumented migrants of the city when 

this center becomes a destination for covid-infected patients who have fear of being deported. 

The network of resources (food, medicine, money, equipment, space) is formed through an 

arrangement between the various actors (camp dwellers, Palestinians abroad, volunteers, 

patients). Following the suggestions of Latour (1984), I seek to analyze the ways in which 

people are associated together and pay attention to the material and extrasomatic resources 

that offer ways of linking people that may last longer than any given interaction. In summary, 

I will view in the upcoming sections how refugees set up liaisons and networks with various 

elements, inside and outside the refugee camp, in order to attain goals of changing livelihoods 

for themselves and others.  

 

2.4. Studying relationalities: The camp cosmologies and post-development   

Theorizing that refugee camps set up networks, and organize heterogenous elements into 

assemblages  in order to maintain refugee livelihoods, provides entry into possibilities of 

exploring post-development in the  camp. Bringing Post-development into the theoretical 

framework allows us to envision other possible worlds beyond the western standards of agency 

and wellbeing. Post-development dedicates its efforts towards decolonizing the 

representation of spaces and offering a new lens to view communities. It aims towards 

recognizing and establishing alternatives to development, which prioritize local culture and 

knowledge; a critical stance towards established  discourses; and the defense and promotion 

of localized, pluralistic grassroots movements (Escobar, 2011).   
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The theory centers practices that are deeply rooted in solidarity (Kothari et al., 2019), and 

cosmologies as ontological makings of world/worlds, where the “world” can also mean the 

“world-in common” or “community”(Mercier, 2019).  Post-development recognizes 

entanglements of spiritual, material, and political dimensions of agency, and the ontological 

worlds that these entanglements form (Castro-Sotomayor & Minoia, 2023). And therefore the 

cultivation of post-development futures must associate with pluriversal transitions of 

commonality and reciprocity, through forms of radical engagement with the more-than-

human world (ibid, 2023). 

Post-development, being rooted in collective and community-based forms of wellbeing, allows 

us to envision a world where any community, including refugee communities, can decide on 

their own meanings of well-being and their own ways of reaching it, mostly through 

grassroots  cooperation. Post-development is the line of theory that brings attention to 

strategies of reciprocity, solidarity and commoning as viable and sustainable means of survival 

and for societal and economic transformation (Schöneberg et al., 2022). Therefore, exploring 

these strategies as they are practiced in the refugee camp can recenter the camp as a political 

space of agency. The alternative image of refugees, proposed in this research, as agents of 

post-development, could contribute to decolonizing the understanding of refugee 

communities. Shedding light on various experiences of post-development from around the 

world is also valuable because it brings new meanings and ways of dealing with the problems 

that development purports to address (Matthews, 2004). 

Singh (2020), for example, point out to the shared experience of worldliness in the refugee 

camp, arguing how refugee camps may be perceived as sites of struggles over what and who 

counts as political, creating political agency through the concept of world-building. Singh 

explains how world-building results from the conjunction of human activities and their 

orientation towards a specific type of visibility, showing that camp dwellers erect spaces of 

meaning and plurality through daily lives. Through understanding cosmologies and ontologies 

of the refugee camp, we can begin to theorize that post-development takes place in the 

refugee as it does in unique communities around the world, and that the camp is not 

underdeveloped, but rather survives through a world-in-common.  

Ontology being a way of worlding, a form of enacting a reality (Blaser, 2013). The 

understanding of a reality being postulated is one that bypasses the nature/culture divide to 

arrive at a material-semiotic formulation (Blaser, 2013; Latour, 1999). Stories are ontological 
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makings of the world because they are the narratives that embody certain ideas about the 

world and its dynamics; indeed, he terms ontologies, worlds/worlding, and stories are 

synonyms (Blaser, 2013). Stories, rituals and collective activities of maintaining a relationship 

and a space in Palestine also constitute the ontology of the refugee camp, as they are the way 

people present their story of being in the world (Palestine, the camp). Making space in this 

dissertation for the recognition of multiple ontologies, ontological multiplicity, and storied 

performativity verifies the existence of a political ontology in the making of the refugee camp, 

which in turn implies the need to recognize the strife of the camp as a part of the pluriverse. 

The term political ontology is meant to simultaneously imply a certain political sensibility, a 

problem space, and a modality of analysis or critique (Blaser, 2013).  

This dissertation will look at world-making practices as enacted by refugees, exploring which 

cosmologies guide refugees in shaping their camp. I specifically propose the concept of “camp 

cosmologies”, in article III, as a contribution to the intersection of theory between post-

development and refugee studies. I shed light on the unique cosmologies that are developed 

by refugees, which are unique to these places and relate strongly to the lived and inherited 

experiences of forced displacement. Article III builds heavily on autoethnographic recordings 

and therefore reports my understanding of the world, as a refugee in Bourj Albarajenah. As a 

refugee, I understood my world (the camp) as a congested but welcoming space, governed by 

a sense of closeness to heaven through desperate vertical expansion which is welcomed by 

god as opposed to horizontal expansion which is blocked by the host state, where resources 

are shared through commons and reciprocity, and patience and resistance are the main virtues 

of attaining wellbeing.  

I theorize that the birth and death of several consecutive generations in the same refugee camp 

generates a perspective of the world which centers a new understanding of space, place, 

temporalities and distances, where the refugee camp constitutes a part of Palestine, and 

sometimes a path to it, and where the past and the future of the camp are situated in Palestine. 

In other words, the cosmology of the refugee camp refers to the peculiarity of the observable 

universe as seen from the daily and internal life of the refugee camp and its dwellers.  

The dissertation then explores how these cosmologies guide and impact livelihoods of the 

refugee camp. The articles will closely examine practices within the realms of housing, 

education, health and communication, examining how the practices in these various fields of 

life are rooted in commoning and cooperation, but also how they replace mainstream top-
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down development programs imposed by international actors. Eventually the aim is the same, 

to answer the research question of how do Palestinian refugees survive and create livelihoods 

within conditions of confinement and limitations of the refugee camp. The answer will entail 

shedding light on relationalities, community-based cooperation, entanglements of memory 

and identity, resistance and networks and assemblages, which all come into play when weaving 

the everyday lives of refugees in Beirut.  

Being uprooted by a project of settler-colonialism (Dana & Jarbawi, 2017; Salamanca et al., 

2012), the plight of Palestinian refugees demonstrates clear parallels with the struggles of  

those uprooted and excluded by processes of colonialism or ‘development’ around the world. 

Similarly, they are not waiting to be rescued by the state and agencies of humanitarian 

assistance and development aid, but mobilize capacities and knowledges to forge networks of 

solidarity, improve their livelihoods and claim a new commons (Esteva, 2010; Esteva & Pérez, 

2001). However, the peculiarities of resistances and modes of post-development in displaced 

communities must be acknowledged and will be further explored in the following chapters for 

the sake of constructing an improved understanding of grassroots humanitarian response in 

settings of forced displacement and protracted refugees.  
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3. Methodologies and methods 

Theories - and scholars who gave rise to them - should not be decoupled from the context in 

which they were forged (Zein-Elabdin & Charusheela, 2004). Al-Hardan (2014) addresses 

research on Palestinian refugees that was conceptualized and initiated in the Anglo-Irish 

academy. And she questions the kind of research researchers, who are structurally positioned 

within the academies of the former/current imperialist powers and their allies, can engage in 

while carrying out research in communities that are on the other end of the imperial and 

colonial equation (Al-Hardan, 2014). This is a doubt becoming more common among 

researchers of the global south, calling for decolonial representations of their communities in 

Academic research. Joining this movement, I am centering my voice, as a Palestinian refugee 

born and raised in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp, reflecting on the refugee camp space as 

an insider.  

This research depend heavily on autoethnography as a method of understanding the self, 

others and the culture. The work of Chang (2016) was an instrumental guide to data collection, 

analysis, and interpretation with self-reflective prewriting exercises and self-narrative writing 

exercises to produce autoethnographic work. In the autoethnographic parts of my dissertation, 

I document and reflect on data collected from a life of statelessness that I have lived in a 

Palestinian refugee camp in Beirut, specifically between 1990 and 2016. Autoethnography is a 

deeply personal method indeed (Jones et al., 2016), and therefore writing about people we 

care about incurs serious editorial dilemmas (Domínguez, 2000). For facing this problematic 

challenge, the work of  Domínguez (2000) has served as an important guidance for the times 

that emotionality and survivor’s guilt got in the way of my research: 

“We have to remind ourselves that Love does not mean (a) presenting only positive 

characteristics of people in our writing; (b) eliding conflict, violence, or debate; or (c) feeling so 

guilty about our own geopolitically defined position that we treat them with kid gloves, both 

in "the field“ and in our published writing." (Domínguez, 2000, p. 366).  

In addition, I have taken the decision to follow a decolonial approach when engaging with the 

community during stages of data collection. For this step, the work of Atallah et al (2018) has 

been pivotal for their clear guidance with practical steps to keep in mind when performing 

refugee camp field work:  

• Paying attention to cultural and gender sensitivity when entering the refugee camp 

community 
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• Developing shared understandings across the investigator and the partnering Community-

Based organization 

• Establishing respect and informed consent processes when entering participants’ homes 

• Fostering family empowerment while listening to participants’ stories of facing colonial 

violence 

• Grounding data analysis meetings within perspectives of diverse stakeholders 

I have done my best to attempt to follow the above guidelines: by paying attention to gender-

based disparities, not necessarily accepting them, but respecting the status quo. By conducting 

very long conversations with the community based organizations about the goals of this 

research and their understandings (and opinions) of the concepts I am using. By explaining the 

possible repercussions of such research. By attempting to give back and support my 

community by a crowdfunding campaign performed in November of 2020 that supported 5 

grassroots organizations and 50 families suffering from abject poverty. And by revising my 

results and conclusions with the community members from which this data was collected. 

My main case study for the five different papers has been Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp in 

Beirut, Lebanon. In addition, I have collected data from the other refugee camps in Lebanon, 

being Mar Elias, Nahr Albared, Baddawi, Ein El Helwe, and Shatila refugee camps between 2017 

and 2021. For this case study, the work of Bahl and Becker (2020), on the explanatory power 

of case studies specifically in migration processes, has been instrumental. Authors of this 

chapter emphasize on paying attention to the perspective of the actors, and taking their 

interpretations and relevancies seriously (Bahl & Becker, 2020) .Therefore, it has been 

important not just to observe and record the events or actions of Palestinian refugees, but also 

to ask, listen and find the agencies, powers, emotions and motives that shaped these decisions 

and actions. 

Furthermore, I have utilized in-depth interviews and ethnographies, as tools borrowed from 

the social research practice, to achieve breadth in the field (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). Many of 

these interviews had to be performed online and using digital tools, social media, and video-

calling platforms due to the lockdowns and interrupted travel plans. This was particularly 

challenging as the refugee camp had limited supply of internet and electricity which allowed 

very little planning and organization of meetings.  
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I have also utilized spatial analysis to create and analyze the links between the human and the 

space (Darmofal, 2015), and the understand the role of those links between the human and 

the non-human in shaping the camp space. The spatial links that has been studied in this 

research are the ones between Palestinian refugees with the space of the refugee camp as a 

temporary dwelling, the surrounding environment in Beirut as a host community, and the 

Palestinian territories as a lingering home.   

I have originally hoped to use visual methodologies in a more extensive manner in this 

dissertation, however, due to pandemic restriction, I have only been able to use it in Article 2, 

where visual research and video-making has proven to provide significant opportunities to 

reflect on the agency of Palestinian refugee way, where place-making was clearer through the 

visual navigation of the camp as a journey with the camp women. 

Wherever possible, I have prioritized the use of works of Palestinian researchers throughout 

the dissertation, with a focus on decolonial perspectives and representations of the refugee 

camp (e.g. Atallah, Bshara, Fasheh, Hanafi, Khalidi, Kharboush, Kortam, Malkki, Musalha, 

Sakakini, Sayigh). I have depended heavily on resources derived from Palestinian platforms and 

repositories throughout this research, mainly that of the Palestinian Institute of Studies in 

Beirut and Badil Resource Center for Palestinian Residency and Refugee Rights in Palestine as 

destinations for my digital and archival searches throughout the literature review, data 

collection, article theorizing, and fact checking. This is a decolonial effort which aims to de-

center Eurocentric epistemologies, which impose themselves on communities of the global 

south, often marginalizing and erasing their epistemologies. In this dissertation, I rather 

attempted to center Palestinian knowledges, and research produced within the realm of 

epistemologies of the south as much as it was possible.  

  



32 
 

4. Results and Discussion 

In this part of the chapter, I discuss the main results of the study and I answer the research 

questions already introduced in chapter 1. This section will be divided to five parts where each 

part responds to a specific paper published throughout this doctoral research (Figure 1), 

discussing the results of that paper and linking them to the overall theoretical framework of 

the refugee camps. The papers examine five different aspects of livelihoods and place-making: 

Housing, education, food, healthcare and communication\representation. Throughout the 

papers, several aspects of broader sense of livelihoods appear, demonstrating acts of refugee 

agency in establishing identity, cooperation, memories, sharing and various constructs of a 

meaningful life. 

First, I look at the spatial and social structure of the camp demonstrating the paradox of being 

permanently temporary (article I). Then I demonstrate the need for decolonial research 

methods that centre refugee agency and provide alternative representations of the refugee 

camp (article II). Then I will present the cosmologies that guide the making of the camp (article 

III). Then I present the role of these cosmologies and ontology in place-making and the various 

realms of livelihoods: camp relationalities in camp-based education (article III), relationalities 

within food networks and food sharing (article IV ) camp agencies and mobilities of rescue 

which extend beyond the refugee camp during COVID-19 pandemic (article V). I will conclude 

this chapter with a general discussion which incorporates the findings of the various articles 

into an overall reflection on place-making, assemblages and the making of the world of the 

camp.  

 

 

Figure 1: Plan and layout of dissertation articles 

Context and social reality (Article I)

Methodological reflections (Article II)

Cosmologies and political ontologies of the refugee camp (Article III)

Livelihoods of the refugee camp:
Communication (Article II) Education (Article III) Food (Article IV) Health (Article V)

shape 
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4.1. 72 Years of homemaking in waiting zones: Lebanon's “permanently temporary” 

Palestinian refugee  camps 

In this article, I attempt to analyze the paradox of livelihoods of Palestinian refugee  camps, 

demonstrating how these camps were designed for temporary dwelling, supplied with 

resources  that can only sustain lives temporarily, yet have been accommodating people since 

seven decades. This  paper establishes the setting and the problem. It highlights the major 

deficit of living under the protection of solely humanitarian aid, because  humanitarian aid is 

not designed to accommodate groups for such long periods, when we are currently witnessing 

longer refugee crises than ever. Then how Palestinian refugee survive and construct such 

permanent lives in these waiting zones? I use the ‘Homemaking’ framework of Brun and  Fabos  

(2015) to theorize that Palestinian refugees use their space and social relationships to make 

home  in these, otherwise uncomfortable, waiting zones. When refugees are not legally 

permitted to expand  their space horizontally into the city, they expand their structures 

vertically to accommodate the growing  population. Vertical expansion is another 

characteristic of the city, reminding us of the assumptions of Cuny (1977) and Jansen (2018) 

on the transformation of the camp into an urban zone. The paper also explores how refugees 

use the space which was initially given to them to dwell temporarily, in order to ultimately 

construct more  permanent lives. They utilize the additional floors to escape the winter 

floodings, gain more access to  sunlight, provide space for social gatherings and recreational 

activities, and build greenspaces and gardens  on the rooftops. The refugees inhabiting these 

vertically-expanding buildings also use the additional space  to secure economic needs, by 

establishing market activities at the bottom floors (e.g. grocery stores  or barbershops), or 

renting them for tenants for additional income. These activities of trading demonstrate that 

Palestinian refugees are not ‘being managed’ as per the descriptions of Agier (2011) and Turner 

(2016), they are rather managing their space to make it useful for their living. Eventually, this 

paper concludes that  Palestinian refugees, despite not being provided the elements of a home 

(citizenship, legal right to  housing, social protection), they establish home in alternative means 

and pursue their own wellbeing  through various informal and unconventional means.   

By personalizing the space, Palestinian refugees are transforming it into a place by which they 

can have not only suitable housing condition but also meaningful homes for their families and 

community. The activities of construction, establishment of economic activities and 

development of recreational spaces go beyond refugee agency and establish the camp as 
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makan, a place, and even a world, for refugees. The exchanges and interactions organized with 

the surrounding environment also reflect an action of upscaling for sustainability (Minoia & 

Mölkänen, 2021). The appropriation of space shows how the camp produces other ways of 

being that are not conceivable from the perception of formal institutions but are effective and 

socially meaningful for the camp dwellers. The networks of exchanging and the commoning of 

space demonstrate that refugees construct the camp as a network where they are agents of 

their own living conditions and producing daily activities along these networks. Here we can 

envision the world-building of the camp as a process where being-together equates resisting 

confinement and improving living conditions. These practices of physically expanding the camp 

structures upwards present the camp as an assemblage of space, cement and refugees weaved 

together through social relations, collective memory and community to eventually produce the 

canvas of complex and rich camp livelihoods.  

 

4.2. Filming Sisterhoods in Palestinian Refugee Camps: How Audio-visual Recording Can 

Decolonize Knowledge and Disrupt Maps  

The second paper focuses on the efforts performed by Palestinian refugees to reframe their 

representation  in the media. By analyzing three different media productions on Palestinian 

refugee women: Soufra Film  on the world’s very first refugee food truck launched by women 

from Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp,  Campji journalism group who creates digital content 

about issues that are significant to camp dwellers hoping to combat anti-refugee propaganda 

in Lebanon, and my own videos produced by following my  mother navigate her way around 

the camp hallways in an effort to observe her relationship with the camp space. The above 

videos have allowed me to understand the importance of the strong relationship that are 

conceived in the camp among women, particularly how they produce networks of sisterhood, 

highlighting how they build on their common strengths to create  alternatives and battle 

gender based violence. Thus, filming the lives of these women showed ways of  harvesting 

power that are unique to the women of the camp which do not resemble western ways. 

This paper serves two purposes. The first is to demonstrate that video representations which 

truly capture the lives of refugee women change  the perception of researchers, but also the 

public, towards the ability of refugees to shape their space and make it meaningful in terms of 

friendship, cooperation, non-western forms of feminism and social change. We could see in 

this paper how women take control of how they are represented in the media, and 
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communicate their own image of women who protect each other, produce income for families, 

and improve their living conditions.  

The other aim of this paper is to shed light on the role of visual methodologies in studying 

refugee camps and introducing the potential of video-making as a decolonial tool in the field 

of camp studies. Alternative visions of the camp could be conceived through alternative 

methods of looking at, and representing, the camp. In this paper I explain how the audiovisual 

productions tend to displace Palestinian women, in ways other than those they are normally 

associated with. They place women in the market, leading community sessions and successfully 

navigating difficult terrains. They place women in front of cameras as reporters and not as 

victims. It also enables women to reclaim their space in the city as business women, 

media  personalities, and activists.  

By placing women at the market, in sisterhoods, in good relationships, in  businesses, it is 

disturbing the mainstream mapping of women as immobile and stuck, and rather creating  new 

maps of agency and mobility.  These are new maps for the refugee woman, who is normally 

situated as aid recipients in queues of humanitarian settings, locked in homes of domestic 

abuse victims, and hidden away from the active society. Without denying that these 

phenomena occur, these visual samples provide also an insight into alternative maps of the 

camp, where women play a major role of place making: improving material living conditions, 

mentoring community, supporting other women, battling food insecurity and transforming 

spaces. Therefore, visual methods do have the potential to disrupt conventional maps, in this 

case by  resituating cultural production of food in the camp space and resituating refugee 

women in various positions of agency.  

Here we can better view the process of waiting as an active process of building survival 

mechanisms and more permanent lives (Bissell, 2007; Gray, 2011). This active process is 

facilitated through the relationality between the women themselves, and between the women 

and the camp as a representation of unity and belonging. These relationships with the women 

and the camp enable them in conducting a process of place-making.  

 

4.3. Decolonizing Education in Bourj Albarajenah: Cosmologies of a Palestinian Refugee 

Camp  

This paper aims to serve two purposes, one is to explore the cosmologies and political 

ontologies of Bourj Albarajenah. Understanding how Palestinian refugees in Bourj Albarajenah 
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understand their being in the world and their relationalities to the camp as part of Palestine is 

important for examining how post-development takes place in the refugee camp. The other 

purpose is to shed light on the situation of education in Palestinian refugee camps, aiming to 

understand how refugees decolonize education and present their own types of education 

which responds to their unique ways of being in the world as refugees.   

I analyze the ways in which Palestinian refugees in Bourj  Albarajenah learn about Palestine, in 

the light of a humanitarian aid education which completely dismisses  the Palestinian story 

from schools and textbooks. Instead of shedding light on the misery of systemic schooling 

disconnection  from the homeland, I explore how refugees in Bourj Albarajenah decolonize 

their own educational process  to tell their own story of displacement and fight for their legal 

rights. Understanding an ontological conflict requires detecting what is being missed and what 

is being produced when these kinds of stories are forced to fit into a naturalized (hi)story 

(Blaser, 2013). By shedding light on which stories are being hidden by humanitarian aid, and 

which stories are being shared by the community, we can understand the ontological making 

of the refugee camp. I showcase how Palestinian refugees  teach their children about their 

right to return by reproducing Palestine in the camp space. By graffiti on  walls, maps and flags, 

installing symbols, practicing folklore and storytelling, Palestinians are transforming their camp 

space into an  educational tool by which the younger generations learn about their identity by 

seeing, hearing and being in the camp. I also examine how Palestinian refugee teach their way 

of life by being in the camp through social gatherings, communicating with the external world 

and sharing of resources and spaces, thus forming unique cosmologies that shape the refugee 

daily lives.  

Furthermore,  Palestinian refugees have established various volunteer educational initiatives, 

such as Al-Naqab Center  in Bourj Albarajenah, that aim to fill the educational gaps of the 

humanitarian aid education. By pooling  their resources and stories together, they intentionally 

develop an alternative curriculum that tells their  story and sustains their struggle for freedom. 

In this kind of initiatives, we can understand how the terms ‘history’ and ‘story’ are quite 

entangled as history is a story about the unfolding state of the world told from the vantage 

point of a particular set of ideas about the world and its dynamics (Blaser, 2013). This means 

that Palestinian refugees are attempting to present their own history as a way of presenting 

their idea of being in the world to their younger generation. This world encompasses both a 
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memory of Palestine, a present of injustice and deprivation, and a hope for a future of return 

and justice and sovereignty for Palestinians on their land. 

The practices of refugees in shaping the camp space into one that resembles Palestine more 

than one that resembles Lebanon can be understood as an act of place-making according to 

the definition of Pierce et al (2011). But it is also an ontological making of the Palestinian 

refugee world. This paper offers a direct engagement with the cosmologies and ontologies of 

the refugee camp as it explains how refugees understand and shape their world mainly in 

relation to Palestine and in relation to each other as an exiled Palestinian community whose 

goal is to return to their lands. These understandings of the world encourage and make 

necessary for them the establishment of alternative means of education that better relate to 

refugees, their goals, and their place in the world. By this means, refugees are reclaiming their 

space in a place from which they have exiled, and asserting their right to  return.   

This attempts also reflect modes of mobility towards Palestine. Although physical mobility in 

hindered due to legal and political constrains, Palestinian refugees challenge constrains to 

establish routes towards their occupied lands, both in social and political manners. For 

example, the pilgrimage of Palestinian refugees towards the Lebanese-Israeli borders on May 

15th as a yearly collective ritual relays more than mere tradition and displays true mobility 

attempts that defy the representation of the refugee camp as fixed and immobile. The 

storytelling, or the passing of the keys of the houses in Palestine, for example, are practices 

that encourage connections with the homeland, creating emotional mobilities and 

relationships with places that initially exists in the memories of elders. The idea of waiting as 

an active process which entails activities of teachings towards another place, and homemaking 

against confinement, which cannot be equated to immobility (Bissell, 2007; Mountz, 2011), 

reflects the camp community of mobility and agency.  

The ontological world of the camp then entails a structure of connected mobilities in order to 

recreate geographies. The practices of daily lives involves using collective memory and 

belonging to link daily experiences to places beyond those that they are confined to.  

 

4.4. The Sisterhoods of Bourj Albarajenah Refugee Camp: Networks of Food-Making and 

Food-Sharing  

This paper builds and elaborates on a concept which has been introduced in an earlier paper 

of this dissertation (article 2): sisterhoods. Given that the phenomenon of the strong 
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relationship between women in the refugee camp is a strong mechanism with various 

potentials of agency, it is worth discussing the various realms in which sisterhoods shape the 

space, mobilities and lives across the refugee camp. This paper focuses solely on Palestinian 

refugee sisterhoods in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp, and addresses the role of women 

personal networks in combatting food insecurity in the community. The paper explores how 

the women of Bourj Albarajenah have extended strong networks due to their social and spatial 

proximities, and how effective have these networks become in locating food insecurities 

among families  of the camp, especially when they lay in the blind spots of humanitarian aid. 

Upon investigating, I find that the women resort to collective cooking and food sharing in order 

to safeguard the relationship that Palestinians have with their land through traditional 

Palestinian food, knowing that food is a cultural device which links the human to the  land.  

To them, humanitarian aid food was not ‘decent food’. They categorized food as indecent not 

due to its quality but due to its lack of spices and herbs. They questioned the methods in which 

it was prepared not for lack of hygiene but for lack of personal elements of care. They rather 

preferred to collect their own ingredients from the wild, dry and grind the ingredients, cook 

together, telling stories while doing that, creating a collective process of remembrance out of 

cooking. The storytelling also accompanies the food sharing or collective dining, stimulating 

togetherness not only in the camp, but also togetherness in relationship to Palestine.  

Beneficiaries of this food sharing mechanisms have also expressed their gratitude to this 

intimate mode of cooperation which preserves their dignity and privacy in comparison to 

humanitarian aid which  requires the obligation to publicly demonstrate poverty at offices. 

Ultimately, these sisterhoods became responsible for defending the Palestinian identity, but 

also the community cohesion, and they have  successfully done so through creating alternative 

channels of grassroots refugee-refugee assistance which  preserve both the dignity and desires 

of refugees.  

These practices of women can be interpreted as a mode of ordering heterogenous items for 

creating better livelihoods and community cohesion. They were appropriating and assembling 

time, space, kitchens, cooking tools, food, stories, ingredients, spices, herbs, morning coffee, 

small talks, social relationships. The women arranged them to work together to serve the 

purpose of protecting families from food insecurity, and ultimately protecting community 

cohesion.  
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Eventually, the women are identifying and prioritizing the cultural needs of the community and 

creating alternatives that respond to their unique idea of a good nutrition. From the 

perspective of post-development studies, these are agencies that aim to recognize and 

establish alternatives to wellbeing that do not stem from\accept the western top-down 

perspective but rather build on community cosmologies (Escobar, 2011). This argument aims 

to shift the lens of viewing the camp as underdeveloped, which is already a problematic 

approach, to viewing the camp as a community of unique cosmologies and cultural forms of 

worlding which center memory and resisting displacement.  

 

4.5. Refugee Camps As Spaces Of Rescue In Times Of Covid-19: Invisible Mobilities In Bourj 

Albarajenah  

This paper continues to address the refugee-refugee cooperation introduced in the earlier 

papers,  but specifically focuses on the resistance to challenges facing the community of Bourj 

Albarajenah refugee camp during the pandemic. I analyzed how the legal  exclusion of refugees 

from the state protection has stimulated invisible mobilities of refugee in the black  market of 

labor, which counterproductively increased the risk of spreading the virus into the city. On the 

other hand, I explored  how refugees have founded their own community response 

mechanisms of food sharing and  crowdfunding to deal with the economic insecurities that 

accompanied the spread of the virus. Furthermore, Palestinian refugees in Bourj Albarajenah 

used crowdfunding to establish Aman medical  Center inside the camp, to serve as a quarantine 

and medical facility for the camp dwellers, who are second class beneficiaries of healthcare in 

Lebanon. This primitive center of limited  resources has become a destination for infected, yet 

undocumented, residents of the city. Undocumented  migrants who have contracted the virus, 

feared visiting state facilities, due to risk of arrest and deportation. They have therefore 

resorted to this grassroots-constructed facility in a refugee camp,  which lies in the blind spot 

of the Lebanese state.  

This paper showed how Palestinian refugees  utilized this invisible mobility to save other 

refugees who fall through the cracks of formal medical care, thus  becoming spaces of rescue 

in times of global emergency. The rescue became possible by the complex networks and 

strategically assembling the invisibility with other factors in the camp (crowdfunding, medical 

care, legal structures). These elements unassembled in this particular way would not allow the 

camp survive this pandemic situation in this way, let alone rescue other migrants. However, 
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this strategic grouping of elements through these specific connections allows the camp to 

generate solutions to the problems generated during the pandemic.  

This upscaling of the camp’s cooperation efforts aligns with Minoia and Mölkänen’s (2021) 

concept of upscaling networks for sustainability, establishing that indigenous and community 

networks transcend ties of family or ethnicity, revealing themselves to be based on a 

universalist ethics and values of conviviality. 

This case study has also shed light on the camp as a hub of mobilities that often remain 

underreported and understudied for reasons that characterize the camps informalities. 

Therefore we can argue that the concept of the camp does not correspond to the concepts of 

confinement and immobility. But it rather presents alternative forms of mobility, which are 

often dismissed, marginalized or invisiblized. Through the mobility of humans into the camp, 

we can also understand the camp as porous and open. The relationship of the camp with the 

city and its migrants also introduces the camp as an extroverted and open network of social 

relationships. The refugees are actors that extend and manage the networks by which other 

migrants navigate and seek at times of emergency.   

Martin’s (2015) invite to abandon the exclusion of the camp as a distinct space proves to be 

necessary as the mobility to the camp saves lives of undocumented migrants. If the camp is 

indeed becoming a city, then it is important to indicate that it is becoming a more welcoming 

version of a city, as it is producing a city in which undocumented migrants were welcomed and 

included in care. So we can conceive the camp as an urban space, but this invites for 

acknowledging the capability of the camp in of producing alternative ways of being and living 

in the city.  

In this paper we can conceive the power generated through the establishment of networks 

both internally and externally. Echoing Latour’s definition of agency, the refugee camp has 

generated the capability to deal with the pandemic mainly by establishing connections with 

Palestinians in the diaspora through personal communication and crowdfunding on the 

internet, which has allowed the mobility and pooling of resources in the camp. In this case, the 

pandemic is also an actor in the networks just as any human actors, as the virus has caused the 

movement of undocumented migrants towards the camp to seek medical care. Connections 

were established across the city in Beirut, through word of mouth, to welcome undocumented 

migrants into the camp and specifically into Aman center. These are explicit strategies for 

relating different elements (Virus, camp dwellers, Palestinians abroad, internet, invisibility, 
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space, money, equipment, medical skills, language, volunteer) together into a network so that 

they form an apparently coherent whole used to cope with a situation of precarity.  

