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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

 

Made to Move: Placemaking and Accumulated Attachments among Palestinian Refugees 

from Syria 

 

 

Made to Move: Placemaking and Accumulated Attachments among Palestinian Refugees 

from Syria traces the experiences of Palestinian refugees displaced from the Yarmouk 

Palestinian refugee Camp in Damascus by the Syrian Civil War. Established in 1952 to 

house Palestinians displaced to Syria in 1948, Yarmouk was besieged and destroyed 

during the war, meaning those Palestinians who had spent decades living in Yarmouk as 

refugees suddenly experienced further rounds of displacement. Drawing on ethnographic, 

digital and archival research methods, the dissertation shows how Yarmouk’s history 

enabled it to emerge as a place of significance for those who inhabited and moved 

through it as well as in relations with broader geographies of people and places. It goes 

onto show how these significances dynamically intersected with experience of new 

places following displacement from Yarmouk, exploring narratives of community, digital 

placemaking practices and the daily practices of dwelling in new localities. In doing so, 

Made to Move demonstrates that for people on the move, practices in and oriented around 

one place also shape the numerous other places, across space and time, to which people 

have built ties and attachments—what I call the iterative simultaneity of place. This 

iterative simultaneity of place illuminates how Yarmouk, Palestine and other past, present 

and aspirational future places of residence and significance are dynamically co-

constituted through ongoing practices. Made to Move therefore demonstrates that place is 

produced as much through movement as through situatedness in a specific locality. That 

is, people and the places to which they claim belonging are reciprocally constituted 
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through mobility, both experienced and intergenerational, across a constellation of 

spatially and temporally distributed localities. 
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Introduction 

Yarmouk and the Significances of Place 

 On Eid, the camp would come alive. Of course, it was not that the Yarmouk 

Palestinian Refugee Camp, which was located about eight kilometers south of central 

Damascus, was ever truly quiet. Home to nearly a million people—around 160,000 of 

them Palestinian refugees—the camp was always busy. Its two main arteries, Yarmouk 

Street and Palestine Street, were lined with four and five-story apartment buildings, the 

ground floors of which held shops that opened onto the bustling avenues. In between 

these two main streets were the branching alleyways of the original camp, established in 

the early 1950s to house Palestinian refugees who had been living in schools, mosques 

and open space across Damascus in the years since their 1948 displacement from 

Palestine. In the decades after its establishment, the camp had become a social and 

economic center in southern Damascus. Augmented by waves of residents displaced by 

Israel’s 1967 occupation of the Golan Heights and the expulsion of the Palestine 

Liberation Organization from Beirut in 1982, Yarmouk would also become home for 

many hundreds of thousands of Syrians engaging in rural-urban migration and a 

destination for middle-class Damascenes seeking an affordable place to start a family. But 

Yarmouk drew in even non-residents. Its vegetable market, abutting the camp’s 

municipality (Yarmouk was the only Palestinian camp in Syria with a municipality) was 

frequented not only by camp dwellers and residents of neighboring areas but also by 

visitors from Amman looking for cheap, quality produce to take back with them to 

Jordan. Loubia Street and Safad Street were among the camp’s other famous (and busy) 
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markets. Loubia, running east-west between Yarmouk and Palestine Streets was more 

upscale, while Safad, which abutted the eastern end of Loubia and ran north-south, was 

more affordable. But both offered goods as well-made as the ones you would find in 

Damascus’s famous old souqs—and at more competitive prices. Further, the camp never 

slept. Shops and cafes stayed open in Yarmouk later than in neighboring areas. If you 

needed anything late at night in Damascus, therefore, you had to go to Yarmouk to find it.  

 But Eid was still something else. In the evening before the first night of the 

holiday, the camp “turned into a zoo.” Several hours before the final breaking of the fast, 

Yarmouk’s markets were already overflowing with people buying clothing, gifts and 

supplies in preparation. Loubia Street was so packed that “you could drop salt from 

above the crowd and it would not reach the ground.” On the night that marked the start of 

Eid, “the lights would not go out, the people would not stop moving and the sound of cars 

and vendors would not fade away.” The sheer mass of people caused one to wonder if 

every house was empty because it appeared as if the entire camp was in the street. 

Buildings and streets were decorated with lights and squares would be taken over to 

celebrate, including one that featured a small amusement part with whirling rides that 

overflowed with the children. Vendors would wander the square, selling snacks, balloons, 

noisemakers and bright pink cotton candy. The next morning, the first day of Eid proper, 

began with a march down Yarmouk Street, led by the Palestinian factions and youth 

Scout groups carrying Palestinian flags and photographs of the martyrs. The destinations 

of the march was the camp’s old Martyrs’ Cemetery, where lay those sons and daughters 

of the camp who had been killed in the struggle for Palestinian liberation, as well as the 

bodies of prominent national leaders. Camp residents would greet the families of the 
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martyrs first. Only then would they return to their neighborhoods to carry out visits to 

friends and families across the camp, indulging in sweets and drinking coffee at each 

house they visit. The visits would continue for days. On Eid, the camp would come alive.  

 Eid al-Adha in October 2012 was the last Eid celebrated in Yarmouk. Already by 

that time, violence from the intensifying civil war, which had begun as a popular uprising 

against Bashar al-Assad’s rule in 2011, was spilling into the camp, despite the residents’ 

attempt to maintain a precarious neutrality. But even with the intensifying conflict, the 

final Eid saw children riding the rides in Yarmouk’s small amusement parks and Safad 

and Loubia Street packed with shoppers. Two months later, however, those streets would 

be almost completely silent. On December 16th, 2012, Syrian Air Force MiG jets struck 

the camp’s Abdel-Qader al-Husseini Mosque and a nearby shelter that was hosting 

families displaced from neighboring areas by the fighting. The next day, residents began 

fleeing the camp en masse, with only a few thousand choosing to remain. Many of the 

displaced sought refuge in other parts of Damascus while others fled to Jordan, Lebanon, 

Turkey or, via various means including perilous trips across the Mediterranean, to Europe 

and beyond. On the same day the camp’s residents fled, the opposition Free Syrian Army 

flooded in. In response, fighters aligned with Assad’s regime instituted a siege that would 

stretch for years. Dozens died of starvation. The camp was eventually seized by fighters 

loyal to the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria. In 2018, the regime launched a devastating 

campaign that recaptured Yarmouk and left much of the camp in ruins. Upon retaking 

Yarmouk, forces loyal to the regime looted what remained of its houses and shops. 

Starting around 2020, some families with ties to the regime were allowed to trickle back 

in to live amid the rubble. But the camp lays largely empty and destroyed.  
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In 2022, Eid al-Fitr prayers were held in the Abdel-Qader al-Husseini Mosque for 

the first time since 2012. The Syrian branch of the Palestinian political faction Fatah 

conducted a march to the Martyr’s Cemetery on the first day of Eid. Scouts holding 

Palestinian and Fatah flags and playing drums marched through the rubble of the camp to 

the now-destroyed Martyr’s Cemetery. Bright new banners expressing Eid well-wishes 

were hung from the empty husks of the camp’s buildings. One depicted, in cartoon form, 

jubilant crowds in front of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem with text that read “Our 

Eid in Jerusalem.” The pristine new banners clashed eerily with the damaged and 

destroyed buildings from which they hung, pockmarked as they were by bullet holes and 

explosions. The following year, in 2023, the regime denied a request to allow Eid 

celebrations in Yarmouk. 

 Placing Yarmouk 

This is both a work about a place and a work about place. It is a place that I have 

never visited. And, by virtue of its destruction and mass displacement of its residents, it is 

a place that no longer exists in its pre-war form. The narrative related above about the 

camp’s famous Eid celebrations, therefore, is not based on any firsthand participation or 

observation. Rather, it is aggregated from the various methods by which I learned about 

the camp: interviews with former residents of Yarmouk, observation of social media and 

study of digital and physical archives of newspapers, government and UN documents, 

maps and city plans. But despite the widespread destruction and the erasure of its pre-war 

community, Yarmouk continues to resonate profoundly among members of its now 

globally dispersed diaspora. It is what I will call a place of significance. With place of 

significance, I seek to conceptualize the processes by which places come to matter for 
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those who inhabit, inherit and encounter them and, reciprocally, how these places take on 

social, political, symbolic and economic gravity in relations with broader geographies. 

Place of significance, therefore, characterizes a form of relation and type of process more 

than it refers to a specific kind of place. That is, in the abstract, all places carry some 

form of significance to at least some people. However, not all places are significant to all 

who inhabit, inherit and encounter them. And not all places manifest their significances in 

the same way. Therefore, how places matter to different people varies depending on the 

processes by which these forms of significance arise. This dissertation, then, explores the 

constitution of Yarmouk as a place of significance and the resonances of its eventual loss.  

But how can a refugee camp become a place of significance? As Siddiqi writes in 

her study of the Dadaab Refugee Camp in Kenya, “refugee camps are not supposed to 

leave a trace. They are intended to be fugitive spaces, sometimes obscured by the people 

sheltering, perhaps hiding, and sometimes by the activities of the people protecting 

them.”1 This intended absence of trace is not just material, however. Refugee camps are 

also not meant to bestow on their inhabitants any sort of political status or social identity. 

They are not supposed to become places of attachment. They are instead “perhaps the 

quintessential humanitarian space,”2 and temporary ones at that, only meant to last until 

refugees can return to their place of origin or be settled elsewhere. And yet, for so many 

camps, the protracted nature of their inhabitants’ displacement leads to fundamental 

transformations, both material and affective, that turn supposedly temporary “non-

places”3 into urban forms and places of profound significance.  

Yarmouk is one of the many Palestinian camps that have become places of 

significance for their current and former residents. The archipelago of Palestinian camps 
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that is now distributed across Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and the occupied West Bank, East 

Jerusalem and Gaza Strip arose as a result of the events of 1947-49 that Palestinian 

refugees call the Nakba or “catastrophe.” During this period, more than 750,000 

Palestinians were forced from or fled their homeland in the face of advances by Zionist 

(later Israeli) forces.4 This ethnic cleansing paved the way for Israel’s establishment and 

resulted in a registered refugee population that now numbers nearly 6 million, around 

one-third of which live in the 58 camps recognized by the United Nations Relief and 

Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA).5 UNRWA was initially established in 

December 1949 with the goal of permanently resettling these refugees in their host 

countries, thereby doing away with the camps.6 However, Palestinian refugees steadfastly 

refused the large-scale works projects that were meant to bring about their permanent 

settlement in neighboring countries, insisting instead upon return to their homes in 

Palestine. This refugee refusal led UNRWA to shift gears in the mid-1950s, focusing on 

health and education services rather than works and resettlement projects. Israel’s 

recalcitrant rejection of Palestinian refugee return, however, has meant that these camps, 

which mostly began as collections of tents on relatively remote private or government 

land leased to UNRWA, have transformed, over 75 years, into dense collections of 

cement towers to house multiple generations of refugees. Further, many camps have since 

been absorbed by the built environment of the cities to which they were formerly 

peripheral.  

Unlike most of these official UNRWA camps, Yarmouk was not founded in the 

immediate aftermath of the Nakba. Rather, it arose to gather refugees who had initially 

found provisional shelter elsewhere in Damascus. By the early 1950s, the Syrian 
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government felt it was necessary to find more sustainable housing for the refugees who 

had by then spent years irregularly inhabiting marginal spaces across the Syrian capital. 

One contemporary newspaper report indicated that of the more than 80,000 Palestinian 

refugees living in the country in 1953, around 25,000 were living in mosques, schools 

and empty spaces around Damascus.7 The Syrian government agency responsible for 

providing services to Palestinians in the country, then called the Palestinian Arab Refugee 

Institution (PARI), therefore launched the initiative to establish Yarmouk. With UNRWA’s 

cooperation, PARI distributed land and cash assistance for refugees to construct single-

story homes out of wood and cinderblocks on vacant land south of Damascus’s Maydan 

neighborhood. PARI viewed Yarmouk as its flagship camp, meant to demonstrate the 

country’s nationalist commitment to the rights of Palestinian refugees.8 In 1956, the 

country also sought to demonstrate this nationalist commitment by granting Palestinians 

near equal rights to Syrian citizens.9  

Yarmouk’s foundational premise, as a specifically Palestinian place but one 

constructed from the start out of seemingly permanent materials, had a profound 

influence on the forms of significance that the camp would come take. Whereas refugees 

rejected UNRWA’s rebuilding plans, they came to view the camps they inhabited instead 

as holding profound political importance and symbolic resonance. On a “symbolic-

political” level, refugees have conceptualized camps as symbols of their tie to their 

homeland and their unfinished struggle for return, even as, at the “material-lived” level, 

the camps came to be constructed with materials that could be seen to imply permanent 

settlement in exile.10 Furthermore, camps have become material signifiers of the 

incompleteness of the Zionist project of colonization, displacement and erasure that 



8 

 

underpinned the Nakba and ensuing violence. As Abourahme writes, “The camp seems to 

interrupt the very completion of the substitutive dynamic of the settler project… in its 

very houses resides a kind of political claim.”11 With the eventual rise of the Palestine 

Liberation Organization (PLO) and its armed revolution, camps also became the centers 

of the struggle for liberation and return.12 It was young people from the camps who made 

up much of the fighting forces of the PLO’s member factions and it was often the camps 

themselves became the literal sites on which this struggle was fought.13  

Beyond this nationalist political significance, however, these camps, over their 

histories, have come to matter as sites of profound belonging and attachment for their 

residents. As Peteet argues, “the camps, as they are endowed with meaning by 

Palestinians, are places of belonging, places where a particularly Palestinian sense of 

identity is fostered and sustained and can be openly enacted.”14 These affective 

significances are often related to the role they played in the period of armed struggle. As 

a resident of the Shatila refugee camp in Beirut, which was subject to a massacre in 1982 

and a series of sieges between 1985 and 1988, told anthropologist Diana Allan, “when 

you pay with blood for a piece of land, a new kind of feeling grows.”15 However, as Allan 

also shows, attachment and belonging to camp spaces do not only arise in relation to 

nationalist political significance or the violence this struggle has witnessed. Rather, 

through daily life in a camp over generations, bonds of community, feelings of 

attachment and modes of identification emerge. These bonds and ties, furthermore, 

endure even beyond destruction and ensuing displacements. When the Tel al-Za’ter camp 

in Beirut was besieged and destroyed in 1976 during the Lebanese Civil War, many of its 

residents relocated to other Palestinian camps in the city and the country. Decades after 
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this displacement, Peteet observed that “those who survived Tel al-Za’ter were still 

known, nearly twenty years later, as ‘Tel al-Za’ter’ people. Their new building was 

popularly referred to as the ‘Za’ter building.’ Thus, identity formation was multisited, 

mobile, and dialogic.”16 Long term camp residence, therefore, fostered forms of 

identification with and attachment to camps that extended long past such camps’ 

destruction and the enforced movements endured by their former residents. 

Furthermore, as Peteet’s insights regarding the former residents of Tel al-Za’ter 

also shows, for Palestinian refugees, displacement is often not a singular experience. That 

is, Palestinian refugees have not only been forced to move due to the original violence of 

the Nakba. Rather, there have been numerous other instances of further Palestinian 

displacements, often caused by the advent of armed conflict in areas of Palestinian 

refuge. Such “manifold Nakbas”17 include the 1967 War, Black September in Jordan, the 

Lebanese Civil War, the First Gulf War, the United States invasion of Iraq and, most 

consequentially for this work, the Syrian Civil War that resulted in Yarmouk’s destruction 

and depopulation. Further, once one becomes attuned to and starts to look for iterations of 

displacement in the Palestinian refugee experience, it becomes apparent just how 

common repeated movement is for Palestinian refugees. Such iterations of movement 

stretch back to the earliest days of the Nakba, whereby many Palestinian refugees moved 

a number of times between cities and even countries before inhabiting their places of 

long-term refuge.18 In what will emerge as a theme throughout this work, the experiences 

of those forced to flee from Yarmouk amid the Syrian Civil War paralleled those 

displaced during the Nakba. While many of those who fled Yarmouk to neighboring 

countries like Lebanon or Jordan have stayed there since, many others subsequently 
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moved multiple times. The result of this iterative movement is a web of ties to a wide 

swath of places across regions, continents and the globe, reflecting Peteet’s insight that 

Palestinian identity does not arise “solely to a single place of origin,” but instead “is 

multireferenced in terms of places of exile.”19 In the course of my research, I spoke to 

refugees who had spent years in Lebanon and Jordan before moving on to Europe and the 

United States. Others experienced yet more stops. One young former Yarmouk resident’s 

journey to the United States from Syria included extended stays in Poland, Sweden and 

Germany before the rejection of his residency appeal in Germany forced him to settle in 

California. Further, many former Yarmouk residents stuck in places like Beirut aspire to 

move again given the chance, hoping to escape contemporary places characterized by 

insecurity and precarity.   

Palestine to Yarmouk, Yarmouk to Lebanon, Lebanon to Europe, Europe to the 

United States. What attention to the experiences of Yarmouk’s former residents reveals, 

therefore, is that refugee lives are often not so neatly ordered around the binary of a 

singular place of origin and a singular place of refuge. Rather, over generations and 

lifetimes of movement, refugees accumulate ties with a wide breadth of places that 

extend across space and time. Some of these places may have been ones that an 

individual has physically inhabited, such as Yarmouk camp. Others, like Palestine or 

previously lost places of refuge like the West Bank, Lebanon or Kuwait, may be inherited 

from the movements of prior generations. But these places, accumulated over iterations 

of movement, are not made and experienced in isolation. Rather, because place is 

processual and always being produced and reproduced, experiences in one place 
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simultaneously transform not only the presently inhabited place but, along with it, the 

whole collection of places these refugees have accumulated.  

Therefore, place for Yarmouk’s former residents can be understood through what I 

will term the iterative simultaneity of place. This term seeks to capture how practices in 

and oriented around one place also make and remake the various other places 

accumulated across histories of movement and iterations of displacement. That is, as 

people move and move again, what emerges is a spatially and temporally distributed 

constellation of places to which people have accumulated forms of attachment. These 

various places across this constellation—places accumulated through inheritance, 

inhabitation and encounter—are produced and reproduced in ways that are overlapping, 

intersecting and coconstitutive. Therefore, practices in one given place of given place do 

not only have consequences for the production of that place but rather also shape and 

reshape experiences of and attachments to the whole set of places to which these refugees 

are tied. In other words, places of past, contemporary and aspirational future inhabitation 

are experienced and simultaneously made and remade through refugees’ daily practices, 

memories, imaginings and engagements with their material environments. Therefore, in 

undergoing iterations of movement, Yarmouk’s former residents do not experience places 

in sequence like a set of chronological chapters in a storybook, whereby each chapter (or 

place) is left behind upon movement to the next chapter (or place). Instead, places amid 

iterative movement are instead experienced as a palimpsest. Therefore, experiences of 

new places are inscribed upon the same metaphorical page on which previous places 

were constituted. As such, past places bleed through and shape contemporary places and 

new inscriptions rework previously accumulated places. Attention to the practices, 
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imaginings and aspirations of place among Yarmouk’s former residents, therefore, reveals 

that place is experienced, understood, imagined and transformed iteratively and 

simultaneously across a broad geography of places that are dispersed both temporally and 

spatially. Returning to the scenes that began this introduction, then, Yarmouk’s Eid 

celebrations did not only matter as a means of producing Yarmouk as a place of 

significance because of the contemporary practices within the camp itself. Rather, these 

celebrations imbued Yarmouk with significance because they were enacted in the context 

of the collective experience of displacement from and ties to Palestine that resulted in 

Yarmouk’s establishment in the first place. And they imbued this significance in Yarmouk 

in ways that also constituted and reinforced the significance of Palestine as a past and 

aspirational future place of inhabitation. The continuing resonance of these Eid 

celebrations in conversations occurring in places like Jordan, Lebanon, Europe and the 

United States, furthermore, attests to the way that experiences of place across time and 

space shape both emplacement in contemporary places and also attachments to and 

meaning of past places. In other words, as Ingold argues, “places... are delineated by 

movement,”20 and as Yarmouk’s former residents demonstrate, that delineation and that 

movement are repeated, processual and simultaneously constitutive of a wide breadth of 

accumulated places.  

 The chapters in this dissertation, therefore, explore various manifestations of this 

iterative simultaneity of place, beginning from the moment of Yarmouk’s establishment, 

whereby the camp’s foundation and emergence as a place of significance arose via the 

simultaneity of ties to Palestine as a lost and aspirational future homeland and Damascus 

as a place of contemporary emplacement. It goes on to explore how this simultaneity 
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shaped the particular urban and refugee camp form Yarmouk came to take as well as the 

type of community that arose there, thereby illuminating how the simultaneous 

imbrication of Yarmouk, Damascus and Palestine shaped the camp’s various forms of 

significance to residents and visitors alike. And it considers how, upon displacement from 

Yarmouk, nostalgic narratives, digital practices and daily practices of dwelling similarly 

shaped and reshaped each of these past, present and aspirational future places 

simultaneously. But before turning to these various experiences and practices, it is firstly 

necessary to understand how places are acquired through movement and emerges as 

processual and produced via widely dispersed relations that connect seemingly discrete 

places across time and space.  