4.6. The making of the world of the camp: cosmologies and ontology, place-making 

and networks 

Reflecting on the above results and discussions of the 5 articles, we can understand how 

refugees create networks and assemblages, and perform activities of place-making to 

transform the camp space (fada) from a waiting zone to a place (makan) of meaningful life with 

long term goals and hopes of return (figure 2). The camp is originally produced by humanitarian 

aid and the state as a space of control and top-down assistance, governed by checkpoints, 

military control and borders. The camp is produced as a zone of confinement also through 

socio-economic and legal measures of exclusion from the labor market, public services, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Space 
• Checkpoints 

• Military surveillance  

• Prohibition of entry of construction material 

• Exclusion from Public Services and citizenship 

• Prohibiting access to labour and property market 

 

 

 

Place-making 
 

• Wall art, graffiti 

• Installing Palestinian 

flags, maps, symbols 

• Construction of 

additional floors 

• Gardening, decorating, 

organizing, appropriating 

• Naming 

neighbourhoods and 

facilities after Palestinian 

villages and cities 

Assemblages and networks between: 
Space-cement-structures-camp dwellers-memory-

hope-right to return-diaspora-migrants-covid-

storytelling-art-invisibility-crowdfunding-

media\video-rituals-borders-food-plants-land 

Place 
• Home(s) 

• Market  

• Roofs as wedding and funeral venues 

• Palestinian villages associations 

• Site of education  

• Site of resistance to resettlement  

• Site of activism for the right of return 

Figure 2: The transformation of the camp from Space (Fada) to Place (Makan), through network-
making and place-making practices 
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participation in decision-making and democratic representation. However, refugees 

reassemble this space and its elements to meet their needs and shape their livelihoods in a 

mode which encompasses and prioritizes their own goals as a displaced community.  

They perform place-making through setting up assemblages between humans and non-human 

elements, and through networks that extend both internally and externally, thus challenging 

the confinement. Refugees assemble cement with volunteer efforts and memory, to make 

graffiti and assign facility and neighborhood names that reflect a place-based pedagogy. They 

assemble plants, decorations, social events and family relationships to make roof gardens and 

gathering spaces. They assemble memory with the camp structures, neighborhoods and arts 

in order to fill the gap of colonial education. They assemble the memory, friendship, kitchen 

space, inherited knowledge, plants, food, coffee and other ingredients in order to protect 

native knowledge of the land and combat food insecurity. They assemble the camp invisibility 

to work together with the crowdfunding and the volunteer efforts in order to welcome and 

treat COVID-infected camp dwellers and undocumented migrants of the city. Refugees set up 

networks among each other, networks of sisterhood, networks of cooperation and local-

international networks forming a transnational Palestinian community, in order to attain 

agency to resolve problems of health, education and general livelihoods. The refugee camp 

then becomes a place that conveys refugee memories of displacement, negotiations of 

identity, hopes for a future home in Palestine, and movements for resistance. The refugee 

camp therefore formulates more than a transit stop or a waiting zone and becomes a home, a 

market, a school, a care center, and an active social movement.  

We can also infer that the world of a the camp is formulated from a complex set of 

entanglements and networks that guide the journey of refugees towards their goals (figure 3). 

Cosmologies and the political ontology of the camp guides the direction of mobility in both 

creating and changing these networks among refugees and other elements. By understanding 

our place in this world mainly in relation to our native lands, and understand our struggle in 

relation to land justice, we form our political ontologies around the right of return. In Bourj 

Albarajenah, our understanding of being in the world revolves around the ultimate life goal of 

returning to our Palestinian villages and cities, and that shapes the cosmology of inhabiting 

Bourj Albarajenah, which in turn guides the networks of cooperation and movements of 

resistance. Therefore, post-development (pursuits of wellbeing) that are produced in the 
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refugee camp are a result of these cosmologies and ways of beings which are unique to the 

dwellers of this camp and their experience.  

These ways of being in the world guide mobilities and cooperations that shape the camp space. 

As a result, the camp expands in various directions, thus challenging the vision of the camp as 

a limited space. There is a political expansion that accompanies the attempts of connecting 

with Palestinians lands. There is financial and economic expansions that occur as a result of 

opening the camp for customers from the host community. There is also a social expansion by 

welcoming refugees and media communications from the city towards the refugee camp. In 

general, the limited space of the camp becomes more comfortable and allows accommodating 

the growing population because it does extend in non-conventional modes which eventually 

characterize the world of the camp, where expansion and scale occur in not-only physical 

formats. The world of the camp is thus an open, resisting, welcoming and world where political 

ontology guides cooperation towards conviviality.  

 



44 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mobilities 

• Vertical expansion of buildings 

• Trips towards the borders 

• Activism for Palestinian return 

• Communication with the world through media productions 

• Transfer of knowledge (Stories, Palestinian food and herbs) 

• Exchanges along food networks 

• Communication with Palestinians in the diaspora 

Cosmologies and political ontology 

• Experience and memory of forced displacement 

• Statelessness- Exile 

• Sense of belonging to Palestine 

• Sacred and religious connection to the land 

• Culture of resistance, Right to return 

• Geographic proximity- Togetherness 

Grassroots cooperation 

• Collective cooking and food sharing  

• Sharing resources during COVID 

• Medical care to strangers 

• Volunteering 

• Crowdfunding 

• Networks and assemblages 

 

Geographic Expansion- Making Room 

(Social, economic, political, political, media, financial outreach, Interaction with surrounding) 

Th
e

 re
fu

ge
e

 cam
p

 as a u
n

iq
u

e
 w

o
rld

 

(Extro
vert, C

o
n

vivial, W
elco

m
in

g, R
esistin

g) 

Guide\ 

Shape\ 

Motivate 

Figure 3: Camp cosmologies, agencies, and expansion, forming the unique world of the refugee camp 
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72 Years of Homemaking in Waiting Zones: Lebanon's “Permanently Temporary” 

Palestinian Refugee Camps 

 

Abstract: 

The “permanently temporary” Palestinian refugee community, present in Lebanon since 1948 

with no solution in sight, has the highest rate of abject poverty within all five areas of operation 

of United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinians in the Near East (UNRWA), and it 

still occupies the same limited geographic space it did 72 years ago. This harsh reality stems 

from the refugees' statelessness but is also worsened by the local conditions imposed by the 

Lebanese legislation and (non)settlement policy aimed at preventing refugees from becoming 

permanent. Within this situation, we look at practices of agency enacted by camp dwellers to 

provide lacking life necessities and improve living conditions in the camps. This paper will 

identify and analyze coping mechanisms and homemaking practices undertaken by Palestinian 

refugees in Lebanon, operating within the framework set by Brun and Fábos (2015), which 

conceptualized home and homemaking for people in protracted displacement through 

identifying a refugee's “home, Home and HOME.” Building on Donna Haraway's concept of 

situated knowledge, this paper uses data collected from participant observations, interviews, 

ethnographic and autoethnographic recordings analysed through the lens of my own 

positioned rationality as a Palestinian refugee from Lebanon. Further, the paper will explore 

how Palestinian refugees establish camp spaces as a “home-Home-HOME,” despite their 

uncertain futures, through vertical expansion of buildings, stories and family bonding, in 

addition to trading and micro-markets. The paper will also deduce how refugees' informal 

coping mechanisms offer a way of strengthening community bonds, making home in those, 

otherwise, uncomfortable “waiting zones,” and finally, envisioning new ideas for restructuring 

the camp beyond the rule of formal institutions. 

 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2020.587063
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Najwa gazes at the green fields beyond the UNIFEL Blue Line that separates Lebanon from the 

occupied Palestinian territories. She points to the far lands, turns her head towards me and 

says, “My dignity is there.” She continues to narrate how her “life in Lebanon's refugee camps 

will always be incomplete,” and that they are only a waiting zone. For Najwa, the only 

permanence she can recognize exists in her Palestinian homeland, and her “life could only be 

completely dignified in the original home,” referring to the homeland that she has never visited. 

 

Why, We Refugees, Write 

 

“The moment we arrived to Saida [City in the South of Lebanon] in the afternoon, we became 

refugees”- (Kanafani, 2015, p. 75). 

 

Even though I agree with Hannah Arendt that “We don't like to be called refugees”(Arendt, 

1943, p. 264), I also strongly agree with her statement that the process of thought, let alone 

the process of research can seldom be possible without being attributed to a personal 

experience (Arendt, 1964). It is thus necessary to contextualize that the initial motive for this 

paper stems from my background as a Palestinian refugee. 

I grew up and spent most of my life in Lebanon's Palestinian refugee camps between 1990 and 

2016. I was born in a refugee camp in Lebanon to two Palestinian refugee parents and was 

automatically granted Palestinian refugee status, a big blue refugee document bearing the 

name of the city we come from in Palestine (Yafa in Arabic, Jaffa In English), but I was never 

given the citizenship of any nation. 

My personal background is worth mentioning in this introduction because this project derives 

from my situated knowledge within the Bourj Albaranejah refugee camp, which has inevitably 

influenced my view of the refugee crisis. Defined as the knowledge that reflects the 

perspectives of the knower, situated knowledge is significant for feminist epistemology as a 

whole. Donna Haraway views that all eyes, including our own organic ones, are active 

perceptual systems, building on translations and specific ways of seeing things, simply because 

there is no unmediated image of any object/phenomenon (Haraway, 1988). According to 
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Haraway, one must situate the view of an image from the perspective of the subjugated in 

order to see well (Haraway, 1988) and that “by acknowledging and understanding the 

contingency of their own position in the world, and hence the contestable nature of their 

claims to knowledge, subjects can produce knowledge with greater objectivity than if they 

claimed to be neutral observers” (Haraway, 1988, p. 583). Haraway here legitimizes the use of 

personal positionality and situated passion. Rather, she rather argues the necessity of a 

doctrine and the practice of objectivity in science that privileges contestation, deconstruction, 

passionate construction, webbed connections, and she hopes for transformative systems of 

knowledge and ways of seeing, advocating for situated and embodied knowledges that are 

locatable and accountable. As such, coming from the lived experience of the subjugated, I align 

my own methodology with Haraway's feminist approach of viewing science and refugee 

studies through positioned rationality, based on situated knowledges. 

Like my own family, thousands of Palestinians were forcefully displaced from their Palestinian 

villages and towns in 1948. Some Palestinians were internally displaced to Gaza and the West 

Bank, whereas others were externally displaced to neighboring countries. The displacement of 

Palestinians and the birth of the Palestinian refugee crisis can be best summarized by Walid 

Alkhalidi who claims that the only problem with establishing a homeland for the Jews in 

Palestine was that the land was already inhabited (Khalidi, 2006). Israeli historian Benny Morris 

has researched extensively for years and reported at length on the military attacks and brutal 

expulsions performed by Israeli groups that forced Palestinians out of their lands in 1948 

(Morris, 2004). As a result of this conflict over the land, the Palestinian community went 

through what the Israeli Historian Illan Pappe names “The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestinians” 

(Pappe, 2015). In 1948, three quarters of a million Palestinians were forced to seek refuge in 

surrounding countries, such as Lebanon, Jordan, Syria or Egypt and became known as 

Palestinian Refugees: a community of an estimated 5 million people today (UNRWA, 2020a). 

Despite lasting 72 years, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and its consequences have been a hot 

topic for both political and social studies worldwide. More specifically, the Palestinian refugee 

problem has been studied for its complex humanitarian situation, in which Palestinian refugees 

are the world's only exception to the international protection regime (United Higher 

Commissioner for Refugees- UNHCR) and are therefore some of the most vulnerable displaced 

groups in the world (Shiblak, 2006). However, this paper aims to deviate from the mainstream 

view of Palestinian refugees (and refugees in general) as helpless victims, legitimate targets of 
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international assistance, or solely as passive recipients of humanitarian services. My 

contribution sheds the light on the agency of Palestinian refugees in establishing their own 

home in a space of waiting and in devising non-conventional methods of survival while waiting. 

Such an approach not only explores the existence of Palestinian refugees as actors and creators 

but also takes on Haraway's perspective of situated knowledge, wherein she argues for 

necessity of the object of knowledge function to be both an actor and an agent (Haraway, 

1988). 

First, I will explain my understanding of the theoretical framework, which conceptualizes 

homemaking in situations of protracted refugees. I will then explore the underreported daily 

and long terms practices of Palestinian refugees in their spaces of dwelling. Finally, I will map 

these practices within the three categories of the aforementioned homemaking framework, 

followed by a conclusion and reflections on this final distribution of practices within the 

homemaking framework. 

 

From Spaces of Exception to Potential Homes: A Literature Review 

After being removed from their homes, Palestinian refugees have become stateless persons in 

their new host communities. This process of denationalization (becoming stateless) is best 

explained by Hannah Arendt, who states that the removal of people from organized political 

communities leaves them with “no country on earth in which they enjoyed the right to 

residence” (Arendt, 1968, p. 276). These people are no longer citizens of a sovereign state 

(stateless non-persons as Arendt refers to them); “nobody wants to claim them, and therefore 

their lives may be in danger”(Arendt, 1968, p 240). She explains how the invalidity of man's 

rights leads to the “silent consents to unprecedented conditions” (Arendt, 1968, p. 447). This 

view leads us to understand the unique social realities in which refugees around the world 

continue to live despite contradicting the International humanitarian declarations and political 

obligations toward preserving human dignity. Similarly, stateless refugees could be 

represented through the views of Giorgio Agamben, who extensively describes the life of a 

Homo Sacer and the states of exception. Homo sacer is defined in legal terms as someone who 

can be killed without the killer being named a murderer, as well as a person who cannot be 

sacrificed (Agamben, 1998). This person is excluded from society and deprived of basic rights 

and all functions in civil religion (Agamben, 1998). Therefore, the Homo sacer may thus be 

understood as someone existing outside of the law, or beyond it, in a state of exception, which 
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is precisely the stateless person, whose termination can happen through many ways 

(Agamben, 1998). With both views here overlapping, it becomes clear how a refugee's lack of 

protection allows the violation of basic human rights. Even though mechanisms are 

theoretically in place to safeguard those rights, lack of protection by a recognized state 

deprives the refugee from an actual implementation of such framework that empirically 

guarantees his dignity and rights. 

In many cases, refugees remain stuck in a space of exception, being the Homo sacer, for long 

decades, thus becoming “Protracted Refugees.” UNHCR defines a protracted refugee as: 

“One in which refugees find themselves in a long-lasting and intractable state of limbo. Their 

lives may not be at risk, but their basic rights and essential economic, social and psychological 

needs remain unfulfilled after years in exile. A refugee in this situation is often unable to break 

free from enforced reliance on external assistance.” (UNHCR, 2004, p. 1) 

In exploring the lives of groups in limbo, Anita Fábos and Cathrine Brun affirm that host nations 

largely have an interest in keeping people in a temporary status for long periods of time. People 

who are forced to flee tend to occupy these marginal spaces [refugee camps] because they are 

considered a threat to the social and political order (Brun and Fábos, 2015). More importantly, 

the framework set by Fábos and Brun views temporary refugee camps as home to protracted 

refugees. The authors analyse home both as an idea (or even an emotional perspective) and a 

practice by outlining three different yet interrelated elements: 

i “home” being the day-to-day practices of homemaking. These practices include 

improvements and investments that people make to their temporary dwellings in order to 

improve their quality of living. But they can also include the daily routines that become habitual 

for people and incorporate social connections with the surrounding. 

ii “Home” as the set of values, traditions, memories, and the emotional sense of belonging. 

This infers a subjective feeling of home, holding much nostalgia, regardless of the physical 

distance between the home-maker and his home. In other words, this notion of Home is 

constructed in regards to the place that the displaced group longs, dreams and thinks of when 

going about their lives and while constructing their temporary dwelling place. 

iii “HOME” is the broader political and historical contexts by which the camp dwellers stand in 

the current global order and embedded in institutions. It refers to the geopolitics of the 

homeland that have contributed or continue to contribute to the population's situation of 
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protracted displacement. It is the interaction of the displaced group with the political 

arrangements of the homeland in a mutually influential manner. 

To summarize, Brun and Fábos' framework of homemaking can be verified through the 

attempt to reconstruct a past familiarity, envision a better future and empirically improve one's 

living conditions in given place through a variety of practices. This framework allows us to 

analyse the process of homemaking in communities of protracted refugees by exploring the 

practices, views and even feelings of individuals in order to formulate an idea about their 

exceptional home-making efforts in the waiting zones. The authors also explain that refugees, 

through the simple yet unimaginably difficult tasks of living their lives, can contribute to the 

rethinking and production of durable solutions for their prolonged cases of displacement (Brun 

and Fábos, 2015). The empirical application of this idea will also be explored through observing 

how Palestinian refugees rethink and produce their own space of exile in the absence of 

permanent settlement plan and development assistance. 

Similarly, Johannes Lenhard and Farhan Samanani, who aim to diversify the meanings of home 

by revealing articulations of home which take shape in unexpected places, view that the 

meaning of home changes depending on perspective. Home can be made of bricks and mortar, 

possessions, but it can also surpass the materiality of a dwelling place to represent feelings, 

stories or habits (Lenhard and Samanani, 2020). Through this concept, we may better explore 

how Palestinian refugees make home in their space of waiting not only observing material 

elements but also emotional and immaterial ones. 

This contribution of refugees to shaping their own space of waiting recalls Michel Agier's views 

of refugee camps as waiting rooms, where the majority of refugees find themselves stuck in 

limbo for years; yet, it also confirms that refugee camps, established as spaces that freeze their 

inhabitants' status, transform their temporariness into a transient permanency (Agier, 2011). 

In other words, camps that are meant to stay fixed, evolve greatly, defying restriction and 

expanding in a manner such that refugees and inhabitants reproduce their own normality 

(Agier, 2011). A situation that we aim to explore is one that demonstrates how Palestinian 

refugees attempt to produce a normality in which they can survive. Indeed, occupying a 

temporality between temporariness and permanency, Lebanon's refugee camps today can be 

said to inhabit ‘a “frozen transience,” or in the words of Bauman: an ongoing, long-lasting state 

of temporariness, a duration of periods just patched together by successive events (Bauman, 

2002). But refugee camps do have the potential to partially develop their own scenarios and 
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orchestrate certain extents of their reality. As Thrift (2006) states, space must be addressed as 

a process and not as a frozen materiality; it is never static but is always fluid and in constant 

motion (Thrift, 2006). Hence, when applying that to the refugee camp—a land understood as 

the permanent spatialization of the exception- we can see a constant dynamic development of 

the camp's symbolic and physical features. Such can be viewed not only in the replaced 

construction from fabric tents to concrete, but also in how people make a home in living within 

the camp space. The ways in which the camp can transform and develop are normally decided 

by the sovereign, but the circumstances and the people inhabiting the space or its 

surroundings, also decide with him, even if their contribution goes by unnoticed (Martin, 

2015). These people here are primarily refugees and camp dwellers, and their unrecorded 

contribution to the reorganization of their space must be acknowledged and reinterpreted as 

an act of agency and homemaking. 

 

Context Overview: Presentation of the Case Study of Palestinian Refugees in Lebanon 

When attempting to downscale the aforementioned theoretical discussion on Palestinian 

refugees in Lebanon, it is important to indicate that the Palestinian refugee case is one of the 

longest, and therefore most protracted, refugee cases in modern history. Yet this refugee case 

is unique in terms of its exclusion from the international protection umbrella and host 

community regulations (Takkenberg, 1998). Lebanon, a small country of just over 10 thousands 

of square kilometres, is known to have the world's highest refugee per capita ratio (UNHCR, 

2020). In addition to a Syrian refugee population estimated at around 1 million, this small 

country hosts 12 officially registered Palestinian refugee camps (as shown in Figure 1) and 16 

unofficial Palestinian gatherings with circumstances quite similar to refugee camps (UNRWA, 

2015). 
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FIGURE 1. Lebanon's Palestinian refugee camps (Habib, 2012). 

 

From the beginning of the crisis in 1948, to the arrival of 75,000 Palestinian refugees to 

Lebanon, and with the purpose of facilitating the provision of humanitarian assistance, 

Palestinians were forced to move collectively into camps, either by Lebanese authorities or by 

circumstances dictated by their precarious livelihoods (Peteet, 2005). These refugee camps are 

either public or private properties rented by UNRWA to host the Palestinian refugee 

population. Refugee camps have been rented on the basis of a 99 yearlong contract, end of 

which is approaching and is concerningly anticipated by all stakeholders. UNRWA, referred to 

in the local Palestinian community as “the witness to the Palestinian crisis,” is a UN agency 

established solely for the assistance and employment of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon. 

UNRWA is a unique agency in terms of its commitment to the assistance and employment of 

only one group of refugees: Palestinians (UNRWA, 2020b). UNRWA provides a space of living 

for Palestine refugees by renting the area of refugee camps from the Lebanese government 
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and private property owners, in addition to the provision of basic services such as health and 

education (Hanafi et al., 2014). 

Unlike most of the world's refugee camps, and also as an exception to Palestinian refugee 

camps in the middle east, Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon are external to the Lebanese 

government's sovereignty and responsibility. Due to the establishment and then the 

annulment of the Cairo Agreement—an agreement reached in 1969 between the Lebanese 

State and the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) to arrange that Lebanese state was 

governing outside the refugee camps, but the PLO was governing inside the Palestinian refugee 

camps—Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon are excluded from the responsibility and control 

of the Lebanese Government (For further information on this legal lacuna see Hanafi and Long, 

2010). Therefore, the organization of the camps in Lebanon today is rather autonomous and is 

organized mostly by the camp popular committees. Almost in every camp, committees formed 

of camp dwellers are either appointed or agreed upon by representatives of Palestinian 

Political parties who are active in that camp. Ideally, the role of these popular committees is to 

supervise matters of camp security, conflict resolution, utilities and general organization. 

However, these committees are seen as inefficient, adherent to their own political agendas 

and rather corrupt, rendering refugee lives in Lebanon even more difficult (For Further 

information on this see Abou-Zaki, 2013). 

Palestine refugees today remain stuck in the same legal and spatial limbo that they were 

pushed into 72 years ago. Palestine refugees are categorized as “stateless,” meaning that they 

lack citizenship of a recognized state (see also Shiblak, 2006). And since the Lebanese state has 

no specific consideration or hospitality regulation for their particular statelessness, Palestinian 

refugees in Lebanon receive the treatment of foreigners with no recognized state documents, 

thus depriving them from access to the most basic life elements: labour market, health and 

education (UNHCR, 2016). Palestinian refugees in Lebanon today cannot exercise over 30 

professions including those in the fields of medicine, law, journalism, technicians, engineering, 

tourism, transportation and taxi driving, education, accounting and trade in addition to many 

others (see also International Labor Organization, 2012). As a result of this specific exclusion 

practiced by the Lebanese government, over 83% of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon do not 

have a legal form of work, and Lebanon has the highest percentage of abject poverty among 

all five areas of work on UNRWA in the middle east (UNRWA, 2015). However, because of their 

prolonged existence and extended suffering, Palestinian refugees in Lebanon have developed 
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their own sense of survival. Lebanon's refugee camps seem to have lost their temporary 

character and to have become more like permanent solutions (Martin, 2015). Ever since then, 

Palestinian refugees have never stopped seeking home, in all creative possibilities of the term. 

 

The Research Question: A Home in Transit? 

The issue of homemaking in the Palestinian refugee space is often overlooked and seen to 

contradict with the temporariness of refugee camps. The exclusion of Palestinians from the 

socioeconomic life in Lebanon has been a systematic process that aims to prevent the 

permanent settlement of Palestinians in the country. Therefore, speaking of any permanence 

or homemaking in Lebanon would invalidate the government's efforts to freeze Palestinians as 

an isolated and temporary community. By keeping Palestinians excluded from socioeconomic 

life, they are kept in a state of waiting, they are temporary, and they are not allowed to make 

a home out of this transit stop. However, the process of homemaking could occur inevitably 

despite the temporariness. Elisabeth Habib, a Lebanese researcher, stated during her 

ethnographic field work in Palestinian refugee camps: 

“The narratives around refugee camps in Lebanon only relate to the violence and struggles in 

the camps, to feed the Lebanese resentment against the Palestinians, and it is difficult for 

anyone who hasn't visited a camp to imagine that people are living there, accomplishing 

everyday chores, working and studying, making friends, marrying and starting a family.” (Habib, 

2012, p. 2) 

Authors like Diana Allan, who has performed extensive ethnographic work in Shatila, writes 

that much of the writing, research, and advocacy work in the camps in Lebanon tends to focus 

on the violent past and struggles of these communities, while very few have explored how 

refugees imagine the future and what their hopes and aspirations might be (Allan, 2013). In a 

way, the image of refugees as agents, capable of planning and acting is highly overlooked for 

the sake of focusing on refugees as sad victims. Therefore, this paper also serves as a way to 

verify the way Palestinian refugees make life, build visions and establish home in Lebanon's 

refugee camps, despite the temporal and spatial suspensions that they are deliberately put in 

by the state, while maintaining a connection to their Palestinian identity. Allan has also 

addressed the issue of Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon in her book “Refugees of the 

Revolution,” where she illustrates various mechanisms that refugees utilize to cope with 

chronic uncertainty. Allan's book 2014 was indeed an important resource to refocus the lens 
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on the camp as a political economy through demonstrating the kinship-based survival tactics, 

historical claustrophobia, and even dreams of refugees in exile (Allan, 2014). The main question 

of this article thus asks how protracted Palestinian refugees today make home where they are 

specifically asked not to: in permanently temporary spaces in Lebanon. Unlike the mainstream 

literature, which highlights mainly the poverty struggles and the humanitarian assistance short-

fallings within refugee camps, this paper attempts to explore how refugees survive these short-

fallings and cope with it in their own ways, reproducing their home in many different ways. 

Therefore, this paper will attempt to understand briefly the social reality of Palestinian 

refugees in Lebanon, but only to demonstrate how Palestinian refugees respond to this social 

reality through different coping mechanisms and explain the livelihood efforts of camp 

dwellers who have been in a permanent state of waiting for the past 72 years. 

 

Methodology 

In politically sensitive spaces, ethnographic production is a subjective self-centred process that 

is highly shaped by political protection and modality of access to the field (Carpi, 2020). Authors 

such as Allen (2013) have long criticized how investigators visiting Palestinian spaces have been 

trying to explain the problem from their own perspective, and the author argues for 

ethnographic recording, like her own, which reports people's lives and beliefs. Having lived in 

Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp most of my life, I have access to the field, interaction with the 

environment, and thus knowledge production on Palestinian refugee spaces: a process that 

has been privileged by long term insider view and dynamic membership. Much of this research 

has been based on participant observations and personal recordings that I have collected 

during my 26 years of watching and experiencing how the camp evolves. However, additional 

fieldwork was undertaken in the summer of 2019 during a return trip home, which included 

ethnographic practices of observation and around 10 semi-structured and unstructured in-

depth interviews with Palestinian refugees living in the Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp in the 

Lebanese capital. The recordings included other forms of conversing with the camp as well, 

through interactions with the camp's geography (neighbourhoods, squares, walls), productions 

(movies and local publications) and even conversations of a personal, intimate, and familial 

nature. The content of these interviews and observations, to be analysed in this paper, offer 

insight to and deduce the dynamic relationship between refugees and their space. The 

recorded quotes and practices of refugees shall be analysed in light of my own impressions 
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and understanding as a local dweller, in order to verify the general theory of protracted refugee 

homemaking in the case of Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon. Listening to refugee 

perspectives, in their various forms, is essential for understanding factors that shape refugee 

self-reliance, as livelihood and well-being are concepts to be perceived in their own context-

specific manner (Carpi et al., 2017). The Covid-19 lockdown has hindered further plans of work 

on the field, but further follow up interviews have been performed remotely through video 

calls during May 2020. The research also included archival research on the socio-economic and 

legal status of Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon, mainly from the publications of UNRWA, 

in addition to research on refugee cases from international literature. Needless to say, only 

digital resources were accessible in performing the literature review. 

The most important literary source for this paper will be the conceptual framework of 

homemaking created by Fábos and Brun. The various meanings of home, Home and HOME 

explained by the authors of “Making Homes in Limbo? A Conceptual Framework” will be 

utilized to understand the daily practices of Palestinian refugees as processes of homemaking 

and not only as survival mechanisms. We will see that the simple efforts that Palestinians 

undertake are more than just day to day efforts but rather are ways they make home of this 

space where they uncomfortably dwell. The different meanings of daily immaterial and 

material elements of the camp can be re-explored, reconstructed and revisited in the light of 

the home-making framework, thus allowing us to find permanency and even safety in one of 

the world's most unstable spaces: Lebanon's Palestinian refugee camps. 

Exploring Life in the Space of Exception and Protracted Refugee Spaces: The Vertical Survival 

Mechanism 

The history and circumstances of construction of refugee camps vary (Pérez, 2020), and yet all 

camps in Lebanon today share similar realities in terms of legal constraints, organization and 

evolution schemes. Despite the many demographic and political changes that could summarize 

the camps over the years, the current geographic boundaries of these camps remain identical 

to their establishment (UNRWA, 2011). Refugee camps were immediately built after the 

exodus of Palestinian refugees as temporary spaces, but tents slowly evolved into concrete 

structures over the years (Chaaban et al., 2010). According to Mauriat, in most cases Palestine 

refugees built their new houses or more permanent structures on the exact spot where their 

arrival tents stood (Mauriat, 2001). Elisabeth Habib reports, through her interviews with camp 

elders and while recording their stories, that it was only 6 years after arriving to Lebanon that 
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the Palestine refugees lost hope of an imminent return to their land (Habib, 2012). Habib 

further describes how living conditions under the weak and degrading fabric of tents, became 

extremely difficult: “The tents, aimed at offering a provisional shelter were neither adapted to 

the winter, nor to the summer climates. Not trying anymore to survive while waiting an 

imminent return, the refugees wished now to settle in decent conditions, to build themselves 

a community” (Habib, 2012, p. 25). 

As a result, and despite all constraints, the Palestinian refugee community in Lebanon has 

grown from a population of 75,000 refugees who arrived in 1948 to around half a million 

Palestinian refugees residing in Lebanon today (UNRWA, 2020a). Failing to solve the refugee 

crisis, the camps never stopped growing and changing. Walking around the camps today, I can 

understand much about the camp dwellers through the camp geography. I first notice the 

naming of camp neighbourhoods after the names of Palestinian villages and cities. For 

example, families from the village of “Tarshiha” (which is a Palestinian Village heavily bombed 

and looted during the 1948 conflict) have mostly grouped in a neighbourhood and named it 

“Jouret El Tarashha”   اشحةجورة الت  which means the “pit of people” from Tarshiha. Other areas 

of the camps are named after the big families residing there such as “sahet el ashwah”   ساحة

 which means the square of Al-Ashwah family, a big family in the refugee camp, and الأشوح

alludes to the priority of strong family community and maintaining connections. Important 

camp facilities are also named after places in the occupied Palestinian territories, such as “Haifa 

Hospital” in the Bourj Albarajenah camp, and “Acre Hospital” in the Shatila camp, both of which 

are named after occupied cities on the Palestinian coast. When I walk through the alleys of the 

camp, its narrow walls push me to read every single poster. The walls are filled with pictures 

of Palestinian martyrs and the skies are covered with pictures of Palestinian political figures. 