Iterations of Movement, Simultaneity of Place  

As the preceding has emphasized, movement for Palestinian refugees is often not 

a singular experience but an iterative one, caused by recurrence of conflict or in search of 

better circumstances. But apprehending the iterative mobility that characterizes the 

iterative simultaneity of place among Yarmouk’s former residents requires considering 

the relationship between peoples and places more broadly. Because of the ruptures with 

place that resulted in their status, refugees are often taken as anomalous outsiders in a 

world of people otherwise naturally rooted in their proper place. However, late 20th 

century anthropologists have troubled this assumption that cultures are places are 

isomorphic.21 As Malkki has demonstrated, anthropology’s long-conventional approach 

to the study of peoples and cultures was characterized by a “sedentarist metaphysics” that 

cast refugees as “matter out of place” who threatened an otherwise neat “national order of 

things.”22 Such a sedentarist bias, however, was not limited to analyses of refugees. 
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Scholars like Appadurai, Clifford and Gupta and Ferguson argued that the notion of 

peoples and cultures as monolithic and isomorphic with specific bounded territories 

dominated anthropological study since the discipline’s early days.23 Alongside refugees, 

such scholars offered migrants, diaspora groups and residents of borderlands as evidence 

of the fact that identities did not map so neatly onto a global map of discrete, bounded 

cultures coterminous with nation-states. However, they cited these groups not simply to 

broaden a category of abnormally uprooted people. Rather, they sought to show that no 

society or identity is bounded or naturally rooted in a particular place. They therefore 

argued that all communities are dynamically constituted via networks of relations and 

movement of people and things across widely dispersed geographic areas.24 From this 

perspective, the experience of encountering and building ties with new places is not just 

ordinary for refugees but rather for all communities—even supposedly rooted groups 

who are nevertheless situated in dynamic and dispersed networks of relationships. 

In emphasizing the fluid and dynamic relationship between people and place, my 

goal is not to minimize refugees’ very real attachments to their homelands or their desires 

to return to them. Nor am I, as some scholars have accused Malkki, presenting the 

refugee as an ideal post-modern subject liberated from the burden of emplacement.25 

Recognizing the widely dispersed and multivalent relationships that constitute place is 

not the same as eschewing the significance of place among refugees and non-refugees 

alike. In other words, place still matters even though it does not root or bound identities. 

However, taking the relation between people and place as a question to be considered 

rather than a tie that can be assumed opens up for consideration the sorts of iterations of 

movements and multiplicities of attachments to place that Peteet identified of her 
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interlocutors and that characterize the experience of Yarmouk’s former residents. 

Therefore, for my interlocutors from Yarmouk, these iterations of movement resulted in 

attachments not only to Palestine and Yarmouk but also to the (often multiple) places that 

they have encountered and inhabited since their displacement from Syria.  

The processes by which iterability leads to this multiplicity of attachment are 

manifold and involve both inheritances and embodied experiences. Indeed, one of the 

most significant objects of attachment for the former residents of Yarmouk is a place that 

the majority have never seen: Palestine itself. Therefore, rather than experiencing this 

first iteration of movement, represented by the Nakba, and the attachments that 

accompanied it, my interlocutors inherited their attachments to the homeland. Such 

attachments are inherited in a number of ways. As Chapter Two will explore, the 

experience of inhabiting a refugee camp where ties to Palestine and markers of 

Palestinian identity were materialized in the built environment, through practices like 

naming streets after places in Palestine, was a central way by which my interlocutors 

came to feel themselves as Palestinian and, therefore, attached to Palestine. Another 

means of inheritance, which will be considered in Chapter Five, is the transmission of 

material objects through generations. These objects, including things preserved from the 

homeland as well as identity cards and refugee documents, carry a “claim to a home, to a 

place, to a territory, and to a history”26 across generation thanks to the temporal alterity of 

such objects that exceed the lifespans of their original owners. These objects and identity 

documents, then, pass through generation, prompting those who receive them to see 

themselves as part of the Palestinian imagined community and, relatedly, attachments to 

the national homeland.27 Finally, the transmission of memories and stories of place 
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becomes a means by which attachments are inherited. Sa’di and Abu-Lughod draw on 

Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory” to explore how memories of Palestine and the Nakba 

are transmitted across generations of Palestinian refugees in exile.28 Like the visible 

manifestations of Palestinian identity manifested in Yarmouk’s built environment, these 

transmitted memories become means by which ensuing generations come to know 

themselves as Palestinian and, therefore, feel attachment to Palestine as place. 

While my interlocutors’ first iteration of movement was primarily inherited, those 

that followed in the wake of Yarmouk’s destruction and depopulation were experienced 

and, often, painfully and traumatically so. These ensuing iterations of movement, 

however, were not only characterized by loss. Rather, as Chapter Five will explore, 

encounters with these new places of refuge also resulted in accumulations, through which 

attachments to these new places inevitably arose. Getting by in new places of refugees 

required finding housing, home furnishings, work and access to schooling. It also 

depended on securing (or dealing with the absence of) residency documents, travel 

documents and passports. And, often, it resulted in the acquisition of new skills, like 

languages or local accents, and the fashioning of social and professional relations to ease 

integration into their new place of refuge. In short, by engaging in the daily practices of  

“dwelling”29 necessary to get by in a new place of refuge, Yarmouk’s former residents 

have accumulated many things, both material and immaterial. And, as a result of these 

accumulations, social, material and affective attachments to these new places have 

emerged, regardless of intent or desire to experience emplacement in these new localities. 

In other words, by dwelling in places across iterations of movement, Yarmouk’s former 

residents inevitability foster attachments to them.  
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The iterative aspect of the iterative simultaneity of place, then, describes those 

multiple instances of movement through which attachments to a broad constellation of 

places emerge, both through inheritance and experience. Such an understanding of 

multiplicity arises by virtue of the work of scholars cited above who emphasize that 

communities’ relationship with place is fluid, dynamic and crosscut by movement.30 

Understanding the simultaneity of these places, however, requires turning to different 

literature—one that explores the constitution of place as relational, dynamic and 

dispersed across broad geographies. Considering place in this dynamic and 

geographically dispersed fashion makes it possible to apprehend how practices of place in 

one locality of the iterative accumulation described above are shaped by and shape the 

rest of this palimpsest of place.  

Place is a concept with a long lineage in human geography and one anthropology 

has increasingly engaged with in the past three decades. In the 1970s, humanist 

geographers elaborated the concept of place as one of subjective and affective experience, 

in contrast with the discipline’s then-focus on spatial science, abstract space and regional 

analysis.31 For these thinkers, place was a lived and meaningful subset of the more 

abstract and undifferentiated category of space, imbued with affective significance and 

emotional resonance.32 This form of meaning, they argued, arose from embodied 

practices of inhabitants occurring within the place itself. However, as relational 

geographers have since emphasized, the processes by which places are constituted are not 

confined to their formal boundaries. Massey, for example, argues that what gives a place 

its sense of place is not a product of an internalized history that stems exclusively from 

within. Rather, the specificity of a place arises from “the fact that it is constructed out of a 
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particular constellation of relations, articulated together at a particular locus.”33 The 

forms these relations take are multivalent, including networks and movements of people, 

goods, ideas, capital and beyond that may stretch to the neighboring locality or another 

place halfway around the world.34 Therefore, places ought not to be considered as 

bounded and monolithic wholes but rather “can be imagined as articulated moments in 

networks of social relations and understandings.”35 More recent work has drawn on the 

concept of “assemblage”36 to consider how places are constituted out of the interaction of 

dynamic and contingent parts.37 For Cresswell, therefore, places emerge as “assemblages 

of materialities, meanings and practices,” whereby the networks that make up the 

assemblage may change, interact or become parts of other assemblages.38 Furthermore, 

the dynamism of these contingent relations emphasizes that the character and specificity 

of a place change over time as social, economic and other relations that had existed at one 

point may suddenly disappear or be drastically changed. The temporal dynamism of place 

can become particularly consequential in situations of displacement. In contexts of 

conflict, violence not only transforms the materiality of a given locality but also the 

relations, including social relations, that constitute it.39 For example, amid returns to lost 

places after the cessation of conflicts, refugees often find that those characteristics that 

made the place feel like home have been irreparably lost. As a result, as Jansen and 

Löfving argue, “the ‘home’ that has been lost has not simply been left behind in another 

place. Rather... it has also been left behind in another time.”40 Or, as my friend told me 

when we talked about the aspirations of return to Yarmouk in the aftermath of the war: “I 

cannot interact with the stones... We cannot take the people out of the graves.”  
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However, even in recognizing the dynamic and relational constitution of place, 

there are moments in which place can be experienced or imagined as bounded and 

discrete. Most obviously, national borders can be insurmountable barriers to the flow of 

some people while others can move through them more freely. But, also, the naming of 

places and the fact that they are conventionally imagined to have specific boundaries is 

also consequential for how place is experienced. As Creswell argues, “the inhabitants of 

place continually assume space to be formed territorially and act as though it is.”41 

Furthermore, political, economic and social processes and policies are very often 

organized around specific spatial referents in ways that assume and may work to enact 

boundedness. In other words, as Jones argues “there may be certain circumstances in 

which, as an object of analysis, practical and bounded spaces that have been 

institutionalized through particular struggles and become identified as discrete territories 

in the spheres of economics, politics and culture, matter.”42 This mattering may arise 

from the practices and imaginings of inhabitants or from particular pressures that sharpen 

the divide between inside and outside. For the former residents of Yarmouk, this 

mattering would come to take a number of forms through which the camp’s significance 

was enacted and experienced.  

The recognition of places as dynamic and constituted relationally has several 

important consequences for understanding Yarmouk and the iterative simultaneity of 

place that its former residents experience. First of all, these broader networks of relations 

were central to how Yarmouk was constituted as a place of significance. As the first two 

chapters will explore, such networks and movements included inflows of residents from 

across Damascus, Syria and Palestinian camps in the region, economic flows that brought 
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goods, industry and customers to the camp and political networks that constituted the 

camp as a center of Palestinian national mobilization. Therefore, Yarmouk was far from a 

bounded space. Rather, as relational thinkers emphasize, the camp’s specificity arose 

from the ways these dispersed flows articulated at its specific location and enabled 

Yarmouk to emerge as a site of economic, political, demographic, social and 

administrative significance for Damascus and beyond.  

Secondly, and crucially for analyzing the iterative simultaneity of place, 

understanding place as relational reveals how placemaking practices can and do occur at 

vast spatial and temporal distance from the place being constituted. This means, as 

Chapter Four will show, various “digital affordances”43 can be used by former residents 

in Amman to produce a sense of and attachment to Yarmouk as place in cyberspace even 

as the camp lays largely destroyed and depopulated. But it also means that the embodied 

practices of placemaking within a given locality have effects on experiences of places at 

geographic and temporal distance. One example of this was already described above. In 

exploring how attachments to place are transmitted over generation, I related how 

Yarmouk’s former residents came to inherit attachments to Palestine through their 

embodied practice in Yarmouk, where ties to Palestine were manifested in the built 

environment through things like street names. In other words, by inhabiting Yarmouk, 

experiences of, attachments to and aspirations for Palestine were simultaneously 

constituted, despite physical distance from the homeland and temporal distance from 

Palestine’s pre-Nakba Palestinian society. Here we see the palimpsestic character of place 

over displacement that characterizes the iterative simultaneity of place. That is, as 

Yarmouk’s residents produced Yarmouk through practices of inhabitation, they did so in a 
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way that inscribed Palestine into the camp’s material environment. Therefore, 

experiences of and attachments to Yarmouk as place and Palestine as place were 

simultaneously constituted. As the ensuing chapters of this dissertation will come to 

show, such simultaneous production of place across iterations of movement occurred 

continually following displacement from Yarmouk, whereby digital practices alluded to 

above, nostalgic narratives of camp life before the war and practices of accumulation all 

constitute and reconstitute experiences of contemporary places of exile, Yarmouk and 

Palestine simultaneously.  

The notion of iterative simultaneity of place, therefore, emerges from this 

literature that empathizes movement over rootedness and relationality over boundedness. 

That is, by opening up for consideration the constitution of people and identities across 

movement rather than through their rootedness in place, scholars like Peteet, Malkki, 

Gupta and Ferguson, Appadurai and Clifford make it possible to see the iterability of 

Palestinian movement and the associated accumulation of attachment to place that this 

movement occasions. Furthermore, by highlighting the ways that places are constituted 

through broadly dispersed relations rather than only through embodied practices in a 

given locality, relational geography and assemblage thinking make it possible to 

understand how practices physically situated in one location can simultaneously shape 

and reshape place across a constellation of attachments that are physically and temporally 

distant. It is through this combination of iterability and simultaneity, then, that the 

meanings and experiences of the multiplicities of places that Yarmouk’s former 

inhabitants have inherited and accumulated must be understood.  

Palestinian Multiplicities  
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The question of multiplicities of attachments, especially for places outside of the 

homeland, has long been politically fraught for Palestinian refugees, situated, as they are, 

in the midst of an ongoing struggle for liberation and the possibility of return. Due to the 

incomplete project of liberation, there is a pervasive fear among Palestinian refugees that 

explicit expressions of ties to places other than Palestine will be seen as a dilution of their 

ties to their homeland. Such a fear is well-founded. Discussions of permanently resettling 

Palestinian refugees began occurring from the moment that Palestinians became refugees. 

When UNRWA became operational in 1950, its initial goal was the permanent 

resettlement of Palestinian refugees into host countries rather than enabling their return. 

Furthermore, Israel has categorically refused the right of Palestinian return, advocating 

permanent settlement abroad and plans like reconstituting Jordan as a Palestinian state.44 

Any sign of Palestinian attachment to a space of exilic residence, therefore, can be, and 

often is, read by opponents of Palestinian return as a repudiation of attachment to 

Palestine and therefore an automatic rejection of their right to return.  

As a result of such attacks of Palestinian connections to the homeland, many 

sympathetic portrayals of Palestinian refugee life similarly minimize Palestinian ties to 

places of exile. However, as Allan has forcefully argued, academic studies of Palestinian 

refugees do no justice to the everyday experiences of Palestinian refugees by focusing 

only on ties to Palestine. Such a focus, no matter the intent of supporting Palestinian 

national aspirations, casts refugees as living in suspended animation awaiting return, and 

makes it impossible to account for these refugees’ contemporary struggles and places of 

belonging and attachment in exile.45 Allan argues specifically that much of the 

scholarship on Palestinian camps that is sympathetic to Palestinian national aspirations 
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and the goals of liberation tend to focus on camps as “as temporary communities, where 

refugees ready themselves for return.” In doing so, this “scholarship has tended to 

uncritically interpellate refugees as national subjects and to neglect forms of social and 

political organization and identification that have developed in exile.”46 As Allan further 

argues, when such forms of activity and identification in exile are ignored, this literature 

occludes the “everyday forms of suffering experienced by refugees, and emergent 

subjectivities not conforming to the communitarian ideals of nationalism.”47  

In exploring forms of attachment to Yarmouk and other places Yarmouk’s former 

residents encounter and inhabit, my focus is less on the sorts of everyday suffering that 

Allan observes among Palestinians in Shatila (although the stories of civil war, 

displacement and struggling to get by in new places of refuge certainly contain myriad 

instances of suffering and associated trauma and are discussed at length in the ensuing 

pages). Rather, just as a focus on camps as temporary communities occludes everyday 

forms of suffering, so too does it occlude everyday examples of placemaking in and 

attachment to places of exile. Certainly, many forms of attachment to Yarmouk arose in 

relation to Palestine—prompted, for example, by the materialization of ties to the 

homeland in the camp’s built environment. However, attention to the experiences of 

Yarmouk’s former residents also reveals forms of attachment to Yarmouk, Damascus and 

Syria that are not mediated by explicit or implicit ties to Palestine. This work therefore 

starts with the fundamental recognition of the significance of Palestine as a homeland, 

nexus of identity formation and center of struggle for liberation and does not seek to 

dimmish these vital aspects of my interlocutors’ lives and experiences. However, this 

work also follow literature on Palestinian refugees that recognizes and seeks to 
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understand the “plurality of in-between spaces”48 of attachments that emerge amid exile 

and displacement as well as take Palestinian refugees as integral parts of the societies in 

which they live rather than isolated interlopers.49 Crucially, recognizing such a 

multiplicity of attachments does not necessitate disregarding attachments to Palestine. 

Rather, as this dissertation will demonstrate, it is necessary to take Palestinians’ 

multiplicities of attachment to place as normal and ordinary rather than seeing each 

attachment as a rejection of and replacement for ties to the homeland. In other words, 

multiple attachments arise in addition to and in combination with existing places of 

significance, rather than replacing them.  

Finally, by broadening the geography of Palestinian attachment beyond the formal 

boundaries of the homeland, it becomes possible to apprehend how the geography of 

Palestinian places also extends beyond those villages, towns and cities of Palestine. On 

one hand, this expansion of the geography of Palestinian places is made clear by the 

reactions of Yarmouk’s former residents to the camps’ destruction and depopulation. 

Specifically, as Chapter Four will explore, Yarmouk’s displaced residents have applied 

Nakba imagery, language and aspirations to Yarmouk following its destruction in ways 

that position the camp as a part of the broader Palestinian “geography of dispossession”50 

that includes the lost places of the homeland. However, even before Yarmouk’s 

destruction and depopulation, the camp existed in Syria as a Palestinian place, although it 

was one that was deeply integrated with broader Damascus. From this perspective, it is 

therefore possible to consider Palestinian camps in the diaspora as manifestations of 

Palestinian urbanism, albeit manifestations shaped by the varied contexts in which they 

are situated. In exploring the various manifestations of Palestinian urbanism within Israel, 
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Blatman and Sabbagh-Khoury identify how the ethnic cleansing of historic Palestinian 

cities during the Nakba prompted the influx of new residents into Palestinian towns, 

resulting in rapid growths in population in places that did not have the infrastructure to 

support new residents or master plans to facilitate these towns’ expansion.51 Blatman and 

Sabbagh-Khoury term these places “Involuntary Cities.” There are of course crucial 

differences between the involuntary Palestinian cities of Israel and Palestinian camps in 

places like Syria. Many Palestinian camps, like Yarmouk, were founded on empty land 

rather than growing from extant towns. Furthermore, camps do not face the Israeli settler-

colonial apparatuses that plague such Involuntary Cities in Israel. However, Palestinian 

camps do often similarly face rapid growths in population, formal limits on infrastructure, 

planning and growth and, as a result, haphazard urban expansion and development. 

Therefore, Yarmouk, over its history, emerges as a version of such an involuntary city and 

one manifestation of Palestinian urbanism in a broader landscape that includes 

Palestinian cities in Israel, the West Bank, Gaza and the camps of the refugee diaspora.  

Understanding the iterative simultaneity of place experienced by Yarmouk’s 

former residents, then, requires broadening the aperture through which to analyze the 

geographies of Palestinian attachments and placemaking. Specifically, it means 

recognizing Palestinian placemaking and attachment to place in exile, through which 

constellation of places of attachment emerge, as adding to rather than replacing ties to 

Palestine. It further means seeing such multiplicities as ordinary aspects of life on the 

move rather than a repudiation of national rights. Finally, it requires broadening the 

geography of Palestinian places, and manifestations of Palestinian urbanism, beyond the 

formal boundaries of the homeland, through which Palestinians emerge as part of the 



26 

 

social, economic and political landscapes in which they are physically situated. From 

these premises, it becomes possible to recognize and consider the iterative simultaneity 

through which refugees’ constellation of places is made and remade.  

Camp and City 

Approaching Yarmouk as a manifestation of Palestinian urbanism in exile 

necessitates considering how a refugee camp ought to be understood in relation to the 

question of the urban. Yarmouk has never resembled the traditional image of a refugee 

camp, beginning not as tents but rather small cinderblock houses constructed by refugees 

themselves. Additionally, as early as 1959, UNRWA officials in Syria reported Syrian 

citizens moving into Yarmouk.52 In the ensuing decades, that trend would accelerate, 

until, on the eve of revolution in 2011, Syrian citizens in the camp outnumbered 

Palestinian refugees by more than four to one.53 Furthermore, as the opening of this 

introduction related, the camp was characterized by apartment towers and abundant 

markets that made it a center in Damascus’s southern peripheries. For essentially its 

entire history, therefore, Yarmouk did not hew closely to the image of a classic refugee 

camp, as a tented, temporary space for the gathering and provision of humanitarian aid to 

vulnerable refugees. And yet, Yarmouk’s former residents insisted on its camp identity, 

even as they extolled its urban development and city-like nature. And when the Damascus 

governorate released a rebuilding plan for Yarmouk in 2020 that proposed to strip “camp” 

from Yarmouk’s official name, the plan was met with widespread opposition and protest 

among former residents and Palestinians across the diaspora.54 Therefore, despite 

Yarmouk’s seemingly unconventional camp form, its status as a camp was profoundly 
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meaningful and, as will be explored in Chapter One, central in explaining how it came to 

take the form it did.  

In order to understand how Yarmouk could be a camp and consider the 

significance of that status, it is necessary to engage with a growing literature in 

anthropology and human geography that has set about conceptualizing the refugee camp. 

Much of this literature was prompted by the work of Giorgio Agamben and his analyses 

of the state of exception and bare life.55 Agamben draws on the work of political theorist 

and Nazi jurist Carl Schmitt who argues that the power of the sovereign is defined by the 

sovereign’s ability to decide that which falls beyond the normal arena of the law. Schmitt 

terms this area outside of the law as the “state of exception.” Agamben proposes the camp 

as a spatialization of this state of exception, seeing the Nazi extermination camp as the 

paradigmatic example of a space that is outside the normal juridical order. Those 

confined to this space of exception, further, have been stripped of their political life, or 

bios, and the rights to legal protection this was meant to guarantee. Reduced to their zoe, 

or bare life, these camp dwellers can be killed with impunity. Agamben, however, does 

not confine his conceptualization of the camp as space of exception to the Nazi death 

camp. He argues instead that spaces of exception are pervasive in the modern juridical 

order and identifies the refugee camp as one such space where the “normal order is de 

facto suspended and in which whether or not atrocities are committed depends not on law 

but on the civility and ethical sense of the police who temporarily act as sovereign.”56 In 

such spaces, refugees, expelled from the nation-state that guaranteed their “right to have 

rights,”57 are reduced to bare life and at risk of being killed without consequence. 
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Many scholars following Agamben have critically engaged with his notion of the 

camp as a spatialization of the state of exception and a container of individuals stripped 

of their political existence.58 As they grappled with his assertion of the camp as space of 

exception, scholars have pushed back on Agamben’s totalizing view of the camp, 

exploring how camps can be understood not only in terms of legal exception and 

depoliticization but also biopolitical practice, humanitarian management, containment, 

political activism, symbolic resonance and affective significance.59 Palestinian refugee 

camps, by virtue of their long histories and numerous examples, have been particularly 

important in considering and nuancing Agamben’s framework. This literature has shown 

that rather than being places stripped of their political significance, Palestinian camps are 

extremely politically resonant, not only in terms of the nationalist politics of the PLO but 

also forms of everyday claim-making regarding rights to humanitarian aid, services and 

forms of belonging.60 For Yarmouk, this political significance was central for former 

residents in reckoning its camp status. Yarmouk was home to leadership of major 

Palestinian factions and many camp residents joined such factions to fight in conflicts 

like the Lebanese Civil War. Furthermore, like other refugee camps, Yarmouk’s camp 

identity was understood as an assertion of refugees’ tie to their homeland and right to 

return to it, with such ties materialized in the built environment of the camp through 

naming practices, political institutions and visible markers of Palestinian identity—

phenomena that, as alluded to above, illustrate the iterative simultaneity of place. Camp 

residents were also ready and eager to participate in political activism and demonstrations 

to assert and defend these political rights. But political significance was not the only way 

that Yarmouk’s camp identity manifested and was made consequential. At different 
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moments in the camp’s history, Yarmouk was indeed rendered exterior to the normal 

juridical order in ways that recall Agamben’s analysis, as the camp’s history of siege and 

destruction during the civil war acutely demonstrates.  

 However, just as Yarmouk’s former residents insisted on its identity as a refugee 

camp, so too did they assert Yarmouk’s status as a city. Indeed, throughout my research, I 

commonly heard the refrain “Yarmouk was a city, not a camp”61 alongside comparisons 

to specific cities and urban neighborhoods. This refrain proved to be less a denial of 

Yarmouk’s camp nature and more an effort to constitute a theorization of the refugee 

camp that could also account for Yarmouk’s simultaneous urban identity. Yarmouk’s 

former residents are far from alone in considering the meaning of camp urbanization. The 

material transformations that have occurred in Palestinian and other refugee camps have 

led to a recent increase in consideration of camps as urban spaces. This urbanization has 

occurred through transformations of camps’ built environments as well as via absorption 

into larger urban centers. Many camps therefore have become part of wider areas of 

urban marginalization, blurring the boundaries between camp and city. Such urbanization 

has led to a push for the application of urban theory to the study of the camp. Writing in 

2014, for example, Sanyal argues for the need to analyze how refugee camps can “evolve 

into slums and squatter settlements through informal practices”62 and to consider the 

forms of urban politics that emerge in these urbanized slum camps. Furthermore, scholars 

have shown how, as camps urbanize, they give rise to political, economic and social 

processes that can affect areas to which they were once peripheral.63 For Yarmouk, this 

urban character held its own significances, both for its former residents and for those of 

neighboring areas, and was manifested through relations that spilled out across southern 
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Damascus, the entire capital, the country and the region. These relations produced 

Yarmouk as an area of urban abundance, home to a variety of institutions like hospitals, 

cultural centers, banks and schools, as well as vibrant markets in which you could find 

almost anything you needed, at extremely competitive prices. But Yarmouk was also 

intensely interconnected with the rest of Damascus, by virtue of infrastructural networks, 

urban plans and the movement of people in and out to shop, work and find affordable 

housing. In other words, alongside the significance of Yarmouk that arose from its camp 

identity, including symbolic and political ties to the homeland, forms of economic, 

political, demographic, administrative and social significance emerged from and 

manifested Yarmouk’s city status.  

Therefore, understanding the precise nature of Yarmouk requires conceiving the 

camp as both a refugee camp and a city simultaneously. From this perspective, each 

characteristic, while always co-existing and discrete, arises and becomes consequential in 

specific situations and in relation to particular forces. In emphasizing this synchronic but 

distinct camp-city nature as it manifested through Yarmouk, this work stands in contrast 

to literature on the intersection of the urban camp that offers the camp as, alternately, 

incompatible with the city or, on the other hand, blurring into indistinction with 

neighboring urban areas.64 Meanwhile, on an abstract theoretical level, some literatures 

have pushed to expand the category of camp and city to the cusp of near-universality, 

whereby every space, no matter its context, could be cast as either camp or city or both.65 

However, as Yarmouk shows, there were high stakes and numerous significances that 

emerged from each of Yarmouk’s camp and city statuses and therefore the importance of 

keeping each status analytically distinct. Specifically, it was only through this 
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simultaneity that Yarmouk was able to maintain its status as a place of Palestinian 

identity, belonging and political practice while allowing for its growth as an urban space 

that was self-sufficient but also deeply integrated into broader Damascus. And, when it 

came to the civil war, the significance of Yarmouk’s camp status was also profoundly 

consequential in explaining its depopulation, siege and destruction. Over the course of its 

history, then, Yarmouk emerged as a place of significance that came to take on a dual 

camp-city form, manifesting as a form of Palestinian urbanism in exile. As the camp’s 

former residents were forced from Yarmouk amid its siege and destruction during the 

Syrian Civil War, this particular place of significance continued to endure and resonate as 

refugees encountered and accumulated new places of residence and forged new forms of 

attachment. The chapters of this dissertation, therefore, trace the various resonances of 

life in Yarmouk, analyzing how Yarmouk, and the various other places that its former 

residents accumulate, come to be produced simultaneously over iterations of movement 

and displacement.  

 Accumulating Methods  

 This is a work that has been profoundly shaped, methodologically and 

epistemologically, by the COVID-19 Pandemic. Initially planning to focus on livelihood 

practices among Palestinians from Syria in Lebanon, I conducted preliminary research in 

Beirut in 2018 and 2019. However, plans for further ethnographic study in Lebanon were 

disrupted, delayed and eventually made impossible by the pandemic and Lebanon’s 

ensuing financial crisis. The inability to center my research in Beirut prompted a 

suddenly “multi-sited”66 ethnographic and mixed methods approach that would 

eventually bring me to Amman for in-person fieldwork and would also include digital, 
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virtual and distanced interviews, observation and archival research. In reflecting on my 

research practice in the midst of these uncertain plans, unexpected obstacles and 

changing methods, I termed my practice “lenticular research.”67 Drawing on the analogy 

of lenticular printing, which produces three-dimensional images by stitching together two 

discrete images taken at different angles, I came to understand my research as following a 

similar process. Rather than a single, uninterrupted period of ethnographic research 

spanning a year or more, I have focused on stitching together snapshots of data 

accumulated via various methods collected in different sites as a means to provide an 

understanding of Yarmouk’s history and the experiences of its former inhabitants with 

dynamism and depth amid disruption and physical dislocation. In this way, my research 

hews to other “patchwork” approaches to ethnographic research that embrace the 

possibility of anthropological knowledge being created out of “short-term field visits, 

using fragmentary yet rigorous data.”68  

While my inability to center my research in a single place over a discrete 

uninterrupted period made my initial research plans impossible, the need to move and 

move again proved profoundly productive for analyzing questions of places and 

movement among Palestinians from Yarmouk. In this way, my research experience hews 

to recent explorations of how methodological experiences have particular epistemological 

consequences. Fábos, for example, explains how her marriage into the “moral 

community” she was studying resulted in a heightened “perception of internal disputes 

over what was properly 'Sudanese' behavior.”69 This heightened perception, combined 

with her efforts at meeting expectations of a wife in this community, enabled her to 

“recognize the discourse of propriety as a subtle ethnic boundary marker for the Sudanese 
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communities in which I worked.”70 Similarly, my enforced need to repeatedly change my 

research plans and field sites enabled me to see movement and multiplicities of place 

among Palestinians that would have passed me by had I been able to conduct my twelve 

months of research based solely in Beirut. Therefore, while I am by no means claiming to 

have experienced iterative displacement, my research was characterized by encounters 

with Palestinians from Yarmouk in a number of different places which provided me with 

the possibility of seeing, apprehending and considering the existence and stakes of 

multiple movements and attachments among Yarmouk’s former residents. 

In the earliest stages of this project, my intention was to explore encounters 

between Palestinian refugees from Syria and Palestinian refugees from Lebanon in the 

city’s long-extant Palestinian camps. Following two stints of preliminary fieldwork, I 

settled on an inquiry, to begin in September 2020, into the efforts of Palestinian refugees 

from Syria to accommodate to the challenging circumstances they faced in Lebanon’s 

camps, with a particular focus on the struggle to find and secure sustainable work, shelter 

and networks of social relationships amid economic, political and bodily insecurity. 

However, the advent of the COVID-19 Pandemic delayed my return to Lebanon. I 

therefore sought to reimagine the project in a way that could enable distanced, virtual and 

archival research. Being that most of the Palestinians from Syria that I met in Beirut in 

2018 and 2019 were from Yarmouk, I decided to comparatively explore the histories of 

urbanization of Yarmouk and the Shatila refugee camp in Beirut, where many former 

Yarmouk residents now lived, to understand how experiences of Yarmouk’s urbanity 

shaped refugee live in a very different urban Palestinian refugee camp. During the period 

of home-based isolation, I therefore began conducting digital archival research into the 
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histories of each camp, drawing on digitized English and Arabic newspapers, maps, urban 

plans and documents from relevant government collections, the UN and non-

governmental humanitarian organizations. When institutions began reopening to 

researchers, I also explored the maps collection of the Library of Congress to collect 

maps and plans of Beirut and Damascus.  

My second planned departure for Lebanon, however, was again disrupted, this 

time by the country’s deepening economic crisis in summer 2021. Given the already high 

level of precarity that Palestinians from Yarmouk had been enduring even before the 

crisis, I decided I did not feel that this ongoing period of intensifying difficulty was a 

proper time to conduct research in Beirut’s camps. I therefore delayed my departure for 

the field and again set about reconstituting my research questions. Prompted by my 

pandemic-inspired focus on the deeper histories of Yarmouk and its residents, I began to 

approach these refugees’ iterations of movements as more than mere details of their 

histories. Instead, I considered what these movements could reveal were they to be 

centered analytically. Such a focus opened up for consideration the multiplicities of 

places that Yarmouk’s former residents inherited, inhabited, lost, moved through and 

aspired for. It also prompted my focus on Yarmouk itself as a place of significance that 

evoked such strong feelings of attachment and belonging among former residents. 

Therefore, I conducted virtual and in-person oral history interviews with former residents 

of Yarmouk from my home in Washington, DC. I was finally able to depart for in-person 

fieldwork in January 2022 in Amman, Jordan. I had lived in Amman previously in 2011 

and from 2013 to 2015 and through my friends I knew of former Yarmouk residents who 

carried Jordanian citizenship and had fled to Amman during the Civil War. In Amman, I 
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conducted semi-structured interviews and participant observation with these friends of 

friends and also with other former Yarmouk residents I met, in person and virtually, 

through them and other friends. During this period, I continued my exploration of virtual 

archives as well as conducting a sustained period of observation of social media, 

particularly Facebook pages dedicated to Yarmouk. My methods, then, positioned my 

interlocutors’ memories as a field site through which to learn about Yarmouk as I 

observed and asked about their contemporary lives in Amman. In doing so, it became 

possible to understand how experiences and ties to Yarmouk emerged as an axis around 

the iterative simultaneity of place was enacted.  

Chapter Outline  

 This work is comprised of five chapters. Across these chapters, I trace the 

establishment and emergence of Yarmouk as a place of significance, show how its 

foundational premise led to its constitution as a dual camp-city place and how this duality 

gave rise to a particular form of community. I then go on to show how, upon losing 

Yarmouk, former residents, through practices in the present, remember the camp's 

community, digitally reconstitute it as a place and carry the camp’s significance with 

them as they encounter and build attachments to new places. Throughout, I illustrate how 

these placemaking practices manifest the iterative simultaneity of place, whereby the 

experience of one place simultaneously reverberates across and reshapes the palimpsest 

of places that Yarmouk’s former residents have accumulated over a lifetime of movement.  

Chapter One recounts the history of Yarmouk’s establishment, growth and 

eventual destruction during the Syrian Civil War. It situates the camp’s story in the 

broader history of Palestinian camp construction in the wake of the Nakba and of efforts 
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by international actors to permanently resettle Palestinian refugees in neighboring host 

countries. In doing so, the chapter highlights those conditions that enabled Yarmouk to 

emerge as a place of significance and illuminates the characteristics through which this 

significance emerged and was enacted. Specifically, the chapter shows how, in contrast to 

early development schemes championed by the United States and pursued by UNRWA, 

Yarmouk’s construction was not premised on the eventual elimination of residents’ status 

as refugees and, with it, their tie to their homeland. Residents, therefore, were able to 

build cement block homes without fear of such material structures spelling repudiation of 

their ties to their homeland and their right to return to it. From this perspective refugee 

refusal and emplacement—refusal to relinquish ties to Palestine and emplacement in 

Syria—were not oppositional impulses but rather interacted to produce Yarmouk as a 

particular place of refuge. The chapter then considers how this foundational premise, 

combined with the camp’s geographic, political, symbolic, economic and social 

significances, enabled the camp to grow into an important suburb of Damascus that was 

home to nearly a million Palestinian refugees and Syrian citizens. Finally, the chapter 

relates how the camp became embroiled in the Syrian Civil War, leading to its 

depopulation, siege and destruction. It concludes by considering how former residents 

have sought to prevent regime-led efforts to strip Yarmouk of its camp identity and, along 

with it, much of what made it possible to emerge as a place of significance for these 

former residents.  

 Chapter Two builds on the history related in the preceding chapter to further 

consider the sorts of places that emerge from the interplay of refusal and emplacement. 

Specifically, it considers the insistence by former residents that Yarmouk was both a 
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refugee camp and a city. In order to show this duality, the chapter draws an analogy with 

the dual particle-wave nature of light. Like the urban camp, light is made up of two 

simultaneous but distinct characteristics. At times, it acts as or appears as a wave and at 

others as a particle. However, it is always both and, therefore, understanding the nature of 

light means recognizing both characteristics just as understanding the nature of Yarmouk 

requires recognizing both its camp and city identities. The chapter conceptualizes each 

characteristic, camp and city, in turn, defining the refugee camp as a spatialized 

collectivity oriented around ties to an origin place elsewhere and the city as a process that 

occurs through a constitutive interplay of independence and interconnection. Finally, it 

considers the stakes of maintaining camp and city as distinct conceptual categories, even 

as they co-exist and co-constitute places like Yarmouk, in the face of ever-broadening 

theoretical application of each.  

 Chapter Three explores the forms of community that emerged as a result of 

Yarmouk’s camp city-duality and analyzes how contemporary nostalgic narratives for this 

community function as modes of productive and critical nostalgia by which to evaluate 

and aspire for alternative presents and futures. For Yarmouk’s former residents, the 

camp’s community was defined by an obligation to provide mutual aid despite various 

forms of class, education and political differences among community members. The 

chapter argues that this impetus towards mutual aid arose from the unsettled relationship 

to place stemming from the experience of displacement and intersected with the 

relationality and heterogeneity of the city. Following a conversation with an interlocutor, 

I label this community ethic feza’, an Arabic word that means “to help” but carries the 

meaning of providing refuge to those in fear. The chapter further shows narratives of 
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feza’ in the present manifest the iterative simultaneity of place, whereby experiences of 

absence and lack of feza’ in places like Amman and Beirut crystallize the significance of 

feza’ and the consequences of its loss for Yarmouk’s former residents. In doing so, 

nostalgic narratives in the present reshape not only contemporary experiences of place 

but also attachments to Yarmouk as a place of significance. Finally, the chapter examines 

how former residents sought to maintain Yarmouk’s feza’ via digital practices despite the 

physical dispersal of its community.  

 Chapter Four deepens the engagement with the digital practices of Yarmouk’s 

former residents. Following literature on the constitution of place via broadly dispersed 

practices,71 the chapter argues that Yarmouk-focused Facebook pages function as a form 

of digital placemaking. The chapter shows how various digital placemaking practices on 

Facebook like sharing photographs and videos, liking, commenting and tagging friends in 

posts constitute the camp’s “sense of place”72 in cyberspace. It furthermore shows how 

these digital practices are a new instance of longer-standing distanced placemaking 

practices among Palestinians, specifically in the form of village history books dedicated 

to villages and towns destroyed and depopulated during the Nakba. In doing so, these 

pages, enacting the iterative simultaneity of place, position Yarmouk as part of a broader 

Palestinian “geographies of dispossession”73 that expands beyond Palestine itself and 

includes other lost Palestinian places of significance across the region like Kuwait and 

refugee camps in Lebanon. Finally, the chapter analyzes aspirations for and instances of 

return to Yarmouk (and Palestine) to further illustrate how place across movement is 

simultaneously experienced and to show the limits of digital placemaking practices when 
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they are oriented around a locality whose built environment and community have been 

largely erased.  

 Finally, Chapter 5 illuminates how, upon displacement from Yarmouk, its former 

residents have acquired ties and attachments to new places of refuge through daily 

practices of dwelling that I have called accumulating place. The chapter situates the 

contemporary accumulations of Yarmouk’s former residents in the broader history of 

accumulation that commonly characterizes the iterations of movement of Palestinian 

refugees. It then shows how these accumulations, gained through daily practices of 

dwelling, foster forms of attachment to place, even if these attachments are denied or not 

desired. The chapter explores the various scales at which such accumulations occur: the 

individual refugee subject, the household, the city and the transnational. In highlighting 

these accumulations, the chapter shows how such attachments, whether desired or not, 

arise in combination with rather than replacing attachments to Palestine as homeland and 

Yarmouk as a place of significance. In doing so, it shows how attachments to 

contemporary, past and aspirational future places of residents are all simultaneously 

constitutive.  

 These five chapters, therefore, tell a story about a place and about place. It was a 

place characterized by a bivalent refugee camp and city identity from which arose an 

impetus to find refuge in community. Further, it was a place that, when lost, shaped 

encounters with new places and was reproduced, in a particular form, via digital 

practices. Finally, it was a place that was one of a palimpsest of geographically 

distributed places through which new attachments were experienced and interpreted. 

Therefore, exploring Yarmouk’s emergence as a place of significance and the continuing 
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resonance after the camp was long gone, has immense value for understanding the nature 

of place in general. Namely, it reveals that place is experienced iteratively and 

simultaneously over lifetimes of movement. That is, places like Yarmouk, when inhabited 

and lost, are not isolated or inert. Rather, across iterations of movement, multiple places 

of attachment emerge, some more significant than others, that are stitched together into a 

broader intertwined fabric of place. Therefore, the practices and experiences of one place 

inevitably intersect with and reconstitute the entire palimpsestic collection of places 

accumulated over a lifetime of movement. Yarmouk is significant, therefore, not only 

because of the embodied practices that residents once undertook there. Rather, Yarmouk 

is made and remade as former residents make places elsewhere, just as experiences of 

placemaking in the camp also made and remade Palestine as place. Therefore, it is 

through iterability and simultaneity that place is experienced, inherited, lost, accumulated 

and aspired for across movements of space and time.  

 
1 Siddiqi, Architecture of Migration, 40. (emphasis original) 
2 Feldman, “What Is a Camp?,” 246. 
3 Augé, Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity. 
4 Pappe, The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine. 
5 UNRWA, “Palestine Refugees.” 
6 Schiff, Refugees unto the Third Generation, 20. 
7 Rue, “Refugees Cram Vacant Land in Syria’s Cities.” 
8 Napolitano, “Managing Palestinian Refugees in Syria,” 59. 
9 Brand, “Palestinians in Syria: The Politics of Integration.” 
10 Abourahme, “Assembling and Spilling-Over,” 3. 
11 “The Camp,” 38. 
12 Sayigh, The Palestinians: From Peasants to Revolutionaries. 
13 Sayigh, Too Many Enemies: The Palestinian Experience in Lebanon. 
14 Peteet, “Refugees, Resistance and Identity,” 202. 
15 Allan, Refugees of the Revolution: Experiences of Palestinian Exile. 219. 
16 Peteet, Landscape of Hope and Despair. 101 
17 Munem, “Manifold Nakbas and the Making of a Palestinian Diaspora in the Americas.” 
18 Peteet, Landscape of Hope and Despair, 103. 
19 Peteet, “Refugees, Resistance and Identity,” 192 (emphasis added). 