Looking around, one can also notice posters celebrating or mourning the different Palestinian 

occasions, such as “land day” and Yasser Arafat's memorial. I come across a person on the side 

of the alley handing out flyers and invitations to a Palestinian folk music event hosted by a local 

arts organization (Al-Jana), and another who hands out stickers, produced by Hamas local 

office, condemning the violations of Al-Aqsa Mosque. I see announcements for activities and 

events, on and off the topic of Israeli occupation and Palestinian resistance, and the posters 

declaring solidarity of the camp dwellers with the people of Gaza are a common across the 

camps of Lebanon. People of similar roots in Palestine have grouped together and established 

their space collectively by building common homes near each other, but they have also created 
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a home denoted by their homeland that reflects their collective history, family story and 

personal identity. Camp dwellers therefore reproduce their backgrounds and even their own 

narratives in their new homes, thus creating their own space as they desire. Abdulrahman, a 

middle-age camp dweller, says to me in an interview: 

“We know very well who we are. Why would you use the term stateless? We are 

Palestinian. In my opinion, if you want to see the real Palestine, you come to the 

refugee camp, not even to the Palestinian territories, they have been influenced by 

occupation and politics, but here, here you find the isolated group, thus the preserved 

identity, the Palestinian identity.” 

Looking upwards, I can clearly see how Palestinian refugees in Lebanon have worked toward 

improving their living conditions in this temporary space, and understand how camps managed 

to survive and grow demographically within the same number of square meters. Legally, 

refugee camps have found no horizontal space to expand, therefore resorted to expanding 

vertically, thus creating many additional layers to the original primitive structures built in the 

50 s. Taking the Borj Albarajenah camp in Southern Beirut as an example, the name of the 

camp denotes its stunning vertical growth: Borj Albarajenah اجنة التر  means “Tower of the برج 

towers.” Due to the lack of planning, organization and development policies targeting 

Palestinian refugees, refugees took it upon themselves to improve their lives by establishing 

extra space to live in and shelter their growing families. 

These structures, which evolved from tents to concrete and then primitive metal buildings 

from the first 40 years of the exile, have now been regarded as opportunity to build on, taking 

the open space of the structure roof as a space to move upwards, therefore establishing 

second, third and in some cases even fourth additional floors. Families often build additional 

floors in order to give the boys of the family an opportunity for marriage and establishing a 

family of their own in the newly built layer. However, recently, camp dwellers have been using 

this mechanism also to create a source of income. For example, today house owners either sell 

their own empty unconstructed house roof, for a client who wants to build a house on it. A 

wealthier camp family would build the roof as an apartment then sells or rents it to another 

client for a higher amount of money. In other cases, the family would build the extra floor to 

inhabit a sunnier location with better air circulation, while renting the lower floor into a shop 

or workspace. In this way, the family would have a better living environment, obtain a source 

of rent income, and provide the camp dwellers with space to perform work activities. Alya 
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(dweller of the Borj Albarajenah camp) says that she preferred building an additional floor and 

moving up into a higher level because it was a good protection mechanism from the winter 

flooding which drowned her ground house and destroyed her furniture every year. In addition, 

she says that a higher floor makes her and her family safer from the roaches, mice, rats and 

cats which easily enter houses on the ground floors but now cannot enter her upper house as 

easily. She blames the primitive sewage systems for the spread of rodents and other sanitary 

problems, but she explains that they have found this upward rise of buildings to be an effective 

coping mechanism. 

In an interview I have conducted with Hussein- a dweller of Borj Alabarajenah camp in August 

of 2019, he says: 

“My age? Oh, I do not know. I think I was born in 1950. My family had just been expelled 

from Kabri (village in Palestine) and living in tents in Beirut, they could not care less 

about registering my birth. But I know that I was born in winter, because they said that 

the thunderstorms were so heavy that night, that the tent flew off my mother while 

she was giving birth to me. It was not going to be a problem until all the other tents of 

the camp flew away and suddenly everyone was watching what's happening between 

my mother's legs. The other women of the camp ran with bed sheets and blankets 

towards her, formed a circle and covered her birth process until I arrived safely to the 

world. And since then, this camp has been all I have ever known. I worked some handy 

crafts in my youth to make a living to me and my wife, I built a second floor over my 

parents' house to my own family, but I was not lucky enough to have children, so I 

began to think of a profession that will guarantee me some financial security with older 

age. So, 30 years ago, I started my tobacco shop here in the Ashwah square in the camp. 

I rented a ground floor of this house for 100 thousand liras a month, and the original 

dwellers just moved upstairs. The smugglers bring us cheap tobacco from Syria, and we 

sell it here to camp dwellers for competitive prices. Sometimes I even get clients from 

outside the camp who come for cheap tax-free tobacco.” 

It is worth mentioning that all structures in the camp areas are not legally owned by camp 

dwellers themselves, as the camp is only rented by the UNRWA from the public/private 

landowners. However, an entire market of property buying, renting, and selling has been 

established on this space by camp dwellers who are not actual owners of the properties 

involved in the exchange. Nevertheless, for organizational purposes, sale and purchase 
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activities are recorded at the camp popular committee in a way to protect dwellers from 

potential property conflicts. 

The camp roofs are not merely an economic commodity by which camp dwellers obtain 

income, but rather also a way to secure more space for social bonding. Many camp dwellers 

perform the required maintenance on their roof and place high borders (balusters) in order to 

use the area as a collective social space, especially for summer nights. In Palestinian refugee 

camps in Lebanon, social ties are evidently strong for the observer, and most social events 

(weddings, funerals, special events and family gatherings) are normally crowded, and thus 

more conveniently hosted on the roofs. For many women, it has become the place where they 

share the morning coffee gathering ritual with other women known as Sobheyye يةصبح ,, which 

means “practicing a morning thing,” and it refers to the act of women gathering for coffee, 

chats and cup readings every morning. For others, it has become the regular location for the 

daily Sahra سهرة, which means “being awake for spending time for an activity or gathering in 

the evening,” because it is the only place to avoid overheating of damp and crowded camp 

buildings. Ibtihaj, who is a grandmother of 6 children, says to me: 

“In exile, you have no land, no assets and no state protection, your family and 

community are the only sense of protection that you have. A normal citizen of any 

country goes to the hospital when he gets sick, we cannot afford to do that, we go to 

the neighbor who knows how to make herbal remedies. Most people, go to the movies 

or even on a holiday when they get bored, we cannot do that, we just go to each other's 

houses or roofs.” 

Such practices of gathering in such spaces is not only an evident of space agency but also of 

the mechanism by which the social fabric of Palestinian refugees is formed. Through the 

creation of the camp spaces as a home or even as just spaces of utility, bonding occurs among 

refugees and grows as a way to cope with lack of space and activities. 

A large percentage of camp dwellers go further than just merely considering this as a “breath 

out” space but rather take the effort to transform into recreational spaces. Because no parks 

or gardens exist within the camp area due to the lack of space, many camp dwellers have 

decided to transform their roofs into small-scale gardens, where they place many potted plants 

and sometimes small animals such as birds, bunnies or turtles in that space. It is common also 

among dwellers to set up vertical structures around the roof as a pergola, where grape leaves 

would form a coverage net, providing a soothing atmosphere similar to a garden. It is because 
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these human needs for leisurely spaces, or open spaces are not normally available within the 

camp ground, that refugees are forced to seek them in alternatives areas of the camp, or rather 

establish them on their own through unconventional methods and locations. 

A major problem with this expansion is that the proper construction base was never built to be 

expandable. The original building structures of these camps on the ground floor were initially 

built for temporary short term settling with no need for long-term endurance, or for additional 

concrete layers. The construction material and the construction plans were primitive, 

unprofessional, mostly done by locals who have no engineering skills or access to quality 

construction material, and thus this situation produced temporary homes that could 

accommodate dwellers for only a few more years until the eventual resolution of the refugee 

crisis. However, because the refugee crisis was never resolved, additional construction was 

erected, and no possible considerations could have been made to the durability of the building 

base to handle 3 or 4 additional floors. Therefore, the entire building is a true safety hazard to 

its dwellers and its surroundings. 

To make matters worse, the Lebanese legislations had prevented the entry of any construction 

material to any Palestinian refugee camp in Lebanon, strictly until 2007, in an attempt to 

control the expansion of the camp, not taking into consideration the demographic growth of 

the refugee population which could be left unsheltered (Amnesty International, 2007). Even 

though the law had been eased after 2007, allowing Palestinian refugees to obtain 

construction permits to bring in construction material, it remains highly difficult for Palestinian 

refugees to obtain the required construction permits and because it is almost impossible to 

meet the ministry's construction standards in such exceptional dwelling space. However, 

smugglers of construction material and cement continue to provide the camp with needed 

material through unnoticed entry spots during hours of less surveillance. Technically, most 

camp structures are illegal but exist today due to a network of connections based on bribery 

(Halabi, 2004). 

Strict control of entering construction material to the camp is not the only problem of the 

camp's vertical expansion. The camp expansion is creating higher constructions in terms of 

altitude, covering the small camp atmosphere and sky/sun visibility, thus inhibiting air flow, 

causing higher dampness and darkness on the ground level of the camp. Therefore, residential 

lower floors and camp pathways are suffering from extreme darkness, dampness and mold, 

and low air circulation. According to UNRWA, 78% of Palestinian households in Lebanon's 
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refugee camps are affected by dampness, 62% suffering from water leakages, 52% suffering 

from poor ventilation, and 55% are affected by darkness (UNRWA, 2015). The construction 

sometimes also requires building additional concrete enforcements to the lower constructions 

in order to hold the additional floors, thus making the pathways and spaces on the ground 

smaller and narrower, further constricting the already-tight walking paths and limiting further 

mobility space for camp dwellers to roam through their camp. Due to the additional, 

unplanned, and unorganized construction, pathways have become so narrow, and the ground 

levels become uneven and irregular. Nadya Fakhereddine writes her story in Arabic as a 

Palestinian refugee in the Book “Eleven Stories from the Exile” saying: 

“Since I became a mother, I began to hate the winter, and the camp. It became 

especially hard for me to walk around the camp once I began to need to push my 

daughter on a stroller on the uneven ground and through the narrow pathways. Instead 

I am obliged to -unsafely- carry my daughter everywhere, which is especially difficult in 

winter, when the ground is flooding in sewage water, and the sky is pouring heavy rain 

over so many electric cables in sight.” (Yāsin et al., 2017, p. 78) 

Due to the narrowing of the pathways and the lack of actual access roads that reach the 

internal parts of the camps, no cars, buses, or trucks can enter most Palestinian refugee camps 

in Lebanon. The refugees resort to small motorcycles as the most efficient mode of 

transportation within the camp to transport adults, children, goods, and even furniture. This 

mode of transportation is also another way that Palestinian refugees take charge of their own 

space and mobility restrictions. Director Alaa El Ali even created a short film in 2014 titled 

“Journey of a Sofa,” which tells the story of young Palestinian refugees who underwent a long 

and troublesome journey to navigate a sofa through the difficult pathways and structures of 

the Shatila camp in Lebanon (El Ali, 2014). The short film presents not only the struggles of 

Palestinians in leading a basic and normal life, but also their persistent attempts to make a 

home despite the difficulties. 

Another serious problem of this vertical unplanned growth is the unorganized sewage and 

electrical connections that must accompany the erection of new floors without authorization 

or control. Lacking authority control or planning of the additional sewage connection or 

electrical cables, the new cables and tubes make their way in spontaneous manners along the 

narrow pathways, through the roofs, and in between houses with little consideration to safety. 

In fact, in the Borj Albarajenah camp alone, 48 people have died in the past 5 years due to 
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electrocution in the pathways. The combination of water flow with high voltage wires often 

leads to a true hazard, especially in winter times due to heavy rain and thunderstorms. 

Vertical expansion within the borders of Palestinian refugee camps is not only a matter of 

staying alive, but is also a matter of the afterlife. Due to the limited area of the camps, the 

spaces to bury the dead within the camp are similarly fully occupied. According to the Lebanese 

religious authority (Dar Al Iftaa), deaths within Palestinian refugee camps must be either buried 

within the camp area or be taken away to a remote burial space in the southern mountain 

areas (to which Palestinian refugees have limited mobility). As a result, even the burial spaces 

(tombs) became vertical. Camp dwellers would prefer to maintain rituals of visiting and 

bonding with their deceased, so they have resorted to a religious Islamic fatwa (a ruling on a 

point of Islamic law) which legalizes the burial of one body on top of another body within the 

same grave. This means that bodies can now be buried on top of each other in the same tomb 

as long as a certain blood relation exists between the deceased individuals. With time, the act 

of burying individuals above each other in the same grave has become a bonding ritual, a 

sentimental practice that allows camp dwellers to strengthen their ties with their lost loved 

ones. For example, people today think thoroughly about where they want to be buried when 

they die; they plan and request specifically ahead of time: “With who do I want to be buried, 

on top of whose body do I want to spend eternity?” Thus, it is not rare to encounter elders 

who wish to be buried on top of their mother to demonstrate deep love toward a person they 

valued in their life. In my interview with Nahida, of the Bourj Albarajenah camp, she explains 

that she “cannot think of a safer place to rest forever better than on the body of her beloved 

mother.” Burial in the camp cemetery has also become a symbol of resistance. Samer, from 

the Shatila camp, refers to many Palestinian fighters and revolutionary icons who have been 

buried in the camp cemeteries and explains the symbolic value of the camp to Palestinians and 

supporters of the case worldwide. He specifically mentions Franco Fontana, the Italian fighter 

who volunteered with the Palestinian revolution in the 80s and requested to be buried in 

Palestine, or in Palestinian refugee camps. Fontana lived his final days with Samer, and was 

buried in the cemetery of Ein El-Helwe camp in the south of Lebanon in 2015. As such, camp 

dwellers have come to transform these coping mechanisms into an opportunity for bonding, 

love and social cohesion that transcends even into the afterlife, but it is also a form of 

resistance and sense of belonging to their Palestinian identity. 
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A Temporary Home for 70+ Years: Discussion With the Feminist Framework of Homemaking 

Palestinian refugees are stuck between homes. Neither are they capable of returning to their 

occupied territories, nor are they able to officially settle in their host community due to the 

legal specificity of the Lebanese constitution. From the Lebanese point of view, the 

naturalization of the Palestinians and their assimilation to the Lebanese society would, first, 

recognize the legitimacy of the State of Israel and, second, shake up the demographic balance 

of the country, both of which are actions that the Lebanese state do not anticipate making in 

the near future, according to a 2012 report issued by the Ministry of Environment: “It is 

important to note that both the Palestinians and the Lebanese reject complete assimilation of 

refugees into the Lebanese State. This is mainly because assimilation conflicts with the 

Palestinians' UN sanctioned right of return.” (Ministry of Environment, 2012, p. 19). As a result, 

Palestinian refugees remain temporary, with no option of permanently settling in Lebanon and 

calling it there home through a legal citizenship or residency. However, Palestinian refugees 

carry out practices of home, Home and HOME making in refugee camps, thus reproducing a 

sense of belonging to the waiting-zone despite the socioeconomic challenges and host-

community restrictions. 

As Brun and Fábos noted in their work on protracted refugees, homemaking as a process takes 

place, despite the rigidity of circumstances. People make a home when they attempt to 

recreate something from their nostalgia, improve their material conditions, and plan a better 

tomorrow, regardless of the deep uncertainty concerning that future (Brun and Fábos, 2015). 

We can deduce from the insights to the Palestinian refugee life that Palestinian refugees have 

established “home-Home and HOME,” all three elements of homemaking created by Brun and 

Fábos, in their waiting zones despite the deliberate legislative system aiming to freeze them. 

They have created the first pillar of the framework as “home” by building houses in which they 

can feel safe and comfortable, rather than settling for short-term housing solutions that they 

had previously. They created “home” by planning and securing sources of income that could 

guarantee them a dignified life along the long road ahead, by creating additional spaces to 

survive and enjoy, by making families and expanding the span of their human communication. 

They constantly attempt to improve their economic condition through finding new resources 

of income such as building extra stores and levels, and indeed plan for the long-term futures 

in the camps, such as situations of old age and family housing despite the uncertainty about 

their future. Through the formation of a micro-economy, refugees have been exploring, 
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producing, and exchanging space in a situation where space is both a rare and valuable 

element. The creation of this non-conventional market, which is unique to the camp space, 

reflects the need and desire of refugees to produce better daily living conditions but also long-

term financial security. The refugee's efforts to building an economic activity to produce an 

income, and the investment of this income in improving the space and living conditions, is a 

process that reflects home-making. These two elements imply a how refugees view this space 

as a “home”: the space where dwellers attempt to improve their material living conditions. 

Stories such as that of Hussein Balkis's shop demonstrate that these refugees make a “home,” 

as the daily practice of improving the quality of life, through attempts to prepare for a long 

future in refugee camps despite knowing that they can be permanent there. In other words, 

they maintain the idea of home in Palestine through a Palestinian identity, yet they maintain 

the commitment to making a home in this refugee camp. Combining both creates a unique 

notion of home in many ways. We can view how Palestinian refugees turned this space into a 

“home” through their efforts of denoting and organizing it, through establishing relationships 

with the Lebanese and even Syrian surrounding environments and through exchanging and 

smuggling material. Expanding and exchanging are both a method of survival and homemaking. 

By establishing a mechanism to make life better for the long term, refugees have been 

asserting their connection to the space despite being constantly pushed to abandon it, a space 

which they are repeatedly told as temporary. A camp space becomes meaningful when camp 

dwellers interact with the space, invest their emotional and material assets (Capo, 2015). In 

these particular camp spaces in Lebanon, camp spaces become meaningful when refugees 

create memories there, give them meaningful names, and establish a personal relationship 

with them. By investing their time and efforts in changing the place, they implement their 

vision of home in that space. 

Palestinian refugees also established “Home” in the way they maintain their identity as 

Palestinian and hold true to their traditions. Examining the camp space, we could notice how 

Palestinian refugees grouped each other according to their lives back in Palestine: families from 

same villages chose to dwell in neighborhoods named after them. They recreated the mapping 

of their original villages and cities in their new host community as an attempt to reflect their 

original home in their new one. This can be seen further than just a coping mechanism but also 

as a tool of identity preservation and national commitment to the collective Palestinian 

homeland. This nostalgia and connection to the homeland brings us to recognizing Brun and 



68 
 

Fábos's concept of Home, which is summarized by the sentimental lingering to homeland, and 

commitment to its identity. This enables us to view refugee camps as “Home,” because 

refugees recreate their camp space with the idea of their Palestinian homeland as the 

inspiration of the Homemaking process. The Ein Elhelwe refugee camp in the south of Lebanon 

is even dubbed as the “capital of the diaspora,” which indicates that Palestinian refugees view 

their diaspora as a “country” with a capital, with cities and citizens, like a temporary parallel to 

the state of Palestine. This condition of being in between homes can be confusing for the 

external viewer, but these people have established life in these camps on the Lebanese 

territories while maintaining an identity of a land to where they wish to return. Refugees in the 

camp still value social cohesion, daily communication, and family relationships because it is the 

only connection they have to their Palestinian roots. Today in the camp, I see family members 

living in the same building with their parents not only for lack of space, but also for the 

significance of connection to elders and youth of the family. Similarly, connection to elders was 

evident in the organization of graves where individuals were willing to share the small space 

for eternity. Refugees share space, meals, and activities, and often perform those activities 

based on their Palestinian traditions. More evidently, I was able to view the Home-making 

process through observing the 3rd generation of Palestinian refugees, who were born in and 

lived their entire lives in Lebanon refugee camps; they, therefore, had no means of knowing 

their original home. How do 3rd generation refugees reproduce their living space and 

Homemaking according to a homeland that they have never seen? The answer is that the 

strong commitment we see among 3rd generation Palestinian refugees to their Palestinian 

identity is proof to the strong bond between successive generations within the camp. One can 

understand from the strong relations that Palestinians have with their families and elders is 

that this camp is “built on stories,” where the process of making this camp a “Home” is highly 

correlated to the ideas and identity passed on from the camp elders to the successive 

generations through family gatherings and children upbringing. By gathering, sharing stories 

and heritage, establishing a common identity, they make the camp a Home. Therefore, the 

process of Homemaking is rather produced by the idea of a former home (Palestine) that 

becomes the new space of exile, where refugees are stuck, ultimately transforming the camp 

into an attempted reproduction of their homeland in Palestine. 

Palestinian refugees in Lebanon also establish HOME in its political sense: they speak of 

“Palestine” without using other vocabulary to signify its current political status. They reassert 
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their right to return, to organize events and activities to reassure their commitment. They 

reject the recognition of the Israeli state, and they view their existence in these camps as a 

form of resistance. Refugees in the camp speak in pure Palestinian dialect and follow the 

Palestinian political news more than they follow the Lebanese local news, knowing that the 

changes in Palestine influence them directly, despite being physically external to the 

geographic Palestinian zone. This allows us to see the notion of HOME, where the connection 

with the homeland is rather not only sentimental but also political. Even though they live in 

Lebanon, they are technically geographically external to events happening on Palestinian 

grounds, but still they remain strongly and solely connected to their Palestinian political reality. 

Furthermore, they are aware that the existence of the refugee camps is itself a hurdle to the 

occupation of Palestinian lands, for occupation cannot be complete when 5 million refugees 

are stuck in and outside camps worldwide, demanding to return to their Palestinian lands and 

refusing resettlement in new countries. By remaining in these refugee camps, the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict cannot be solved. This is because any suggested solution for the conflict must 

include some resolution for the 5 million Palestinian refugees scattered around the middle east 

(Masalha, 2003). If a two-state solution is established, the refugees remain unsettled, and thus 

the solution remains incomplete, leaving space for further tension. Therefore, these camps are 

intrinsically hubs for political discussion and are contributing to the political negotiation-even 

if only passively- by merely existing. Thus, the refugee camps have a political meaning to the 

dwellers, making them more adherent to this space where their struggle becomes of more 

meaning and value, thus is becomes more of a HOME. Palestinians, like most displaced 

peoples, are thus inevitably political communities by nature and thus have political claims 

which are both international (directed at the global apartheid structure) and national 

(identifying state responsibilities toward them) (Feldman, 2018). By being in refugee camps, 

the Palestinians are including themselves in the Palestinian space despite being external to the 

geographic space of Palestinian territories. They are maintaining themselves relevant to the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict and remaining an integral part of the negotiation merely by surviving 

and HOME-making in the refugee camp. 

Observing the daily life and long-term practices of people over 72 years, we could thus verify 

how the camp structures transform from (almost) houses to full homes, and the camp itself 

becomes a collective home, gathering those who belong to the same community and collective 

cause. Through solidarity, social bonding and sharing of a limited space and resources, refugees 



70 
 

are reproducing the community from which they are displaced, creating a miniature model of 

the country they left behind, as this is the strongest element uniting them. This isolated 

community establishes stronger bonds and firmer social ties, based on a common belonging 

to the occupied territories of historical Palestine and creating a chance for solidarity and 

cooperation to relieve the community from difficult socioeconomic circumstances. We can 

therefore see how the common struggle for returning home, or having a home, unites the 

camp dwellers and brings them together to establish coping and protective mechanisms that 

could ensure survival through the period of protraction. The development of these 

mechanisms is a proliferation of the way spaces of transit and waiting become organized in 

their own ways, through their own modes of agency, just like lasting cities, even in the absence 

of formal planning (Agier, 2011). As we could observe from the activities within the community, 

this camp has not only created its own networks and organizational channels, but the camp 

has even created its own microeconomy through the trade of spaces and building facilities. 

The agency of refugees over their space rendered it into an unconventional urban 

phenomenon in which the dwellers make a living and conduct all practices of homemaking. 

 

 

Conclusion: “I'm Home Until I Get to Go Home” 

Refugee camps are normally established as safe spaces where groups fleeing danger seek 

refuge and protection. However, the view of life in Lebanon's refugee camps invites us to re-

examine the meaning of a refugee camps as a protective mechanism. Being called by the media 

as “Lebanon's most dangerous refugee camps” (Dowling, 2019), it is difficult to imagine 

humans making home of such spaces. However, the unusual organization of these spaces and 

daily practices of refugees within these camps provoke us to reconsider the notion of refugee 

camps as “homes” in the light of their ongoing protraction and resilience. 

Despite the difficult circumstances and tough restrictions imposed by the Lebanese 

government, we can view that refugees unreluctantly conduct the practices of homemaking, 

even in their own ways and with minimal resources, which could challenge the safe or 

conventional methods of livelihood. They establish their homes through expanding vertically, 

thus making home not only for themselves but also for the upcoming generation, to find home 

and survival methods in this camp. Thus, they are challenging the temporariness of these 

camps by paving the way for some form of long-term settlement, despite the perpetual desire 
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to return to their original homes. Another way of making “home” is through making this camp 

space a mechanism of income generation. Furthermore, refugees in Lebanon's refugee camps 

make “Home” by reproducing their Palestinian homeland in their exile through traditions, 

geography, and language. And eventually, by being a symbol of resistance to the political plan 

of dismantling the Palestinian state, the Palestinian refugees are making “HOME,” a place by 

which they pose their own political contribution to the struggle which concerns their future. 

For protracted refugees as the Palestinians, they are supplied with short-term solutions and 

temporary shelters which transform from aid solutions to actual problems with the passage of 

time as the crisis exceeds being temporary. Palestinian refugees are given ephemeral solutions 

and equipped with survival mechanisms which are not designed to last, from both the 

humanitarian government and the host community legislations. Instead they are promised that 

their refuge will not last, and that these policies and mechanisms will not be needed for long. 

Therefore, they suffer the most when these short-lived mechanisms expire, causing true 

humanitarian suffering. When their refuge lasts longer than expected, with no proper 

structures in place to address the humanitarian crisis, the gap produces a space for unusual 

coping mechanisms which are admirable in terms of innovation yet are very challenging and 

must be examined in terms of sustainability. 

The Palestinian refugee crisis is one of the longest in history, and therefore must be addressed 

through the implementation of the UN resolution number 194 article 11 addressing the return 

of refugees. However, the current situation highlights the role of the host community and the 

humanitarian government in limiting, overlooking, and restricting the development of the 

refugee camps. The local government's policy of containing camp growth is not effective, but 

rather counterproductive, as one can observe through this paper how refugee camps grow and 

expand into city-like structures, where dwellers are making home through novel coping and 

homemaking mechanisms. This scenario of coping is not to be romanticized. The fact that the 

camps and services have not been expanded to cope with population growth has resulted in 

severe overcrowding, which negatively impacts refugees' quality of life and health, as well as 

the general environmental and sanitary conditions of the camps in Lebanon. Decaying 

infrastructure, lack of recreational spaces, insufficient access roads, very limited natural light 

and ventilation, in addition to shelters that were designed to be temporary but are still standing 

and upwardly expanding, all pose serious safety and health risks (UNRWA, 2011). The high cost 

of materials, combined with the restrictions imposed on bringing construction materials into 
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the camps, means that refugee families have been unable to carry out substantial repairs or 

maintenance (UNRWA, 2011), thus putting camp dwellers in danger without keeping them 

from natural community expansion and refugee homemaking. 

The focus of this paper, on being temporary for 72 years yet still being able to make home and 

maintain a sense of belonging to a remote homeland, gives a 2-fold challenge to public policies 

concerning refugees: a challenge for host community policies and a challenge to international 

policies toward refugees. In the case of Palestinian refugees, Lebanon's policy of keeping 

refugees from settling in Lebanon has failed as Palestinians have established homes in these 

refugee camps, and Israel's policy of preventing refugees from return has failed as refugees 

have maintained their Palestinian identity and sense of belonging. Therefore, homemaking is 

a process that occurs inevitably through the human connection to both space and community, 

despite public policy arrangements. Furthermore, the study indicates the importance of both 

the access of Palestinians in Lebanon to basic rights and public services, and the 

implementation of the Palestinian right of return to their homes, knowing that one does not 

contradict the other. 

In the current year, and more recently within the Lebanese recent revolution of October 17th 

(which started in 2019), solidarity has risen with Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, and especially 

on social media, claiming the rights for dignified life until the Palestinian refugee problem must 

be resolved in a manner of justice. Activists have been repeating the slogan “A Palestinian is 

home until he gets to go home,” thus confirming both the rights to enjoy full rights while in 

transit, in addition to the right of returning home. As Nur Masalha explains, Palestinian 

refugees themselves insist on ending their crisis into return to their lands. They have long 

waited repatriation and refused resettlement since their exodus in 1948: 

“Among the Palestinians, the belief in return is strongly held. Refugee feelings concerning the 

‘dream of return’ are intense. The yearning for Palestine permeates the whole refugee 

community, and is strongly felt by younger refugees, for whom home exists only in the 

imagination.” (Masalha, 2003, p. 70) 

However, until they do return, refugees demand and deserve a safe and dignified life, with 

healthy living conditions in the temporary spaces which they have established strong emotions, 

shared efforts, and made home. 
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Filming Sisterhoods in Palestinian Refugee Camps: How Audiovisual Recording Can Decolonize 

Knowledge and Disrupt Maps (Accepted) 

Abstract 

Refugee camps can have many names. In the Academic field, they are often referred to as 

“spaces of exception”, and sometimes “the jungle”. In Lebanon, we have different ways to 

refer to any particular Palestinian refugee camps. Depending on its peculiar story, a particular 

camp can be called a “capital of the diaspora”, “a cemetery”, or even “a kingdom of women”. 

In various periods across their long displacement, especially during the consecutive wars over-

and within- Lebanon between 1967 and 1985, women became the protectors of camps like Ein 

El-Helwe and Bourj Al-Barajenah. While men were fighting on the warfront, women were in 

the camps fighting resettlement plans and camp demolitions .Today, as refugees suffer 

exceptional circumstances, and as digital media evolves, we can better understand the 

different types of women agency in these camps. In this part of my research, I focus on 

Palestinian women as real drivers of resistance and economy inside Lebanon’s refugee camps. 