41 

 

 
20 Ingold, Being Alive, 149. 
21 Gupta and Ferguson, Culture, Power, Place. 
22 Malkki, “Refugees and Exile: From ‘Refugee Studies’ to the National Order of 

Things,” 31–34. 
23 Appadurai, “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy”; Clifford, 

Routes; Gupta and Ferguson, “Beyond ‘Culture’: Space, Identity, and the Politics of 

Difference.” 
24 Malkki, “National Geographic: The Rooting of Peoples and the Territorialization of 

National Identity Among Scholars and Refugees”; Gupta and Ferguson, “Beyond 

‘Culture’: Space, Identity, and the Politics of Difference.” 
25 Lems, “Placing Displacement”; Englund, “Ethnography After Globalism.” 
26 Bryant, “History’s Remainders,” 684. 
27 Anderson, Imagined Communities. 
28 Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory; Sa’di and Abu-Lughod, Nakba, 21. 
29 Ingold, The Perception of the Environment, 172–88; McFarlane, “The City as 

Assemblage.” 
30 Malkki, “Refugees and Exile: From ‘Refugee Studies’ to the National Order of 

Things”; Gupta and Ferguson, Culture, Power, Place; Appadurai, “Disjuncture and 

Difference in the Global Cultural Economy”; Clifford, Routes. 
31 Cresswell, Place, 19–21. 
32 Cresswell, Place; Tuan, Space and Place; Relph, Place and Placelessness. 
33 Massey, “Power-Geometry and a Progressive Sense of Place.” 67. 
34 Graham and Marvin, Splintering Urbanism; Smith, Transnational Urbanism; Amin 

and Thrift, Cities; Jacobs, “A Geography of Big Things”; Murdoch, Post-Structuralist 

Geography. 
35 Massey, “Power-Geometry and a Progressive Sense of Place.” 67. 
36 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus; DeLanda, Assemblage Theory. 
37 Cresswell, Maxwell Street; McFarlane, “Assemblage and Critical Urbanism.” 
38 Cresswell, Maxwell Street, 176. 
39 Stefansson, “Sarajevo Suffering: Homecoming and the Hierarchy of Homeland 

Hardship.” 
40 Jansen and Löfving, “Introduction.” 10. 
41 Cresswell, Maxwell Street, 195. 
42 “Phase Space,” 501 (emphasis original). 
43 Halegoua and Polson, “Exploring ‘Digital Placemaking.’” 
44 Kuttab, “The ‘Jordan Is Palestine’ Idea Resurfaces Again.” 
45 Allan, Refugees of the Revolution: Experiences of Palestinian Exile. 
46 Allan, 5. 
47 Allan, 8. 
48 Gabiam and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, “Palestinians and the Arab Uprisings,” 731. 
49 Woroniecka-Krzyzanowska, “Identity and Place in Extended Exile”; Cory, “Making 

Home in Exile”; Peteet, Landscape of Hope and Despair; Gabiam, The Politics of 

Suffering: Syria’s Palestinian Refugee Camps; Al-Hardan, Palestinians in Syria; Gabiam 

and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, “Palestinians and the Arab Uprisings”; Brand, “Palestinians in 

Syria: The Politics of Integration”; Allan, Refugees of the Revolution: Experiences of 



42 

 

 

Palestinian Exile; Gabiam, “Mapping Palestinian Identity in the Diaspora: Affective 

Attachments and Political Spaces.” 
50 Davis, Palestinian Village Histories. 
51 Blatman and Sabbagh-Khoury, “THE PRESENCE OF THE ABSENCE.” 
52 Napolitano, “Managing Palestinian Refugees in Syria,” 58. 
53 Steele, “How Yarmouk Refugee Camp Became the Worst Place in Syria.” 
54 Palestinian Youth Movement, “Our Homes in Exile: Palestinian Refugees of Syria and 

the Yarmouk Erasure Plan.” 
55 Agamben, Homo Sacer. 
56 Agamben. 143. 
57 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 290–302. 
58 For a comprehensive review, see Martin, Minca, and Katz, “Rethinking the Camp.” 
59 Katz, “‘The Common Camp’”; Weizman, The Least of All Possible Evils; Minca, 

“Geographies of the Camp”; McConnachie, “Camps of Containment”; Turner, Politics of 

Innocence: Hutu Identity, Conflict and Camp Life; Ramadan, “Spatialising the Refugee 

Camp”; Feldman, “What Is a Camp?”; Abourahme, “Assembling and Spilling-Over”; 

Gabiam, “Mapping Palestinian Identity in the Diaspora: Affective Attachments and 

Political Spaces”; Herz, “Refugee Camps of the Western Sahara”; Hanafi and Long, 

“Governance, Governmentalities, and the State of Exception in the Palestinian Refugee 

Camps of Lebanon”; Martin, “From Spaces of Exception to ‘Campscapes’”; Sanyal, 

“Urbanizing Refuge”; Woroniecka-Krzyzanowska, “The Politics of Governance and 

Urban Marginality”; Pasquetti, “Negotiating Control.” 
60 Sayigh, The Palestinians: From Peasants to Revolutionaries; Peteet, Landscape of 

Hope and Despair; Feldman, Life Lived in Relief; Abourahme, “Assembling and Spilling-

Over”; Gabiam and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, “Palestinians and the Arab Uprisings”; Ramadan, 

“A Refugee Landscape: Writing Palestinian Nationalisms in Lebanon”; Woroniecka-

Krzyzanowska, “The Right to the Camp: Spatial Politics of Protracted Encampment in 

the West Bank”; Oesch, “The Refugee Camp as a Space of Multiple Ambiguities and 

Subjectivities”; Woroniecka-Krzyzanowska, “Identity and Place in Extended Exile”; 

Allan, Refugees of the Revolution: Experiences of Palestinian Exile; Gabiam, The 

Politics of Suffering: Syria’s Palestinian Refugee Camps; Al-Hardan, Palestinians in 

Syria. 
61 DeMaio, “"Yarmouk Was a City, Not a Camp”: Palestinians from Syria Confront an 

Unfamiliar Meaning of Palestianness in Lebanon’s Refugee Camps.” 
62 Sanyal, “Urbanizing Refuge,” 561. 
63 Jansen, “‘Digging Aid’”; Oka, “Unlikely Cities In The Desert.” 
64 Agier, “Between War and City: Toward an Urban Anthropology of Refugee Camps”; 

Weizman, The Least of All Possible Evils; Martin, “From Spaces of Exception to 

‘Campscapes’”; Knudsen, “Camp, Ghetto, Zinco, Slum”; Dorai, “From Camp Dwellers 

to Urban Refugees? Urbanization and Marginalization of Refugee Camps in Lebanon.” 
65 Brenner and Schmid, “The ‘Urban Age’ in Question”; Agamben, Homo Sacer; Amin 

and Thrift, Cities. 
66 Marcus, “Ethnography in/of the World System.” 
67 DeMaio, “Lenticular Research and the Possibilities of Digital Archival Methods.” 
68 Günel, Varma, and Watanabe, “A Manifesto for Patchwork Ethnography.” 



43 

 

 
69 Fabos, “Ethical Dilemmas of Research Among Sudanese in Egypt: Producing 

Knowledge About the Public and Private,” 105. 
70 Fabos, 106. 
71 Massey, “Power-Geometry and a Progressive Sense of Place”; Amin and Thrift, Cities. 
72 Agnew, The United States in the World-Economy. 
73 Davis, Palestinian Village Histories. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



44 

 

Chapter One 

The Place that Was Yarmouk 

 On December 16th, 2012, Syrian Airforce MiG fighter jets bombed the Abdel 

Qader al-Husseini Mosque in the Yarmouk Palestinian Refugee Camp in southern 

Damascus.1 The strike killed dozens of people but the effects of this particular event 

reverberated far beyond the immediate loss of life. Before the MiG strike, Yarmouk had 

not been immune to the effects of the civil war expanding across Syria. Indeed, in August 

of the same year, a mortar strike on Ja’ouna Street killed twenty-two camp residents.2 

Meanwhile, clashes in areas neighboring the camp led to an influx of people to Yarmouk 

seeking shelter from the ongoing fighting. These internally displaced people caused the 

camp’s population to swell to nearly one million.3 But while events like the “Ja’ouna 

Massacre” did not lead to the mass flight of people out of the camp, the MiG strike, being 

the first direct attack on the camp by Bashar al-Assad’s regime, was fundamentally 

different. The regime would later claim the attack was a mistake but the damage had been 

done. The following day, Yarmouk’s residents flooded out of the camp as opposition 

fighters swept in and, within a few weeks, less than ten percent of the camp’s pre-war 

population remained.4 Its precarious neutrality destroyed, Yarmouk was suddenly fully 

exposed to war. Years of regime siege ensued and Yarmouk would come to be dubbed 

“the worst place in Syria” as starvation took hold.5 The siege of Yarmouk, furthermore, 

produced one of the defining images of the Syrian Civil War: a mass of people standing 

amid the remains of one of Yarmouk’s main streets waiting for the distribution of aid 

from the United Nation Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA).6 
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 The famous photograph, and the siege and destruction it depicted, however, 

highlighted a difficult truth about the situation of Yarmouk and the war. Namely, as the 

importance of Yarmouk as a place of refuge became more and more apparent to residents 

suddenly on the move, less and less of what made Yarmouk so significant to these former 

residents remained. In other words, as one resident wrote in his memoir of camp life, “we 

did not know the value of the camp until we were unjustly expelled from it.”7 In the years 

following that photograph, the camp would come to be controlled by the Islamic State of 

Iraq and Syria (ISIS) before being retaken, in 2018, by the Syrian regime through a 

destructive air campaign that left much of the camp in ruins. Today, a few thousand 

people have gained permission to return to the camp and work is underway to clear 

rubble and return services, schools and shops. However, the camp’s future remains 

fundamentally uncertain amid proposed and postponed regime plans to transform most of 

the camp into residential towers and commercial construction. This chapter, then, relates 

the history of Yarmouk Refugee Camp from its establishment to its present moment of 

uncertainty. By situating the establishment, expansion, and eventual destruction of 

Yarmouk in the broader history of Palestinian refugee camp construction and Palestinian 

political, social and economic life in Syria, it shows how the camp emerged as a place of 

significance. 

Place of significance, as a term, describes a process and a relation more than a 

discrete category of place. Namely, it captures how places come to matter for those who 

inhabit, inherit and pass through them and, reciprocally, how these places take on social, 

political, symbolic and economic gravity in relations with broader geographies. This 

term, therefore, illuminates the various forms of significance that emerge for those 
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connected to a place through direct experience, inheritance or as part of dispersed 

relations and how these significances arise. As the Introduction explored, refugee camps 

are not supposed to become places of significance. They are intended as temporary 

humanitarian spaces that are not meant to leave a material trace or to imbue their 

residents with any political or social identity. However, many Palestinian refugee camps 

have become places of significance in the years since their founding. At the same time, 

while there are specificities to the process by which Palestinian camps emerge as places 

of significance, it is not a category unique to Palestinian camps. Nor is it a camp-specific 

term in general. Rather, any locality can emerge as a place of significance as it comes to 

matter for people and other places with which they are in relation. This chapter, then, 

explores the emergence of Yarmouk as once instance of the broader category of places of 

significance.  

The chapter begins with the events of the Nakba that created the Palestinian 

refugee community and describes the constellation of international forces and 

organizations set about attempting to permanently resettle these refugees in neighboring 

Arab countries. It considers how Yarmouk’s emergence amid refugee rejections of these 

internationally-led resettlement projects shaped the goals and assumptions that 

underpinned the camp’s foundation. In doing so, it shows how Yarmouk came to be 

defined by a co-constitutive dynamic of refusal and emplacement—refusal to jettison ties 

to Palestine and emplacement in Damascus. To some observers, including the staff of 

UNRWA, refugees’ rejection of UNRWA resettlement plans and their embrace of 

Yarmouk’s construction appeared to be contradictory. Indeed, one UNRWA official noted 

that had Yarmouk been sponsored by UNRWA, it would have been met with “a general 
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outcry from the refugees and the Government” but instead it was “accepted without a 

murmur and even with great enthusiasm.”8 However, the chapter shows that, in contrast 

to UNRWA resettlement projects, Yarmouk was not guided by a modernist teleology that 

saw work and housing projects as steps that would eliminate refugee camps and negate 

Palestinian refugees’ ties to their homeland. As the chapter argues, the seeds of 

Yarmouk’s emergence as a place of significance stem from this foundational premise. In 

contrast to the UNRWA plans, refugees could build and inhabit Yarmouk without 

repudiating their political rights, including the right of return, as refugees. Furthermore, 

the chapter illustrates how Yarmouk continued status as a refugee camp, with the 

“symbolic-political”9 significance that this status granted was also central to the camp’s 

historical development. From these kernels of significance, Yarmouk grew into an 

important socially, economically and politically heterogeneous suburb of Damascus, 

home to hundreds of thousands of Palestinian refugees and Syrian citizens, while 

maintaining its status as a Palestinian place. Yarmouk’s history, therefore, reveals how 

refusal to jettison ties to Palestine and emplacement in Damascus, thereby manifesting 

the iterative simultaneity of place, become co-constitutive processes that produce a 

particular form of urban refuge and place of significance. 

 The Nakba and the Advent of International Relief  

 Of the more than 750,000 Palestinians who were expelled or fled in the face of 

Zionist (later Israeli) forces between 1947 and 1949, around 90-100,000 took refuge in 

Syria.10 Those Palestinians who fled to Syria during the Nakba primarily came from 

geographically proximate locations in Palestine, including northern Palestine cities and 

towns like Haifa, Jaffa, Nazareth, Safad, Tiberius and Loubia as well as their surrounding 
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villages. In the immediate aftermath of this mass displacement of people, the primary 

focus of the United Nations was the provision of humanitarian assistance and the 

securing of shelter. An October 1948 report in the New York Times, for example, 

describes the urgent need for blankets given the fast-approaching winter. The same article 

reported that the Syrian government had exhausted the funds it had been distributing to 

refugees and therefore, according to the head of the Syrian Ministry of Interior, refugees 

were leaving recently established camps, heading for towns and cities to “beg or steal.”11 

It was in this context of urgent need for immediate humanitarian relief that the United 

Nations established the Relief Program for Palestine Refugees (UNRPR). Rather than 

engaging in distribution itself, UNRPR secured agreements with other organizations for 

the provision of supplies and assistance collected by the UN. These partners differed 

according to region: the American Friends Service Committee organized assistance in the 

Gaza Strip (AFSC), the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in the West 

Bank and Israel and the League of Red Cros Societies (LRCS) in Jordan, Lebanon and 

Syria.12  

In addition to distributing aid, these organizations took on the task of setting up 

the first camps to house the refugees. However, as Feldman shows via correspondence 

from the LRCS and ICRC to the UN, these organizations were reticent to engage in camp 

construction, arguing that the establishment and management of camps was beyond their 

remit as providers of immediate aid. Further, they argued that the establishment and 

management of such spaces required complex arrangements that they were reluctant to 

undertake. The UN disagreed, arguing that the camp creation was “part and parcel of the 

essential relief programme and cannot be divorced from it.”13 Neither the UN nor their 
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partner agencies, however, desired to govern the camps, instead insisting that they be 

administered as much by the host country as was possible.14 Furthermore, the questions 

of camp construction and management were not meant to be long-term concerns. The UN 

and its partner organizations expected the conflict to be resolved quickly and, with it, the 

status of the displaced. Indeed, the AFSC, UNRPR’s partner in Gaza, only agreed to take 

on the task of aid provision on the condition that the UN worked to secure a lasting 

solution to these refugees’ status.15  

Efforts at a political solution were dealt a blow when the UN mediator tasked with 

forging an agreement between Israel and the Arab States, Count Folke Bernadotte, was 

assassinated on September 17th, 1948, by a right-wing Zionist militant organization. 

Following Bernadotte’s assassination, the UN established the Conciliation Commission 

for Palestine (UNCCP) to inherit his task. The UNCCP was made up of a representative 

from the United States, France and Turkey.16 It took the position that a resolution of the 

refugee problem was a necessary step towards a broader peace agreement.17 And, under 

the influence of the United States, the body came to view the refugees as a technical 

rather than a political problem and, therefore, one that could be solved through economic 

development. In the post-World War II period, the international approach of the United 

States government was dominated by the view that economic development through the 

circulation of technical expertise could enact social change. For example, Pursley 

explores the work of United States experts under the auspices of the Point Four Program 

with the Dujayla land settlement project in Iraq. United States officials envisioned the 

establishment, guided by American expertise, of small family farms as an engine for both 

the development of farmland and the advancement of post-war U.S. hegemony. The 
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program was seen as an important site in the broader Cold War struggle against 

communism and forms of collective ownership by remaking Iraqi peasants into 

independent landowners.18  

The United States would similarly attempt, via the UNCCP, to refashion 

Palestinian refugees through projects aimed at harnessing their economic potential. 

Specifically, the goal was the establishment of large-scale infrastructure, housing and 

agricultural projects that would put refugees to work. Officials believed that this labor 

would expand the absorbative capacity of the host countries, thereby enabling the 

permanent settlement of refugees. This developmentalist paradigm was premised on a 

modernist teleology regarding the future of the refugees, whereby engaging in work 

would lead Palestinians to leave behind their refugee status. Indeed, a 1951 UNCCP 

document leads its section on refugee integration with the subheading “turning refugees 

into people.”19 And while that section suggested that putting refugees to work in no way 

precluded their eventual return, it was clear that the United States, and the UNCCP 

through its influence, sought the elimination of refugee status via economic integration 

and resettlement.  

 In August 1949, therefore, the UNCCP put together the Economic Survey Mission 

(ESM) with the stated goal of studying and improving the economic situation of the 

refugees. Betraying its modernist, technical approach, the ESM was led by the then-

chairman of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) Gordon Clapp. Clapp, perhaps 

unsurprisingly for a TVA head, emphasizes the potential for large-scale river projects 

including both Israel and neighboring Arab states to solve both the perceived 

underdevelopment of water and agriculture infrastructure in the region and the problem 



51 

 

of refugee joblessness and idleness. The attitude that underpinned the exercise was made 

clear in a 1949 New York Herald Tribune article covering Clapp’s appointment. Stating 

that Clapp is seeking “peace through industry,” the article describes the hope that “Israel, 

and her Arab neighbors, once engaged in a common attack on development problems, 

will find themselves able to agree on the territorial and other disputes which have made 

them enemies.” The same article notes that the United States would cease to “feed and 

house the refugees unless some constructive program could be agreed upon.”20 Following 

its visit to the region, the ESM released its final report in December 1949. The report 

concluded that the region was not yet ready for large-scale TVA-style development 

projects due to these countries’ lack of modern infrastructure and technology. In the 

interim, the ESM therefore recommended that refugees be removed from reliance on 

humanitarian aid by being put to work in public works projects.21 In a mode that again 

reflected notions of the transnational circuit of technical expertise, these initial programs 

were described in the U.S. press as being modeled on the Works Project Administration, 

which provided jobs during the Great Depression.22 It also recommended smaller-scale 

“pilot” development projects rather than a true “little TVA.”23 Regardless of the form 

these projects took, however, the immediate goal was to end the provision of aid to 

refugees and enact their permanent resettlement into neighboring countries.  

 UNRWA and Resettlement 

In addition to these pilot programs, the ESM called for the establishment of a UN 

body tasked with fulfilling its recommendations. The resulting agency, formally 

established in 1949 but not operational until May 1950, was named the UN Relief and 

Work Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). Like the UNRPR 
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before it, UNRWA was expected to be a temporary institution, with an initial 12-month 

mandate.24 And while Clapp emphasized that his efforts at finding short-term work and 

establishing large-scale development were not designed to prejudice refugees’ right to 

return, it was clear that these projects were aimed at the resettlement of refugees into 

neighboring countries via economic integration. Such a clear goal was not made explicit 

in formal documents related to the ESM and UNRWA, which instead emphasized 

economic rehabilitation or reintegration in the interim while a peace process runs its 

course.25 For example, in an address in March 1950, Clapp described his work as giving 

“idle men a chance to work while a peace settlement is being negotiated.”26 But 

according to Schiff, for Clapp, representing the position of the United States, 

“‘resettlement’ had replaced ‘repatriation’ as the goal.”27 Indeed, a February 1950 report 

on U.S. government policy regarding the establishment and work of UNRWA states that 

while UNRWA does not itself offer a political solution to the conflict, “by assisting the 

Arab countries to integrate the refugees into the local economy, it paves the way for 

future resettlement for many of these people.”28 Just over a year later, in October 1951, a 

State Department position paper on the future of the UNCCP suggested transferring its 

refugee office to UNRWA, arguing that “It would be the most effective step possible to 

remove the problem of refugees from future political negotiations and it would treat the 

problem in the context of an economic and social problem involving legal and economic 

rights of individuals.”29 It ought to be noted, however, that attempts at the permanent 

resettlement of Palestinian refugees in host countries predated UNRWA’s formal 

establishment. Most notably, after seizing power in a coup d’etat in March 1949, Syrian 

military officer Husni Za’im secretly offered to make peace with Israel and permanently 
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resettle 300,000 Palestinian refugees in exchange for funding from the United States to 

pay for his development plans.30 The scheme never went further than a proposal, despite 

U.S. support for the idea.31 Israeli President David Ben-Gurion rejected it, refusing to 

discuss peace before the signing of armistice agreements. Under Za’im, Syria did sign 

armistice agreements with Israel. However, in August 1949, Za’im was deposed from 

power and killed, spelling the end of his resettlement plan.32 

Initially, UNRWA did not undertake the large-scale TVA-style projects or the 

mass resettlement schemes imagined by Za’im. Rather, UNRWA began with the sorts of 

WPA-style employment programs recommended by the ESM report. These programs 

included make-work projects like road construction, irrigation works and afforestation 

and were aimed at making refugees economically self-sufficient so they could be 

removed from the UNRWA ration roles permanently.33 However, these programs were 

dubbed a “fiasco” in the press, with one 6-month project only creating 7,000 jobs, each of 

which only lasted a few weeks.34 Furthermore, the program was vastly more expensive 

than the provision of aid. As a 1950 UNRWA report noted, “sober appraisal must record 

that the works programme was costly to the Agency, as it cost five times more to keep a 

man at work than on relief.”35 The failure of the make-work program led to a shift in 

UNRWA’s approach. By 1951, it decided to turn back towards exploring large-scale 

development projects.36 Its 1951 plan set aside $250 million to transform the refugees 

into “economic assets” by putting them to work in housing, irrigation and infrastructure 

projects.37 Put forward by UNRWA’s second director James Blanford, the proposal 

imagined that these development projects would lead to economic expansion in the Arab 

states, thereby enabling them to permanently absorb the Palestinian refugees they were 
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hosting. In doing so, the new plan similarly sought to create a technical and economic 

solution to a political question.38 Additionally, these large-scale projects, like the make-

work programs that preceded them, reflected UNRWA’s attitude towards the 

establishment, expansion and continued existence of refugee camps. UNRWA saw camp 

inhabitation as not conducive to refugee self-sufficiency because camps were often 

physically distant from work opportunities. It therefore sought to avoid the establishment 

of camps in areas with low economic opportunities and attempted to reduce the number 

and size of camps.39 Development projects, in the form of housing projects or agricultural 

settlements, were therefore a way of moving refugees out of camps, which UNRWA 

perceived to be economically isolated spaces that precluded their full integration into 

their host states.  

Perhaps the most high-profile of UNRWA’s attempted integration schemes was to 

occur in the Sinai. During the Nakba, around 200,000 Palestinians fled to the narrow 

piece of land that would come to be known as the Gaza Strip, a number three times 

greater than the local population.40 There was a broad consensus that the Strip, which was 

under Egyptian rule, could not accommodate the refugees or permanently resettle them.41 

UNRWA therefore began working with the Egyptian government in 1950 on a possible 

agricultural project aimed at irrigating parts of the Sinai desert and employing Palestinian 

refugees from Gaza to work the land. The Egyptian government indicated that it 

supported finding work for the refugees but that it would only participate provided the 

project did not preclude the refugees’ right to return to their homeland.42 For UNRWA, 

the goal was to permanently settle the refugees and stop their reception of assistance. 

They envisioned that Palestinian children, born in the Sinai, would be “removed from the 
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debilitating and frustrating environment and the bitterness they will imbibe from the older 

generation who remember the old life in Palestine.”43 In doing so, the plan embodied the 

developmentalist teleology embraced by UNRWA at the time, which saw work as the 

means by which refugees could leave behind their refugee status and, with it, the obstacle 

these refugees represented regarding a political agreement between Israel and its 

neighbors.  

The plan was hugely ambitious, requiring the routing of freshwater from the Nile 

to the Sinai, via canals and pumps, to irrigate an area that would support 60,000 

Palestinian refugees. $30 million from the reintegration fund was set aside for the plan.44 

However, the plan was met with widespread opposition from refugees from the start, with 

organizing and demonstrating beginning as far back as 1953.45 The most strident 

resistance occurred in 1955. In February of that year, Israel responded to a deadly attack 

by a Gaza-based guerrilla group by launching a raid on an Egyptian military barracks in 

Gaza. The assault killed dozens of Egyptian soldiers and two Palestinians. Palestinians in 

Gaza responded with the largest demonstrations witnessed throughout the entire 19-year 

Egyptian rule of the Strip. The demonstrations called for the cancellation of the Sinai 

plan, with marchers chanting “No settlement! No relocation!” and “They wrote the Sinai 

project in ink, and we shall erase it with blood!”46 Prompted by the protests, the Egyptian 

government paused the program in August of 1955—although it claimed that the reason 

was technical rather than political, citing the need to conserve water for its citizens rather 

than use it for refugees.47  

While demonstrations against the Sinai project were perhaps the largest instance 

of Palestinian refugee resistance to UNRWA’s designs, it was hardly the only example. 
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Rather, these protests were part of a broader process by which Palestinians came to 

refashion understandings of refugee status and the refugee camp as arenas of political 

possibility and claim-making. As the phrasing of "turning refugees into people” cited 

above suggests, refugee status, for external observers was seen as a debilitating and 

deficient category. Understanding refugees as pathologized and out of place in the 

“national order of things,”48 UNRWA and other international actors saw refugees as at 

risk of dependency and a threat to the host communities they lived among. Palestinian 

refugees themselves, however, have had a more complicated relationship with refugee 

status. From the moment of their displacement, Palestinian refugees sought to return to 

their homeland and, therefore, did not wish to inhabit the category of refugee. 

Furthermore, with the launch of the PLO’s revolution in the 1960s, Palestinians eschewed 

the term refugee, considering it a status imbued with passivity and humiliation, and 

instead referring to themselves “as strugglers, militants, activists, revolutionaries, or 

simply Palestinians.”49  

Regardless of feelings about the specific term itself, however, Palestinians have 

long used the category of refugee as grounds for the pursuit of political claims and have 

come to see refugee status as proof of their legal tie to their homeland and their right to 

return to it. Refusal of programs or processes that either directly targeted or seemed to 

threaten their status has therefore formed a core part of refugee political practice. As 

Simpson argues in the context of Kahnaw`a:ke Mohawk people refusing United States 

and Canadian recognition in the form of passports, refusal is a “political and ethical 

stance”50 that, in the words of McGranahan “can be both generative and affiliative.”51 

Palestinian refusal of the Sinai project and other resettlement plans, and the rejection of 
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their accompanying teleological assumption that to work and construct housing meant 

leaving behind refugee status, aimed to maintain the political possibilities of return that 

refugee status represented. Palestinian refusal, however, was not only aimed at the large-

scale schemes of Blanford’s resettlement plans. Feldman has shown how Palestinians 

used refugee status and humanitarian aid as terrain for political claim-making. For these 

refugees, aid from UNRWA is not understood as a gift given out of charity but an 

obligation owed by the international community due to its role in their displacement and 

dispossession.52 When the obligation is not understood to be met, refugees have 

undertaken acts of refusal, such as rejecting rations they deemed to be below the standard 

necessary for human consumption.53  

Refugees also organized petitions against Clapp’s initial Economic Survey 

Mission. In September 1949, a body of Palestinian refugees in Syria called the Syrian 

Palestine Refugee Organization sent a letter to the Syrian Government calling for a 

boycott of Clapp’s mission. The letter took aim at Clapp’s proposed works project, 

arguing that their object was “to start projects in Arab states that will subsequently be 

used for the resettlement of Palestine refugees outside of Palestine,” an eventuality that 

would be a “disaster for Arab Palestinians.”54 UNRWA’s Damascus office was also 

destroyed with explosives in September 1950, with the chief of the mission suspecting 

“an unemployed Arab refugee or intended as a protest against the agency.”55 Additionally, 

in 1952, ten thousand refugees cabled the United Nations urging officials to reject 

Blanford’s $250 million resettlement plan.56 Refugees also regularly indicated their 

rejection of UNRWA’s goals by refusing to participate in the agency’s projects, attacking 

staff and launching anti-resettlement demonstrations.57 UNRWA’s understanding of 
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refugees as abject and dependent, however, made it difficult for them to see Palestinian 

refugees as political actors. Therefore, UNRWA’s reports on refugee protests portrayed 

refugees as easily manipulated by organized groups and the press rather than capable of 

political action, tying demonstrations to supposed nefarious forces that “fostered the food 

strikes in the early days of the Agency.”58 

Like refugee status, the refugee camp also came to take on political significance 

over this period. In the wake of their displacement, Palestinians no more wanted to 

inhabit refugee camps than they desired refugee status. Rather, their goal was to return to 

their recently departed homes. However, the camps also came to be seen as important 

symbolic markers and material manifestations of their right to return to their homeland. 

Indeed, UNRWA’s efforts at eliminating camps through resettling their residents through 

large-scale works projects helped to foster refugee recognition of the camps’ political and 

symbolic significance. In the early days of their displacement, refugees viewed camps as 

signs of humiliation, defeat and abjection; spaces they were eager to leave in order to 

return home. Refugees also initially opposed UNRWA-led efforts to construct more 

sustainable shelters within the camps as they feared that such material changes would 

ensure their permanent settlement in exile. This approach, according to Tamari, was a 

“mistaken philosophy among Palestinians that the more miserable the camp residents, the 

more their political position will be enhanced.”59 UNRWA’s efforts to eliminate the 

camps, however, resulted in changing views among refugees of the camps’ political 

importance. Because the resettlement plans linked, materially and symbolically, 

permanent resettlement with the vacating of camps, the camps themselves took on the 

inverse image, becoming symbolic and material containers of Palestinian refugee rights. 
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Palestinian refugee refusal of such UNRWA plans, therefore, played a part in 

transforming camps from symbols of defeat into material attestations of refugees’ 

continued ties to their homeland and right to return to it. Such a shift paved the way for 

the transformation of these camps into places of significance. Therefore, rather than 

remaining places absent material persistence or political and social identity, camps in this 

period took on symbolic and political significance as obstacles to the resettlement designs 

of UNRWA and other international actors.  

The refusal and refugee resistance that spelled the end of the Sinai program would 

eventually lead UNRWA to reevaluate its pursuit of large-scale development projects 

aimed at resettlement. By 1957, its flagship resettlement programs had resulted in only 

24,000 refugees becoming self-supportive. 933,000 remained reliant on UNRWA 

support.60 In its 1956 annual report, UNRWA therefore recognized that “the problem 

posed by the Palestine refugees is . . . not simply an economic problem susceptible of 

economic solutions.”61 As a result, the agency resolved during this period to shift away 

from large-scale development-based resettlement projects and instead towards providing 

refugees with health, education and other services. These services still represent the bulk 

of UNRWA’s work in the present day, alongside the need to engage in “punctuated 

humanitarianism” 62 in instances when Palestinian refugees face emergencies, often those 

prompted by conflict. In recent decades, however, UNRWA has engaged in shelter and 

infrastructure improvement projects in its officially recognized camps, albeit under the 

rubric of camp “rehabilitation.” Such terminology is used instead of the language of 

planning or development in order to head off accusations that it is once again seeking to 

enact the permanent settlement of refugees.63  
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Yarmouk’s Establishment and Foundational Significances  

Having explored the history of displacement, encampment and UNRWA 

resettlement schemes that provided the conditions by which Palestinian camps in general 

began to emerge as places of significance, this chapter now turns to the circumstances of 

Yarmouk’s establishment. The camp was initially founded amid the tumultuous period of 

changing UNRWA approaches to resettlement related above. As this section will explore, 

therefore, the particular circumstances of Yarmouk’s foundation meant that while 

Yarmouk shared similarities with the camps that preexisted its foundation, it also had 

important differences. As a result, Yarmouk shared some characteristics of significance 

with other camps, such as political and symbolic resonance, while also witnessing the 

emergence of significances that set it apart, particularly in regard to its material origins.  

Syria is home to nine refugee camps officially recognized by UNRWA, all of 

which were founded in the immediate aftermath of the Nakba.64 Many refugees, however, 

headed to Damascus rather than settling in camps, likely due to their origins in urban 

areas of northern Palestine.65 A small number settled in Damascus’s central Jewish 

Quarter, occupying homes vacated by Syrian Jews who had departed to the newly 

established state of Israel.66 Others took refuge in a nearby crowded UNRWA camp called 

Alliance Camp in the Hayy al-Amin area of Damascus’s Old City.67 Many more, 

however, filled schools, mosques and empty spaces around Damascus. A newspaper 

article from April 1953 estimated that of the 84,000 Palestinian refugees in Syria, 25,000 

lived in “empty blocks, in alleys and other vacant space in Damascus.” According to one 

refugee supervisor, “every one of the 280 mosques in Damascus is filled with refugees.”68 

Therefore, despite UNRWA’s aversion to the creation of new camps, there was a pressing 
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need for further refugee accommodation in the Syrian capital to ease the congestion 

experienced by refugees in the Old City.69  

The construction of Yarmouk was launched on the initiative of the Syrian 

government, alongside a similar program in the coastal city of Latakia, as, in the words of 

UNRWA’s 1955 report, “a joint effort of the Government, the Agency and the refugees.”70 

The camp would occupy land that was then primarily orchards south of the Damascene 

neighborhood of Maydan and east of the al-Kadam railway station. It was intended to 

house those refugees occupying empty spaces, schools and mosques in Damascus as well 

as the residents of the Alliance Camp.  

The specific Syrian government organ that would lead the project was the 

Palestine Arab Refugee Institution (PARI). The Syrian government established PARI in 

January 1949 to manage and provide services to Palestinian refugees in the country, 

requiring that international institutions like UNRWA work through PARI rather than 

directly with refugees.71 PARI took a “nationalist approach” to the management of 

Palestinian refugees, which was part of a broader state Arab nationalist ideology that 

“envisioned Syria as a pillar in the struggle against Israel.”72 This approach led to a 

relationship between PARI and UNRWA characterized by “suspicion but also strained 

cooperation.”73 This tension arose in part from UNRWA’s view of Syria, due to its size, as 

a potential prime candidate for refugee resettlement, a goal that PARI rejected.74 

Meanwhile, PARI’s decision to dismantle the official UNRWA Alliance Camp without 

prior coordination with UNRWA also exacerbated these tensions.75 In addition to building 

camps and providing aid, the Syrian government also sought to demonstrate its 

commitment to the Palestinian cause by granting legal rights to refugees. In 1949, the 
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government decreed that Palestinians could work in the Syrian Civil Service while later 

legislation would enable Palestinians to work as translators, doctors and lawyers. Then, in 

1956, the government enacted Law 260, which defined all Palestinians living in the 

country at the time of the decree as “originally Syrian in all things covered by the law and 

legally valid regulations connected with the right to employment, commerce, and national 

service, while preserving their original nationality.”76 The result was, therefore, 

“citizenship rights without formal citizenship” 77 for Palestinian refugees. There were 

some limits, however. Palestinians were not granted the right to vote or run for elected 

offices. And, furthermore, Palestinians were not granted passports, only a laissez-passer. 

Therefore, their rights to travel fluctuated from period to period.78 However, prior to the 

displacements of the civil war which made the lack of citizenship particularly 

consequential for those seeking refuge across international boundaries, Palestinians in 

Syria enjoyed relatively high living conditions. Today, the notion that Syria is a champion 

of the Palestinian cause and a country that treats its refugee population well is central to 

the self-image and discourse of Bashar al-Assad’s Ba’athist regime. However, as 

Palestinian opponents of the regime point out, PARI’s establishment and nationalist 

approach far pre-dated the Ba’ath Party’s 1963 rise to power and Hafez al-Assad’s 1971 

ascension to the presidency. Furthermore, as will be explored below, the Assad dynasty’s 

approach to the Palestinian struggle for liberation is characterized far more by efforts at 

cooption than attempts to support.79 

In the realm of camp construction, PARI (which would be renamed the General 

Authority for Palestinian Arab Refugees or GAPAR in 1974),80 was responsible for 

acquiring the land for the establishment of the initial UNRWA-recognized camps in 
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Syria. PARI then distributed land to refugees, in a unit called a numra, while UNRWA 

would provide cash and materials for refugees to construct their own shelters. The same 

pattern occurred for Yarmouk. While Yarmouk’s official date of foundation is often given 

as 1957 (including in UNRWA materials), Brand reports that land began to be distributed 

as early as 1952.81 Each numra measured four meters wide and ten meters deep, with 

more numras given to larger families.82 UNRWA provided each family with 300 Syrian 

pounds to acquire materials to construct their homes.83 Yarmouk, therefore, did not begin 

as a collection of tents like many other UNRWA camps. Instead, refugees constructed 

houses out of cement blocks (reinforced concrete was not permitted for use in the camp's 

early days) and tin roofs.84  

The foundational material difference between most Palestinian camps and 

Yarmouk played a role in the emergence of particular significance in Yarmouk. As 

explored above, early Palestinian camps were founded according to conventional camp 

logic as temporary humanitarian spaces to provide emergency shelter and aid for 

refugees. However, over time, they underwent material and symbolic transformations, 

prompted in part by resistance to UNRWA resettlement plans, through which they gained 

political and symbolic significances tied to refugees’ right to return. Yarmouk, however, 

was not established according to this emergency temporality nor was its goal the 

provision of humanitarian assistance. Rather, it was established with the intent of 

providing durable housing to alleviate crowding, congestion and unsuitable 

accommodation for refugees across Damascus.85 Therefore, Yarmouk was explicitly 

promised the idea that refugees could build houses out of apparently permanent materials 

in a place that was explicitly defined as a camp. This bivalent nature, as will be explored 
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below, enabled a form of material emplacement premised not on the rejection of 

Palestinian refugee identity but rather by virtue of it. In other words, Palestinians built 

materially solid houses in Yarmouk because of their tie to their homeland, rather than 

avoiding building such homes on account of this attachment. Therefore, while it would be 

a mistake to assume that such cement block homes were built wholly without anxiety 

about what such construction meant for ties to the homeland, the potential of the place to 

be significant both as a Palestinian place and as a place integrated into Damascus was 

foundational to the camp from the moment of its establishment. Furthermore, this 

intersecting of Palestine and Damascus in the establishment of the camp represents the 

early instantiation of the iterative simultaneity of place, whereby Yarmouk as place and 

attachments to Palestine were constituted collectively.   

Yarmouk’s initial houses were built along the roads that ran from Maydan in 

Damascus to the nearby villages of Yalda and Babila. These roads would come to be 

called Yarmouk Street and Palestine Street, respectively, and would become the camp’s 

major arteries.86 In 1956 and 1957, the first large expansion of the camp occurred, with 

the distribution numras located in between Palestine and Yarmouk Streets along 

seventeen parallel east-west and six north-south lanes.87 This initial camp land is still 

referred to as “Institution Land” (ard al-mouassisa) because it was owned and distributed 

by PARI. Like in many Palestinian camps, these new streets and neighborhoods were 

given names areas of Palestine from which refugees fled, further imbuing the space with 

symbolic and political significance.88 For example, Umm Mohammad, a refugee from 

Yarmouk who I met in one of East Amman’s Palestinian camps, was born in Yarmouk in 

1959. Her family lived on a street running north-south between Yarmouk and Palestine 
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streets named after Safad, the city from which her family fled in 1948. As the next 

chapter will explore, these naming practices materialized inhabitants’ relationship to 

Palestine in the built environment of the camp, enabling forms of attachment tied to the 

camp’s symbolic and political significances as a materialization of refugees’ links to their 

homeland and further demonstrating the iterative simultaneity of place. Other place 

names arose from the camp’s emerging role in the broader Palestinian liberation struggle. 

Ali Badwan, a scholar from Yarmouk, writes that his family was among the initial twenty 

refugee families to build their homes in the camp in 1954. His neighborhood would come 

to be called the “Fidayee Neighborhood,” due to the martyrdom of neighborhood 

residents in guerilla operations in the Galilee—operations that even pre-dated the PLO 

and the launch of its revolution.89 Even the camp’s name is tied, according to some 

narratives, to the political significance of the camp in the broader struggle for return. The 

common story is that Haj Amin al-Husseini, the Mufti of Jerusalem and Palestinian 

nationalist leader during the British Mandate for Palestine visited the camp in 1955. 

According to this story, al-Husseini named the small gathering of single-story houses 

Yarmouk Camp after the 7th century Battle of Yarmouk, drawing a connection between 

this community of refugees and the decisive battle in which forces of the Rashidun 

Caliphate defeated those of the Byzantine Empire and enabled Muslim rule of the Levant 

for the first time.90 While the story similarly suggests the camp’s foundational political 

significance, it is unclear if it is actually true. In his memoir, prominent camp 

businessman and resident Khalil al-Samadi recalled asking older camp residents about 

the visit, but none remembered it.91 Regardless of the origin of Yarmouk’s name itself, 

however, naming practices played a role in manifesting the camp’s symbolic and political 
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significance as a place of refugee inhabitation even as it expanded in scale, material and 

population in ways that may otherwise have been seen to imply permanent settlement.   

Yarmouk as Resettlement?  

By 1959, the camp was home to 8,000 refugees, inhabiting “attractive cement 

block houses” with “private yards.” Furthermore, “refugee families [were] moving in as 

rapidly as houses can built.”92 The camp continued to expand southward in the 1960s as 

Palestinians relocated there from other parts of the capital. Abu Marwan was born in 

1958 and grew up in areas of central Damascus close to Alliance Camp and the Jewish 

Quarter. He recalled to me memories from his childhood of friends and relatives leaving 

central Damascus to live in the camp, including members of his mother’s family who he 

said were among the first to inhabit Yarmouk. He recalled nagging his mother to allow 

him to visit Yarmouk, curious to see where his friends and relatives had suddenly gone. 