It is with the spread of smart phones recording, film making tools and social media in this 

decade, that we are able to capture and share a more valid view of life of women in the refugee 

camp, from their own perspective. The use of video recording as a postcolonial method in 

qualitative research has empowered women to take charge of how they are portrayed in 

communication and research. Making videos and media is a way for them to tell their own 

story, and correct our stories of them. When refugee women take control of producing data 

on their own livelihood -through video- they are establishing more power over the research 

produced on refugee women, and therefore are altering the outcomes of research in gendered 

refugee studies. In the presentation, I will display three different types of video recordings: 

phone captured videos of the women’s commute inside the camp and their interaction with 

the camp space, movie scenes from two films: Soufra 1 and Kingdom of Women 2 , and self-

made videos I collected from women in Bourj Al-Barajenah refugee camp in 2020 and 2021. 

Through these videos, I aim to shed light on the possible role of refugee women’s media 

recordings in decolonizing our research and repositioning women in refugee studies. 

 

Keywords: Refugee women, Women Agency, Palestinian Refugee Camps, Videos 
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Introduction 

When I was growing up in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp in Beirut in the Nineties, we would 

always host white non-Arabic speaking visitors, who often filled our humble homes with 

translators and cameras. Some of them were delegates of International Organizations sent to 

evaluate the humanitarian situation and inform policies. They took pictures of us for their 

reports and Power Point presentations, sometimes with permission and other times without. 

In the camp, we had a name for such pictures, we called them «UNICEF photos», referring to 

the way these photos often framed as helpless children seeking protection. Other visitors were 

Academic researchers who often stayed with us for longer periods to carry out fieldwork and 

write papers about our livelihoods. I did not fully understand the full implications of such work, 

until one day I made it to Academia, and sat across a professor as he described his Academic 

tourism in Palestinian refugee camps to a room of European students: «if you are an 

Anthropologist, you will love Bourj Albarajenah camp». As Malkki puts it, we were «objects of 

knowledge for the international community» (1996, p. 378). 

The search and creation of knowledge is understandable, and the representations of the 

misery in the camp were accurate, but they were not comprehensive images of the camp. By 

focusing on the agony of refugees without showing the modes in which refugees were facing 

their challenges, these representations are exporting refugees as helpless victims, stripping 

them of any agency, and legitimizing the hegemonic policies that at many times restrict 

refugees, separate them from their goals, isolate them, and make decisions on their behalf 

(Agier, 2011; Hanafi, 2008a; Rajaram, 2002). According to these representations, refugee 

camps are mapped as spaces of suspension and exception where the refugee is sacred, yet can 

be sacrificed without punishment (Agamben, 1998). More literature has been bringing focus 

to refugee voice and agency (Hanafi 2008; Mountz 2011; Pascucci 2017), yet new 

representations require new positionalities and methodologies that could enable a fresh 

perspective into refugee studies(Moyo, 2020).  

In this paper, I suggest video making as a decolonial research methodology which can enable 

us to record and interpret the dynamic relationship between humans and their space. I take 

the case of audiovisual productions created by and about Palestinian refugee women in 

Palestinian refugee camps of Beirut, Lebanon. I attempt to theorize that audiovisual projects 
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which capture the agency of refugees can reinterpret refugee spaces and resituate maps, 

regardless of the production entity involved.  

Literature Review: Decolonizing Research Methodologies 

In general, decoloniality can be understood as an episteme that is an encounter against global 

coloniality in its visible and invisible forms (Fanon, 2002; Moyo, 2020). Salaita (2016) asserts 

that decolonization cannot only refer to the expulsion of foreign occupiers from ancestral 

lands, but also the extirpation of that occupier from one’s economy, education, and livelihoods. 

And if colonization has always been about disconnecting people from their native lands, 

decolonization must be about reconnecting them to the land through practices (Ballantyne, 

2014a), these practices are then considered to be decolonial. Abu Saad (2008) criticizes the 

way the academic system also uses an internal economy of power (similar to the colonial one) 

to silence subjugated voices and histories, including Palestinian ones. Smith (1999) calls for 

altering our research methodologies through posing an important set of questions: «Whose 

research is it? Who owns it? Whose interests does it serve? Who will benefit from it? Who has 

designed its questions and framed its scope? Who will carry it out? Who will write it up? How 

will results be disseminated? » (p. 10).  

Fanon (2002), for example, spoke of «combat literature» as a decolonial tool.  He used the 

example of Algerian storytellers changing the content of their traditional stories to respond to 

the present moment of struggle against French colonial rule, and that of black jazz musicians 

who combat coloniality by delinking themselves from the image imposed on them by a white-

Southern imaginary  (Fanon, 2002). Atallah et al (2018) also worked on decolonizing qualitative 

research through transformative community engagement, where they identified a set of steps 

necessary to perform decolonial research through actually engaging with the community 

rather than studying them. These steps included: identifying and respecting cultural and 

gender sensitivities of the host community, developing shared understandings between the 

researcher and the stakeholders, verifying consent and respecting boundaries of participants 

and their homes, and fostering family empowerment while listening to the stories of colonial 

violence of the participants (Atallah et al., 2018).  

Here, I am proposing video-making as a decolonial research tool, used by the researcher but 

also presented to science by the informant itself. Geographers have always deployed film as a 

reasonable display of the real world, for the way it represents peoples and places as 



81 
 

authentically as possible to peers and students (Cresswell & Dixon, 2002). Therefore, videos 

are the best visual representation of the constantly moving world. According to Cosgrove 

(2006), who spoke lengthily about the authority of images throughout his life, Geography is 

one of the very few very visual social sciences out there. These two facts combined have made 

filming a valuable resource of knowledge. 

However, this kind of claim about the significance of videomaking comes with a big 

responsibility. Stating that «the visualities deployed by the production of Geographical 

knowledge are never neutral», Rose (2003, p. 213) asserts that the visualities that we rely on 

or even produce as geographers contribute to shaping knowledge and perception in the field. 

So, in the same way that geographers produce positionalities when choosing texts, they 

produce certain roles and hierarchies in the domain when they use certain videos in the 

research process. In addition, the camera is a tool which has a long colonial history. Cairns 

(2010) explains that a clear geography of the camera throughout history allows us to 

understand the relationship between: where was the camera produced, who had the camera, 

what kind of production was made, and who does that video production serve. Then how can 

the camera (once a colonial tool) be used to decolonize research? By analyzing a number of 

videos about Palestinian refugee women, I attempt to explore how videos can contribute to 

decolonizing refugee narratives through various lenses.  

My Methodology in this Paper 

There is a wide range of videos in these camps to analyze; however, for this short paper, I will 

utilize the interpretive video analysis method (Knoblauch et al., 2012) to focus on a small 

sample of videos produced by different stakeholders (local and international) to compare their 

different modes of refugee representations. The videos I will analyze are a documentary titled 

Soufra produced by a foreign production company about refugee women in Bourj Albarajenah 

camp, one video from project named Campji, which is managed by Palestinian refugees from 

Shatila, and one video I personally produced (as a Palestinian refugee myself) by walking with 

my mother in our home camp Bourj Albarajenah in December 29th of 2020, in order to explore 

how different productions can contribute to decolonizing knowledge about the Palestinian 

community despite their different organizational entities and scales.  

These selected productions, despite their different perspectives, all focus on sisterhoods in 

camp spaces as a tool to shape space and establish refugee agency. Defined by bell hooks 
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(1986) as the sustainable support between women, sisterhoods become a social infrastructure 

by which women construct better livelihoods and imagined futures in a refugee camp. Based 

on the idea of bell hook that sisterhoods cannot be based on shared victimization but rather 

on shared strengths(1986), I will identify the mode in which these videos highlighted female 

sisterhoods is, in fact, an effort to highlight refugee strength and, therefore, demonstrated 

refugee agency.  

The space of study is two Palestinian Refugee camps in Beirut, Lebanon. Shatila and Bourj 

Albarajenah camps were originally established to provide temporary sanctuary for refugees 

who had just been displaced from their Palestinian villages at that time, but have now become 

«permanently temporary» in Lebanon (El Masri, 2020a).  

Same Refugees, by Different Lenses: Video Production about Palestinian Refugees in Beirut 

Soufra: Filming the Strength of Refugee Women  

Soufra is the name of a small catering project that started in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp 

in 2014, but is also the name of a documentary that has filmed the journey of that project 

(Square Zero Films, 2017). Soufra project originally started when a small group of Palestinian 

refugee women, who enjoyed a strong notion of sisterhoods, created this traditional 

Palestinian catering business to build a relationship with their Palestinian heritage, while 

bringing income to the community. Film maker Thomas Morgan began recording the journey 

of these women in 2016 when the Soufra team started a crowdfunding campaign to support 

the purchase of a food truck. In the production, cooking and selling traditional Palestinian food 

in a food truck represented breaking some political and social boundaries imposed on refugee 

women. The film sheds light on the warm social atmosphere of the project, which now 

incorporates 40 women from marginalized backgrounds (Palestinian, Syrian, Iraqi, and 

Lebanese), and whose proceedings go toward feeding families suffering from abject poverty in 

the camp, thus framing it as not just a business, but also as a project of solidarity. 

When watching the documentary, one can obtain an extensive visualization of the camp space 

(Bourj Albarajenah), the Soufra workspace, and more private spaces such as the insides of 

camp homes, kitchens, and living spaces, framing them as intimate and safe gathering spaces 

for refugee women. The women lead the events of the film, as they guide the filmmaker 

through the space, but also through practices of their daily lives, their meetings, their visits, 

and these navigations are interpreted through the vocal narrations of the women themselves 
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in their Palestinian dialect. By compiling the narrations and movements of these women, the 

filmmaker attempts to relay their stories, feelings, and sisterhood into an audiovisual 

production. In several scenes, we see how women perform their morning ritual of exchanging 

worries and advice over coffee. In one scene, Chef Manal explains how being with the women 

all day makes her feel strong and protected.  

In other scenes, the women being filmed are speaking about different dishes from their various 

communities (across different geographies and temporalities of Palestinian displacement). A 

Palestinian refugee who has been displaced from Syria to Lebanon in 2014 was suggesting a 

dish of chicken to the group, which was a dish she was known for in her Syrian village. The 

discussion continues on how this dish was inspired by Palestinian cuisine (from a dish named 

Mousakkan), creating an exchange of knowledge where women learn about the geographies 

and traditions of other Palestinians in various refugee camps in the Middle East. In another 

scene, a woman suggests Burghul with tomato sauce, but Mariam (the founder of Soufra) 

responds that they hate that dish: «We have a terrible history with that dish, it reminds us of 

the war of the camps. We would go under complete blockades for 30 days or more each time, 

so we had no access to fresh food. We ate that dish almost every day». These narrations gave 

younger participants an insight into the Palestinian history in both Palestine and displacement. 

Other scenes include these women speaking about the origins of the ingredients of these 

plates, and how these ingredients are relevant to certain Palestinian villages but not to others, 

thus creating knowledge of the Palestinian geography through cooking. Such intimate 

exchanges are valuable local knowledge that can only be told by those who went through it, in 

such safe settings.  

Campji: Refugees Filming What Matters to Refugees 

Campji is one of the first independent digital media platforms where Palestinian refugees work 

as journalists and let other refugees have their say on everyday topics (Deutsche Welle, 2020). 

Although the content creators of this platform are referred to by the team as «citizen 

journalists», they are legally stateless refugees in Beirut. The project, which started in 2016 

through a Facebook page, creates digital content about issues that are significant to camp 

dwellers hoping to combat anti-refugee propaganda in Lebanon. The team has been shedding 

light on women issues in the camps in Lebanon, but also showing a comprehensive visualization 

of the refugee perception towards sexism and gender-based violence (GBV). An example is a 
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video that they produced on Women’s Day 2021, which features the women of the camp in 

their normal homes and work settings and focuses on the agency of normal women in their 

realistic conditions: selling herbs on the street, or teaching children in a kindergarten(Campji, 

2021). More importantly, this video featured the partners of these women who were 

explaining their gratitude for their working wives.  

In the video, we saw Fadia, who has co-founded a camp kindergarten and whose husband 

performs the housework while his wife goes out to wok. The husband explains how he does 

not care about the community’s ways of targeting his masculinity, and he is rather insistent to 

demonstrate his pride of being married to such a strong woman. At the end of the video, we 

see all three women whose stories were featured, along with their partners, in loving settings 

that portray happiness and cooperation in the camp space. This kind of representation does 

not eliminate the GBV which takes place in the camp, and which is demonstrated in other 

videos by the same group, yet it provides a more comprehensive representation of the 

different types of families and positionalities that cohabitate this camp.  

My Video: Sisters Down the Path  

I have also attempted to make several videos with my mobile camera while walking through 

Bourj Albarajenah in 2020. I followed my mother as she carried out her morning ritual: she 

leaves the house, walks through the camp hallways, salutes almost everyone on her path, stops 

by a friend’s store to pick her up and go to their destination together, meets another friend on 

the way and asks her to join their coffee plans, stands several times to check obituaries on the 

walls, asks a passing woman if this person is who she thinks it is, stops again to buy some 

vegetables from a friend’s store, goes up and down the rough camp terrain while carrying bags, 

climbs three floors to reach her destination, and finally has coffee with her friends and speaks 

for hours. Making this video of my mother walking allowed me to understand interactions and 

agencies that I would not have otherwise noticed. For example, I noticed how difficult the camp 

landscape is, how well my mother knows the maze of hallways, how informative the walls are, 

and how strong the social connections between camp dwellers, especially women. I also 

noticed through this video how strong my mother is, walking comfortably in her camp, 

confident of her knowledge of the space, saluting everyone, and constantly communicating 

with other dwellers. Bringing this representation of the camp in a video format into class and 
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science settings has personally allowed me to reframe the camp as a dynamic space in my 

research and to visually represent the agency of refugee women.  

Discussion: Videos Reconnecting Sisterhoods to the Land 

The above videos shed light on the strong relationship between women in the camp space, 

highlighting how they build on their common strengths to create alternatives, generate 

income, and share struggles. Thus, filming the lives of these women showed ways of harvesting 

power that are unique to the women of the camp and do not resemble western ways. By 

deploying the notion of sisterhood, emphasized by bell hooks, in the form of videos, these 

productions were centering refugee women as agents who have claimed their space, broken 

boundaries, and improved livelihoods.  

The different videos have also been successful in bringing together the human and the land. 

This is important because if colonization is about disconnecting people from their land 

(Ballantyne, 2014a), this kind of practice is a way to demonstrate the way people reconnect to 

their land, whether it is done through cooking, exchanging knowledge or situating women in 

relation to Palestine or the camp. Therefore, this practice is a way of resisting the colonial 

power over refugee stories and reversing its consequences.  

Filming daily stories and joining these intimate conversations (such as cooking conversations 

in Soufra, family conversations in Campji, and my mother’s conversation with passersby in my 

video) was a practice of showing the connection of women to each other, but also a practice 

of documenting important native knowledge of both Palestine and exile. Similar to Fanon’s 

view of combat literature or Jazz as decolonial tools, I find that recording the knowledge 

(knowledge produced by the Soufra women about Palestinian food and agriculture, knowledge 

of camp dwellers about the role of women in the Palestinian refugee community, and the 

knowledge of my mother about her camp and its history) is a way to reject colonial claims that 

do not recognize Palestinian displacement history or Palestinian rights to the land.  

These three productions also combat the representation of refugees as violent and sexist, and 

rather represents how working refugee women are perceived locally as a source of pride for 

their families. It was also portraying the camp as a safe space (where my mother walked freely 

and interactively with her environment, for example) rather than a space of constant 

suspension and fear. history of displacement and stolen land. Keeping the questions of Smith 

(1999) in mind about whose questions are being asked and whose interests are being served 
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through the research and representation, we can identify the decolonial aspect of these 

videos: they pose problems relevant to the concerns of the refugees, they voice the refugee 

stories, and they aim to combat the mainstream representations of refugees. 

Regardless of the difference between entities and scales of production of the sample videos, 

the common element is that women in all these clips appear strong, dynamic, and mobile in 

their camp space. They are connected to their space and to each other and building social 

infrastructure on both of these relationships. It is because these videos challenge the 

representations of refugee women as oppressed women and rather present a more 

comprehensive view of refugee women for the interest of refugees above all, they are 

perceived as decolonial. Therefore, it is the production that captures the agency of refugee 

women, shows their sisterhoods, fosters their strength, serves their interest, and voices their 

story, is a production that contributes to decolonizing knowledge about refugees, regardless 

of being produced by a large-scale foreign production company or by a local refugee woman 

phone camera.  

Conclusion: Videos that Resituate Maps 

Video representations which truly capture the lives of refugee women change the perception 

of researchers but also the public towards the ability of refugees to shape their space. But 

more importantly, video productions have the potential to disrupt conventional maps, in this 

case by resituating knowledge production in the camp space and resituating refugee women 

in various positions of agency.  

Filming refugee camps can be a way to shed light on the native knowledge of colonized land 

that is embodied in the refugee community. Despite being displaced from Palestine; refugees 

hold significant knowledge of the Palestinian geography and have shown that through their 

filmed conversations about Palestinian food and herbs for example. Therefore, this filming 

attributes the production and dissemination of knowledge to the refugee community where 

specific and endangered native knowledge is being created and shared.  

On the other hand, despite living in refugee camps and working in kitchens, filming could 

resituate refugee women in association with Palestine, education, mobility, and activism. By 

placing women at the market, in sisterhoods, in good relationships, in businesses, it is 

disturbing the mainstream mapping of women as immobile and stuck, and rather creating new 

maps of agency and mobility. Therefore, and in conclusion, the new maps drawn by the moving 
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images and the protagonists of our research allow Academia to discover new spatial 

associations placing refugees as agents, leaders, and creators of knowledge.  
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Decolonizing education in Bourj Albarajenah: cosmologies of a Palestinian refugee camp 

Abstract 

Palestinian refugee camps have long been challenging the coloniality over their land, but also 

of a humanitarian government that provides standardized educational services without 

responding to the unique educational needs of the community. So how can Palestinian 

refugees decolonize their own educational process to provide their children with education 

that meets their needs, acknowledges their story, and responds to their unique livelihood as a 

displaced community? Through autoethnographic recordings and in-depth interviews 

conducted in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp, I find that these complex entanglements 

between memory, dreams, social reality, and community, developed throughout life at camp 

guide the child’s learning process. Refugee children learn by listening, seeing, living, doing, and 

being in a space of meanings, governed by conviviality. These camp cosmologies form place-

based pedagogy that responds to the unique worlds of children, and therefore, should be 

recognized as a component for a more inclusive education in displaced communities. 

Keywords: Palestinian refugees; decolonizing education; refugee camp; pluriverse; Lebanon 

Introduction 

In Lebanon, there is a world of camps. I refer to the statistics that name Lebanon as the country 

with the highest refugee per capita rate in the world (UNHCR, 2021c). But I also refer to the 

fact that different refugee camps have different relational worlds. In a country of 12 Palestinian 

refugee camps, each camp has its own unique practices and meanings that would not 

necessarily make sense in other ones. Each camp is made up of different groups in terms of 

villages of origin and therefore each camp has a different memory of Palestine. For example, I 

come from Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp in the south of Beirut, where I lived for the first 26 

years of my life (1990-2016). This camp was originally a settlement for refugees fleeing the 

villages of Kwikat, Kabreh, Sheikh-Daoud, Ghabsiyeh and Tarshiha, and therefore the names of 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2022.2038832
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Figure 1 Clustering of villages before and after displacement: on the left, a map of pre-1948 

Palestine. On the right, the neighbourhoods of the Bourj Albarajenah camp today. (Adapted 

from Habib, 2011) 

 

these villages denote the neighbourhoods of the camp today (Figure 1). This grouping of 

adjacent villages as clusters of families into the camp is a way of resisting displacement (Sayigh,  

2005). By grouping themselves according to their villages of origin, they were protecting the 

notion and memory of the home they knew. Hence, Bourj Albarajenah is a unique set of 

entanglements, just like any other camp. I never visited Palestine or any of these villages, but I 

learned all about them through this social entanglement of dwelling in Bourj Albarajenah.  

The problem is that we, Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, receive a formal education that has 

no consideration for these geographies. The humanitarian government provides us with an 

education based on the national Lebanese curriculum, a practice agreed by UNESCO and the 

host countries in 1954 (UNRWA, 2021a). However, this curriculum is not designed to address 

our unique identity as Palestinians and our social reality as a displaced community, both of 

which are indispensable elements for the mission of decolonizing our land and pursuing our 

right of return. In this paper, I will explain how we challenge this hegemony, present our own 

knowledge, unpack our complex geographies, and fulfil our educational needs through our 

own camp cosmologies. The identification of the role of unique cosmologies is essential 

because millions of students worldwide are excluded by the imposition of educational systems 

that do not respond to their ways of being in the world. And even though inclusive education 

has always been a priority on the agenda of Sustainable Development (UN General Assembly, 

2015), the attainability of this goal needs to be revisited with special attention to the power 

struggles which has shaped formal education and eradicated various forms of learning. To 

claim being inclusive, we rather need to recognize the possibility of learning in multiple 
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relational worlds, from multiple cosmologies, where students gain (or even create) knowledge 

from experiences that relate to their unique environments. 

Cosmologies are defined as our explanations of our existence in this world from a spiritual 

perspective. Therefore a cosmology is a community’s positioned knowledge of its world, its 

ideas of  the larger universe and its place within it (Ossio, 1997). Different cosmologies mean 

different ways of being in the world: different relational worlds. But the many worlds out there 

have long been marginalized and suppressed by a western cosmology and its tendency to 

universalize the world (Oslender, 2019). The notion of the Pluriverse (or the plurality of 

universes) was therefore born out of a decolonial mission to challenge this hegemonic 

standardization-seeking system and to respect the diverse cosmologies out there (Garcia-Arias 

& Schöneberg, 2021), that was followed by the emerge of Pluriversal education which can be 

expressed as learning by being and by understanding one’s unique place in the world (Escobar, 

2015). And because decolonizing requires the minority’s efforts to critique the story of the 

powerful and teach their way of life (Escobar, 2015; Freire, 1970; Moed, 2014), I will tell my 

story of learning from cosmologies, through a record of intimate daily engagements by which 

I learned to live by resisting (and vice versa). By applying a geographic perspective of ‘place as 

a process”(Massey, 1991) to decolonial place-based pedagogies (Fasheh, 1990; Sakakini, 

2003), I argue that the geographies of our past home can shape the new one, allowing refugees 

to decolonize their education through relationalities within a camp.  

I will start by laying out some educational and geographical theories that emphasize the 

necessity and impact of other forms of learning for decolonizing education, then I pose the 

research question on the possibility of decolonizing education through place-based learning in 

displacement. To further explore the question, I narrate some scenes of my livelihood, but also 

that of others, in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp. And finally, I will use some of the earlier 

literature to explain how we learn survival, but also resistance, through understanding our 

relationship to the world. The conclusion of this paper will try to identify the cosmologies 

unique to this place and recognize their role in learning from and about the land in 

displacement, which allows us to contribute to decolonial transformations of the world 

towards the pluriverse, where everyone fits, where many worlds fit. 
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Reading Decolonial Pedagogies of Palestine: 

For centuries, colonial systems have been disconnecting natives from their land in many ways 

(Ballantyne, 2014b) one have been through a standardized formal education which seeks to 

obliterate native languages and cultures (Grant, 1996). Oppressors are still utilizing their power 

to control the oppressed by setting compelling universalized educational standards that 

deprive these groups of agency and necessitate the significant help of the powerful (Freire, 

1970). Freire emphasizes how this universalization of educational standards dismisses various 

educational tools around the world solely for not fitting the Eurocentric mold. In response, 

decolonial pedagogies have been calling for liberation of native education from the western 

hegemony, which aims to separate people from their land. I will clarify aspects of this 

movement through two examples of decolonial pedagogies from Palestine: 

Palestinian educator Khalil Sakakini of Jerusalem (1878–1953) advocated for the liberation of 

the individual and the land through indigenous education (Moed, 2014). He used Arabic 

literature, poems, and local chants to revive the communication between the Palestinians and 

their place in Palestine (Kedourie, 2005). As part of his curriculum, he would send his students 

to villages around Ramallah to read newspapers to villagers and to write letters on behalf of 

villages to their loved ones (Sakakini, 2003). Sakakini believed that students could best learn 

about their place in this land from their elders and community.  

Palestinian pedagogist Munir Fasheh was also continuously calling (most notably in the 

UNESCO roundtable on Literacy in 2003) for respecting the plurality of pedagogies that could 

actually produce more relevant learning outcomes:  

“[Formal] education is one way to learn; those who are comfortable with it should be 

supported. But also, those who are comfortable with other ways of learning should also 

be supported by providing them with the means and facilities, including resources, that 

help them learn. This implies an end to the era of Education for All and, instead, provide 

diverse ways of learning where we do not produce credentialed but useless 

people.”(Fasheh, 2003, p. 56) 

In a world where schools almost monopolize the resources for education, Fasheh (1990, 2013) 

criticized the way such concentration eliminates talking, walking, playing, and doing as learning 

methods. He goes further to argue about the way people with no formal education possess 

more free knowledge, one that is unconstrained by the (colonial) hierarchies of institutions and 

language. We can understand this idea better by explaining his analogy between cars and 
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formal education, where he invites us to think of schooling as an automobile. Fasheh explains 

that people who drive cars are not more empowered than people who walk, they simply utilize 

different forms of mobility for different types of terrain, thus meaning that people with no 

formal education learn through other valid methods:  

“A person who has a car is freer to go to places farther away, but they are bound to 

drive on pre-paved roads. They may have several roads to choose from, but these roads 

are all pre-determined, pre-constructed. It is much harder to make one’s own path 

using a car. ‘Car-less’ people probably cover less area but are freer to move around and 

explore the surroundings. They make their paths by walking. Their feet are always on 

the ground.“ (Fasheh, 2003, p. 59) 

Fasheh thus recognized that one can learn through exploring their own environment, and 

contrasts it with the illusion of learning from the window of the car, saying that only those who 

walk can “feel the soil, the plants, the fresh air, and the sounds of nature” (Fasheh, 2003, p. 

59). In his view, unless Palestinians break free from the limitations and illusions of formal 

education (which he names as occupation of knowledge), which suppress their relation to 

territory, they cannot break free from military occupation of the land. Fasheh thus called for 

learning from the place, and not just from the school, doubting the effectiveness of using 

colonial tools in the process of decolonization.  

Reflecting on these pedagogies, and on the same point by which I opened this section: if 

colonization is fundamentally about  dispossessing Indigenous peoples from their land, 

decolonizing must involve forms of education that reconnect Indigenous peoples to land and 

to any knowledges that arise from that  land (L. Simpson, 2014). And even though the existing 

literature focuses only on the direct pedagogical relations of indigenous groups to their land of 

dwelling, I attempt here to explore the effectiveness of place-based learning for groups that 

are dislocated from their native land. I take the case of Palestinian refugees in Bourj 

Albarajenah camp in Lebanon, who are continuously challenging the occupation of their 

education through a relationality interlinking a land they inhabit (the refugee camp) with a land 

in their memories or dreams (Palestine).  

We begin to examine the case by looking at the above literature through the lens of Doreen 

Massey (1991) who demonstrates that place is more than a fixed point, and is rather 

constructed of many particular constellations of social relations which intersect to weave a 

canvas of a community at a particular locus. So, if we can theorize place as a set of relations by 
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which we understand our being, then we can better interpret the mode in which we learn from 

the place through its encompassed relationships. Because a place is a product of its entangled 

relations, then the character of a place can only be constructed through its linkages with other 

places beyond (Massey, 1991). Then the identity of a camp can only be understood through its 

connection to other places (Palestine, the surrounding city, the world). Massey (1991) also 

argues that a community can exist in many different places at the same time, and therefore I 

can maintain Sakakini’s pedagogy in mind and theorize the possibility of refugees learning from 

the Palestinian community even when they do not physically live in Palestine. By studying these 

cosmologies of refugee camps (as our ways of being in the world of the camp and our 

relationalities within it), we can then explore a new realm of theory, where place-based 

learning can occur beyond the land of dwelling, but also in relation to lands of both memory 

and exile.  

 

Case Study Context: The Education of Palestinian Refugees in Lebanon  

The Palestinian refugee crisis can best be marked by the ethnic cleansing that took place in 

1948 forcing 750,000 Palestinians to flee into the West Bank, Gaza, Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan 

where we first became known as ‘Stateless Palestinian Refugees’ (Khalidi, 2006; Masalha, 

2012a). The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinians in the Near East (UNRWA) 

was created in 1949, to deal with a crisis that was thought to be only temporary at that time 

(UN General Assembly, 1949), but has survived to become one of the UN’s oldest agencies 

(UNRWA, 2020c). UNRWA provides Palestinian refugees in the Middle East with services 

related to education, health care, relief and social services, camp infrastructure and 

improvement, microfinance, and emergency assistance (UNRWA, 2020c). Among all work 

areas of UNRWA (2015), Lebanon’s camps are the ones with the highest rates of abject poverty. 

Today, UNRWA (2015b, 2021d) provides assistance to around half a million Palestinian 

refugees across Lebanon, of which 64% suffer from some type of food insecurity, only 6.2% get 

to go to university, only 14% have a legal job, and 74% live in poverty. Despite the precarity, 

these camps have become both a home and a space of agency for Palestinian refugees who 

are waiting to return to Palestine (Doraï, 2010b; El Masri, 2020b).   

Today, UNRWA provides education to over 36,000 students in its 65 schools which also employ 

over 1,700 Palestinians throughout Lebanon (UNRWA, 2021g). The UNRWA program budget 
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and education plan in Lebanon had been funded primarily by the United States until 2017 and 

is currently mostly funded by the EU as its largest donor (UNRWA, 2020a).  

Being stuck in limbo takes a toll on refugee education. Humanitarian governments generally 

do not tailor education to refugee needs due to their temporariness, instead they resort to 

teaching the national curriculum of the host community (Shuayb, 2014). The problem is that 

the Lebanese curriculum is clearly oriented towards building Lebanese identity and citizenship 

(Shuayb, 2014), something that Palestinian refugees do not and can never legally acquire as 

they are constitutionally prohibited from settlement in Lebanon and suffer severe economic 

and social exclusion from Lebanon’s public system (see also Halabi, 2004b). We learned about 

Lebanese law, human rights, elections, and unions in these books, but these things remain 

inaccessible, irrelevant and inapplicable for us in real life. So, we acquired no formal education 

about our statelessness, legal situation, or refugee-specific rights, leaving us confused about 

our background, social reality, identity, and how to navigate life in a state-excluded space. And 

because allowing a Palestinian story in schools would disrupt the organization’s neutrality, 

UNRWA refrains from addressing any issues related to Palestinian displacement in its schools. 

This neutrality framework compels humanitarian actors to “not take sides in hostilities or 

engage in controversies of a political, racial, religious, or ideological nature”(UNRWA, 2021c) 

and therefore leaves no space for an education that could tackle issues unique to Palestinian 

displacement (see also El Masri, 2019a).  