He recalled complaints from the new residents of the camp about the limited services 

available there at the time due to the camp’s early geographic remoteness. In retrospect, 

he suspected that so many families went to the camp not out of a particular desire to live 

there but out of “despair” at poor, cramped conditions in central Damascus. In Yarmouk, 

at least, families were granted land and assistance to build their houses, houses, which 

Abu Marwan recalled, as simple and unadorned, made of exposed cinderblocks. Further, 

as Totah explores, those who preferred (and could afford) to stay in the Old City saw the 

camp as being characterized by chaos and, therefore, a space of marginality rather than a 

desirable place to inhabit.93 

Although Yarmouk was not an official UNRWA camp, UNRWA agreed to provide 

health and education services in the camp. However, UNRWA officials viewed the entire 
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project with chagrin. The fact that Palestinian refugees were seemingly eager to build 

cinderblock homes in an initiative led by PARI but were virulently and often violently 

opposed to UNRWA housing schemes led to some bitterness among UNRWA. A 1960 

memorandum from the deputy director of UNRWA’s Syria Office noted: 

We thought that the plan was smelling very strongly of resettlement. If the project had 

been sponsored by UNRWA there would have been a general outcry from the refugees 

and the Government. The project being entirely PARI’s, it was accepted without a 

murmur and even with great enthusiasm. Thus, the village developed at great speed and 

after [the influx of] people from the mosques, refugees expelled from the South borders 

for different reasons, then the whole of Alliance camp. Yarmouk is now a developing 

town where there is a large proportion of UNRWA registered refugees, but also non-

registered Palestinians and even Syrians.94 

The view offered here by the UNRWA office underscores the disconnect between 

the organization’s modernist teleological view of housing and work as a means by which 

to leave refugee status behind and the fundamentally different approach represented by 

the entire Yarmouk project. Namely, for PARI and the refugees it aided, the Yarmouk 

project was not premised on the repudiation of Palestinians’ political rights as refugees 

and their right to return to their homeland. Indeed, it was out of a desire to provide a 

space for Palestine, on account of their status as refugees and associated rights, that the 

camp was built. Therefore, refugees could build houses with less concern that such an act 

spelled the end of their ties to Palestine. 

While Yarmouk was not founded as an official UNRWA camp, and indeed in the 

statement above the UNRWA employee describes it as a “village,” PARI did consider 

Yarmouk a camp and, in 1960, appealed to UNRWA to grant it such a status. UNRWA 

refused, partly because of the cost it would incur for the agency to take over Yarmouk’s 

management. Primarily, however, UNRWA was concerned with the social and 

psychological shortcomings they believed characterized camp life, whereby camps were 
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seen to harm refugees’ human and social development.95 For UNRWA, which was 

coming out of a period of actively encouraging refugee integration and settlement, 

Yarmouk’s proximity to the Syrian capital, its well-maintained buildings and the fact that 

its “refugees are living next to Syrians” were positives that they feared would be 

jeopardized by a formal camp designation. For PARI, however, the extent of resident 

abjection or of infrastructural interconnection were not material when defining what 

makes a refugee camp. The PARI head responded to UNRWA’s rejection of his appeal by 

noting that “The word (camp), as I believe, does not necessarily mean a place where 

refugees are living under tents, and I do not think it means such a sort of place in the Host 

countries. This idiom is now indicating the places and centers of refugees congregations. 

Yarmouk is one of the largest centers in general.”96 Therefore, what defined Yarmouk as a 

camp was the fact that refugees lived there. The willingness of refugees to build more 

solidly constructed buildings in areas located next to host citizens did not rob it of such a 

designation.  

This embrace of Yarmouk as a camp by PARI, who led the project, is central to 

explaining its growth and emergence as a place of significance. Whereas UNRWA’s 

proposed resettlement schemes required Palestinian refugees to jettison their ties to 

Palestine, Yarmouk, as a refugee camp had no such imperative. Rather, camp status 

imbued it with the multifaceted political significance explored in the first part of this 

chapter. As Abourahme argues, “the camp seems to interrupt the very completion of the 

substitutive dynamic of the settler project... in its very houses resides a kind of political 

claim.”97 In other words, in contrast to an UNRWA resettlement scheme, where the 

materiality of newly built homes would signal the end of refugees’ political claims, the 
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built form of Yarmouk was the very materialization of such claims. Therefore, to build in 

a camp like Yarmouk was to signal the continued existence of Palestinian refugees’ 

national claims—and the continued refusal of the Zionist project of Palestinian erasure—

rather than manifesting the abrogation and repudiation of refugee rights. Israel has 

similarly recognized the political and symbolic significance of the camps and therefore 

has sought to destroy Palestinian camps and resettle their inhabitants elsewhere, for 

example after Israel seized control of the Gaza Strip in 1967 and during its 1982 invasion 

of Lebanon.98 Even with the political significance of camps, however, there has long been 

discomfort among Palestinians about what the construction of seemingly permanent 

structures would mean for their political aspirations. Indeed, initiatives at improving 

camp shelters, such as by replacing tents with cinderblock rooms, have always been 

accompanied by concerns about what that construction implied about the permanence of 

exile or the chances of return. As Berg points out, therefore, UNRWA’s early reports note 

refugee resistance to UNRWA-led shelter improvement schemes due to their belief that 

“this would be tantamount to permanent settlement.”99  

According to UNRWA, the period coinciding with Yarmouk’s foundation was 

characterized by a change in attitude regarding the question of shelter improvement. Its 

1955 annual report states that “there is evidence of a better understanding by the refugees 

that to live in improved shelter is not prejudicial to their political rights but, on the 

contrary, that it is advantageous to themselves and their children.”100 However, as 

Feldman writes, even amid protests against and refusal of UN-led settlement and shelter 

schemes, refugees had long been improving their shelters: “evidence from the early years 

confirms that camp improvement has always been happening, whether through repair of 
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tents damaged by storms or through moving people into more stable structures. 

Meanwhile, individuals have been endeavoring to enhance the conditions of their 

shelters.”101 Meanwhile, as Budeiri argues, Palestinians themselves have done far more to 

improve their shelters and develop their camps than any outside actor, UNRWA 

included.102 Indeed, as Gabiam explores, refugees often criticized UNRWA for their 

apparent indifference to camp residents’ often dire living conditions.103 Therefore, it is 

difficult to believe UNRWA’s suggestion that before 1955 refugees were unable to 

understand that contemporary improvement did not necessarily mean losing political 

rights. Rather, contrary to the wording of the 1955 UNRWA report, which implies the 

agency innocently sought to improve shelters with no intended effect on refugee status, 

the agency’s then-primary goal of resettlement is central to understanding refugee 

reactions to their programs. Specifically, while refugees have long been improving their 

shelters, and in doing so, exhibited a recognition that such improvement did not 

necessarily contradict their political rights and aspirations of return, they have not been 

willing to uncritically participate in any shelter scheme that may jeopardize those rights. 

Instead, regarding Yarmouk, it was the difference in the means and ends of the project 

rather than a change in the political aspirations of refugees. That is to say, refugees did 

not suddenly realize en masse that more sustainable shelter did not spell the end of their 

political rights. Rather, a project like Yarmouk, because it was led by PARI as specifically 

a camp project, with the political significance this status held, rather than by UNRWA as 

a resettlement scheme, represented a space in which sustainable shelter could be achieved 

in a way that materialized and enacted their rights as refugees rather than repudiating 

them.  
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Another important aspect of Yarmouk that enabled its growth in a way that set it 

apart from UNRWA plans was the pattern of autoconstruction. Specifically, by engaging 

in autoconstruction, rather than participating in UNRWA-led plans, refugees further 

disassociated the establishment and growth of Yarmouk from the negation of refugee 

rights at the heart of UNRWA resettlement plans. In Jordan (including the West Bank 

which it annexed during this period) and Gaza, UNRWA itself undertook shelter 

construction. In Lebanon, UNRWA primarily distributed cash for refugee 

autoconstruction but also constructed shelters for particularly needy refugees.104 In Syria, 

however, UNRWA did not engage in construction at all. Instead, refugees received cash 

in the form of grants for housing materials from UNRWA or PARI or both.105 PARI 

officials saw this as a double standard, accusing UNRWA of discrimination against 

Palestinians in Syria by providing only materials but not undertaking construction.106 

UNRWA, for its part, responded by asserting, again in line with its developmentalist 

approach, that the act of constructing their own homes helped bring out refugee self-

reliance towards “social and financial rehabilitation.”107 Abourahme and Hilal, however, 

offer a different interpretation of the significance of autoconstruction within refugee 

camps by drawing on the work of anthropologist James Holston. Holston, writing on the 

development of São Paulo’s urban peripheries, argues that “autoconstruction turned the 

peripheries into spaces of alternative futures, produced in the experience of becoming 

propertied, organizing social movements, participating in consumer markets, and making 

aesthetic judgments about house transformations.”108 For Abourahme and Hilal, this 

“process of political becoming” could be understood to occur in Palestinian camps, 

specifically Dheisheh in Bethlehem, where refugee-led urban improvement has been cast 
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as a means of strengthening Palestinian political practice rather than negating it. That is, 

by ensuring the continued existence of Palestinians and the camps they inhabit, these 

refugees have created spaces for political possibility and agency.109  

While Abourahme and Hilel cast this as an approach pioneered in Dheisheh and 

emulated in other West Bank camps, I would argue that it was present in some form 

throughout many of the camps of the Palestinian refugee diaspora. For example, as the 

Palestinian revolution came to power and prominence in the camps in the 1960s, camp 

construction was seen as a means of bringing about the end of exile rather than 

entrenching it. The belief was that the Palestine Liberation Organization, by recasting the 

camps as fortresses and providing spaces for education, economic activity, military 

training and political action, could create the conditions for the negation of the camps 

and, with it, refugees’ return.110 Beyond the national-political activity of the PLO, 

however, my interlocutors similarly expressed pride at their ability, as a community of 

Palestinians, to build Yarmouk into a significant urban neighborhood of Damascus, home 

to formal political institutions but also hospitals, schools, cultural institutions, modern 

infrastructure and high-rise towers.  

Yarmouk’s establishment, therefore, featured continuities and differences with its 

fellow Palestinian camps. Like these other camps, Yarmouk came to hold political and 

symbolic significance as a material attestation of refugee ties to their homeland. 

Furthermore, these significances were made material in the camp’s built environment 

through things like naming practices. But Yarmouk was also different from other camps 

in that its initial construction was in the form of single-story cement block houses rather 

than emergency tented accommodation. Such origins led UNRWA to question why 
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refugees were eager to inhabit Yarmouk when they refused resettlement plans that would 

have offered them materially similar accommodations. As the early history of Yarmouk 

and the broader Syrian context reveals, however, the fact that Yarmouk was explicitly 

established as a refugee camp was crucial in explaining its rapid growth. In this way, it 

contrasted with UNRWA resettlement plans, which premised material transformations on 

changes in political status. Therefore, by maintaining a camp identity, Yarmouk enabled 

an embrace of Palestinian refugee identity rather than a repudiation of it. Yarmouk’s 

construction as a place, therefore, simultaneously was shaped and shaped by attachments 

to Palestine. This foundational premise enabled its growth into a place of significance 

that could accommodate both its residents’ political aspirations and their desires to make 

lives in the present.  

Administrative, Economic and Demographic Significances  

 As Yarmouk continued to grow, it came to take on a myriad other significances, 

including municipal independence. When Yarmouk was initially established, it was 

managed under the municipality of the nearby village of Yalda.111 However, the camp’s 

growth necessitated independent administration and therefore, in 1962, the camp was 

granted its own municipality—a unique arrangement among Palestinian camps in Syria. 

The municipality was run by a local committee of Palestinian camp dwellers appointed 

by PARI.112 And while Yarmouk was geographically within the Damascus Governorate, 

Yarmouk’s municipality was, until 2018, managed under the Ministry of Local 

Administration rather than the capital’s governing structure. This gave Yarmouk a status 

akin to a town or village council and therefore granted it a fair amount of independence in 

the managing of camp governance and services.113 Alongside this administrative 
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independence, Yarmouk’s significance to the Damascus region had grown rapidly in the 

decade after its establishment. It was connected infrastructurally to the capital, with PARI 

bringing services like electricity to Yarmouk earlier than other Palestinian camps due to 

its eagerness to highlight Yarmouk as evidence of its commitment to the Palestinian 

cause.114 Furthermore, Yarmouk came to play a prominent role in Damascus’s urban 

planning. In the 1960s, the Syrian government tasked French modernist architect and 

urban planner Michel Écochard with devising a master plan for the city that would enable 

it to accommodate the city’s anticipated population growth over the ensuing decades. The 

project began in 1964, about a decade after Yarmouk’s establishment, and it surveyed and 

mapped Yarmouk as part of its broader study of the city. The plan identified Yarmouk as a 

zone of expansion in 1965 and designated the camp to accommodate 23,600 residents. It 

also proposed new roads to connect it to the center of the city.115 Écochard’s plan was 

adopted and remains legally in effect today, but its designs for Yarmouk were never fully 

enacted.116 The major result of the plan on Yarmouk was the eventual construction of 

Salah ad-Dine al-Ayyubi Street, popularly known as 30th Street, which came to mark the 

eastern and parts of the southern municipal boundary of the camp.  

The camp’s continued rapid growth during this period of urban planning, in fact, 

precluded the full adoption of Écochard’s plan. This growth happened in several ways. 

Those Palestinian families who did not acquire numras from PARI began purchasing land 

in the vicinity of the Institution Land, particularly to the south and west, to construct 

houses in the camp.117 Additionally, the 1967 War that resulted in Israel’s occupation of 

the Golan Heights caused another round of displaced Palestinians to take refuge in 

Yarmouk. The camp’s existing housing units, however, could not accommodate all the 
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newcomers. Families, therefore, began building houses irregularly on vacant land that 

was either privately owned or held by the state. They would then attempt to settle the 

legality of the structures retroactively by negotiating with the proper landholder.118 The 

increasing occurrence of this practice in the wake of the 1967 War, furthermore, 

accelerated the expansion of the camp in another way. Syrian landowners who held title 

to land near the camp began constructing residential buildings to preempt the 

construction of irregular housing by refugees.119 In addition to expanding the built area of 

the camp, the advent of Syrian-constructed housing in Yarmouk represented the first 

large-scale entry of Syrian citizens into the camp.120   

In 1979, the Palestine Statistical Office of the Palestine Liberation Organization 

undertook a survey of Yarmouk, which illuminated the growing material, demographic 

and economic significance of the camp. The survey was designed to sample 10% of 

Yarmouk’s population, which it determined by taking a 1970 population and then 

accounting for annual growth. The sample size selected based on this calculation was 

1,300 families, with a further 96 included to account for the camp’s expansion into the 

southern Hajr al-Aswad neighborhood. The total sample size of 10,133 persons, 

therefore, indicated that the PLO office estimated the camp to be home to more than 

100,000 people at the time.121 In addition to collecting data on literacy, number of 

children, employment and place of birth, the survey included information on the nature of 

the camp’s dwellings. Of the 1,396 houses surveyed, at least 95% were connected to 

water, electricity and sewage networks. Further, more than 88% of families owned their 

own home. 1,134 of the houses were made of cement, while 261 were constructed out of 

mud and wood. The highest percentage of houses were made up of two rooms, although 
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just under 50% of those surveyed were three rooms or more.122 The survey, then, gives 

the impression of a rapidly growing area that was infrastructurally interconnected and 

economically vibrant. Furthermore, by surveying families in Haj al-Aswad, the document 

attests to the camp’s ongoing spatial expansion. In doing so, the survey shows how, two 

and a half decades after its establishment, Yarmouk was already becoming a center of 

demographic and economic significance for the emerging southern suburbs of the Syrian 

capital. Furthermore, the details on the make-up and size of Yarmouk’s houses show a 

near-universal use of seemingly permanent construction materials and an increasing trend 

toward larger homes. The camp’s foundational premise, which enabled material 

emplacement without prejudice to political rights, had, therefore, by the end of the 1970s 

resulted in a burgeoning urban center with growing ties to broader Damascus.  

Political Significance and Political Strife 

The 1980s were a period characterized by continuing population expansion, 

driven in no small part due to the broader political networks in which the camp was 

situated. Specifically, the camp’s significance as a center of political activity, a home for 

factional headquarters and an origin point for guerillas who fought in Lebanon’s Civil 

War all coalesced to accelerate the camp’s growth. Specifically, due to these various 

political significances, when the PLO was expelled from Beirut in 1982 as a result of 

Israel’s siege, some PLO fighters and their families headed to Syria and settled in 

Damascus rather than follow PLO leadership to Tunisia.123 Additionally, the camp also 

became a destination for those Syrians from the countryside engaging in rural-urban 

migration.124 However, despite the rapid construction and expansion that had 

characterized the camp’s first several decades, the pattern of single-story houses could no 
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longer accommodate growing families or these influxes of new residents. As a result, 

families began buying adjoining numras or combining numras with relatives, 

demolishing their single-story houses and replacing them with larger multistory 

buildings. As Umm Mohammad explained to me, “if you have a numra and I have a 

numra, I would buy your numra, demolish the house and build a building.” The 

reorganization of the camp in this way enabled the practice of building upper floors to 

accommodate ensuing generations of families. On the original Institution Land, this 

practice was technically illegal but widely practiced, nonetheless. However, in 1990, a 

ministerial decree was issued that legalized the practice provided an owner’s son was 

engaged to be married. No such allowance was made for engaged daughters.125 This 

practice of building upper floors to enable members of the next generation to start their 

families continued right until the Syrian Civil War. I spoke to a former Yarmouk resident 

who was displaced initially to Lebanon and then later moved again to Istanbul who had 

been in the process of building his home on the roof of his parents’ house when he was 

forced to flee. As a result of this rapid urbanization and vertical construction, the camp’s 

built environment came to be dominated, particularly along main streets and 

thoroughfares, by four and five-story buildings. By the 1980s, furthermore, Yarmouk had 

earned significance as an urban center for the peripheral neighborhoods that arose 

through irregular construction on the vacant land neighboring the camp. So developed 

was the camp’s infrastructure that residents of these neighboring areas appealed to be 

incorporated into Yarmouk’s municipal boundaries in order to access its public 

services.126   
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A 1986 article captures how Yarmouk was shaped in this period by its significance 

as both a center of gravity for Palestinian political forces and of urban growth for 

Damascus. The article describes how Yarmouk’s initial geographic remoteness, in lands 

home to “hyenas and wolves,” had been replaced by increasing interconnection with 

Damascus, both through the advent of transportation infrastructure and by the 

construction of buildings within the camp and in the areas between the camp and the rest 

of the Syrian capital.127 So new was this construction that many of the buildings were 

uncladded and unfinished. However, even by this point in the camp’s history, the author 

notes that Yarmouk’s high-rise buildings, wide streets and public services differed 

drastically from camps in Lebanon and Jordan.128 Furthermore, in addition to 

highlighting the rapid growth and development experienced by the camp in the 1980s, the 

article touches on the other important dynamic that characterized that period in the camp: 

widespread political strife caused by rivalry between then-Syrian president Hafez al-

Assad and PLO and Fatah leader Yasser Arafat. Assad had long sought to hold sway over 

the direction of the struggle for Palestinian liberation and was wary of an independent 

PLO led by Arafat. In 1976, this manifested in a Syrian-led intervention in the Lebanese 

Civil War to stave off the ascendancy of the left-wing Lebanese National Movement and 

their Palestinian allies.129 But things came to a head for Yarmouk after Assad expelled 

Arafat from Syria in June 1983. The expulsion occurred amid the context of internal strife 

within Arafat’s Fatah movement. This internal conflict was fed by Assad and would 

descend into an open rebellion over Arafat’s decision-making regarding the PLO’s 1982 

expulsion from Beirut and his alleged betrayal of the armed struggle.130 Fighting between 

pro- and anti-Arafat factions, aided and directed by Syria, broke out in Lebanon in 
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1983.131 Meanwhile, in Yarmouk, pro-Arafat demonstrations emerged and were forcibly 

put down by Syrian security forces, with more than 600 residents reportedly arrested.132 A 

November 1983 report by the Saudi daily al-Nadwah reported that the Syrian security 

forces fired on demonstrators in Yarmouk while the Jordanian Sawt al-Shab on the same 

day reported that there were 33 injuries and deaths among the demonstrators.133 Another 

Jordanian daily, al-Anba, cited six killed in the events.134 

The conflict would intensify later in the decade. In a what came to be known as 

the War of the Camps, which ran from 1985-1988, the Syrian-backed Lebanese Shia 

militia Amal besieged and assaulted the Palestinian camps of Beirut in neighboring 

Lebanon. Regular protests broke out in Yarmouk against these attacks; protests that were 

met with live fire and arrests. One 1985 article reported 30 killed and 1,800 arrested 

across Syria in the crackdown, with the majority occurring in Yarmouk.135 The Kuwaiti 

daily al-Rai al-Aam reported that the prominent Palestinian fighter Leila Khalid was 

briefly detained for protesting the assault on Beirut’s camps a few days after assaults on 

demonstrators resulted in 18 injuries and deaths.136 When an agreement was reached 

between Amal and the Lebanese Druze Progressive Socialist Party militia in 1985 that 

would end the first phase of the sub-conflict, the Assad regime put some of the leaders of 

the anti-Arafat “Salvation Front” under house arrest and besieged the country’s camps, 

arresting hundreds. In Yarmouk, security forces reportedly killed 15 and injured 60 

others.137 Those who were arrested experienced torture and several died in detention, as 

detailed in contemporary newspaper reports and a 1987 investigation by Amnesty 

International.138 The Amnesty report includes details of prisons like Palestine Branch, 

officially known as Branch 225, which would be significant centers of detention, torture 
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and death in the context of the eventual Syrian Civil War. These instances demonstrate 

that despite Yarmouk’s economic, political and social significance, and the sense that 

there was a “greater margin of social freedom”139 in the camp than in other parts of 

Damascus, it was still subject to the repression characteristic of the Assad regime. As an 

article from 1988 explained, “a Palestinian organization's standing in the present 

constellation of Palestinian-Syrian relations is reflected in the extent of its presence in 

Yarmouk.”140 Those factions who “toe the Syrian line” were able to construct extensive 

facilities while others with more precarious standing had a less visible presence in the 

camp. Meanwhile, “support for Arafat in Syria is tantamount to high treason.”141 

 Reconciliation would eventually come between Arafat and Assad, in the context 

of the launch of the First Intifada and the 1988 assassination of Khalil al-Wazir (Abu 

Jihad) in Tunis. Abu Jihad’s funeral occurred in Yarmouk and was widely reported to be 

attended by more than 300,000 people. It was also a marker of Yarmouk’s national 

political significance. The choice to bury Abu Jihad in the camp was read by international 

press at the time as a victory for Assad and a “slap” at neighboring Jordan.142 The funeral 

eventually precipitated Arafat’s return to Syria for the first time in years, when he visited 

Abu Jihad’s grave in the camp’s Martyrs’ Cemetery. Upon reaching the camp, Arafat’s car 

was reportedly lifted and carried by 30,000 supporters who had emerged to greet him.143 

This period also saw the release of some arrested for protesting the War of the Camps as 

part of efforts to normalize the PLO-Assad relationship.144 By the 1990s, the intensity of 

Assad’s conflict with Arafat waned in terms of actual fighting within the camp, although 

pro-Syrian factions remained dominant and pro-Arafat voices were marginalized. Further, 

while supporters of Arafat and Fatah were certainly widespread in the camp, Arafat 
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himself lost standing within Yarmouk with his embrace of the Oslo Peace Process in 

1993, which refugees saw as a repudiation of their right to return to their homeland and 

was met with demonstrations.145 In the ensuing decades, the Islamic Resistance 

Movement, Hamas, would grow in prominence in the camp, with its leadership based in 

Damascus from 1999. Former residents noted to me that Hamas enjoyed a level of 

support and allowance of independence from the Syrian regime that they had not seen 

with any other faction.   