But if populations cannot free themselves without education that speaks to their needs and 

cultural identities (Mexico City Declaration on Cultural Policies, 1982), then Palestinian 

refugees will not be able to guide their own life, pursue their rights, and build themselves a 

future of return. In ‘Schooling the Stateless’, Kelcey (2020) criticizes the discursive rubric of 

temporary and apolitical aid education presented to Palestinian refugees, pointing out the 

‘stop-gap’ in UNRWA’s education programs, and describing the way this education entrenched 

power inequities and limited the emancipatory potential of education to bring about the 

desired results of sustainable justice and peace. And even though in earlier texts Kelcey  refers 

to these implications as “unintended results”, in ‘Whose Knowledge’ (2019) she implicitly 

presents a decolonial discourse when she explicitly argues in favor of refugee curriculum 

policies that reflect the complex political realities of the refugees’ displacement, exile and 

possibilities for return. 
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The research question then becomes: if schools do not provide Palestinian refugees in Lebanon 

with education that meets their need to make sense of their unique reality and navigate a 

permanently temporary life in exile, then who does? How can we, displaced Palestinians, learn 

about who we are, in relation to where we live and where we actually come from or wish to 

be? We, displaced communities, possess various and rich forms of knowledge. And therefore, 

I argue that we create decolonial education through place-based learning, where knowledge is 

produced and transferred through camp cosmologies. A camp cosmology, which can be 

defined as a way of understanding one’s position in the world through one’s unique relation 

to their camp space and refugee community, can enable a Palestinian refugee child to access 

knowledge that is not administrated in formal education.  

 

Methodology 

Having grown up in Bourj Albarajenah means that the knowledge produced in this paper is 

“Situated knowledge”, a knowledge that reflects the particular experiences and perspectives 

of the knower, who must then be held accountable to it (Haraway, 1988). This paper relied 

mainly on autoethnographic recording of events from my life in Bourj Albarajenah refugee 

camp, in addition to selected lines from 15 unstructured in-depth interviews conducted with 

Palestinian refugees and activists in Lebanon in December of 2020 and January of 2021. My 

situatedness has indeed facilitated the collection of these intimate information but has also 

allowed a comprehensive interpretation of these insights. Being a former friend, neighbor or 

student, people opened up to me, but the real advantage was that I knew their histories, I 

spoke their dialect, so I understood the meanings of certain stories, slang, internal jokes, 

silences, looks, or gestures. However, this situatedness does not mean that my knowledge or 

argument around this place is perfect in any way. On the contrary, any thought of the 

possession of a decolonial universal truth would not be decolonial at all, because relationality 

means that there is more than one way to conceive decoloniality, and what a person writes is 

only how they conceive it (Kotef, 2020). 

And because a place has power (Hayden, 1999), I analyzed the collected data through a spatial 

analysis of the camp as a place of relations and mobilities, exploring the physical features of 

the place and identifying the social phenomena related to those features. In an inductive 

approach, I attempted to discover relations, reveal possible patterns, elicit hypotheses, and 

suggest associations of learning between the place and the human.  
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Scenes of Decolonizing Education About Palestine: Through People and Place  

I realized my own reality as a Palestinian refugee in Lebanon as soon as I realized my own name. 

Like many Palestinian babies who were born in refugee camps, I was named after the 

Palestinian city from which my father was displaced. The day I was able to read my name 

written on a pre-1948 map was the day I realized that I come from somewhere different from 

where I live. Throughout my life in Bourj Albarajenah, we never viewed Palestine as a distinct 

geographic zone. In my mind, we, in the camp, were somehow a geographic part of Palestine. 

I think the only reason I ever majored in geography was to find some kind of spatial theory that 

would explain how a remote refugee camp can still be part of Palestine. I later found my answer 

in the work of Cathrine Brun (2015), who defines displacement as geographically being 

somewhere but emotionally belonging somewhere else. I always heard my family members 

recalling the long journey from their beautiful homes in Yafa to the miserable tents in Beirut. I 

did not need to hear stories about what happened after that because I was already living it: a 

never-ending state of waiting in a refugee camp.  

I will narrate episodes from my past learning experience, re-exploring the significance of the 

relationship between the place and the people in these learning experiences. By narrating 

scenes from 4 different places inside the camp or relevant to it: school, home, camp exterior, 

and alternative educational institutions, I aim to portray the ways in which we acquired life-

essential knowledge through being in these places and with these people.   

 

School: The Value of Untaught Lessons 

In school, we never learned much about Palestine or about our status as refugees. I remember 

the years from 1998 to 2000 when some primary school teachers provided us with brief 

handouts on the history and geography of Palestine before the Israeli occupation of our cities. 

With some lessons on these handouts, we learned about our landscape and its history, our 

main cities, what they were famous for (my city was famous for oranges), their revolutions and 

social movements, and our national anthem “  
 However, that .(freedom fighter) ”فدائ 

autonomous act of Palestinian teachers was short lived until the UNRWA administration 

tightened its neutrality policy on teachers and staff, depriving them of any space to choose the 

material they teach to children. The more the neutrality framework evolved, the less we were 
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able to make sense of our lives. So, now without knowing why, we were here as refugees, not 

as citizens. 

 Little did our humanitarian government know that the act of being in school in itself was 

teaching us so much about being Palestinians and taking control of our lives. The discrepancy 

between everything we were reading in UNRWA school textbooks and everything we were 

living was in itself teaching us something. This discrepancy, this contradiction, was an untaught 

lesson about being outside the regularity. We were learning about elements that are essential 

in the lives of citizens (or regular people in the eyes of the host state): democracy, unions and 

rights, but none of them were applicable or useful in our case, and it was very probable that 

they never will be. Left with no tools of survival for Palestinians, we fell into the cracks of this 

incomplete education and therefore we often created or learned our own ways of survival 

there.  

I remember when I was 16 years old, and Gaza was under a genocide similar to the one I am 

witnessing today while writing this paper in May 2021. Everyone in my camp was constantly 

watching the news where children were being dug out of their demolished homes and 

everyone heard the camp mosques calling for prayers of solidarity with Gaza. The next day at 

school, I walked up to a teacher and asked, “Do you think we can protest?”. The teacher 

responded in shock: “you do not ask permission to protest, that’s not how it works”. At the 

moment I understood what it meant to protest, that was not something I learned in 

schoolbooks. Protesting was something I learned from falling through the cracks of the formal 

education, and therefore having to make my own way of being Palestinian. So I went back to 

the small courtyard, stood on a bench and started screaming “ وت شعب واحد ما بيموت  من غزة لبتر

“From Gaza to Beirut, we are the same Palestinians who refuse to die”, and in one minute 

everyone was repeating after me. Another teacher was walking firmly towards me, willing to 

suspend me I supposed, but instead handed me the school microphone. At that moment, I 

learned that being a Palestinian entails small acts of rebellion every day, even at work. That 

day we continued screaming and marching out the school gate and went to every UNRWA 

school there is in Beirut, we continued screaming at school gates until the kids inside walked 

out of their classrooms and joined us. Our protests would accumulate to a few hundreds, then 

we would march into the barbered wire in front of the Egyptian Embassy, because of its 

geographic proximity to our schools, but also because Egypt had closed its borders in the face 

of civilians fleeing Gaza. We did that for a whole week until a ceasefire was reached. So, we 
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were not taught how to be Palestinian, or taught to rebel for our cause and our people, we just 

became Palestinian in our own way, by doing, by feeling, by being (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 4 A photo of me chanting Palestinian poetry, wearing a traditional Palestinian dress at 

my UNRWA high school, 2007 

 

Home, and the One Big Home 

-It is strange that you refer to yourself as Palestinian when you have never been to Palestine. 

-If you ever visit Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp, you would understand.  

                                                                              (A casual conversation at a caffe in Helsinki, 2020) 

 

I believe that our learning process began way before school, at every home in the camp. Being 

a displaced Palestinian, my father gave me ‘the key’ when I was 13, and he explained that this 

is the key to our house in Palestine, which probably no longer exists. This key, which unlocks 

no door in this world, is not of any economic or legal value, but is only of sentimental and 

political ones that enables you to build an imaginary home back in Palestine. The key-passing 

ritual was not unique to my family but was rather a tradition of Palestinian refugees in my 

camp. Rituals of our camp also include the yearly pilgrimage of refugees to the Lebanese-

Occupied Palestinian borders, which usually takes place on the memory of displacement (15 

May of every year). On this day, you watch an entire camp carrying their special entry passes, 

taking buses, and traveling towards the borders. In Bourj Albarajenah, we remember well the 

famous moment when we saw Edward Said, founder of postcolonial studies, standing there 

and throwing stones across the borders in 2000. The last time I took that pilgrimage trip was 
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in 2016 with my father, who screamed at an occupation patrol “This is Palestinian land” and 

film maker Mira Sidawi, who cried to the fields across the borders: “Palestine, tell me what to 

do, do we pack our refugee camps and come home?”. This yearly pilgrimage was meant to 

teach us that we have a right to a home on that land, but the trip back to our camps also 

reminded us that we are making home somewhere else.     

This entanglement between a desired home and a new home has produced a camp in Lebanon 

which represents Palestine. The camp walls were always full of Palestinian symbols: graffiti, 

paintings, posters, pictures of Palestinian martyrs, and the drawings of Hanzala (Figure 3). 

Hanzala, for example, is a 9-year-old cartoon character who cannot grow up unless he goes 

home. Originally created by the Palestinian refugee cartoonist Naji Al Ali, to show that “Life 

outside Palestine does not count”, Hanzala became our totem of patience, teaching us to resist 

by waiting. Here, I borrow the words of Abdelhadi Alijla, a friend and a Palestinian political 

scientist, who once told me that “in the camp, we learn with our eyes”, thus asserting that we 

learn by seeing and interacting with all the representations of resistance.  On these same walls, 

we read and repeated the same old poem of the Palestinian Poet Mahmoud Darwich: “This 

land gives us all that makes life worth living”, reminding us that we exist because we relate to 

something bigger: the Palestinian land.  Even neighborhoods, facilities, medical centers, and 

small shops were named after villages and cities in the occupied territories, such as Tarshiha 

Pit or Haifa Hospital. Palestinian refugees have thus been reproducing Palestinian land in their 

waiting zone since their exile.  

 

Figure 3 Walls of Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp, photo on the left includes writing on the wall 

which read “Beloved Palestine”. Photo on the right shows Hanzala. Photos are courtesy of Shaza 

Abdulal, 2021. 
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Growing up in this exceptional space meant that we needed to learn unique ways to survive. 

And no place was more exceptional than Bourj Albarajenah. The name of the camp means 

‘tower of the towers’ and accurately designates the way the camp structure expands vertically 

to accommodate the growing population (Figure 4). The camp was originally designed to host 

2,000 people, but it has been 73 years and 4 generations since then. The camp today hosts 

around 20,000 residents who cannot expand outside the 0.2 km2 lot but can only expand into 

the sky. The women in the camp used to say that the sky is God’s space, and he is the only one 

who does not complain when we travel towards him. We learned to find our own space 

through unstructured vertical construction, but I also learned that we are guests to this land 

and to this sky.  Ghassan Kanafani, a prominent Palestinian refugee author once said that “this 

world is not ours”, and we repeated that to every time we spoke about our inability to expand 

horizontally, it was our way to make sense of our sky-seeking architecture and finding our place 

in the world. Therefore, the world was not ours, but the camp and the sky were ours.  

To survive, we also learned the map of endless tight alleys and acquired the skills of navigating 

a matrix of a thousand intertwining tiny hallways (Figure 5). Therefore, we were able to 

mentally identify different possible (and optimal) combinations of hallways that could take us 

from point A to point B. We often laughed watching foreigners getting lost in the camp, running 

in circles for hours, like they were stuck in a maze, while we knew exactly how to move around. 

We knew which paths were better suited for the winter floods and which routes were safer at 

times of violence. Back then I just assumed that we were naturally better geographers. But 

now I understand better that the geography of camps is ambiguous and intimidating for those 

outside it, yet logical and convenient for those who inhabit it (Martin et al., 2020).  

 

Figure 4 Bourj Albarajenah Refugee Camp, Photo is courtesy of Mahmoud Abbas 2021 
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In this same maze, we were also forced to listen to all kinds of sounds. The camp mosque would 

call for prayer five times a day, but would also call to announce deaths, births, or even a missing 

child, so we always knew what was happening to people around us. Even in a more intimate 

sense, being in the camp meant hearing almost everything happening at the neighbors’ house 

and relating to struggles that you were not supposed to know about. But hearing your 

neighbor’s talks also meant you hear their jokes and music and building a collective taste that 

is unique to the camp dwellers. I remember when I asked Maram, a young camp dweller I 

interviewed in 2020, about her favorite thing here in Bourj Albarajenah, she answered 

“weddings”: 

“A camp wedding is the happiest wedding anyone can ever have. Everybody attends 

without even being invited, they throw rice or sing along. They even dance on their 

roofs or balconies in their pajamas or prayer gowns. No one else in the world can have 

a wedding with 20,000 attendees.” 

Comparing the way in which the mainstream western notion of happiness relies primarily on 

material items, and the way in which Maram valued the social element as a source of 

happiness, I understood that we learned happiness in a different way back in the camp. And 

by living in the camp together, we rather decolonized the material notion of happiness into a 

convivial one, where happiness equates to togetherness.  

This is not meant to frame the camp as utopia. When I lived there, I often complained about 

the difficult routes, noisy nights, overpopulation, and lack of privacy. And to make our small 

place even more crowded, people always showed up unannounced with food and children. I 

later spent years in Europe wishing someone would show up at my door unannounced, it was 

difficult to unlearn wellbeing as constant togetherness. But it was uneasy back then, people 

would sometimes steel each other’s electric cables, pump all the water out of the tank, or fight 

over the commercial space in the square.  But since we have known each other for 4 

generations now, and no one had clear property rights to any of these things, the worst 

disagreements were resolved in a gathering of family elders, or in a women’s kitchen gathering 

where we often ended up giving a word of honor or splitting things in half. In this ‘one big 

home’, we simply could not avoid sharing life in this space. Being in the camp was simply a 

synonym for being together. And these unconventional methods of conflict resolution and 

routes of conviviality could not have been introduced to refugees through formal education, 

but rather came through living together as an informal channel of learning.  
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Figure 5 Narrow roads inside Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp, Photo is courtesy of Mahmoud 

Abbas, 2021 

 

Up Here, Down There: Our Position with respect to the Outside World 

Our relationship with the outside world was not the same as that with our own world, but it 

was integral to the way we defined it. We often referred to our trips outside the camp as ‘going 

down to the street’. This phrase emphasized the way our construction patterns were 

dangerously vertical, while the word ‘street’ highlighted the constant comparison of our 

narrow hallways with their urban paths. To us, ‘the street’ denoted the entire outside world, 

even if we were not referring to actual streets, but maybe to houses or gardens. So, it was us 

who lived in high dangerous places (in God’s zone) compared to them who lived on a ground 

they owned. It was us, who navigate narrow dark hallways that overlook people’s homes, 

compared to those who march the wide sunny roads looking at shops and cars. Then our 

relationship with the camp was defined through our relationship with everything that is not a 

camp. We had less access to electricity than the city, for example, so while the camp was dark 

at night, we sat on our roofs and watched the city lights. When Israel brutally attacked Lebanon 

for 33 days in 2016, we sat on our roofs crying to watch rockets fly by, knowing that they would 

probably not hit us because we are a UN refugee camp. So, by being included in the camp 

space, we understood that we are excluded from the city and vice versa. Learning our reality 

as refugees thus came through the meanings produced by the relationship with both the camp 

and its exterior. 
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We also learned about ourselves through the eyes of outsiders. Growing up we would watch 

foreign researchers interviewing our parents, we would gaze at blond journalists as they take 

photos of us, we would host volunteers in our very small houses, wondering why our life would 

matter so much to people across the oceans. We later understood that we were often subjects 

of study, we were topics of paper arguments that did not even voice our side of the story. So, 

we understood that we can no longer let others write our story, and that it is necessary to 

produce and share our own knowledge, taking agency of our own education. On the other 

hand, this relationship with outsiders also taught us that our life has a political value in relation 

to global injustice . Refugee Camps are constant reminders of unachieved justice and 

unresolved conflicts (Martin, 2015). So the presence of Palestinian refugee camps reminded 

the international community of the injustice practiced in Palestine and of the right of displaced 

Palestinians to return (Woroniecka-Krzyżanows, 2013).  We learned to transform our existence 

to resistance: By staying here in these camps, we are rejecting any unfair solution that would 

dismiss our right to the land and uproot us from our heritage. Indeed, a safe existence of the 

state of occupation cannot be complete when 5 million refugees are still in limbo due to the 

establishment of this state, so refugees are an obstacle in the face of any solution that fails to 

recognize Palestinian rights to the land (Morris, 2004). For any solution to work, the political 

parties involved (whether Palestinian, Israeli, Lebanese, or international bodies) had to either 

send us back to our villages or change our legal status. And by understanding that our place as 

a refugee camp in the world is quite political, we again learned lessons that fell through the 

cracks of formal education, about transforming the process of waiting in the camp to a political 

means of resistance, pursuing justice and harvesting international solidarity.   

 

Alternative decolonial educational spaces: Al-Naqab Center 

 

 

 

 

Another method by which Palestinian refugees were decolonizing their own education was the 

establishment of grassroots educational projects, such as Al-Naqab Center. This group of 

Figure 6 Logo of Al-Naqab Center, Includes map of Historic Palestine 
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Palestinian refugee volunteers comprising the center began collaboration in 2013 and now 

provides alternative education to a total of 50 Palestinian refugee children in Bourj 

Albarajenah. The name ‘Al-Naqab’ (‘Negev’ in English) refers to the southern desert of the 

occupied Palestinian territories where several Bedouin Palestinian villages have been living for 

centuries but are not recognized by the Israeli occupation state (Hall, 2014), and thus the 

center frames its educational mission in several aspects, including its name and logo (Figure 

6): to bring students into relation with their Palestinian land. The goal of the center may be 

predetermined as preserving the Palestinian identity, yet Mohammad, a volunteer and a 

founder elaborates on that goal: “Our aim is to foster responsible and free individuals who are 

aware of their choices and capabilities, at times of restrictive education and oppressive legal 

status.” Mohammad elaborates that the center creates alternatives by providing a Palestinian 

educational program that UNRWA cannot provide, in the form of group discussions and one-

on-one counselling. Their Palestinian education program incorporates a wide set of lessons and 

activities that tackle the history and geography of the Palestinian territories within the last 100 

years, including information about displacement and the occupied territories from which these 

refugees were displaced. In addition, they create discussions on Palestinian resistance schemes 

such as the Boycott Movement, which enables Palestinian refugees to contribute to their own 

political cause. The boycott movement is a consumerism movement that aims to pressure the 

state of Israeli occupation through economic means such as boycotting products and 

companies that financially contribute to support Israeli military operations. All these lessons, 

in geography, history and activism, come as effective tools in supporting the Palestinian action, 

which the education in humanitarian aid cannot provide to the refugee due to the political 

implication of such lessons in relation to the neutrality framework.  

Another significant factor in the decolonization work of Al-Naqab is its funding model. Activities 

of this center are supported through volunteer contributions, community assistance, and 

crowdfunding. The volunteers of the center, who are mostly young workers or students from 

the same camp, perform teaching, administrative, and organizational tasks in addition to 

paying small monthly contributions towards the sustainment of the center activities. Camp 

residents also contribute by performing tasks of cleaning, painting, electric, and hydraulic 

repairs. And crowdfunding events are periodically organized to allow local and national 

individuals to support the project’s decolonial mission. This is a deviation from the mainstream 

education, as educators and students no longer represent a producer-consumer interaction, 
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but they rather introduce a cooperation dedicated towards the subjective wellbeing of the 

local community. Keeping the notion of post development in mind, which mainly criticizes 

mainstream development for its unsustainability and its nonrecognition of local values, we can 

understand the cooperation of Al-Naqab volunteers as a post-development educational 

project which places local knowledge, solidarity, and the camp relationality at the core of its 

vision. Mohammad explicitly addresses these two components of sustainability and 

recognition of local values in our interview:  

“During the past few years, our work has gained some attention. We even received offers from 

international nongovernmental organizations to fund the center’s activities, but we have 

collectively agreed to decline such contributions because we want to maintain the center’s 

independence from any financial dominance or external control over what kind of education 

we present. Independence allows us to provide our own vision of a Palestinian education that 

favors resistance and right to the land”. 

When I ask Mohammad about the need for financial security to maintain the center’s activities, 

he explained that “depending on external funding is not sustainable but depending on each 

other is”. Indeed, decolonial solutions often emerge from modes of knowledge production and 

cooperation mechanisms that are often unthinkable from the western perspective (Escobar, 

2015).  And we can understand the work of Al-Naqab as decolonial as it adopts the values that 

are essential in the Palestinian refugee community (such as solidarity, memory, right to the 

land) but are considered secondary from the western and humanitarian perspectives.  

 

The Camp as Decolonial Pedagogy  

“This humanitarian aid education saves us from being illiterate, but it also prevents us from 

becoming intellectuals, capable actors or aware activists” said Palestinian refugee Wissam 

when I interviewed him in January of 2021. This means that refugees appreciate the Agency’s 

services but are also aware of its limitations. Through the theory of Freire (1970), we can 

understand how international donors have set standards for Palestinian refugee education to 

abide, leaving significant learning gaps. But through the previous section of this paper, we 

could understand that refugees have alternative pedagogy of place to fill this gap. When the 

camp becomes a space of pedagogical engagements, Palestinian refugee children learn their 

story and interpret their reality through comparison, reflections, and memory. But camp 

dwellers eventually seem to exceed the expectation of only closing the gap when they shape 
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and use the camp space to empower the formation of political identities and develop 

possibilities of resistance. Seeing this place as a product of relations (Massey, 1991), we can 

understand how refugees bring memories and hopes into creating this place, thus making 

education from the place possible even in exile.  

Looking at the practices of refugees and keeping the pedagogies of both Sakakini and Fasheh 

in mind, we can understand two things at the core of the camp pedagogy: that there are other 

things worth learning, and there are other ways of learning them. If we know the significance 

of learning about the land and the community in shaping people’s journey for rights (Fasheh, 

2013; Sakakini, 2003),  we can interpret the practices of using the memory of a land in mind to 

navigate the land of displacement as components of camp pedagogy. And because such 

methods rely on the camp cosmologies instead of international aid, they are resisting the 

colonial efforts to take control of educational content. Through Fasheh’s idea of ‘other ways 

to learn’, we can see how Palestinian refugees can embody the things they want to teach 

(Fasheh, 2003). Older Palestinian refugees embody Palestinian heritage in their poems, songs, 

stories, and rituals because this is the identity that they want their children to acquire. Younger 

Palestinians become dynamic and interacting components of the camp space in effort to learn 

navigating their exceptional life of exile. They do that by listening (stories, songs, mosque 

announcements, people next door), seeing (art on walls, trips to the borders, literature), doing 

(protesting, constructing vertically, distributing scarce resources, navigating a maze of alleys). 

And most importantly, they exceed meeting the need to just fill the learning gaps when they 

learn that the mere act of being in the camp is a way of resisting occupation and asserting the 

right to return.   

By listening to stories, children were able to acquire decolonial knowledge about their 

community and history, one that has not filtered or reshaped by colonial intervention. By 

seeing the art and graffiti of Palestinian poems on walls, children were learning about 

Palestinian displacement, but also about commitment to the journey of justice for Palestinians. 

Expanding vertically taught children the possibility of making new paths to survive, but also 

teaches any viewer the long history of exclusion and refugee marginalization. Just the mere 

existence of centers such as Al-Naqab make children wonder about the disparity between two 

different educational institutions and the political implication of their story. In their interaction 

with the place, young refugees internalize external events and form questions around them, 

they can link them to existing experiences, they learn to reflect on their lives and the lives of 
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others around them, and then they begin to create methods by which they can transform these 

lives.  

Learning by doing was the way in which refugees produce new practices unique to Palestinian 

refugees and to their place in the world. The various spatial expressions lead us to understand 

how Palestinian refugees learn to manifest their own ways of survival. Acts such as protesting, 

navigating endless alleys, or expanding into the skies were essential skills to acquire in order 

to improve the daily life of Palestinian refugees, but also to give meaning to their life. Yet this 

learning can only occur by living and being in the place.  Here, I argue again about the power 

of place which Massey defined as a dynamic process, and I emphasize that refugees learn from 

going through this process: being in the camp. Learning from the place can also occur when 

the place is both in the mind of the elder and in the reality of the young. Thus, by being in this 

place- this process, refugees are no longer the consumers of an irrelevant knowledge created 

by others. Like in the experience of Al-Naqab, constructors, graffiti artists or protestors, 

refugees are able to (re)produce everything that has been silenced, in their own space, in their 

own ways. They become the creators and transporters of their own knowledge, thus creating 

a truly decolonial learning experience.    

 

Conclusion 

When I asked Shaza, a Palestinian refugee volunteer in education, about her recommendations 

for better education programs for Palestinian refugees, she explained “I can never recommend 

an adjustment in the educational programs of the humanitarian government as they have their 

own complex decolonization to do”. Shaza rather believes that it is then the responsibility of 

the Palestinians themselves to take control of their own education: “It is our place, thus our 

story to tell”, reminding us that financial independence (and therefore a relevant education) is 

something the humanitarian government cannot achieve due to its eternal dependence on 

donors. In conclusion, decolonizing education becomes primarily a people’s responsibility at 

the grassroots level.  

So, we have seen throughout this paper how Palestinian refugees, whether they are students, 

parents, or volunteers, were able to decolonize their own education, and develop place-based 

methods in which they can learn and educate for better livelihoods, despite being dis-placed. 

An interwinding set of factors has enabled refugees to establish this learning mechanism in 

exile, where a place in the mind and dreams of refugees is conveyed in the place of exile to 



110 
 

teach a set of principles and practices to other refugees. These factors can be summarized 

within the parity of dissociation from external financial dependency and association to the 

human and nonhuman environment.  

Telling stories at home, reproducing symbols and art in place, and volunteer work, among 

others, were all alternative practices that removed the oppressor’s source of power over the 

oppressed. By reducing the dependency on the international aid and increasing the 

dependency on the relationship among community members, Palestinian refugees were able 

to attain agency and organize other educational channels. It is by this post-development 

community and place dynamics that they survive and teach with no external control over which 

story to tell their young ones, or how to tell their story. Another major factor of camp pedagogy 

is togetherness, where collective interaction is a common element to all the above-mentioned 

educational practices. Thus, not only being, but being together becomes a significant element, 

which enables them to form, acquire, and exchange the knowledge needed to navigate their 

exceptional lives and their complex space. 

Despite the fact that each refugee camp is unique and that every displaced community 

challenges a unique form of colonial governance, such lessons can be generalized to displaced 

communities under the restrictions of humanitarian aid. Displaced communities around the 

world possess some form of knowledge of their home despite the displacement. This 

knowledge, preserved through memory and elaborated through community, allows refugees 

to relate to their native land while in exile. Thus, these elements of family, space, and 

community become tools of education, by which displaced communities challenge attempts 

to standardize their identity and disconnect them from the land. These acts of community 

solidarity and cosmologies of learning from the place shed light on the feasibility of place-based 

indigenous education, even in displaced communities. 

Living in a world of unprecedented environmental and social challenges, we can no longer 

resort to methods derived from the same systems that produced such a crisis. Thus, the 

aforementioned discussed relationalities arise as a new solution, as a new approach toward 

learning that could prove to be effective in shaping a more land-oriented, earth-respecting 

generation. Therefore, it is important to recognize place-based learning as a determinant of 

solidarity-based development, especially in displaced communities, but also for education on 

the global Development Agenda. Because we can only promote an inclusive education when 

we recognize these worlds and their relationalities as true pedagogies. By enabling children to 
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embrace these entanglements as learning paths, we are navigating towards a world where 

many worlds fit, but also where all children fit.  
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The Sisterhoods of Bourj Albarajenah Refugee Camp: Networks of Food-Making and Food-

Sharing   
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The Sisterhoods of Bourj Albarajenah Refugee Camp: Networks of Food-Making and Food-

Sharing (Submitted) 

Abstract 

Throughout history, women have moved in groups to protect social and ecological entities. Bell 

Hooks has defined this solidarity as “sisterhood”: a sustainable form of support among women. 

An extensive amount of literature focuses on indigenous sisterhoods in the protection of the 

natural environment, but this paper aims to explore the role of displaced indigenous 

sisterhoods in decolonizing knowledge and protecting collective memory through cooking and 

food-sharing. Through autoethnographic recordings of being brought up in a sisterhood in 

Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp in Beirut, I explore the mode in which Palestinian women used 

food as a tool of strengthening our community cohesion and asserting our rights to the land. 

By constantly creating links between the human and the non-human through practices of food-

making (e.g. choice of herbs according to knowledge of the Palestinian ecology, or choice of 

spices according to the trading history between Gaza and India), it is criticizing the colonial 

version of the story of our displacement which aims to break our attachment to the territory, 

and is instead presenting our own version of that story which places us back on that land, thus 

creating a radical and decolonial pedagogy of food. And knowing that women are the main 

food makers in this community, we can deduce that this kind of knowledge production and 

transmission is only possible through the practices of sisterhood in informal settings in this 

refugee camp, thus allowing us to understand the role of food in decolonizing knowledge, but 

also the gendered contribution of refugees to guarding indigenous knowledge.   

Keywords: Food, Sisterhoods, Indigenous Knowledge, Palestinian Refugees, Cooking 

 

From memoirs to radical food geographies: a roadmap 

My mother was born in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp in 1953, to two Palestinian parents 

who had recently become refugees in Beirut, Lebanon. Her family has long waited return to 

Palestine, but instead, they spent their entire life in Bourj Albarajenah. 37 years later, I was 

born in that same camp, to two Palestinian refugee parents, and was automatically granted a 

stateless Palestinian refugee status in Lebanon. I spent the next the next 26 years of my life 

trying to break the cycle and finally leave Bourj Albarajenah. But it was only when I left in 2017 

that I understood how unique is the life that a woman can have in a refugee camp.  



116 
 

My mother has had the exact same friends her entire life due to the prolonged statelessness, 

legal confinement and the limited camp space. They lived together, went to school together, 

spent nights of wars in the same bunkers and are now growing old, making coffee and cooking 

family meals every day. My mom has sisters, not sisters of blood but that of friendship, and so 

did every woman in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1 Sisterhoods preparing food together in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp in 2021. Photo 

is courtesy of Al-Jana Foundation for Arts 

 

Bell Hooks (1986) defines a sisterhood as a sustainable form of commitment, solidarity and 

support among women, built upon a community of interests, shared beliefs and goals around 

which to unite. Hook’s strongly argues that sisters do not bond over shared victimization but 

rather over shared strengths and resources with the aim of co-created political goals. 