Meanwhile, Yarmouk’s economic and social integration into the Syrian capital 

during the 90s and 2000s made the camp an attractive location for middle-class Syrians 

and Palestinians alike looking to start and raise their families. This was especially true 

due to the camp’s affordable cost of living. As will be explored in the next chapter, 

Yarmouk was home to several major markets which were remembered to be among the 

more affordable places of shop in the capital. Already, by 1988, at least 35% of the 

camp’s population was Syrian, with rural migrants attracted by cheaper vegetables, 

cheaper housing and opportunities to work in the camp’s small industries, phenomena 

which would continue through the turn of the century.146 The significance of the camp as 

an economic center, additionally, was emphasized by the phenomenon of Damascene 

shops opening branches in the camp, as well as the advent of international brands. 

Further, housing was inexpensive when compared with areas closer to the center of 

Damascus. For example, a 1998 newspaper report in the Jordanian al-Aswaq highlighted 

the drastic difference in the price of an apartment between al-Mezzeh (5 million lira for a 

135-meter apartment) and Yarmouk, a “popular area” (mintaqah shabiyya) (1.5 million 

lira for a 100-meter apartment).147 As a result of these dynamics, the number of Syrian 
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citizen residents of the camp would come to outnumber Palestinian residents by hundreds 

of thousands by the eve of the civil war.  

Destroying a Place of Significance  

 When the Syrian uprising began in 2011, its effects were felt in the camp from its 

very earliest days, even if it took some time before the camp came under direct targeted 

attack. Indeed, as Al-Hardan argues, it is precisely because of the forms of significance 

explored above, and the deep social, political and economic integration they manifested, 

that Palestinians found themselves thrust into the war alongside the rest of Syria’s various 

communities.148 What began as mass protests in the southern Syrian city of Dera’a in 

March 2011 spread into a nationwide movement that was met with deadly force by the 

Syrian regime. Fearing Assad’s wrath, most Palestinians and Palestinian factions desired 

for the camps to remain neutral.149 However, Palestinians were quickly pulled in. For 

Nakba Day 2011, a day of protest and commemoration of the Nakba occurring annually 

on May 15th, the Syrian government promoted protests at the border with the Israel-

occupied Golan Heights in an effort to distract from the growing protests in the country. 

As former camp resident and activist Nidal Bitari points out, the willingness of the Syrian 

regime to allow such protests was a warning flag. Previously, the regime had never 

permitted Palestinians to approach within 20 kilometers of the border.150 Thousands 

attended the protest and Israeli border guards killed three and wounded dozens. Another 

demonstration would occur on June 5th, 2011, to coincide with Naksa Day, the annual 

commemoration of Israel’s occupation of the West Bank, East Jerusalem, Gaza Strip and 

the Golan Heights. But rather than a mass movement with the tacit backing of the Syrian 

regime, this protest seemed to be orchestrated solely by the government and one of its 
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client Palestinian factions, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine-General 

Command (PFLP-GC). State security buses arrived in Yarmouk that morning to ferry 

camp youth to demonstrate on the border. The Israeli army, which had built ramparts and 

barricades on the border after the May 15th rally, fired upon the demonstrators again. 

They killed twenty-three; twelve from Yarmouk and the rest from other camps.151 At the 

funeral for the martyrs, anger boiled over. Blaming the PFLP-GC for the deaths, activists 

marched to the faction’s main complex, where a PFLP-GC fighter fired on the crowd and 

killed a 14-year-old boy. In response, demonstrators stormed the building, burned cars 

and set the GC’s complex alight.152  

Bitari marks these events as the moment when divisions began to emerge in the 

camp between those who supported the regime and those who opposed it. However, even 

among those who opposed the regime, the overwhelming impulse was to maintain the 

camp’s neutrality.153 The camp, however, had been taking in Syrians displaced from 

neighboring areas by intensifying fighting between forces loyal to the regime and the 

Free Syrian Army (FSA). This included families of FSA fighters. Hospitals in the camp 

treated those injured in fighting while members of the camp’s civil society set up shelters 

and kitchens to aid the displaced.154 One former resident told me that his group began 

providing aid to those internally displaced but did so under the guise of providing 

assistance to children with developmental disabilities so as to disguise their actions from 

the regime. These displaced Syrians also began staging protests, which attracted 

Palestinians. At the same time, the FSA sought to recruit Palestinians to their cause. 

Geographically, Yarmouk sits at a strategically significant location, straddling the 

boundary between the Rural Damascus Governorate and Damascus proper. The FSA had 
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an interest, therefore, in entering the camp to gain access to Damascus. They also sought 

to organize Palestinian brigades in support of the rebellion.155 Seeking to assert the 

regime’s hold on the camp, the PFLP-GC began organizing and arming “Popular 

Committees” in the camp. And while some of these popular committees were seen as 

genuinely acting in defense of the camp and its neutrality, others took more antagonistic 

stances, including staging checkpoints outside the camp. Such actions put Palestinian 

fighters into direct conflict with the FSA.156 These clashes resulted in incidental shelling 

of the camp amid fierce fighting in neighboring areas. However, the FSA began to see the 

more aggressive sections of the PFLP-GC as having forfeited their neutrality and, with it, 

the neutrality of Yarmouk.157 As clashes between PFLP-GC and FSA forces expanded, an 

emergency meeting between camp factions and the FSA occurred in December 2012. 

However, the meeting failed to resolve the ongoing tension.158 Then, on December 16th, 

Syrian regime MiG jets attacked the Abdel Qader al-Husseini Mosque in the camp, 

initially claiming it was housing a rebel operations room.159 It later claimed the strike was 

an error.160 However, the strikes killed dozens and the next day the FSA entered the 

camp. The PFLP-GC’s Popular Committees, despite Syrian army assistance, could not 

stop their advance.161 The vast majority of Yarmouk’s population, swelled to nearly one 

million people due to the influx of internally displaced Syrians, fled the camp.162 By July 

2013, the Syrian army, along with the PFLP-GC and allied groups, had put those few 

thousand residents that remained in the camp under a punishing siege. Dozens starved to 

death.163 

In April 2015, the camp was taken by the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 

who controlled the camp until its recapture by the regime in 2018.164 The regime’s 
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devastating campaign to recapture the camp caused widespread destruction to what 

remained of Yarmouk’s homes and infrastructure. Further, upon retaking the camp, the 

regime orchestrated widespread looting, including the stealing of cables, pipes and metal 

to sell for scrap.165 Once the looting ceased in 2019, the regime allowed some pro-regime 

fighters and their families to return to the camp.166 The regime made promises in the 

wake of the camp’s seizure that former residents would be permitted to return if they 

could prove ownership of their homes. However, while several hundred families have 

been able to reinhabit Yarmouk, the vast majority of former residents who remain in 

Damascus have not been permitted to return to their homes and are instead forced to pay 

high rents in the Syrian capital.167  

Additionally, in 2018, the Assad regime issued a law that gave those displaced in 

and from Syria one month to claim ownership of their homes or see them seized by the 

state.168 Assad later extended the time limit to one year. The law was immediately met 

with comparisons to Israel’s Absentee Property Law, which it used to confiscate the 

property of refugees displaced by the Nakba, and the laws that enabled the Lebanese 

government to seize property for the post-civil war reconstruction of Beirut.169 For 

Palestinians from Yarmouk, the process of proving ownership is particularly fraught. The 

ownership status of Palestinians in the camp is somewhat complex. Those given plots of 

land and permission to build houses in Institution Land do not own the land but rather 

hold the right to build a structure on the land, a right that is embodied in a title deed 

called a Green Tabu and is recorded in the government Land Registry. However, given 

that the Institution Land represented a minority of the camp’s pre-war municipal 

boundaries, only some of the camp’s residents held title on Institutional Land. Many 
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others bought commercial land through notarized power of attorney documents and then 

used the land to build residential housing. Notarized power of attorney contracts, while 

binding, are not recorded with the Land Registry. Instead, alongside other more 

precarious forms of ownership documents, these records were hosted at the camp’s court, 

which was destroyed by Syrian airstrikes.170 In the absence of, or in addition to, more 

formal ownership documents, refugees from Yarmouk have therefore sought to maintain 

other forms of proof of ownership, such as utility bills, in the hope that these would attest 

to their tie to their homes.  

Erasing a Place’s Significance? 

In Summer 2020, the regime put forward its plan for the reconstruction of 

Yarmouk. The plan, in the eyes of former residents, threatens to permanently eliminate 

many aspects of the camp that enabled it to emerge as a place of significance, especially 

its identity as a refugee camp and its administrative independence. Previously, upon 

recapturing the camp in 2018, the government enacted a municipal reorganization of 

Yarmouk, which involved stripping the camp of its Local Committee made up of 

Palestinian camp residents. It also repositioned Yarmouk’s municipality, putting the camp 

under the auspices of the Damascus Governorate rather than the Ministry of Local 

Administration where it had previously been structured. This administrative seizure 

enabled the Damascus Governate to put forward its 2020 rebuilding plan that split the 

camp into three different areas determined by level of destruction. 60% of the camp was 

designated to be turned into residential towers, commercial markets and public parks. The 

only compensation for former residents would be shares in the new construction for those 

who could prove prior ownership.171 The remaining 40% would be rebuilt but over a 15-
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year period.172 Most damningly, the plan removed “camp” from the newly constructed 

neighborhood’s name, designating it the Yarmouk Area.  

The plan elicited massive opposition from Palestinians from Yarmouk, with over 

10,000 objects being filed after its release.173 A coalition of NGOs, civil society groups 

and Palestinian Syrian activists sent a memo to the United Nations voicing their 

opposition, accusing the regime of legalizing its theft of property from the displaced and 

erasing Yarmouk’s character as a Palestinian refugee camp.174 Furthermore, reflecting the 

symbolic and political significance of camp status, the memo condemns the plan for 

ignoring the Yarmouk’s camp identity: “Instead of working to solidify them in a way that 

preserves the identity of the camp as a community of Palestinian refugees - whose 

demographic identity is not changed by the presence of Syrians living side by side with 

Palestinians - the authorities responsible for presenting and approving a new plan go as 

far as to unfairly and arbitrarily eliminate these established realities.”175 Similarly, a 

statement by a North America-based Palestinian activist group rejected the removal of 

Yarmouk’s camp status, arguing that “Refugee camps are a significant site for 

intergenerational social and political infrastructure, struggle, and consciousness building. 

The erasure of the camp accompanies the erasure of over seven-decades long temporary 

home - a home that is not just a physical space, but a permanent reminder of the need to 

return to Palestine, the need to achieve liberation.”176 GAPAR itself objected to the plan, 

accusing the rebuilding plan of exaggerating the level of destruction in the camp and of 

wrongfully expropriating the land originally designated by GAPAR (then PARI) for the 

camp.177 These organizations and activists, in other words, demanded that a plan to 
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rebuild Yarmouk must reconstitute Yarmouk’s founding premise of a Palestinian camp 

space from which its political and symbolic significance arose. 

In the face of these objections, the rebuilding plan was put on hold in August 

2020.178 The future of the camp is still profoundly uncertain, however. Promises of the 

return for residents able to prove ownership in the camp have gone unfulfilled. The 

process to receive permission to return required returnees to demonstrate “structural 

safety of properties, proof of ownership, and obtaining required approvals.”179 These 

required approvals include a secret audit by Syrian security forces, which reject any 

person wanted as or suspected to be an opponent of the regime.180 By September 2023, 

only 1,600 returns were approved and, of these, only 600 families have actually returned 

to the camp.181 Furthermore, Yarmouk’s lack of services, widespread destruction and high 

cost of rehabilitating houses amid an economic crisis in Syria has made return extremely 

challenging even for those with approval.182 Further, there are widespread fears of 

unscrupulous agents convincing vulnerable former camp residents to sell their property 

rights.183 At the same time, there have been efforts to remove rubble and Yarmouk-

focused Facebook pages have celebrated the reopening of shops and schools in the camp. 

UNRWA, meanwhile, reopened a school in September 2023, which hosted 1,000 students 

for the first day of school and marked the first time that refugee students attended 

UNRWA school in the camp for eleven years.184 However, there remains a widespread 

sense that the regime has prevented a full, widescale return to the camp to facilitate its 

attempts to radically transform Yarmouk and erase its previous camp form. Furthermore, 

former residents have demanded the restoration of the camp’s old municipal structure and 
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local committee; demands driven by a sense that the Damascus Governorate cares little 

for the camp’s original residents.185 

The prolonged siege and abject destruction of Yarmouk created a feeling among 

former residents that the regime deliberately destroyed the camp because of its status as a 

Palestinian place. In other words, the significance that arose from its foundational 

premise of refusal and emplacement is precisely what made it a target. Two former camp 

residents that I knew, a mother and son, visited the camp after it was retaken by the 

regime and saw the remains of their house and their family’s barber shop on Palestine 

Street. They each independently told me that neighboring non-camp areas seemed 

relatively unscathed compared to the destruction and looting that beset Yarmouk, leading 

them to theorize that Yarmouk was targeted specifically because it was a Palestinian 

camp. Another former resident told me he suspected that the regime targeted the camp 

because residents aided those displaced by the war, including people associated with the 

opposition, rather than showing absolute loyalty to Assad. The decision to strip the camp 

of its local committee and the contents of the 2020 rebuilding plan also contributed to 

these suspicions. In the words of one report on Yarmouk, “the report authors believe the 

local committee was dissolved simply to allow the regime to take full advantage of 

completely destroying the camp.”186 For these former residents then, Yarmouk’s political 

and symbolic significance are not just at threat of being erased—they are understood to 

be the reason the camp was subjected to wholesale destruction.  

Conclusion 

The history of Yarmouk’s establishment, expansion and eventual destruction, 

therefore, reveals how the refugee camp can be transformed from a place “not supposed 
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to leave a trace”187 into a place of significance. For a camp like Yarmouk, significance 

takes the form of attachments and affective importance for those who inhabit and 

constitute the places as well as economic, political, administrative, demographic and 

social weight that spills out across a broader geography of places. As this chapter 

explored through the context of the Nakba and the creation of the Palestinian refugee 

community, most refugee camps are established on an emergency temporality with the 

goal of providing urgent lifesaving aid and shelter to newly displaced people. As such, 

they are not intended to imbue their residents with any sort of social or political status. 

Nor are they meant to become objects of attachment. However, amid protracted 

displacement, camps transform, through daily practice, material changes and political 

activism, from supposedly temporary spaces to places of propound affective, political and 

symbolic significance. For Palestinian camps, the emergence of significance was 

intimately tied to the broader struggle for return to Palestine and the refusal of efforts at 

refugee resettlement. Amid plans to move refugees out of camps and integrate them into 

host countries, camps became important symbolic and material attestations to these 

refugees’ rights to return to their homeland. Meanwhile, the material transformations 

witnessed in the camps over the duration of their existence also helped constitute them as 

places of economic, demographic and political significance in the broader relations with 

non-camp places.  

Within this broader context of camps as places of significance, however, Yarmouk 

had its own particularities stemming from the circumstances of its foundation, 

management and growth. Unlike those camps whose significance emerged through 

symbolic and material transformations tied to refusal of UNRWA-led resettlement 
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projects, Yarmouk’s very founding was premised on the co-presence of material solidity 

and political symbolism. That is, unlike UNRWA resettlement plans, the construction and 

inhabitation of Yarmouk were not dependent on refugees’ rejection of their ties to their 

homeland or their desires to return to it. Therefore, by creating a place that was both 

explicitly a camp and designed for Palestinian residence but also to be constructed of 

material that otherwise would be seen to signify resettlement, Yarmouk was able to 

emerge as a place where refusal to jettison ties to Palestine and emplacement in 

Damascus were co-constitutive rather than opposing impulses. And, therefore, while 

Yarmouk may have looked like resettlement to UNRWA observers, for residents, it was 

fundamentally different.  

This history therefore demonstrates how the iterative simultaneity of place is 

manifested materially, whereby the constitution of Yarmouk as a place of inhabitation and 

significance simultaneously produced and was produced by attachments to Palestine. 

Furthermore, Yarmouk’s co-constitution through refusal and emplacement had profound 

consequences for the way that Yarmouk would grow and the significances it would come 

to inhabit it. Yarmouk’s rapidly growing built environment was driven by influxes of new 

residents drawn in by the camp’s economic, political and geographic significances. The 

camp, furthermore, drew in waves of Palestinians from other camps and parts of Syria 

and the region but also Syrian citizens engaging in rural-urban migration and seeking 

affordable accommodation and economic opportunity. The desirability of Yarmouk for all 

incomers was also driven by its infrastructural interconnectedness with the rest of 

Damascus, while its rapid growth resulted in the establishment of an independent 

municipality. Furthermore, the camp became a center of Palestinian political activity, 
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albeit under the heavy hand of a regime intent on coopting the Palestinian struggle for 

liberation. Therefore, Yarmouk’s particular founding premise enabled it not only to 

emerge as a place of profound political and symbolic significance in the broader context 

of the Palestinian refugee community but also earned it political, economic, 

administrative and demographic significance for the broader city and region. This 

constellation of significance is no doubt central to the emergence of Yarmouk’s 

designation, according to residents anyways, as “the capital of the Palestinian diaspora.” 

When war came, however, these significances coalesced to make Yarmouk a 

target. Its large population, strategic location on the doorstep of Damascus and 

complicated constellation of political forces meant it could not maintain the precarious 

neutrality that residents hoped would spare them from the full force of the war. The mass 

displacement of camp residents, siege and eventual destructive recapture, furthermore, 

largely erased those economic, social and demographic significances it had accumulated 

through its pre-war history. Additionally, the level of destruction witnessed by the camp 

fostered suspicion that Yarmouk was deliberately targeted because of its significance as a 

Palestinian place—singled out for erasure when nearby areas seemed comparatively 

unscathed. The 2020 rebuilding plan amplified these suspicions due to its direct attack on 

the foundational premise that enabled Yarmouk to emerge as a place of significance. 