Reflecting her view on life of women in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp, it is essential to look 

beyond the bonding of refugee women as shared victimization and explore the agencies that 

enable refugee women to shape their daily lives. Women of Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp 

are viewed as some of the world’s most marginalized groups, being double oppressed as 

women and refugees, having to cook for families and wait for repatriation. However, here I 

discuss how sisterhoods offer alternative forms of food networks that enhance community 

cohesion and target food insecurity in refugee communities. 

Scholars have been increasingly interested in uncovering the agencies and relationships 

formed between woman in the cooking space, explaining that kitchen relationships are 
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important tools to develop reliable friendships and to explore personal identities (McKeown, 

2015; Meah & Jackson, 2013; Scicluna, 2017; Smith, 2019). In this chapter, I attempt to rescale 

this range of the impact of cooking, and rather than limiting focus on the impact of food making 

on friendship talks in kitchens and the formation of individual identities of women, I want to 

examine the impact of food-making on the social cohesion of the refugee community and the 

collective identity in displacement.  

I will specifically look at the exchange of knowledge about our occupied Palestinian villages 

during the several stages of meal preparation. By preserving and sharing information about 

local food ingredients and herbs, they were creating a pedagogy of Palestinian history. 

Moreover, they respond to the socio-economic challenges of the local community through 

sharing the ingredients and meals with one another at times of great struggle and food 

insecurity, therefore establishing alternative food networks to that of the market and 

humanitarian aid.  

Through these personal recordings and cross-reflecting with literature, I specifically look at two 

possible outcomes of food-making by sisterhoods, the first being the decolonization of 

knowledge about our occupied lands and the protection of our collective memory. The second 

is protecting community cohesion at times of food insecurity through cooking and food sharing 

in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp in Beirut. Ultimately, I aim to understand how displaced 

communities can use food to claim space in the lands they are displaced from, and to build 

that space that they are currently waiting in. I find that women of Bourj Albarajenah use their 

friendship networks to share food throughout the camp, using this food as a tool of 

decoloniality, proving refugee women as agents of resistance and mutual aid.  

The next section will provide a geographic overview of Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp, 

situating it in historical, socioeconomic and legal context within the host community and 

showcasing its peculiarities. This will be followed by a review of theories from various 

disciplines (geography, critical food studies and gender studies) that can allow us to explain the 

role of sisterhoods in establishing alternative food networks in the aforementioned geographic 

context in response to forced displacement and its consequent socio-economic impact on the 

community. Then I will explain the methodologies involved justifying the significance of 

autoethnographic recordings in decolonizing research on food in communities of 

displacement. Then I will narrate memories of growing up within my mother’s sisterhood, with 

a focus on the movement of the women within the local food system of the camp. I reflect on 
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the stories of food ingredients in relationship to the land, and the instrumentation of food in 

relation to historical events of displacement, to explore how food is employed in the struggle 

against colonial occupation of collective memory and Palestinian villages and cities. I will then 

revisit these personal memoirs in the light of academic theories introduced earlier, in an 

attempt to analyse the role of sisterhoods of establishing alternative food networks that 

replace market and colonial food networks that separate Palestinians from their heritage. In 

the conclusion, I argue for the specific role of sisterhoods in decolonizing knowledge in 

displaced communities.  

 

Mapping home: From Palestine to Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp  

Palestinian refugees are entire communities who have been forcefully displaced from their 

native cities and villages in British-mandated Palestine to neighbouring areas, seeking 

protection from massacres and violence that accompanied the establishment of the state of 

Israel (Masalha, 2012b; Morris, 2004; Pappé, 2007). It is estimated that around 100,000 of the 

700,000 displaced Palestinians have sought refuge in Lebanon, as it was just across the borders 

from most northern villages of Palestine (Elsayed-Ali, 2006; Khalidi & Khalidi, 2006; Minority 

Rights Group International, 2008). Palestinians displaced from Ghabseyyeh, Kabri, Kwikat, 

Sheikh Daoud and Tarshiha have settled together in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp, 

establishing adjacent neighbourhoods in the camp, clustering in a pattern similar to the 

geographic proximity of their villages in Palestine (Sayigh, 2005).  

Bourj Albarajenah was built in 1949, making it one of the oldest surviving refugee camps in the 

world. Having a space of only 0.2 km2, the camp was originally set up by the Red Cross to host 

around 2,000 refugees, but is now a home to an estimated 20,000 residents. The camp is well 

known for being a congested space where structures continue to grow vertically in an attempt 

to accommodate the continuously growing population. People often cohabitate in high but 

tiny primitive structures, sharing roofs, water and electricity supply, in conditions hazardous of 

dampness, water leakages, and darkness (El Masri, 2020a). We, as Palestinian refugees in 

Lebanon, cannot be naturalized, despite having been living there for generations. This deprives 

us from equal access to services provided by the local public system, most notably health and 

education (Abdulrahim & Khawaja, 2011; Hanafi et al., 2012). This exclusion causes a total of 

93 per cent of Palestinian refugees live below the poverty line in Lebanon (UNRWA, 2022b). 
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Despite the legal limbo, residents of the camp consider this place “our home until we get to go 

home”, referring to Palestine (El Masri, 2020a).  

 

Making way towards sisterhoods’ food networks in the refugee camp: understanding food 

networks 

Research on food networks has shown how the global food industry is often based on the 

exploitation of the environments, workers and farmers (Ericksen, 2008; Sonnino & Marsden, 

2006). Alternative food networks were conceived as practices of resistance against a 

globalising food market (Colombino, 2014). This has introduced a new academic focus on semi-

structured food networks at the community level, such as short food chains, fair trade, and 

organic markets (Dansero et al., 2019).  Alternative food networks have also been said to weave 

a more localized socio-economic fabric that creates new relationships between food security 

outcomes and specific territories, thus contributing to the sustainability of food security in 

marginalized spaces in the global south (Cerrada-Serra et al., 2018). Raimundo et al. (2016) 

work on informality in local food systems and they demonstrate how the informal elements 

plays a critical role in making food accessible to poor urban households. They conclude that 

without the ability to access food from informal sources, households would be significantly 

worse off than they already are.  

Scholars have also highlighted the important to trace the impact of food on social networks 

and community beyond economic cooperation. Food establishes networks that create ‘small 

worlds’ that hold strong independently of geographic distance and location (Parasecoli, 2014). 

Food situates people into networks, of humans and of places that might be located far away 

from their kitchens and dining rooms (Colombino, 2014). This mostly refers to agricultural, food 

production facilities or market locations, while in migration studies, this goes beyond the 

market and food is seen to place humans in connection to homelands and ethnic identities. 

Parasecoli (2014) describes food as a hub of belonging sentiments for immigrants abroad. He 

theorizes that both environmentally\socially aware alternative food activists and migrant 

communities “share the desire to defend an often imagined past that is perceived as 

threatened with extinction, and to claim roots that are constantly antagonized or negated by 

the surrounding environment”(p. 431). But Parasecoli (2014) warns that migrant food heritage 

often becomes ‘museum objects’ that are highly admired but rarely practiced, demonstrating 

fear from a process of gradual identity degeneration of migrant communities.  
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But if colonialism is about separating humans from their lands, then decolonizing must 

constitute practices that reconnect people to their lands (L. B. Simpson, 2014). I argue that 

protracted refugee communities, who are forcefully separated from their lands and still 

suffering from colonial occupation, rely on food and relevant food practices for radical social 

movements towards decolonization. In addition, it is essential to explore the peculiarity of 

elaborating ethnic identity in protracted exile, where food and food-making is a far more 

complex process which entails strategies networks of resistance. Very little literature addresses 

food-related practices as decolonial mechanisms. For example, Bodirsky and Johnson (2008) 

have reflected on food in relation to indigenous knowledges for native communities in Canada, 

explaining that contemporary Indigenous peoples have expanded upon oral traditions with 

written stories of food gathering and recipes as a means to revitalize food knowledge, cultural 

integrity and community. The authors argue that fostering the resurgence of traditional 

Indigenous knowledge about food was essential for community members in healing the 

inherited and ongoing trauma emerging from colonialism.  

Through this case study from Bourj Albarajenah, I aim to showcase food as more than a method 

of healing but also of combatting colonialism and solving community problems. I therefore 

argue for conceiving alternative food networks, in this case established by sisterhoods, as a 

decolonial tool of forcefully displaced communities towards establishing a connection for 

return. Understanding agency of women is essential for analysing the food networks 

established by women in displaced communities. 

  

Understanding the agency of women in food networks 

When speaking of women and food, research often highlights the subjugating potential of 

cooking for women as it locks them into traditional gender roles. Research on women’s 

domesticity and housework emphasizes the need to include an analysis of how a patriarchal 

paradigm subjugates women’s choices and experiences (Code, 2007; Foucault & Gordon, 

1980). Therefore, it remains essential to critically think about the ways that women’s lives 

continue to be marginalized, influenced by a structural dualism that creates an opposition 

between male/female, public/private, work/home (Code, 2007; Gillis & Hollows, 2008) and 

how practices such as cooking can potentially reinforce those structures.  

On the other hand, it is worth noting that resistance of women should not be separated from 

its environment, and resistors often utilise elements of their oppression to fight it (Mahmood, 
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2005). Rather than viewing agency as obvious practices leading to subverting norms, agency is 

often secured through the very same conditions that have made the subject subordinate 

(Mahmood, 2005). This allows us to theorize how women can weaponize elements, such as 

food, the camp space or the kitchen space to attain their goals of identity preservation and 

return in various ways. Latour (2014) provides a view of agency that it rooted in networks and 

collective forms of being in the Anthropocene. He explains that being a subject (meaning an 

agent) cannot be limited to acting autonomously but must be centred on sharing agency with 

those who have lost their autonomy. This definition allows us to formulate a view of 

sisterhoods as agents acting in the interest of themselves, other women, and the camp 

community. 

Scholars have been increasingly interested in uncovering the agencies and relationships 

formed between woman in the cooking space. In her work titled “The kitchen as a place for 

politics: A contested and subversive place”, Scicluna (2017) explains how the kitchen is coded 

as a safe place for women to review their lives, reflecting on their experiences in ways that are 

not possible within mixed gender spaces. Similarly, Green (1998) views that the spaces shared 

with other women are important opportunities for to create resistance to conventional 

feminine identities. Diverse analysis of private talk between women designates these talks as 

a main tool to explore their identities outside of societal expectations (McKeown, 2015; Meah 

& Jackson, 2013; Smith, 2019).  In conclusion, cooking has a role in friendship bonding and 

resistance to enforced identities.  

This chapter will attempt to explore the scale of this aforementioned argument on the impact 

of cooking from the scale of the kitchen and friendships to the scale of the local refugee 

community. Therefore I will analyse the role of sisterhoods during the process of making food 

in community social relations and protection of identity in the displaced community. I will rely 

on the concept of scale by Minoia and Mölkänen (2021) whose work studies the post-structural 

politics of scale in Indigenous communities, and discusses how rescaling the struggles can assist 

in constructing contextual pathways for democratic, just and sustainable transformations. 

Therefore, I aim to rescale the range of the impact of cooking, and rather than limiting focus 

on the impact of food making on friendship talks in kitchens, I want to explore the impact of 

these kitchen talks on the level of community and their role in social cohesion. And rather than 

focusing on the formation of individual or feminine identities, I want to examine the impact of 

food-making on the agencies leading to the guarding of collective memory and formation of 
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community identity. I will specifically attempt to elaborate the theory on the role of sisterhood 

food-making in Bourj Albarajenah on the lives of the displaced indigenous Palestinian 

community through reflecting on the lives of the sisterhoods of my mother in Bourj 

Albarajenah refugee camp.  

 

Approach, methodologies and positionality  

This chapter presents a decolonial approach which combines the methods of an 

autoethnography and a case study. A decolonial approach is one that fosters indigenous 

knowledge and cosmologies (El Masri, 2022; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). In relation to food, a 

decolonial approach is one which provides resurgence to indigenous practices and knowledges 

that relate to food, cuisines and cooking methods, and explores hidden histories of 

relationships between humans and their ecosystems (Peña et al., 2017). This chapter prioritizes 

the native knowledge of refugee women in Bourj Albarajenah as agents of food and knowledge. 

This includes prioritising my voice as a refugee who has long and direct experience from the 

field of study.  

The food-making and sisterhoods within refugee camps is an understudied topic due to the 

privacy and intimacy of the field. Often referred to as ‘secret lives’, the lives of refugee women 

are less accessible to foreign researchers, require long term personal relationships, knowledge 

of local language and dialect, and specific cultural and gender sensitivities. Being a Palestinian 

refugee myself from the camp of study allows me to explore these practices with extensive 

knowledge and existing relationships within the field. 

This includes autoethnographic recordings from various periods of my life in Bourj Albarajenah 

refugee camp where I was born and raised between 1990 and 2016. Needless to say, writing 

this chapter required an unexpected amount of emotional labour, mainly because “scholars 

who write about people they really care about face some serious editorial dilemmas” 

(Domínguez, 2000, p. 356). The guidelines of Domínguez (2000) were important to guide this 

work away from survivor’s guilt and employ emotionality in the politics of research: "Love does 

not mean (a) presenting only positive characteristics of people in our writing; (b) eliding 

conflict, violence, or debate; or (c) feeling so guilty about our own geopolitically defined 

position that we treat those with consult with kid gloves, both in "the field"[…] and in our 

published writing" (Domínguez, 2000, p.357).  



123 
 

And because I am working with heavily personal material, I will rely on the work of Bahl and 

Becker (2020) who  emphasize the importance of not just recording  the event or 

ethnographies of refugees, but also paying attention to the perspective of the actors, and to 

take their interpretations and relevancies seriously. In order to answer the questions posed 

about the sisterhoods of Bourj Albarajenah in this chapter, it remains important to listen and 

find the agencies, powers, emotions and motives that shaped decisions and actions of the 

women.  

 

Herbs and stories: tastes and memories of home in exile 

My mother and her sisters began every day with morning coffee with her sisters: Amal, Aliya, 

Souad and Zeinab. Unlike western communities who drink coffee with breakfast, drinking 

coffee was rather a social ritual of feminine gathering for us, which took place in the morning 

after the men left to work. Every single morning of my childhood, my mother and her sisters 

made their coffee by manually grinding equal portions of cardamom and coffee grains. 

“Espresso and Cardamom” is our Palestinian tradition, even if it does not make sense in the 

Lebanese host community where we live. The tradition has travelled with our families from 

Palestine.  

My mother has never seen Palestine, but she was taught by her own mother how coffee and 

food were made back home. This is the same way she taught me, through including me in her 

sisterhood gatherings. She and her sisters narrated to me, with much nostalgia, stories they 

had learned about a home they never had. My mother once told me that her mother spent her 

mornings baking bread for the family, then grinding coffee and cardamom under an old fig tree 

in front of their house in Kabri- their village, where an Israeli kibbutz community now reside. 

Amal, went on to tell me more about how the Palestinian population has also been using their 

relationship to cardamom as a weapon:  

“Most of our Cardamom comes from Guatemala. But when the former Guatemalan 

President [Ramiro de Leon Carpio] decided to move the Israeli embassy to Jerusalem 

back in 1994, our entire community, and even country, decided to boycott their 

Cardamom. It went to a regional level and threatened the entire trade, it put the 

diplomacy between the region and Guatemala on the line. We love our cardamom, but 

we love Palestine more, we can find somewhere else to import it”.  
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Hearing daily stories such as this one taught me valuable lessons about the history of our 

families in Palestine, but also about the modes of grassroots and international resistance of my 

community.  

Like my grandmother in Palestine, my mother and her sisters in Bourj Albarajenah talked about 

their cooking plans for the day over the cardamom coffee. They often discussed where each 

dish comes from, and why it is formatted the way it is. For example, Souad, a sister originally 

from Gaza, was used to cooking very spicey dishes, and often got criticized by the sisters for 

overspicing her food. I remember how she told us stories about Gaza’s location as the principal 

port on the Mediterranean in antiquity, and the impact of that on Gaza’s exposure to spice 

trade. She narrated how the port of Gaza was at the end of the Nabataean spice road where 

trade was conducted in herbs, spices, incense, drapery, glass and food. Goods arrived in the 

port of Gaza on the backs of camels from Southern Arabia then, these goods were dispatched 

to the European markets. That explained to me why people in different regions of Palestine 

preferred dishes with different spices.  

These conversations were not only limited to the gatherings over coffee, but often continued 

to other food-related activities such as buying or collecting food ingredients (Figure 2). At many 

times, we would buy herbs and vegetables from the Bedouin Palestinian women who collect 

ingredients from the mountains and spread them on fabric cloths on the floor at their usual 

spot at the entrance of the camp. These women also often told us stories about the tattoos 

they have, or give us advice about the right way to cook certain herbs. They introduced us to 

the black calla plants, to which one of the sisters has commented that nobody in Lebanon eats 

this plant, not even any of the animals approach this plant, due to its high levels of toxicity and 

potential to cause irritation. The Bedouin sellers then explained that this plant is dubbed as the 

“Palestinian plant”, for its long history as a significant meal in the Palestinian cuisine, in addition 

to being used as a herbal remedy for stomach disorders. The women also explained that the 

secret to safely use the black calla is removing the stem all the way, even from the leave, 

rubbing it with lemon then boiling it with salt until the toxins are neutralized. I have long 

doubted the stories of these women, but I have later realized that, indeed, the black calla’s 

scientific name is “Arum Palaestinum”, in reference to Palestine. 
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Figure 2 The sisterhoods of my mother walking in Bourj Albarajenah hallways in 2021. 

When we didn’t buy the herbs from the Bedouins, we would go in the mountain areas to pick 

our own herbs, mainly sage, thyme and mallow. Sage was particularly abundant in Lebanese 

mountains, and it was mostly only the Palestinian refugees who go out of their way to collect 

it. My mother and her sisters told us- the children- the story of sage and why we pick it so 

often. Sage is named “Maryameyye” in Palestinian dialect, meaning “that of Mary”, or more 

particularly “the plant of Mary”. This name was assigned to this plant because Virgin Mary used 

to collect this plant and often boil it for baby Jesus whenever he felt sick. The story alleges that 

the sage tea healed Jesus’s pains every time and therefore has become the sacred plant in the 

Palestinian community. This was one of many stories that we heard about herbs and plants 

that grow in Palestine and painted us a background on our historical presence on that land.  

Even when buying certain ingredients, the relationship of that ingredient to Palestinian land 

had to be made explicit. One example was the way our mothers purchase olive oil, which was 

an essential ingredient for every dish, and whose main ingredient-olives- was a symbol for 

Palestinian lands. Normally, the sisterhoods would pool their resources and connections to find 

a way to ship bottles of olive oil from Palestine through Jordan. Every time we received a new 

bottle of oil, my mother would make us taste the difference between that and the local oil. 

Then they would dedicate this moment to the hundreds of olive fields that are being 

bulldozered and lands being confiscated in Palestine every day. But Aliya always liked to give 

me hope, she told us about a 5,000 year old olive tree still standing strong in Bethlehem, that 

is said to be the among the oldest olive trees in the world. She explained that olives grow best 

in Palestine because of its dry summers and slightly cool and rainy winters, elaborating that 

both the occasional summer rain and cold winters severely damage the olive trees and the 

quality of the harvest. On the other hand, and because smuggling oil through Jordan was a 
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difficult method, we often had to purchase olive oil from Lebanon. The rule of the thumb for 

that was “The closer the village of production is to Palestine, the better the oil”. So the more 

you go south, the finest the quality of the oil, simply because it is geographically closer to 

Palestine, where there is full sun exposure all summer long and the temperatures do not drop 

below 15 in the winter, which are the ideal conditions for olive cultivation according to my 

mother and her sisters. 

These various stories of food, herbs, methods and ingredients, which are forwarded by the 

sisters of my mother from generation to generation, but also throughout networks of women 

within the refugee camp, reflect deep inherited native knowledge of the Palestinian 

ecosystem. This relationship of sisterhood provides channels of passing and therefore 

protection of traditional knowledge of the land from which a community is separated.  

 

Sharing food along the networks of sisterhoods 

The sisterhoods of Bourj Albarajenah are also agents of mutual support in times of economic 

instability and food insecurity, mainly through food sharing. According to the latest UNRWA 

full survey (2016) , 62.2% of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon suffer from some kind of food 

insecurity. In fact, only 37.8% of Palestinian refugees reported being food secure, while 38.2% 

reported being moderately food insecure and 24% reported being severely food insecure 

(UNRWA, 2016). An alarming 27% of Palestinian refugee children under 15 years old in 

Lebanon live in severely food insecure households (UNRWA, 2016, p.11). The UNRWA survey 

also looks into the Household dietary diversity score (HDDS) of Lebanon’s Palestinian refugee 

camps, which decreases with increasing food insecurity. The more severely food insecure the 

household is, the less diversity is available in the diet of Palestinian refugees (UNRWA, 2016, 

p.111). The most notable decreases are in meat and chicken, fruit, milk and dairy and 

vegetables, which would force families to change the cuisine that they are used to and have 

been intentionally following as a cultural representation of their identity. 

There are several ways in which these families cope with this food insecurity. Less than half of 

the families who are struggling with food insecurities are eligible to receive UNRWA assistance, 

which includes: 3 Kg of rice, 3 kg of sugar, 3 litres of oil, 1.5 kg of whole milk, 1 kg of lentil, 1 kg 

of chick peas and 1 kg of white beans and US$ 10 per beneficiary per quarter. However, this 

small assistance remains short of covering the family needs for 3 whole months, especially 

within the recent economic crisis and ongoing inflation in Lebanon. UNRWA (2016) reports 
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that Palestinian refugees develop their own mechanisms to battle food insecurity, calculating 

that around 41% of severely food insecure families and 22% of moderately insecure families 

utilize food sharing, such as borrowing food, or sending family members to eat with other 

families. 

The dynamics between sisters of my mother reflect a strong mobilisation against this situation 

of food insecurity in Bourj Albarajenah. My mother and her sisters have often discussed their 

personal worries and family concerns among each other as a mechanism of coping with stress, 

and even though these may sound like adult conversations, I and the children of the other 

mothers have often been a part of that setting. We would listen as they expressed their 

concerns over their family’s financial situation and upcoming debts or obligations. Within these 

small settings of 4 to 5 women who have known each other for over 5 decades, they felt safe 

to talk about often embarrassing economic concerns, whether it’s a husband who lost his job, 

or a child in need of expensive medical care. The sisters of my mother often elaborated on 

their food security concerns over coffee, either directly by speaking about inability to purchase 

food ingredients today, or indirectly by just speaking about the difficulty that their family is 

going through. And because my mother and her sisters knew everything about each other, 

they could easily detect and identify families dealing with food insecurity within their group 

and they would initiate providing assistance.  

These sisters responded to each other’s’ concerns in various ways of food sharing. At many 

times, it was my own family going through times of financial struggle. And because we were 

not eligible for UNRWA’s assistance, Zeinab, who was eligible for UNRWA assistance and 

received it quarterly, has often shared her portions with my mother, thus enabling her to cook 

a meal for our family. But life in the camp is often unpredictable and the roles turn around very 

quickly. Whether it’s due to war, siege or economic crisis everyone will be food insecure at one 

point in their life in Bourj Albarajenah. At other times, my mother was cooking for both our 

and Zeinab’s family, especially after Zeinab’s divorce from her husband and being left with no 

income in the family. My mother said that “every time I feed Zeinab’s family, I am feeding my 

soul with a sense of security and friendship, I feel that the sisterhoods are protecting each 

other in these difficult times”. The food sharing among sisters often also included buying 

ingredients on behalf of a sister in need so that she can cook whatever she likes for her family. 

At many times, they would do that to protect the privacy of the family, and sometimes enable 

the woman to hide the financial struggles from the rest of the family.  
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In other times, hiding things was not necessary. And food sharing took the form of invitations, 

where our family would host other families for lunch for a few days before it becomes the turn 

of someone else to host their meals. Or more simply, the sisters would send their children to 

eat with the family who is able to afford the food of that day, while adults held back and 

managed with smaller portions of food at their own homes. According to Zeinab in an informal 

talk I had with her in 2018, this mechanism works so well because the stakeholders are able to 

identify each other’s vulnerability in an intimate and safe setting through strong personal 

relations. Zeinab added: 

“I hate having to go through the humiliating procedures, asking for humanitarian aid, 

standing in food queues, convincing these employees that I am poor, putting my dignity 

on the line and making my poverty situation public. My sisters, on the other hand, 

understand what I need from my eyes. I do not even need to ask” 

The sisters of my mother have thus strategized food-making and food sharing as more than a 

mechanism of friendship where women provide mutual care at times of struggle, but they also 

deployed food also as a mechanism of support that extends throughout the food-insecure 

families throughout the refugee camp. The unique relationship among the sisters of my mother 

(but also among various sisterhoods across Bourj Albarajenah) is the network necessary for the 

identification and transport of not only knowledges but also material and immaterial food 

support.  

 

Revisiting women’s politics of cooking in Bourj Albarajenah: sisterhoods as alternative food 

networks 

Reflecting on the experience of displaced sisterhoods in Bourj Albarajenah allows me to map a 

relationship between food and decolonial objectives, through alternative pedagogies (stories) 

and mutual aid (food sharing). Women in Bourj Albarajenah have been waiting in exile, but 

living and cooking with Palestine in mind. The sisters have been constructing a pedagogy based 

on food, stories, ancestral knowledge and friendship, to format and transfer knowledge about 

the stolen land. Being exiled from home, the sisters were constantly utilising collective memory 

of the fig tree, the olives, and the sage to reconnect newer generations to  a home built by 

their elders. When they explained to us which climate and which soil enabled the healthy 

growth of olives for example, I understood more about the geography of our villages in 

Palestine. Here, we can understand the mode in which they were connecting us to the land 
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while being in exile. These practices of food-making in relation to Palestine are using the 

displacement and occupation as tools of resistance, when employing this exile in the process 

of return. The mode in which stories and food reconnect exiled generations to the land inspires 

a direct act of decolonizing, and this the decolonial potential of food-related practices is 

powered by the social networks of sisterhoods. 

And because decolonizing requires the minority’s efforts to critique the story of the powerful 

and teach their way of life (Escobar, 2015; Freire, 1970), the sisters have chosen to present 

their own inherited stories of their family villages, such as Kabri and Gaza, to prove having a 

history on that land. Thus, they were creating an alternative pedagogy, based on food 

ingredients, that aims to deconstruct the colonial narrative about Palestinian land and engage 

with the local grassroots narrative of the displaced community. They are creating alternative 

food networks which consists of sisterhoods, stories, local ingredients and memories. These 

networks have a decolonial aim, and utilise memory to construct alternative futures, by 

asserting the right of return of Palestinian refugees to their occupied villages. Furthermore, by 

building this knowledge of Palestinian geography, and remaining relevant to the land and its 

features, they are constituting resistance through alternative food networks and claiming 

space in their colonized lands. They are disrupting the maps of colonization and placing 

themselves and their families in Palestine and in relation to the villages and cities from which 

they were forcefully displaced.  

They use food and kitchen spaces-the same elements that are often created to lock refugee 

women away- to fight colonial occupation and epistemic erasure. This reminds us of 

Mahmoud’s (2005) concept of Agency, which may appear subtle in distant observations but is 

indeed impactful in the daily practices of these women in the kitchens, coffee gatherings, 

markets and mountain trips. Through the practices of education and storytelling, we can 

understand how the act of waiting and cooking in a refugee camp can be intentionally political 

and weaved within strategies of resisting occupation and oppression. Furthermore, how 

kitchens can become a place where collective struggles for identity are cooked up and 

strategized. The women have thus used the spaces of waiting, the gender roles assigned to 

them, the material given to them by humanitarian aid, and their inherited memories to sustain 

a radical movement of liberation and decolonization.  

And because women are the main food makers in the community, these friendship-based 

conversations which preserve the Palestinian knowledge of the land, soil, climate, culture, 
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geography and history, are mainly being performed by women. Therefore the knowledge 

protection and narrative-decolonizing in this specific case study is a gendered process being 

led by those most involved in food-related practices.  

 

Home’s food when away: the refugee women’s tools of decoloniality 

The impact of sisterhood cooking in Bourj Albarajenah has repercussions in the collective social 

aspects of community and identity as Palestinians. The impact of cooking collectively in a group 

goes beyond frames of friendship and exchange of knowledge, and extends to the scales of 

community across the camp and protecting endangered ethnic identity in displacement. The 

Sisterhoods have been centering food and food-making practices as a mechanism of pedagogy 

and solidarity, allowing the displaced community to guard both their identity and safety while 

in exile.  

Echoing hooks’ (1986) theory, the bonding of the refugees was based on more than common 

sufferings, they were mobilizing the strength of their networks. This form of food commoning 

is thus an extension of identity and space as commons in displaced communities. Food here 

becomes a direct tool elaborated by refugees in the face of forced displacement, land injustice 

and food insecurity to pursue political objectives that they no longer trust the formal bodies to 

achieve. While stuck in waiting zones, they are forming their own channels of return, where 

food acts as a link between the human and the land. As a result, food becomes an essential 

component of the radical movement for Palestinian refugees towards their right of return.  

By defending social cohesion and protecting the collective wellbeing of camp residents in Bourj 

Albarajenah, the sisters were protecting the group identity and supporting the continuing 

struggle towards the return. This is because food insecurity is not only a matter of hunger, but 

is also an aspect of lack of access to our identity through food. Although food security is often 

discussed in relationship to poverty and underdevelopment, this case presents the importance 

of food and alternative food networks as tools to tackle food insecurity for its potential to 

threaten cultural identity. Women here are addressing food insecurity for both protecting the 

community but also for the sake of protecting the relationship to the land through food. If food 

has been a link to the land, then food insecurity also means obstacles in communicating with 

home through food stories and recipes. Camp women perceive that the lower food diversity, 

linked to food insecurity, means hindered access to food of cultural value and meaningful 

stories. Thus, protecting the commons and the community is part of protecting identity when 



131 
 

pursuing a struggle for land. Indeed, “within relational worlds, the defence of territory, life, 

and the commons are one at the same” (Escobar, 2015, p.20). In these ways of enabling fights 

for justice, the collective aspects of food have become a tool of resistance that can redistribute 

space and that needs to be further explored in terms of decolonial endeavours for displaced 

communities around the world. 

Ultimately, it is significant to underline the ways in which sisterhoods were providing dignified 

solidarity assistance to families who are in the blind spot of humanitarian aid. These 

sisterhoods became responsible for defending the community cohesion by creating alternative 

channels of grassroots refugee-refugee assistance. And because these sisterhoods have 

succeeded where the international cooperation structures have failed, we can begin to 

understand the possibility, and even the necessity, of other forms of assistance in the realm of 

displacement. The experience of these sisterhoods presents a possibility of a different world, 

one that is not necessarily conceived by the western hierarchy-based logic of humanitarian 

assistance, but is rather weaved by social ties. In a world where humanitarian aid mutes 

refugees and makes decisions on their behalf (Agier, 2011; Malkki, 1996; Rajaram, 2002), this 

opens up the invitation to examining mutual grassroots assistance and refugee agencies as 

methods of resilience throughout humanitarian crises. The networks established between 

women are thus an alternative way of conceiving livelihoods, and are the camp’s way of 

establishing positive change in the refugee community.  

 

References  

Abdulrahim, S. and Khawaja, M. (2011) The Cost of Being Palestinian in Lebanon. Journal of 

Ethnic and Migration Studies. [online]. 37 (1), pp.151–166. 

Agier, M. (2011) Managing the undesirables: refugee camps and humanitarian government 

Cambridge, Polity Press. 

Bahl, E. and Becker, J. (2020) Global processes of flight and migration the explanatory power of 

case studies Göttingen, Göttingen University Press. 

Bodirsky, M. and Johnson, J. (2008) Decolonizing Diet: Healing by Reclaiming Traditional 

Indigenous Foodways. Cuizine : the Journal of Canadian Food Cultures / Cuizine : revue des 

cultures culinaires au Canada. [online]. 1 (1), McGill University Library. 



132 
 

Cerrada-Serra, P., Moragues-Faus, A., Zwart, T.A., Adlerova, B., Ortiz-Miranda, D. and 

Avermaete, T. (2018) Exploring the contribution of alternative food networks to food security. 

A comparative analysis. Food Security. [online]. 10 (6), pp.1371–1388. 

Code, L. (2007) Feminist Epistemologies and Women’s LivesIn: The Blackwell Guide to Feminist 

Philosophy. [online]. John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 211–234. Available from: 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/9780470696132.ch12 [Accessed 4 August 

2022]. 

Colombino, A. (2014) THE GEOGRAPHY OF FOOD. Bollettino della Società Geografica Italiana. 

[online]. 7 (4), pp.647–656. 

Dansero, E., Marino, D., Mazzocchi, G. and Nicolarea, Y. (2019)‘Lo spazio delle politiche locali 

del cibo: temi, esperienze e prospettive’Atlante del cibo Torino, Celid. 

Domínguez, V.R. (2000) For a Politics of Love and Rescue. Cultural Anthropology. 15 (3), [Wiley, 

American Anthropological Association], pp.361–393. 

El Masri, Y. (2020) 72 Years of Homemaking in Waiting Zones: Lebanon’s “Permanently 

Temporary” Palestinian Refugee Camps. Frontiers in Sociology. [online]. 5, p.587063. 

El Masri, Y. (2022) Decolonizing education in Bourj Albarajenah: cosmologies of a Palestinian 

refugee camp. Globalizations. [online]. Routledge, pp.1–18. 

Elsayed-Ali, S. (2006) Palestinian refugees in Lebanon. Forced Migration Review. 26, pp.13–14. 

Ericksen, P.J. (2008) Conceptualizing food systems for global environmental change research. 

Global Environmental Change. [online]. 18 (1), pp.234–245. 

Escobar, A. (2015) Thinking-feeling with the Earth: Territorial Struggles and the Ontological 

Dimension of the Epistemologies of the South. 

Foucault, M. and Gordon, C. (1980) Power/knowledge: selected interviews and other writings, 

1972-1977 1st American ed. New York, Pantheon Books. 

Freire, P. (1970) Pedagogy of the oppressed 30th anniversary ed. New York, Continuum. 

Gillis, S. and Hollows, J. (2008) Feminism, Domesticity and Popular Culture [online]. New York, 

Routledge. 

Green, E. (1998) ‘Women Doing Friendship’: an analysis of women’s leisure as a site of identity 

construction, empowerment and resistance. Leisure Studies. [online]. 17 (3), Routledge, 

pp.171–185. 



133 
 

Hanafi, S., Chaaban, J. and Seyfert, K. (2012) Social Exclusion of Palestinian Refugees in 

Lebanon: Reflections on the Mechanisms that Cement their Persistent Poverty. Refugee Survey 

Quarterly. [online]. 31 (1), pp.34–53. 

Hooks, B. (1986) Sisterhood: Political Solidarity between Women. Feminist Review. [online]. 23 

(1), pp.125–138. 

Khalidi, W. and Khalidi, M.A. (2006) All that remains: The palestinian villages occupied and 

depopulated by Israel in 1948 [Nachdr. der Ausg.] 1992. Washington, Inst. for Palestine Studies. 

Latour, B. (2014) Agency at the Time of the Anthropocene. New Literary History. [online]. 45 

(1), Johns Hopkins University Press, pp.1–18. 

Mahmood, S. (2005) Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject REV-Revised. 

[online]. Princeton University Press. Available from: https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvct00cf 

[Accessed 4 August 2022]. 

Malkki, L.H. (1996) Speechless Emissaries: Refugees, Humanitarianism, and Dehistoricization. 

Cultural Anthropology. 11 (3), [Wiley, American Anthropological Association], pp.377–404. 

Masalha, N. (2012) The Palestine Nakba: Decolonising History, Narrating the Subaltern, 

Reclaiming Memory Zed Books Ltd. 

McKeown, J.K.L. (2015) The Hens are Clucking: Women Performing Gossip in Their Leisure 

Lives. Leisure Sciences. [online]. 37 (5), Routledge, pp.447–457. 

Meah, A. and Jackson, P. (2013) Crowded kitchens: the ‘democratisation’ of domesticity? 

Gender, Place & Culture. [online]. 20 (5), Routledge, pp.578–596. 

Minoia, P. and Mölkänen, J. (2021) ScalesIn: Situating Sustainability: A Handbook of Contexts 

and Concepts. [online]. Helsinki, Helsinki University Press. Available from: 

https://hup.fi/site/chapters/e/10.33134/HUP-14-7/ [Accessed 3 February 2022]. 

Minority Rights Group International (2008) World Directory of Minorities and Indigenous 

Peoples - Lebanon: Palestinians Refworld.2008 [online]. Available from: 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/49749cf0c.html [Accessed 14 December 2022]. 

Morris, B. (2004)‘The birth of the Palestinian refugee problem revisited’Cambridge Middle East 

studies 2nd ed. Cambridge ; New York, Cambridge University Press. 

Pappé, I. (2007) The ethnic cleansing of Palestine Repr. Oxford, Oneworld Publ. 

Parasecoli, F. (2014) Food, Identity, and Cultural Reproduction in Immigrant Communities. 

Social Research. 81 (2), The Johns Hopkins University Press, pp.415–439. 



134 
 

Peña, D., Calvo, L., McFarland, P. and Valle, G.R. (2017) Mexican-Origin Foods, Foodways, and 

Social Movements: Decolonial Perspectives University of Arkansas Press. 

Raimundo, I., Crush, J. and Pendleton, W. (2016) Food Insecurity, Poverty and InformalityIn: 

Crush, J. and Battersby, J. (eds.) Rapid Urbanisation, Urban Food Deserts and Food Security in 

Africa. [online]. Cham, Springer International Publishing, 71–83. Available from: 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-43567-1_6 [Accessed 4 November 2022]. 

Rajaram, P.K. (2002) Humanitarianism and Representations of the Refugee. Journal of Refugee 

Studies. [online]. 15 (3), pp.247–264. 

Sayigh, R. (2005) A House is Not A Home: Permanent Impermanence of Habitat for Palestinian 

Expellees in Lebanon. Holy Land Studies. [online]. 4 (1), pp.17–39. 

Scicluna, R.M. (2017)‘The Kitchen as a Place for Politics: A Contested and Subversive Place’In: 

Scicluna, R.M. (ed.) Home and Sexuality: The ‘Other’ Side of the Kitchen.Palgrave Macmillan 

Studies in Family and Intimate Life [online]. London, Palgrave Macmillan UK, 149–182. 

Available from: https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-46038-7_6 [Accessed 16 August 2022]. 

Simpson, L.B. (2014) Land as pedagogy: Nishnaabeg intelligence and rebellious transformation. 

Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society. [online]. 3 (3). Available from: 

https://jps.library.utoronto.ca/index.php/des/article/view/22170 [Accessed 18 August 2022]. 

Smith, C.J. (2019) “Writer. Eater. Cook.”: Deconstructing the Feminist/Housewife Debate in the 

Works of Ruth Reichl. Women’s Studies. [online]. 48 (7), Routledge, pp.661–679. 

Sonnino, R. and Marsden, T. (2006) Beyond the divide: rethinking relationships between 

alternative and conventional food networks in Europe. Journal of Economic Geography. 

[online]. 6 (2), pp.181–199. 

Tuhiwai Smith, L. (1999) Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. Social 

Policy Journal of New Zealand. [online]. (17). Available from: https://www.msd.govt.nz/about-

msd-and-our-work/publications-resources/journals-and-magazines/social-policy-

journal/spj17/decolonizing-methodologies-research-and-indigenous-peoples.html [Accessed 

22 December 2021]. 

UNRWA (2022) Socio-economic situation of Palestine refugees in Lebanon crisis monitoring 

report HIGH FREQUENCY SURVEY RESULTS [online]. Beirut. Available from: 

https://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/content/resources/lebanon_crisis_monitoring_re

port_september_2022.pdf [Accessed 29 December 2022]. 



135 
 

UNRWA (2016) Survey on the Socioeconomic Status of Palestine Refugees in Lebanon 2015 

[online]. Available from: 

https://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/content/resources/survey_on_the_economic_stat

us_of_palestine_refugees_in_lebanon_2015.pdf [Accessed 30 December 2022]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



136 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Article V 

Refugee camps as spaces of rescue in times of Covid-19: invisible mobilities in Bourj 

Albarajenah 
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Refugee camps as spaces of rescue in times of Covid-19: invisible mobilities in Bourj 

Albarajenah 

Abstract 

This paper aims to explore the peculiarity of the pandemic in stateless communities. Through 

a case study from a Palestinian refugee camp in Beirut, Lebanon, we analyse how Palestinian 

refugees were affected by and responded to the pandemic. We find that the legal exclusion of 

refugees from the state protection has generated invisible mobility, which further increased 

the risk of spreading the virus. Refugees have founded their own community response 

mechanisms of food sharing and crowdfunding. They establish Aman medical centre in the 

camp, which has become a destination for infected, yet undocumented, residents of the city. 

We conclude how Palestinian refugees used this invisible mobility to save other refugees, 

therefore proving how refugee camps can become spaces of rescue in times of global 

emergency.  

 

Keywords: COVID-19, Palestinian Refugees, Refugee Camps, Invisible mobilities, Solidarity, 

Lebanon 

 

Questo articolo esplora le peculiarità della pandemia nelle comunità apolidi. Attraverso il caso 

di studio di un campo profughi palestinese a Beirut, abbiamo analizzato gli impatti sofferti dai 

rifugiati palestinesi e le risposte comunitarie alla pandemia. L’esclusione dei rifugiati palestinesi 

da meccanismi di protezione legale ha generato una mobilità invisibile che, se da una parte ha 

ulteriormente aumentato il rischio di diffusione del virus, dall´altra ha permesso di organizzare 

risposte comunitarie agli effetti della crisi: ad esempio, tramite collette alimentari e di fondi, o 

l’organizzazione di un centro medico per altri residenti di Beirut privi di documenti e contagiati. 

Tramite l´osservazione di azioni di resistenza e mobilità invisibile, intendiamo dimostrare come 

i campi profughi possano diventare spazi di soccorso in tempi di emergenza globale. 

https://doi.org/10.3280/rgioa3-2022oa14583
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1. INTRODUCTION. −With the breakout of COVID-19, we began to hear 

about the return of the state as the main actor of securitization at times of emergency 

(Stasavage, 2020; Stott et al., 2020; Woods et al., 2020). States worldwide have been 

enforcing measures for protecting their nations, controlling the spread by imposing 

lockdowns, providing medical care, and rolling out vaccinations. While some states 

have been competing over medical resources and hoarding vaccines, states at the 

margins are struggling to stabilize their already fragile health systems and protect their 

citizens (WHO et al., 2021). In these times, we would wonder who can protect stateless 

communities, for which no sovereign institutions are functional in managing the spread 

of the pandemic. How is their experience different in the pandemic, and how are they 

supposed to mitigate this crisis?  

The stateless Palestinian refugee community has been battling against the same alarming 

spread of the virus, only with fewer medical resources and greater socioeconomic challenges. 

We move from research which has showcased the refugee as a local sovereign (Doraï, 2014; 

Hanafi, 2008b; Mountz, 2011; Pascucci, 2017), and the camp as a space of solidarity at times 

of overlapping displacements (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2018; Sharif, 2018). In this paper, we 

attempt to go further, by exploring how the refugee camp, a space lacking state protection, 

becomes a space of rescue during the global health emergency.  

Through a case study from Bourj Albarajenah Palestinian refugee camp in Beirut, our aim 

is to shed light on the impact of COVID-19 on this stateless community, and on its community-

based response as a functional alternative to the absent state. Their access to urgent 

healthcare has been hindered by a number of factors which include discrimination against 

refugees in the Lebanese community (Kheireddine et al., 2021), discrimination against refugees 

in the public healthcare system (Parkinson & Behrouzan, 2015), sentiments of insecurity due 

to a history of violence between Palestinian refugees and Lebanese citizens (Knudsen, 2007; 

Long & Hanafi, 2010), in addition to the lack of healthcare resources and infrastructures in 

place due to the financial crisis of both the Lebanese state, and the humanitarian organization 

responsible for Palestinian refugee camps– The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for 

Palestinians in the Near East (UNRWA). In the light of this lacking medical care during the 

pandemic, we have observed and interacted with Aman initiative in Bourj Albarajenah, a 

medical centre that has become a destination for infected yet undocumented migrants of the 

city. We argue that the invisibility of this camp space and the informal community cooperation 
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are factors that enable it to become a safe haven for migrants who are seeking urgent medical 

assistance during the pandemic, but are also fearing deportation. This analysis allows us to 

conceptualize refugee camps, not just as urban spaces or spaces of agency, but also as spaces 

that have the potential to provide critical care in threatening situations where the state cannot.  

We will tackle this argument via the following path: First, we will bring our insights on 

refugee camps as living spaces during the current pandemic. We will provide an overview of 

Bourj Albarajenah camp space, and its host community; and will explore the conditions of living 

the pandemic time in the camp during the breakout of COVID-19, by engaging with the 

experiences of Palestinian refugees as both infected patients and caregivers, also to other 

refugees. Moreover, we will discuss some observed unconventional patterns of mobility, 

seeking medical care, from the city of Beirut towards the camp. Finally, we will reflect on 

broader linkages of our study to the global issue of self-care within spaces of protracted refuge. 

 

2. FROM SPACES OF EXCEPTION TO SPACES OF RESCUE. −A substantial proportion of the 

world’s stateless people are also victims of forced displacement, and therefore statelessness 

is a true situation of overall human insecurity (UNHCR, 2014) . This applies to Palestinian 

refugees, who are both displaced and considered to be de jure stateless persons with 5.7 

million Palestinian refugees registered by UNRWA (2021f). 

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 (UNRWA, 2021e) . The lands on which the camp shelters were set up are not the 

property of refugees, but refugees have the right to ‘use’ the land for residency until stated 

otherwise (UNRWA, 2021b). Scholars have defined the camp as a space of containment of 

displaced groups that is established to deal with populations that disturb the national order of 

things (Turner, 2016); a (non)-governmental mode of managing the undesirables (Agier, 2011); 

or a spatial formation in the state’s ‘custody management’ system (Minca, 2005). Reflections 

on refugee camps derive from Agamben’s conceptualization of refugee camps as spaces of 

exception, which can be eliminated without consequences (Agamben, 1998). Putting that into 

the current perspective of Covid-19, the camp is an invisible space that can remain 

unprotected, without any noise or consequences.   
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2.1 Refugee Camps as Spaces of Agency. −Hanafi criticizes Agamben’s failure to address 

the resistance of the camp, and argues, instead, that Palestinian refugee camps, for example, 

are spaces of resistance and transgression when refugees become the ‘local sovereigns’ 

themselves (Hanafi, 2008b). Sayigh (2010) even argued that this lack of state sovereignty over 

Palestinian refugee spaces in Lebanon has led to the development of a camp local/national 

group identity by which refugees lead oppositional consciousness towards their nationalist 

leaderships and seek their own refugee and return-oriented goals. Feldman (2018) also 

examined the livelihood in Palestinian refugee camps, and explained that we can understand 

the agency of Palestinian refugees through the ways in which they used humanitarian tools, 

such as the camp space and food rations for example, as partial means of constructing non-

humanitarian and self-reliant futures.  

Musmar (2021) also challenges the representation of the refugee camps as merely places 

where refugees are being hosted, and rather portrays refugee agency by documenting how 

certain spaces are being used, attended, and socialised in Jordan’s Syrian refugee camps. 

Similarly, Mountz (2011) also rejects framing life in a refugee camp as suspension, and rather 

speaks of ‘waiting’ in a refugee camp as a dynamic and active experience. For her, waiting is a 

time when small things like sickness, childbirth, or local language acquisition are acts of agency, 

they are strategies pursued to survive (Mountz, 2011).  

Skran and Easton Calabria  (2020) also defy the humanitarian representations of 

refugee self-reliance and agency. They explain that these concepts entail social elements and 

cannot only be limited to income creation, entrepreneurship and market activities, but must 

be understood as a cooperative dynamic whose final aim is community wellbeing. Indeed, 

refugee agency and self-reliance cannot be understood through an economic lens, because 

refugees’ livelihoods often operate on familial and community levels, rather than at the 

individual level (Easton-Calabria et al., 2017). Similarly, Pascucci (2017) emphasizes the 

community-oriented agency in situations of displacement, explaining that the social 

infrastructures replace institutional infrastructures and material assistance, at times of 

shrinking humanitarian aid. 

 

2.2 Refugee Camps as Spaces of Diversity and Solidarity. −Relationships and 

community-based infrastructure to accommodate social services, thus construct possibilities 

for agency in the refugee space, in line with Massey’s (2005) argument, for whom space is a 
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product of interrelations and is co-situated through interactions. Moving from this definition, 

we can also understand the camp space as a location of multiple possibilities of existence 

where distinct trajectories could arise or coexist. On one hand, the camp space is constantly 

evolving, and camp dwellers are attempting to make their own pathways: to end their 

temporality and build better futures for themselves (Corbet, 2016). On the other hand, various 

communities can make their own trajectory into the camp and cohabitate the camp space 

despite their various backgrounds. This can be better understood when looking at the camp 

space from the perspective of the mobility turn in social sciences, intersecting spatial with 

social mobilities as liberation paths from situations of social inequalities and oppressions (Faist, 

2013); perspectives that were already present in Massey’s (1991) theorization of physical 

movement including new social interactions with places and beyond; or in Thrift’s (1996) 

conceptualization of being mobile to resist authoritarian regimes, in spaces of communication 

of meanings. These contributions lead us to think of the refugee camp as a combination of 

these potentials: coexistence, mobility and resistance; in other words, as a space of possibilities 

in challenging times such as the one of the current pandemic, even when mobilities are 

unrecorded by, and thus invisible for, institutional powers that should govern the camp.         

Palestinian refugee camps have generally been homogenous spaces of refugees that 

have been displaced from Palestine between 1948 and 1951, and their descendants only. Until 

recently, the main pattern of mobility was rather directed outwards, where the refugees 

attempted to attain a better life by leaving the camp (Doraï, 2003). However, the permanently 

temporary situation of these camps has been slowly transforming them into urban 

components of the host community (Doraï, 2014; El Masri, 2020a). Recent turbulence-induced 

mobilities taking place in the area, such as the Syrian crisis for example, have changed the 

ingression patterns towards the camp space. Dorai (2010a) explains that both social mobility 

(refugees leaving the camp) and the new migration flows (people entering the camp) have 

been profoundly changing the Palestinian refugee camp population, and even blurring the 

boundaries between the two categories of urban refugees and camp dwellers in Beirut.  

Few studies have been addressing this diversity aspect of Palestinian refugee camps 

and the increasing multicultural cooperation inside them. Most notably, Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 

(2018) has been examining refugee-led initiatives that have emerged in response to new 

refugee situations and exploring the dynamics underpinning the encounters between 

‘established’ Palestinian refugees who have lived in an urban Palestinian refugee camp in North 
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Lebanon since the 1950s and the ‘new’ refugees arriving to these camps from Syria since 2011. 

In earlier works, the author refers to a history of refugee solidarity, mentioning that the 

Palestinian refugee camps have welcomed and assisted Palestinian refugees from other camps 

fleeing violence, such as the destruction of Nahr Albared camp in the north of Lebanon in 2007 

(Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2016). Her argument is that this case of refugees helping refugees situates 

Palestinian refugees as agents and active providers of support to others, rather than as mere 

aid recipients. Similarly, Sharif (2018) has highlighted the Refugee solidarity initiated by 

Palestinian refugees in Shatila camp in Beirut as they were assisting Syrian refugees whom 

Lebanon refused to establish refugee camps for, in the beginning of the Syrian crisis. As for 

refugee camps outside Lebanon, studies have been examining how refugees themselves are 

frequently mobilising to create community-based organisations or informal networks, based 

on kinship, culture and faith, as alternative providers of social protection for other refugees in 

matters of education, health, livelihoods, finance, and housing (Pincock et al., 2020). Even 

though the rescue aspect of these initiatives has not been particularly indicated, there is 

evidence on refugee camps as spaces of hospitality for other refugees at times of violence and 

displacement.  

In this paper, we elaborate the above argument in the light of the pandemic and its 

threat to people’s lives, to explore how refugee camps exceed being spaces of agency for the 

internal communities into becoming spaces of rescue also for outsiders at peril during these 

times of global health emergencies. 

To understand the rescue aspect of Bourj Albarajenah, in the following sections we will 

describe some of the features of its urban space, governance and offered services, and then 

present an overview of the critical situation of refugees living in Lebanon under multiple 

challenges that the pandemic has exacerbated. 

 

3. THE PALESTINIAN REFUGEE CAMP OF BOURJ ALBARAJENAH. −Bourj Albarajenah is one 

of twelve Palestinian Refugee camps in Lebanon. With a central location in the southern suburb 

of Beirut, this camp is only four kilometres from the capital’s downtown and two kilometres 

away from the capital’s international airport. There is no official data on the population of the 

camp, but this camp, which was originally built by the Red Cross in 1949 to accommodate 3,500 

refugees (UNRWA, 2018), is now estimated to be a home to over 30,000 Palestinian refugees 

(ANERA, 2021). The camp space of only one squared kilometre (ANERA, 2021) is characterised 
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by over crowdedness, maze-like narrow hallways, and dire housing conditions mainly described 

as dark and damp (fig. 1). However, the ever-growing population within the limited camp space 

has led the refugees to attempt improving their livelihood conditions by expanding their 

concrete structures vertically, where adding more layers to their homes helped make more 

space for various services. For example, there are eleven artesian water wells, five mosques, 

around forty grocery shops, several pharmacies, a cemetery, a drug-abuse rehabilitation 

centre, and a cinder block factory inside Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp today. The camp is 

connected to the city through five main entrances, of which only one is controlled with a 

Lebanese military checkpoint, thus making the camp porous and well connected to its 

surroundings.  

 

Figure 1: Hallways of Bourj Albarajenah. Photo is taken by Yafa El Masri in 2021 

 

Despite living in this camp for over seven decades, its dwellers cannot become 

permanent residents or citizens of Lebanon, due to the nation’s restrictive migration policies 

(Halabi, 2004a). This exception deprives Palestinian refugees in Lebanon from access to the 

labour market, civil participation and public services such as health and education (Abdulrahim 

& Khawaja, 2011; UNRWA, 2015a). Instead, Palestinian refugee camps access these basic 

services through UNRWA, although serious financial cuts have shrunk even its most basic 

assistance to the refugees (El Masri, 2019b).  

Bourj Albarajenah, just as other Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon, is quite a 

peculiar space in terms of governance. These camps were under the governance of the 

Lebanese state until 1969 when the Lebanese and Palestinian representatives reached The 
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Cairo Agreement, giving the Palestinian camps in Lebanon complete autonomy under the 

governance of the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) (UNRWA, 2020b). They became 

dubbed as ‘a state within the state’. After the defeat of the PLO in 1982 and its departure from 

Lebanon, the Agreement was declared null and void by the Lebanese Parliament (UNRWA, 

2020b). However, the camps never actually returned to the realm of governance of the 

Lebanese state because Palestinian refugees wanted to preserve their short-lived sense of 

being an autonomous state, but eventually remained as marginal spaces of no legitimate 

governance structures in place (Hanafi & Long, 2010; Mahoudeau, 2019). Agier (2011) has 

argued that the ‘humanitarian government’ is normally in charge of refugee camp spaces; 

however, in Palestinian refugee camps that is not the case either. Hanafi (2014) calls UNRWA 

the Phantom Sovereign, explaining that the Agency has historically understood its role as a 

temporary relief provider to a temporary group of ‘victims’, carefully avoiding taking on a 

governing role. Therefore, in legal terms, no one is responsible for the lives of those dwelling 

in Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon (Mahoudeau, 2019). In Bourj Albarajenah, popular 

committees are created in informal ways among camp families to address matters of local 

conflicts and general security. 

The impact of this gap of governance on refugees has been intensified during the 

Pandemic. Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp faces major challenges in the healthcare system 

and shortages of medical care. Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp hosts only one UNRWA 

medical clinic and one Palestinian Red Crescent medical centre, both with limited medical 

resources and staffing. The camp’s UNRWA clinic provides eight hours a day of medical support 

through one family doctor, one lab technician, and one pharmacist on a daily basis, in addition 

to one dentist, one paediatrician and one gynaecologist on certain days of the week. It is 

reported that 94% of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon access the UNRWA medical clinic for 

healthcare (UNRWA, 2015a). The clinic does not perform X-rays, operations, and many types 

of tests, and therefore the Red Crescent centre (referred to as Haifa Hospital) is essential for 

those needing to carry out more intensive medical procedure or requiring urgent medical 

interventions outside the work hours of UNRWA. However, Haifa hospital has as little as ten 

doctors for the various domains, struggles with adequate access to electricity, as the rest of 

the camp, and does require fees for its services, all which come as hurdles for responding to 

health issues in the camp. As a result, one third of the Palestinian residents suffer from at least 

one chronic disease. In the current Covid-19 pandemic time, medical services have been under 
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more pressure than ever. Having a poorer health at baseline, Palestinian refugees are three 

times more likely to die of the virus than the population as a whole, as their dire living 

conditions aggravate pulmonary and cardiac diseases (UNRWA, 2022a). 

 

4. OTHER MIGRANTS AT RISK IN LEBANON DURING THE PANDEMIC.− All of the 

country has been hit hard by the pandemic. The crises that have accumulated since 2019 have 

affected all segments of society in Lebanon, limiting their access to medical services and also 

drastically impacting the access of all refugees to various sources of livelihood (UNRWA, 

2021b). After the capital port in Beirut exploded on August 4th of 2020, destroying the city’s 

infrastructure and exhausting the medical system (Human Rights Watch, 2021) and the 

ongoing Deliberate Depression imposed by the country’s elites, causing a devaluation of the 

local currency by 90% that has diminished its purchasing power (World Bank Group, 2021), the 

entire population in Lebanon is struggling to access basic services. 

Palestinian refugees are not the only vulnerable population of the country during the 

Pandemic. Lebanon is also home to 865,500 registered Syrian refugees, and 15,800 registered 

refugees of Ethiopian, Iraqi, Sudanese and other origins, thus making it the country with the 

highest number of refugees per capita in the world (UNHCR, 2021b). A major part of refugees 

in Lebanon remain unregistered with UNHCR, since Lebanon instructed UNHCR to suspend 

registrations in 2015, and with no legal residency in the country, either due to high costs, lack 

of required documentation or irregular entry (UNHCR, 2021a). UNHCR has been stressing that 

this lack of access to legal status puts refugees at high risk especially during the pandemic, even 

more, since Lebanese municipalities have introduced discriminatory restrictions against non-

Lebanese residents, e.g. by enforcing a curfew on Syrian refugees but not on the whole 

population, as part of their efforts to combat COVID-19 (Human Rights Watch, 2020a). Human 

rights watch also reported that migrants were not targeted in any awareness campaign about 

the virus, and were not given any kind of information to guarantee their safe stay in case they 

arrive at the hospital with no legal documents. The regulations that require documentation, to 

validate the patients’ eligibility for care, put those who have no legal residency in the country 

at the risk of deportation (Human Rights Watch, 2020a).  

In addition to refugees who do not have legal residency in the country, Lebanon hosts 

thousands of migrants who arrive to work as cleaners, haulers or domestic helpers, under the 

kafala (sponsorship) System (Human Rights Watch, 2010, 2020b). Dubbed as a form of modern 



146 
 

slavery, kafala is a restrictive system that excludes migrant workers from the official labour 

jurisdiction and enlists them under a law that ties their legal residency to their employers 

(Majzboub, 2021). Leaving or changing jobs without their employers’ consent put them at risk 

of losing their legal residency and facing detention and deportation. Many of these domestic 

helpers suffer from abuse in the homes of their employers, but cannot react for the fear of 

unemployment and deportation. Those who are able to escape the employers’ homes are left 

undocumented as their employers have the right to retain their passport throughout their 

contact. This causes thousands of migrant workers to lay low, live in slum areas and refugee 

camps in order to hide from the state. This situation leaves them in constant uncertainty and 

deprives them from any ability to access healthcare or bureaucratic services. These disabling 

factors imposed by the institutions against refugees in need, have called for other systems of 

response and self-care from the grassroots, which our study has aimed to analyse. 

 

5. METHODOLOGY. −This paper engages with the refugee camp of Bourj 

Albarajenah: a space stiffened by past forced settlement orders and lacking any service 

interventions by either the Lebanese state or lower administrative jurisdictions in which the 

camp is located. To study peculiar spaces like this one that lies outside the ‘normal’ territorial 

regulated frameworks, we believe in the explanatory power of case studies as research 

methods, to analyse specific issues in their social, cultural, political, spatial and territorial 

contexts and their unique patterns in relations with phenomena (including politics) at the 

national and global scales (Bahl & Becker, 2020; Williams et al., 1991).  

In Bourj Albarajenah, we have paid attention to the perspectives, interpretations, 

emotions and agency of the residents addressing the sanitary crisis, rescuing themselves and 

other refugees through food sharing, crowdfunding, and medical caregiving. 

Moreover, this study is in the ‘home place’ of one of the researchers. Having grown up 

as a Palestinian refugee in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp, she decided to return to her family 

during the winter season 2020-2021, doing fieldwork at the same time, with daily visits to the 

volunteer centre of the refugee camp. Access to information and interpretation was facilitated 

by the author’s situatedness as a member of the community, and by an overall deep knowledge 

of its local dynamics. Conversations with several camp dwellers were aimed at understanding 

their general situation throughout the breakout of COVID-19. The interviews involved eight 

volunteers of the Aman Centre, including one doctor, two nurses, two organizers and three 



147 
 

assistants (all Palestinian refugees); ten patients (three Palestinian, three Syrian, one 

Bangladeshi, one Ethiopian, one Sudanese, and one Iraqi) who were being treated by the Aman 

Centre; an UNRWA social worker; and three Palestinian refugee activists. Being their first 

names very common in the area, their use next to the quotes reported in the next section will 

not reveal their identity. The interviews were conducted in Palestinian Arabic, and the quotes 

are from our translation.  

 

6. EXPERIENCING COVID IN BOURJ ALBARAJENAH THROUGH THE CRACKS OF 

FORMAL CARE. − The peculiarity of the pandemic in Bourj Albarajenah refugee camp can be 

understood through the experiences and stories of Palestinian refugees by which we can 

identify the gaps that influenced the breakout impact in refugee camps. Through quotes and 

narrations of camp dwellers, we can view that the state exclusion has led to intensifying the 

socioeconomic struggles of Palestinian refugees, in addition to contributing to the spread of 

the virus in the camp and in the city.  

As mentioned earlier, refugees have suffered due to the exclusion from the public 

medical services; moreover, UNRWA clinics were closed throughout the first few months of 

the breakout in 2020, due to the lack of preparations for pandemic emergencies, therefore 

leaving Palestinians with no accessible health services in such critical times. Interviewed people 

reported cases of hospitals’ refusal of patients who could not prove having insurance coverage. 

Others were able to secure a bed and receive medical care at a hospital in Beirut, but still, the 

lack of free medical coverage was a source of concern. Lacking the same access to public health 

facilities as the Lebanese citizens, Palestinian refugees have to cover their own medical 

expenses. UNRWA does provide some assistance in covering the costs of hospitalization in such 

cases, but the support is limited to certain hospitals with whom there is an agreement in place. 

At times of the pandemic, when oxygen availabilities are limited across hospitals, this issue 

adds stress to the already precarious situations of Palestinian patients. Youssef narrated the 

story of his father: 

“My father was only 52 years old. When he contracted the virus, we took him to a non-

UNRWA contracted hospital because none of the contracted ones had medical supplies 

or oxygen machines to treat him due to the extreme rise in cases. My father died there 

after struggling for 9 days with the virus. The hospital is now asking for 7,500 US Dollars 

to release his body. We do not have that kind of money, now we are in debt and cannot 



148 
 

even bury my father. We are trying to collect donations from Palestinians abroad to help 

us pay the bill.” 

An important spatial character of the camp, which intensified the struggle against the virus, is 

the high human density in Bourj Albarajenah. People in the camp are not able to observe social 

distance in everyday life or self-isolate upon infection, which cause a faster and more impactful 

spread of the virus among camp dwellers.  

Other refugees even reported having to continue going to work every day while still 

being infected with the virus, only because they had no other means to provide for their family. 

Palestinian refugee Jalal is a twenty-five year old construction worker who has no work permit 

and works illegally in a construction site near the camp. Jalal commented:  

“My own family and I live with my parents and my younger brother. I got the virus from 

my little brother, but I could not stop going to work. If I stay at home, who is going to 

come forward and feed my children? Even my elderly parents depend on me, who is 

going to pay for my father’s and my wife’s medications?”.  

Palestinian refugee Qassem has told a similar story, as he kept his infection a secret, and 

continued his truck delivery work in Beirut, trying to avoid any human contact while still making 

the necessary income to feed his kids.  

Like most Palestinians who do have a job, Jalal and Qassem have no work contract and 

thus no holidays, health coverage, sick days off, or any labour law that can protect them at 

times of emergency. In fact, according to the latest available UNRWA survey (2015), 84% of 

Palestinian refugees who work, are in the black market. Their exclusion from the formal labour 

system and public medical care has worsened their already precarious livelihoods, and further 

increased their risk of infections and mortalities, ultimately contributing to the spread of the 

disease within the camp and the city.  

However, even though Palestinian refugees in Bourj Albarajenah are not able to 

physically change their camp space to ensure social distancing or influence the Lebanese 

jurisdiction in order to attain socioeconomic security, they have succeeded to reorganize their 

life in that limited space, through different means. Those we could observe were food sharing 

and crowdfunding, which provided medical and other forms of care for Palestinian refugees in 

the pandemic, and even for non-Palestinian living outside the camp.   
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6.1 Food sharing. − One of the camp’s notable initiatives during the pandemic is food 

sharing. As a response mechanism, food has become mobile when humans cannot be. Jalal’s 

neighbours, for instance, have begun to share their own food supply with Jalal’s family: “This 

is our way of telling him that if he decides to stay at home, we will always have his back”. The 

experience of Jalal is not unique. As many infected have either lost their source of income or 

are afraid to lose it, food sharing has grown as an informal cooperation mechanism among 

camp dwellers to provide security, support the ‘stay at home’ indication, and cope with the 

COVID-19 related unemployment. Food sharing have also become a formal mechanism for 

solidarity across the community. Small grocery shops and catering projects of the camp, such 

as Soufra, a catering initiative specialized to making traditional Palestinian food based in Bourj 

Albarajenah camp, have collaborated in cooking and distributing free meals to infected families 

in the camp (fig. 2). This kind of solidarity has provided a sense of safety for the community, 

providing the protection and care that the state or the humanitarian agencies have failed to 

secure.  

  

Figure 2: A Soufra Volunteer creating food rations for infected families in Bourj Albarajenah. 

Photo is courtesy of Soufra, taken in 2020. 

6.2 Crowdfunding. − Another significant mobilization has involved the collection of 

funds to provide medical care and other needs. Messages posted in social media from the 

camp to the world and especially to Palestinians based abroad, have spread the need for 

contributions to purchase necessary material and equipment for residents of Bourj 

Albarajenah. Against the idea of a suspension of activism due to the pandemic, the camp, on 
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the contrary, has become a hub of interactions and complementarity of various initiatives. In 

particular, we have observed those enacted by volunteer organization Aman. 

Aman (security, in Arabic) is a volunteer group formed by 15 Palestinian refugees active in Bourj 

Albarajenah since 2017. Their activities have involved elderly care, basic health services, and 

maintenance works in the camp. As the pandemic began to spread in Bourj Albarajenah in May 

2020, an urgent meeting of the volunteers led to setting a crowdfunding strategy to address 

the impact of the virus on the community. The plan is based on community support and the 

word of mouth, with small money banks organized in shops and common areas to collect funds 

necessary for purchasing basic medication and setting up a quarantine facility (fig.3 and 4). 

Parts of the collected funds were also used to pay various financial obligations of individuals 

struggling due to COVID-related unemployment, such as Jalal who benefited from Aman’s 

funds to cover his family’s medication and utility bills. Aman has also allocated parts of these 

funds to purchase childcare necessities, such as diapers and milk, for families who have lost 

their income due to infection or lockdown. 

    

Figure 3: An Aman money bank in a coffee shop in Bourj Albarajenah, Photo is courtesy of Aman 

initiative, taken in 2020. 

 

Figure 4: Aman volunteers opening the collected Aman money banks. Photo is courtesy of Aman 

initiative, taken in 2020. 
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Thanks to these funds, a house of the camp has been sanitized, stocked with basic 

medical tools, and transformed into a primitive quarantine and treatment facility. Since 

Palestinian refugees cannot work legally in the medical field in Lebanon, those graduated in 

medicine, pharmacy and related fields either work informally in Beirut, practice their 

profession in the camp independently or in UNRWA clinics, or remain unemployed. The skills 

of these medical graduates represent fundamental assets for the camp during these critical 

times. Two Palestinian refugee doctors and three nurses joined the team providing free 

medical services.  

With the worsening of the crisis and the increased need of oxygen machines and 

medications, Aman initiated a call for donations directed to Palestinian refugees settled 

abroad, and especially, based in Europe. Abu Hassan, a co-founder of Aman, reports that the 

donations have been used to purchase twenty Oxygen machines, other tools and medicines, 

which have allowed the continuation of the care services in the facility (Fig 5 and 6). 

 

Figure 5: Aman Volunteer Doctor visiting a patient. Photo is courtesy of Aman initiative, taken 

in 2020. 
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Figure 6: Volunteers sorting out medicines at Aman Facility. Photo is courtesy of Aman initiative, 

taken in 2020. 

 

6.3 Medical caregiving for all. −Aman is not a facility solely for Palestinian refugees but 

is rather a welcoming space that has been providing medical care for sick Palestinian refugees, 

Palestinian refugees from Syria’s refugee camps, Syrian refugees, and African migrants. Several 

of these refugees arrive at Bourj Albarajenah seeking medical assistance because they lack 

legal residency in the country, or the legal criteria needed to access the state healthcare. For 

example, Aman has provided healthcare for Syrian refugees who have either entered Lebanon 

irregularly or have not been able to renew their residence permit and therefore cannot risk 

engaging with the state health system, such as Saba, who arrived from Aleppo to Lebanon in 

2016. She explained her journey leading to Bourj Albarajenah:  

“I crossed the Syrian Lebanese borders in an irregular manner after Lebanon had ended 

its open-door policy. We did not have a choice. Our area was being bombarded every 

day, and civilians were being shot on the spot. And they [Lebanon] closed the borders in 

our face, so we had to cross through a smuggling route. But I have been illegal in this 

state since that day…if they find me, they will deport me. So, I cannot go to a hospital, 

my children cannot go to school; we cannot go to any public facility. When I got sick, we 

had to look for a place, which does not require my documents to admit me to healthcare. 

Aman is a primitive form of a clinic, but at least I feel safe from the police.” 
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Aman has also been providing medical care to migrant workers who have lost their legal 

residency due to evading the kafala system, such as Osman who arrived from Bangladesh to 

Lebanon in 2017 to work in a private cleaning company, but the termination of his contract 

caused expiration of his visa. To avoid returning to his country, and continue sending 

remittances to his family in Bangladesh, he had no other choice than working in the black 

market as a cleaner in a residential building. During the interview, Osman explained:  

“I would rather die with COVID than to be taken to the hospital. They might treat me, 

but then they will deliver me to the Lebanese Security, who beat us up and humiliate us 

in interrogation. I have heard horrible stories from my friends who were deported back 

to Bangladesh. This camp has welcomed us in many ways in the past, I know other 

migrants who live here, so I know that Palestinians will not turn us in or turn their back 

on us. I went to a camp charity organization who guided me to this place”.  

When asking Abu Hassan about his view of this setting of solidarity, he said: “We know what it 

is like to be a stranger; we have felt that all our lives here. We do not want them to feel that, 

especially in sickness. This is a home for all of us. Here, we protect each other.”  

Aman has also been providing medical care to African migrants who have escaped the 

Kafala system due to domestic abuse, such as Anu, who arrived from Ethiopia in 2016 to work 

at a middle-class household as a domestic helper. She could not report her employer’s 

continuous physical abuse to the authorities because her right to stay and work in Lebanon is 

in his hands, and therefore decided to flee the house and reside in a slum area near the camp. 

Anu speaks of the care received by Aman volunteers:  

“They asked me what kind of food I liked, they tried to use the ingredients that we, 

Ethiopians, use. Everyday Duaa (a volunteer) would check on me. They got me the Wi-

Fi password from the house next door, so I can call my family in Ethiopia and tell them 

that I am fine. They were genuinely concerned about my wellbeing; they understood 

that I needed family.”  

Finally, in the first few months of 2021, UNRWA reopened their facilities, providing 

medical care, free testing, a quarantine location, and vaccinations to Palestinian refugees. 

However, no formal programs were ever established for the assistance of undocumented 

migrants or unauthorized residents of the city; therefore, they continued to seek assistance in 

informal ways, to which initiatives like Aman is able to respond, providing protection and 

hospitality. Aman volunteers continue to put themselves at risk until the day of writing this 
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paper in February of 2022, where many of them have intercepted the virus during their contact 

with patients at the facility in the last year and have required intensive care themselves.  

Other Palestinian refugee camps have been witnessing similar movements of 

crowdfunding for medical care and covid-related financial struggles. For example, refugees in 

Mar Elias refugee camp in Beirut have started a similar crowdfunding campaign among 

refugees in Lebanon to support those struggling with medical bills or access to medication. 

Similarly, Fiddain Qasmiyyeh (2020) has described acts sharing information, food  and 

sanitation products among different migrants in Baddawi camp in the north of Lebanon during 

the pandemic; all which highlights a pattern of solidarity among refugees in Lebanon’s 

Palestinian refugee camps.  

7. BOURJ ALBARAJENAH AS A SPACE OF MOBILITY, RESISTANCE AND RESCUE. −Through 

the observation of Bourj Albarajenah camp and its dwellers during the pandemic, we have 

understood the potential of self-reliance, its outcomes and limitations in refugee spaces at 

times of critical threat. Some residents of Bourj Albarajenah were unable to follow the rules of 

social distancing or quarantine orders and continued to work even when infected, due to the 

lack of economic security, which threatens the survival of their families just as the virus, if not 

worse. However, social infrastructures organized in Bourj Albarajenah for food sharing, 

crowdfunding provision of medical services, and caring for incoming undocumented migrants, 

have highlighted the camp as a space of mobility, resistance and rescue for internal residents 

and other undocumented migrants based in Beirut: people left at the margins of the Lebanese 

state or international agency to assist refugees. The results above suggest that refugees are 

capable of strategizing, outsourcing and sharing resources for the sake of community 

protection that goes beyond their own camp limits. 

These results have highlighted two major aspects of mobility in Bourj Albarajenah. One 

regards the role of the disposing the mobile refugees as invisible in exacerbating the spread of 

the pandemic. Another one regards the use of this invisibility as a tool of resisting the pandemic 

and rescuing humans. Both are complex notions regarding agency and rescue, which explain 

the social reality of refugee camps, but also describe the proactive response to improve it, 

taking responsibility for their own lives but also for those of others. 

The invisibility of refugee mobility patterns can be attributed to the disposal of refugee 

spaces as secondary during times of emergency. The stories of refugees who knowingly 

infected others during the pandemic could imply the responsibility of refugees for exacerbating 
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the spread of the virus. However, from actually listening to stories (Bennett et al., 2015) and 

interpreting motives and power struggles (Bahl & Becker, 2020) we deduce the responsibility 

of humanitarian and legal authorities for exposing refugees and migrants to risks, by depriving 

them from much needed economic, and medical protection at the times of a pandemic. By 

rendering them invisible and marginal, authorities overlook unconventional mobility patterns 

and their underlying interactions with the black market of the city. The overlooked social 

interaction of the camp dwellers with the outside world, through hidden work, has caused 

unnoticed bilateral spread of the virus.  

Understanding Bourj Albarajenah as a hub for mobility builds on Dorai’s (2010a) existing 

evidence of the refugee camp as a porous space that continues to integrate itself into the urban 

space through meaningful exchanges with its host environment. This alerts us to the risks of 

overlooking refugee mobility. Viewing refugee communities as confined, immobile and 

isolated, we assume their inability to communicate with, and thus infect, their surroundings, 

therefore leaving several channels open for risk transmission.  

On the other hand, invisible mobility has become a tool for refugees in Bourj Albarajenah 

to rescue and protect undocumented migrants at risk through informal means of community 

humanitarianism. Through food sharing, crowdfunding and providing medical care to their own 

community and to others, dwellers of Bourj Albarajenah have created a space of rescue for 

those neglected by the state or pursued by it. Being the state’s blind spot, the invisibility of the 

camp has provided a safe haven for those being chased by possible scenarios of legal and social 

violence. The work of refugees towards the construction of such space aligns with Mountz’s 

(2011) study on waiting, where refugees who remain in Bourj Albarajenah camp are not merely 

waiting for legal or humanitarian strategies, but are actively developing their own strategies of 

survival and resistance through structures of solidarity. The human condition of refugees and 

migrants may be highlighting the legal suspension and socioeconomic exclusion, which has 

worsened the impact of the pandemic on the refugee community. However, it is still important 

to look at this condition through Hanafi’s (2008b) concept of the local sovereign to rather frame 

how refugees have become their own governors, policy makers, budget setters, action 

planners, and organizers at critical times of emergency.  

The lack of the state or humanitarian sovereign in Bourj Albarajenah have produced the 

local sovereign in the form of a multiplicity of dynamic actors, such as grocery shop owners, 

Soufra kitchen chefs, Aman volunteers, and Jalal’s neighbours, who have assumed 
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responsibility for a timely and planned response to the pandemic. The variety and cooperation 

of these actors in asserts the notion of pluralised governance, introduced in the work of 

Pascucci and Soininen (2021), who invite us to think of other forms of governance that go 

beyond the territorial boundedness and make space for marginalized actors in between. 

Coinciding with their theory that the plurality of subjects and polycentric powers can unsettle 

the vertical and ineffective governing structures in place, the legal and humanitarian structures 

in place in Lebanon have proven to have dangerous gaps, which refugees and undocumented 

migrants in Lebanon are falling through. Therefore, pluralized actions of food sharing, 

crowdfunding and hospitality that have been taking place on different scales, create more 

flexible decision making and collective action approaches that can prove to be more effective 

and inclusive in increasingly complex situations. 

The approach of this pluralized governance also required actions of international upscaling, 

where refugees of Bourj Albarajenah have strategized their action through inviting refugees 

abroad to contribute to the rescue of their community. Aligning with the work of Minoia and 

Mölkänen (2021) in other geographical contexts, scaling through kinship crowdfunding and 

social media have enabled Bourj Albarajenah dwellers to jump beyond the administrative city 

and national levels of public care to strengthen their logistical and operational goals within the 

pandemic agenda. Through multi-governing, and local and transnational networking, Bourj 

Albarajenah has established alternatives to the normative state-humanitarian construct of 

protection and has remedied some of its short falling towards refugees and migrants.  

By putting themselves at risk of infections and sacrificing already scarce resources to assist 

those in distress, we can situate the experience of Palestinian refugees in Bourj Albarajenah as 

an operation of rescue. Palestinians were able to rescue other refugees because of a long 

history in the country that enables them to locate possible channels of acquiring and mobilizing 

the resources needed to cope with this crisis.  

These observations of refugee camps as spaces of rescue could be generalized to other 

refugee spaces, especially in cases of protracted refugees. Further comparative research can 

establish a better understanding of the different ways through which different types of refugee 

camps can perform operations of rescue, to investigate the role of other factors such as 

temporality and legal confinement, and to plan new sustainable forms of international 

solidarity other than those provided by UNRWA and other multilateral agencies depending on 

states’ funding policies. 
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8. CONCLUSION. −Our study has posed the question of protection in the case of stateless 

communities, in a world where states are conceived as the main agents for protecting citizens 

from the risks of the current global pandemic. The lack of official structures has left displaced 

people unprotected at times of medical and economic emergencies. Having understood 

refugee camps as spaces of agency, in which displaced communities develop strategies of 

survival and better livelihoods, we have suggested the ability of refugees to construct spaces 

of rescue to provide medical care for those left at the margins.  

At times recognised as of global immobility, refugee spaces have relied on invisible mobility 

for survival. Invisible mobility may have contributed to the spread of the virus but has also 

saved lives when undocumented migrants have travelled towards the camp seeking alternative 

types of care. Through this case study, we can deduce that refugees have constructed their 

space of rescue by strategizing a community response, establishing networks and jump scaling 

for solidarity crowdfunding, food sharing, and hospitality, even by putting themselves at 

further risk of infection, and sacrificing their minimal resources in order to relief other refugees 

in distress.  

Recognizing these invisible mobilities and their potential in processes of rescue is important 

for redefining the position of the camp in the urban and global space. On a local level, the camp 

space is complementing the state’s action plan by filling the gaps of the legal system. On a 

larger scale, the role of the camp in combatting emergencies such as a global pandemic implies 

the significance of the camp on a wider arena where it has altered the lives of migrants from 

various areas of the world, thus making the camp less isolated than most theories suggest. 

Having conceived the diversity of the camp, we can no longer view the camp as a confined 

space of oppression, but rather as a space of transnational and transcultural solidarity in which 

displaced groups practice cooperation and rescue. If refugee camps are involved in issues of 

global significance, such as that of migrants during the pandemic, then a global recognition of 

refugee voices and experiences is necessary. Therefore, redefining the position of the camps 

on local and global levels entails inviting policy and theory to include refugee spaces in the 

global governance arena, through more serious representation and participation, and 

recognizing their ability to succeed where states may fail.  
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5. Conclusion 

Despite waiting for 74 years by now, Palestinian refugees are actively creating solutions 

inspired from  their community experiences, inherited memory, and networks to make their 

refugee camps more bearable, but also employable towards their collective goals. They are 

transforming their space of confinement and control into a place which reflects their shared 

identity in connection to Palestine. The agencies of reorganizing space, establishing gardens 

and recreational activity areas, preparing roofs for weddings and funerals, and naming the 

camp neighborhoods and facilities after the Palestinian villages and cities that camp dwellers 

come from, are all practices inspired by belonging to Palestine, but are oriented towards 

improving life of in displacement in Lebanon. The status of waiting has entailed both activism 

for the right of return, and promoting the  development of survival strategies in 

unconventional ways to accommodate better quality of life. 

These practices are partially due to the absence of the state and the shrinking humanitarian 

aid inside the refugee camp, but are also a result of refugees’ strive to have control over their 

own lives and future. Palestinian refugees have wanted to shape their lives and therefore 

developed their own alternative mechanisms of survival, livelihood and development in 

various fields, of which we have seen some examples in education, health and nutrition in the 

above articles. This research has established evidence that refugees have actively established 

these survival mechanisms not only because services were lacking. Even when services were 

provided by humanitarian aid, such as in the case of education, refugees decided to construct 

alternative services which meet their conception of what is a necessary education at times of 

displacement rather than accepting the top-down approach which ignores their unique history.  

These various practices of appropriating the space, services and the interactions for the service 

of the community have given meaning to life in the camp and therefore transformed the camp 

from a space to a place.  

Furthermore, this process of place-making has entailed reconnecting humans to the land and 

countering the colonial story of occupation over their lands. Displacement and the refugee 

camp are results of coloniality which occupies Palestinian lands until today (Dana & Jarbawi, 

2017; Salamanca et al., 2012), but are also used by refugees as a decolonial tool by which they 

discredit the colonizer’s story, prove their long relevancy to the land through their native 

knowledge of the areas from which they are displaced, and protect the right of return of future 

Palestinian refugee generations. This research has founded that refugees transform the 
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refugee camp into a decolonial tool by which they maintain both community and knowledge 

in their most native format. Through learning by cooking, passing stories of endangered 

knowledge of Palestinian plants and herbs, telling stories of experienced displacement in the 

family, sharing memories of life in Palestinian villages and cities, and conducting rituals of 

connection to the land (pilgrimage to the borders, inheriting house keys), they are using the 

camp (previously represented as a tool of confinement) as a tool towards return and liberation.  

Cosmologies and political ontologies that are born from the experience of the refugee camp 

have shaped and guided the process of place-making which consisted of and highly depended 

on cooperation and mobility as two main pillars. Cooperation and mobility have enabled the 

camp to expand beyond the limitations that were established to confine this space. This 

unconventional geographic expansion has allowed the camp dwellers to attain better living 

conditions by securing more space, crowdfunding with Palestinians in the diaspora, 

establishing a connection with the homeland and welcoming marginalized migrants.  

Refugees strategically set up networks and assemblages at various scales in order to sustain 

their livelihoods and their struggle. For example, they used crowdfunding at a local and 

diasporic level to set  for the aim of establishing healthcare, and through audiovisual 

productions they attempted to  communicate with the world for the goal of changing their 

global image. The systematic scaling up through crowdfunding and social media have enabled 

Bourj Albarajenah dwellers to jump beyond the administrative city and national levels of public  

care to strengthen their logistical and operational goals within the pandemic agenda. 

Expanding the scale of the camp cooperation to include the rescue of other migrants is 

evidence that the forms of cooperation are effective not only inside the refugee camp but are 

also rescalable to the wider environment (the city) which can be redefined to include concepts 

of care and inclusive protection.  

Various networks were formed among humans (camp dwellers, undocumented migrants, 

diaspora community, clients from outside the camp) and between human and non-humans 

(cement, walls, space, art, plants, memories, stories, videos, land) have allowed the 

establishment of alternative forms of improving livelihoods. Assembling various elements 

together makes the improvement of circumstances possible and allows altering the livelihoods. 

For example, assembling the camp invisibility with volunteer for healthcare and crowdfunding 

has allowed the rescue of undocumented migrants of the city. These elements, unassembled, 

would have otherwise never led to the consequence that refugees have attained by assembling 
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the elements to establish this rescue mechanism during the pandemic. In the realm of refugee 

studies and camp geographies, power is associated to Humanitarian aid and state. However, 

bringing the lens of assemblages and networks has allowed us to view the refugee camp as a 

network, where power is not intrinsic and is rather composed by enrolling many actors in a 

given political and social scheme. 

Therefore, life in the camp can be introduced as a unique world which is defined by a sense of 

togetherness and community, social and physical proximities and the shared displacement 

experience. Being in the camp is then defined by togetherness as a method of resisting 

displacement, enduring exile and working towards the goal of return. They use the memory of 

a home in mind (and in the past), to build a present home in exile is the cosmology guiding 

everyday lives in the refugee camp and forming the political ontology of existing despite forced 

displacement from the land. This is an active assembling of memory, congestion, shared space, 

unified goals on return and hope to construct a convivial community of refugees. The world of 

the camp is built on a political ontology derived from shared experiences of displacement and 

inherited memories of this same displacement, legal and social situation of statelessness and 

lack of citizenship, sense of belonging to Palestine as a natural home, culture of sacredness of 

right of return and resistance to accomplish that right, and congestion and physical proximity 

in the overpopulated camp space. These elements create a unique way in which Palestinians 

understand their life, formulate their own perception of what wellbeing means in a refugee 

camp, and pursue their goals in displacement.  

The means of creating wellbeing in the refugee camp are defined by the unique ways of 

Palestinian refugees of being in the world, through methods that are deeply rooted in solidarity 

and conviviality. Instead of the focus on income and production, they establish networks 

that  aim to rescue community cohesion and the unified goal of decoloniality of their lands, 

which forms the mode of post-development in Bourj Albarajenah. The clearest example 

is  relationship of refugees with their Palestinian homeland and their pursue of that 

relationship through rituals, spatial expressions, food, folklore, volunteer initiatives and 

sisterhoods. Through the various methods of place-making, Palestinians were making home in 

exile in relationship to Palestine, and were making food in connection to Palestinian 

environment and nature. Their education has incorporated collective memory and history as a 

pillar of pursuing rights for a future home. Their way of being in the world conveyed being 

together and being in relation with Palestine. And with these relationalities in mind, 
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they  constructed the world of the refugee camp. The refugee pursuit of decoloniality is 

evidence of the need to decolonize refugee studies, and begin to encounter refugee camps as 

spaces of agency and decolonial efforts. 

We can note that the absence of channels to transform their reality through classical political 

participation (voting, representation, elections) leads refugees to contribute to transforming 

their reality  through direct means of cooperation and direct action in the community at a 

grassroots level, such as  informal food sharing, launching of volunteer cooperatives, creation 

of their own media outlets, and  crowdfunding to create their own medical care centers. They 

created networks in which they were active actants, and developed connections that enable 

them to reach further and attain their goals of education, housing, food security and medical 

care. In other words, they assembled elements of memory, identity, stories, space and media 

in order to reach their desired form of the refugee camp, and to claim space in the city they 

are excluded from. When expanding to include elements from outside the camp and from the 

city, we can even theorize that refugees are resisting to change the representation of the city, 

and propose a different city where refugees and undocumented migrants are included in 

decision making and are protected.    

Eventually, this research demonstrated that refugee camps are not fixed confined spaces with 

controlled mobilities and top-down only modes of development. The modes of vertical 

expansion of buildings, the attempts to make way towards occupied Palestinian lands in both 

cultural and geographical senses, and attempts to reach out for the outside world, are all 

modes of movement and exchange by which refugees change their reality and shape their 

world. Mobility and alternatives modes of development exist in waiting zones and are led by 

the refugees themselves. Smaller networks does not mean less mobility, but more frequency 

of mobility along the same networks, and therefore stronger relations.  

Therefore, I argue for a different image of the camp, less confined and more open to the camp’s 

modes of resistance. This is important because it speaks directly to policies that deal with 

refugee camps. Policies often aim to confine, restrict, inhibit the growth of, and disconnect 

refugee camps from the world.  However the camp and its new generations manage to survive 

in the same space which does not physically expand, which leads us to conclude that the camp 

does expand, in alternative ways, despite confinement and limitations.  They established 

alternative means of expansion and survival through establishing strong and reliable networks. 
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The camp expands in a social sense, it rescues people from outside the camp and 

communicates with the outside world through media and productions. It expands physically 

through a vertical growth of buildings and the production of green spaces on rooftops. It 

expands (and reproduces) culturally and pedagogically as it builds a connection with 

Palestinian roots through food and represents Palestine in the exiled camp space. Eventually, 

the camp expands, despite borders and confinements, and therefore policies that deal with 

the camp must begin to tackle the camp as a relational world of expansion acknowledge that 

the camp is capable of deciding and constructing its own modes of development.  

It remains essential to state that this conclusion is not meant to frame the refugee camp as an 

optimal situation of living, romanticize displacement, or that we should have more refugee 

camps in the world by any chance. Refugee camps discussed in this dissertation have serious 

problems and sometimes life-threatening events that are intrinsic to the temporal nature and 

legal exclusion of refugee camps, such as weak structures that fall apart, rain electrocution that 

has taken lives of tens of young men in Bourj Albarajenah, concentrated power among elite 

families, and becoming a destination for fugitives of the city, only to name a few problems. This 

dissertation does not imply that live in displacement is ideal, it rather implies that these 

populations would choose to live in their home countries and communities over the camp at 

any given day and therefore use the camp as a decolonial tool towards that aim.  

The description of the camp agency in constructing livelihoods in this dissertations rather aims 

to accurately interpret and frame the situation of refugees and refugee camps. Having a false 

representation and an incomplete understanding of refugee camps results in misplanning of 

policies that target refugees. Rather than developing gender-blind, refugee-insensitive and 

often colonial policies about refugees, it is rather important to plan well-informed policies with 

refugees. 

The post-development school of thought positions strategies of reciprocity, solidarity and 

commoning as viable and sustainable means of survival and for societal and economic 

transformation. The case study of Bourj Albarajenah has demonstrated how these same 

strategies have been the main methods of survival and creation of wellbeing. Therefore, as per 

the discourse of the pluriverse, the camp (just as any other area of the global south) needs to 

be revisited as an assemblage of elements for the construction of networks of care. It must be 

addressed in policy as a place rather than as an underdeveloped space. The political ecology 

of the camp is shaped by their collective experience of displacement in relationship to 
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Palestine. Therefore, any policies or projects that aim to work with the Palestinian refugee 

community need to center this political ontology for a sustainable and effective cooperation in 

order to improve livelihoods of the target community. 
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