Specifically, by removing the camp’s independent municipality, stripping Yarmouk of its 

camp name and proposing to replace much of it with commercial construction and 

towers, the plan threatens to eliminate Yarmouk’s status as a place of symbolic, political 

and social significance for Palestinian refugees. The material destruction of the camp 

combined with the contents of the rebuilding plan, therefore, gave a sense that the camp’s 
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erasure was a deliberate ploy by the Assad regime. The refusal to allow refugees to return 

to the camp, meanwhile, has only deepened this suspicion of the threat to the 

maintenance of Yarmouk’s significances. The next chapter continues to consider the 

effects of Yarmouk’s foundational premise, focusing on the camp-city duality that arose 

via this co-constitution of refusal and emplacement.  
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Chapter Two 

Yarmouk the Camp, Yarmouk the City 

It did not take long for my conversation with Yasser to reach a topic that nearly all 

my discussions with the former residents of Yarmouk eventually raised: what, exactly, 

made Yarmouk a refugee camp? After all, by the time of Yasser’s birth in the early 1990s, 

the camp had transformed dramatically. Long gone were Yarmouk’s early single-story 

houses built among the orchards, hyenas and wolves south of Damascus. Instead, 

throughout Yasser’s life, Yarmouk was a bustling and rapidly growing suburb of the 

Syrian capital, home to hundreds of thousands more Syrian citizens than Palestinian 

refugees, and a center of economic and social gravity that drew in residents and non-

residents alike. However, even though Yarmouk’s built environment resembled 

neighboring Damascus more than that of a conventional refugee camp, Yarmouk’s camp 

identity was insisted upon by its former residents. This insistence took multiple forms. 

Most often, it was linguistic. In all the time I spent with Yarmouk’s former residents, 

Yarmouk was referred to as “the camp” far more often than it was called by name. 

Furthermore, Yarmouk’s history and status as a refugee camp were referenced repeatedly 

in response to my questions about my interlocutors’ memories of life there, reflecting the 

symbolic significance of camp status that, as explored in the previous chapter, was so 

central in explaining how Yarmouk developed.  

However, Yarmouk’s camp nature was not one that fit easily alongside 

conventional imaginings of refugee camps as geographically isolated and tented. Indeed, 

Yasser was so accustomed to Yarmouk’s version of refugee camp identity that when he 

first encountered such tented and isolated camps—Jordan’s Zaatari and Azraq camps 
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which were built in 2012 to house Syrian refugees—they seemed more atypical than 

conventional. He shared with me his shock at seeing the sorts of places to which the word 

“camp” is customarily attached: “The first time I saw Zaatari and Azraq, I asked ‘why are 

they called camps?’” The huge divergence, in other words, between the appearance of 

these tented desert camps and his experience of Yarmouk in his youth made it difficult for 

Yasser to parse what exactly Yarmouk could possibly share with spaces like Zaatari that 

could lead them both to carry the designation of “refugee camp.” Furthermore, he felt the 

need to explain to his Jordanian friends that Yarmouk was not like these more recently 

established camps:  

I would describe to Jordanians so they could understand what Yarmouk camp was like. I 

would say the camp was like Abdoun, something ‘wow’ [in English]… The first time 

people saw Zaatari and saw tents and dirt, they took this meaning of camp. When I told 

people I was from a camp, they would have this impression, but I explained to them that 

the camp [Yarmouk] wasn’t like this, that it was like a city, that it had asphalt and shops. 

It’s hard because people don’t know the meaning of the word ‘camp.’ 

Yasser’s choice of comparison is immediately striking. Instead of drawing a link 

between Yarmouk and one of Amman’s poorer and more crowded eastern neighborhoods, 

or even one of its multiple long-extant Palestinian refugee camps, Yasser chose Abdoun, 

an upper-class suburb of the Jordanian capital that hosts many villas, malls and 

restaurants. However, rather than using this comparison to deny Yarmouk’s camp identity, 

he insisted upon its camp status. For Yasser, those who did not understand how Yarmouk 

could be like Abdoun were the ones who did not know “the meaning of the word camp.” 

In describing Yarmouk, Yasser’s comparison, therefore, offered a theoretical claim about 

the nature of the refugee camp writ large. Specifically, rather than positing refugee camps 

like Yarmouk and cities like Amman as opposite types, with “refugees and refugee camps 

as standing at one pole of the political and urban spectrum with citizens and cities at the 
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other pole,”1 Yasser saw synchronicity. Put differently, in Yasser’s experiences and 

memories, Yarmouk was a refugee camp and a city—and not just any city; a city akin to 

one of Amman’s better-off neighborhoods.   

Yasser was far from the only former Yarmouk resident to employ comparisons in 

an effort to explain the camp to me. In addition to Yasser’s comparison with Abdoun, I 

heard or read Yarmouk compared to a broad variety of spaces: a city, a capital, an urban 

metropole in relation to the other Syrian Palestinian camps as rural periphery,2 the “spinal 

cord” of Syria’s Palestinian community, a family, a market, a parallel world, a country, a 

state, Jabal Hussein (a well-known Amman neighborhood), Hamra (a popular shopping 

street and district of Beirut) and Verdun (another Beirut neighborhood).3 This abundance 

of comparison was no doubt tied to my own positionality regarding Yarmouk. I have 

never been to Yarmouk or Damascus, but I have visited Palestinian camps in the West 

Bank, Lebanon and Jordan and lived in cities across the region. Furthermore, Yarmouk’s 

destruction during the Syrian Civil War means that the camp can no longer be observed 

or experienced in the form remembered by its displaced residents. Comparisons, 

therefore, served to illustrate to me, a researcher trying to understand a lost place that I 

had never visited, what Yarmouk was like in relation to places I found more familiar.  

However, just like with Yasser’s allusion to Abdoun, these comparisons were as 

much about theorization as they were about description. And what is particularly 

noteworthy about so many of these comparisons is that they posit Yarmouk as a particular 

sort of urban space. Furthermore, in the absence of a specific named urban referent, this 

sentiment was expressed with the repeated refrain “Yarmouk was a city, not a camp.”4 At 

face value, this “city, not camp” construction seems to explicitly deny Yarmouk’s camp 
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status, suggesting, in a way that recalls some contemporary theory on the relationship 

between the city and the refugee camp, that Yarmouk had reached a stage of urban 

development over and above that of the refugee camp.5 This chapter, however, argues that 

this discursive denial ought not be understood as an attempt to strip Yarmouk of its camp 

identity. Rather, the recurring suggestion that Yarmouk was a “city, not camp,” and the 

broader discussion of Yarmouk’s urbanity that it suffused, represents an attempt to 

constitute a conceptualization of the urban refugee camp that accounts for Yarmouk’s 

synchronous status as both a camp and a city. From the perspective of Yarmouk’s former 

residents, Yarmouk’s camp nature did not depend on it resembling a place like Zaatari, 

nor did it arise solely, or even primarily, from characteristics like legal exception, 

containment, humanitarian management or biopolitical practice—characteristics that are 

at the heart of many scholarly analyses of refugee camps.6 Further, Yarmouk’s city nature 

was not limited or erased by manifestations of its camp identity. Rather, Yarmouk’s camp 

identity and, reciprocally, its city status were each co-constitutive characteristics that 

emerged situationally and relationally. That is to say, there were moments, situations and 

events in which Yarmouk seemed more like a city or more like a camp. But even in these 

moments when one characteristic appeared more prominent, Yarmouk remained 

fundamentally both city and camp. 

This chapter, then, considers those situations, events and relations that caused 

Yarmouk’s constitutive camp and city characteristics to emerge and therefore able to be 

observed and experienced. Prompted by the pattern of comparisons from Yarmouk’s 

former residents, further, the chapter offers its own analogy for apprehending the 

synchronicity of camp and city that was foundational to Yarmouk. Specifically, drawing 
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on the realm of quantum physics, I argue that Yarmouk’s camp-city duality can be 

understood as akin to light’s particle-wave duality. In other words, just like light acts as 

or appears, through certain screens, as a wave and, through others, as a particle but 

always remains fundamentally both, so too does Yarmouk’s situationally exhibit the 

characteristics of city and camp while remaining fundamentally both. This analogy 

provides the means for understanding how Yarmouk’s two characteristics can co-exist 

while remaining analytically distinct. Also, the analogy offers the conceptual tools by 

which to identify those situations and relations that make each status become observable 

and consequential. Therefore, recalling Abourahme’s argument that the camp emerges 

from a “kind of interactional assemblage that bring seemingly disparate elements 

together,”7 both material and immaterial, human and non-human, to co-constitute 

particular space and subjectivities, what emerges in this chapter, then, is a set of elements, 

including infrastructure and the built environment, political practice, economic networks, 

violence, discourses of stigmatization and more, through which a refugee camp’s city or 

camp identity can be viewed and experienced. In parsing these factors and their 

interactions, the chapter makes a final, broader claim. Specifically, it shows, by attending 

to the lives, experiences and memories of Yarmouk’s former residents, the need to cling, 

albeit somewhat flexibly, to camp and city as discrete analytical categories even as they 

mutually interact, resemble one another and co-constitute place. In doing so, the chapter 

draws on a growing body of literature that has been provisionally labeled “camp studies”8 

and on contemporary urban theory, as well as a group of scholars who have applied 

insights from the latter to the study of the former.9  
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The chapter begins by conceptualizing the camp-city duality that characterizes 

urban refugee camps like Yarmouk and explores the importance of this framework for 

elucidating each of Yarmouk’s dual characteristics. It then extrapolates, in turn, 

conceptualizations of each characteristic, camp and city, drawing on the lives, 

experiences and memories of my interlocutors from Yarmouk as well as considering the 

camp’s historical place within Damascus and the broader region. It concludes by 

reflecting on what Yarmouk, and the experiences of its former residents, offer to 

understandings of the contemporary refugee urban camp and the analytical categories of 

camp and city. Therefore, if, as the previous chapter argued, the interplay of refugee 

refusal and emplacement co-produce particular spaces of urban refuge, this chapter, then, 

begins to elucidate what sort of place of refuge Yarmouk came to constitute and explores 

how this duality helped to create Yarmouk as a place of significance.  

Synchronicity over Irreconcilability; Duality over Indistinguishability  

Conversations about what precisely made Yarmouk a refugee camp were 

occurring many years before my 2022 discussion with Yasser. Indeed, not long after the 

camp’s establishment, the question pitted the Palestinian Arab Refugee Institute (PARI), 

the Syrian government agency dedicated to the aid of Palestinian refugees in the country, 

against the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA), 

the UN organization responsible for providing relief to those Palestinians made refugees 

in the Nakba. In 1960, around the time that a journalist for the Chicago Tribune was 

describing Yarmouk as a collection of “attractive cement block houses” with “private 

yards, some with lawns and there are large playgrounds and recreation fields” home to 

around 8,000 refugees,10 the head of PARI, an official named Ahmed Yafi, appealed to 
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UNRWA to grant Yarmouk formal recognition as a refugee camp, thereby giving it equal 

status to the official UNRWA camps in Syria. UNRWA rejected the request, in part due to 

the cost that managing the camp would incur but also because of the negative view, 

explored in the previous chapter, that UNRWA took towards the effects of camp 

inhabitation. The head of UNRWA’s Syria office argued in response to Yafi that 

Yarmouk’s built environment and infrastructure were “not really comparable with those 

in the normal Agency camps and are indeed in many respects decidedly superior,” thanks 

in part to Yarmouk’s increased integration with Damascus. Therefore, UNRWA felt, in 

language that betrayed the organization’s teleological and developmentalist approach to 

refugees, that “that it would be a backward step and not truly in the interests of the 

refugees themselves if Yarmouk were to become an official UNRWA camp.”11  

Yafi bristled in response, rejecting the notion that a camp’s status ought to be 

defined by the nature of its built environment. Besides, Yafi argued, by that standard, 

Yarmouk should still qualify as a camp, writing “if some of the buildings appear to be in 

a good condition, the major part of them are equally bad.” Furthermore, he doubted that, 

should the quality of dwelling improve in official camps, UNRWA would really “abandon 

considering them organized camps.” Instead of UNRWA’s teleological argument that a 

certain level of development spelled the end of camp status, Yafi argued that a camp was 

defined first and foremost by the status of its residents: “The word (camp), as I believe, 

does not necessarily mean a place where refugees are living under tents, and I do not 

think it means such a sort of place in the Host countries. This idiom is now indicating the 

places and centers of refugees congregations. Yarmouk is one of the largest centers in 

general and is absolutely the largest in the Syrian Region.”12 Despite Yafi’s protestations, 
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however, no formal camp designation was granted to Yarmouk, although UNRWA would 

agree to extend its services, including health and education, to the camp.13  

While neither Yafi nor the UNRWA officials with whom he conversed used the 

language of urbanity in their exchange, Yafi’s divorcing of camp status and built 

environment is revealing. Namely, according to Yafi, the precise form of a camp’s built 

environment had no bearing on whether a camp ought to be considered a camp. What 

mattered, rather, was that refugees lived there. Therefore, contra UNRWA’s argument, the 

refugee camp should not be understood as a stage of development that could be 

superseded should it reach a particular quality of buildings and infrastructure. As long as 

it remained a “center of refugees congregation,” it remained a camp. As a result, for Yafi, 

and for Yasser many years later, camp status could, and did, coexist with characteristics 

of the city. But while Yafi’s letter well highlights the ambiguity that can rapidly beset 

refugee camps as their built environment changes, his formulation does not quite offer a 

satisfying answer to the question that began this chapter: what, beyond PARI’s assertion 

as such, did make Yarmouk a refugee camp? As Yafi would have well known, there have 

long been many “places and centers of refugees congregation” in the countries that host 

Palestinian refugees. However, not all of these are camps. Similarly, just as the built 

environment is not enough to judge whether or not a place is a camp, it is also not an 

adequate metric by which to adjudicate urbanity. And, adding another layer of 

complexity, if a place can be both camp and city, how is it possible to parse those 

characteristics, material and immaterial, that characterize each status? In short, how can 

one look at a place like Yarmouk and, taking seriously assertions by its former residents 
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that it was both camp and city, identify and understand the significance of each 

characteristic even as they co-exist and threaten at times to slip into indistinction?  

An analogy offers an answer to this series of questions on how to conceptualize 

an entity made up of two discrete but fundamentally coexisting characteristics: light’s 

particle-wave duality. As centuries of investigations into its nature have revealed, light is 

constituted of two distinct characteristics. Namely, at times, light appears and acts as a 

wave while, at others, it appears and acts as a particle. But even in appearing or acting as 

one characteristic, light never ceases to be always the other. Further, even as light is 

necessarily and concurrently both particle and wave, these two characteristics do become 

indistinguishable. That is, it is possible, from the right vantage point, with the right tools 

and at the right moment, to identify each characteristic and its effects. As Einstein wrote 

of the situation in 1938, “we are faced with a new kind of difficulty. We have two 

contradictory pictures of reality; separately neither of them fully explains the phenomena 

of light, but together they do.”14 Applied to Yarmouk, this analogy similarly emphasizes 

both the synchronicity and analytical distinctness of the urban refugee camp’s 

fundamental characteristics. That is, Yarmouk, prior to its destruction, was both a refugee 

camp and a city, and in those moments when one characteristic emerged and was 

observable, it did not leave the other behind. At the same time, even as it embodied both 

characteristics, Yarmouk’s refugee camp and city identity do not slip into indistinction. 

Rather, it remained possible, and necessary, to parse those qualities that marked Yarmouk 

out as a camp or a city.  

This particle-wave analogy offers insight into the nature of contemporary urban 

engagement in two ways. Firstly, it follows, but also seeks to advance, recent literature on 
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the refugee camp through its emphasis on the duality—but also analytical discreteness—

of camp and city. In apprehending the contemporary nature of urban encampment, 

existing literature occasionally risks losing either this duality or discreteness. Agier, for 

example, precludes duality by arguing that camps’ particular emergency designation 

prevents them from reaching the true status of a city, which he presents as a teleological 

stage of development over and above the camp that can only be achieved through 

changes to the political status of its inhabitants.15 In Agier’s words, therefore, a camp “is 

comparable to the city, and yet it cannot ‘reach it’” because “the shift from the 

management of camps in the name of emergency towards the political recognition of their 

enduring reality does not take place” and therefore the camp “necessarily remains a 

stunted city-to-be-made.”16 Ramadan, meanwhile, posits another version of 

irreconcilability, suggesting that while the camp is “part of the city” it is also “divergent, 

an enclave of exceptional sovereignty impinging upon but never truly integrated with the 

city.”17 In contrast to these notions of camp-city irreconcilability, other scholars, 

particularly those considering how camps “evolve into slums and squatter settlements 

through informal practices,”18 go too far in blurring the analytical distinction between 

camp and city in spaces where camps have become part of areas of broader urban 

deprivation.19 This body of work is extremely illuminating in revealing how 

vulnerabilities associated with refugee status do not cease at the official boundaries of 

refugee camps and in showing that officially registered refugees are not the sole subjects 

enduring precarity in these spaces. However, to conclude, as Martin does in her study of 

Palestinian refugee camps in southern Beirut’s “misery belt,” that “the camp is no longer 

the spatial device that separates the refugee from the citizen” and that “just like the camp 
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inhabitants leak out, so does the exception as, along with the refugees, it includes the 

citizens and other outcasts” goes too far in eliding the camp as a particular type of place 

with political, social and symbolic significance.20 That is to say, there remain stakes, for 

residents and non-residents alike, in inhabiting an area deemed to be and experienced as 

camp—even as the camp’s boundaries blur and its vulnerabilities seep out beyond those 

borders. Furthermore, on a more abstract theoretical level, studies, of both camp and the 

city, have offered totalizing narratives that seem to suggest that every space across the 

globe is, in some way or another, either camp, city or both at once. Agamben, for 

example, posits the camp as the heart of the hidden nomos of the planet, “securely lodged 

within the city’s interior.”21 Regarding the city, relational geography has long highlighted 

that the formal boundaries of cities by no means mark the boundaries of processes of 

urbanization.22 And, working from a different theoretical lineage, planetary urbanism has 

sought to decenter the city as a bounded form and instead urges consideration of how the 

“urbanization process has become a global condition rather than simply a ‘way of life’ 

that is confined to certain types of settlement space as opposed to others,” albeit in ways 

that are “deeply uneven and variegated” across time and space.23 While it is certainly true 

that there is no single definition of the city and that the processes and relations that 

constitute cities do not cease at their formal boundaries, embracing a conceptualization of 

the urban that is too universalizing can render it difficult to analyze the particular forms 

of urbanization that emerge across different sorts of spaces. Similarly, approaching the 

camp as characteristic of too broad a variety of spaces similarly risks rending the concept 

of refugee camp analytically attenuated. As the ensuing analysis of Yarmouk will show, 

there remains value in holding onto the analytical distinction of each of these terms in the 
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face of ever-widening theoretical application. Therefore, in contrast to this totalizing 

trend, the particle-wave analogy, by enabling duality without indistinction, offers a means 

by which to account for synchronicity and discrete analytical significance of camp and 

city status. 

The second benefit of the particle-wave analogy is in illuminating how one 

characteristic or the other, camp or city, becomes visible and therefore significant for 

explaining, analyzing and experiencing the space of the urban refugee camp. Observing 

light acting like a wave or acting like a particle requires, depending on the given 

experiment, light emitters, wires, electric currents, screens, boxes, spectrometers, metal 

sheets and more. Thomas Young’s dual slit is perhaps the most famous example of this.24 

Young’s experiment consisted of a screen perforated by two parallel slits and positioned 

between a monochromatic light source and a second solid screen. Young found that when 

the light passed through the dual slits in the first screen, the single light source effectively 

became two new sources that projected a pattern of parallel lines of light and dark onto 

the second screen. What this meant was that the two light sources interfered with one 

another just like two sets of waves colliding in a body of water—the meeting of a peak 

with a trough balanced out, leaving darkness, while a peak meeting a peak created greater 

intensity and lines of brighter light. Applied to Yarmouk, and urban camps like it, 

municipal arrangements, urban planning, political and social institutions, sieges, arrests 

and more become the metaphorical light screens that make Yarmouk’s camp and city 

identity each observable. Furthermore, the analogy highlights the variability in conditions 

that may cause a camp to seem more city-like or camp-like. That is to say, a set of 

dynamics that may make Yarmouk seem like a city, such as infrastructure or the 
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appearance of the built environment, may be what makes camps elsewhere appear more 

camp-like. In other words, through the same light screen, one camp may display camp 

characteristics while another may appear as city. But, fundamentally, Yarmouk, and 

camps like it, remain both city and camp.  

Conceptualizing Camp 

So how, then, to define the refugee camp in a way that enables an understanding 

of the camp-city duality that underpins contemporary urban refugee camps like Yarmouk? 

Since the widescale turn to the study of the refugee camp in the anthropology, urban 

studies and geography literature, prompted in large part by Giorgio Agamben’s 

exploration of bare life and the state of exception, there have been seemingly endless 

attempts to conceptualize and reconceptualize the camp.25 Agamben argued that the camp 

represented the specialization of the state of exception, becoming an area that is external 

to the normal juridical order. The camp’s inhabitants, occupying the space of exception, 

are stripped of their political life (bios) and, with it, the protection of the law, becoming 

“bare life” and therefore vulnerable to atrocity.26 Scholars of Palestinian camps have been 

especially consequential in taking up and nuancing Agamben’s formulations. Beyond 

exception, these scholars have illuminated how sovereign power, temporality, affect, bare 

life, political practice and humanitarian management can each contribute to constituting 

the Palestinian refugee camp.27 In offering a new definition of camp to account for the 

particular camp status form it took in Yarmouk, however, the goal is not to reject existing 

definitions wholesale. Rather, analysis of Yarmouk’s camp identity necessitates a flexible 

conceptualization of the camp, whereby each of these characteristics may at times define 

the camp but this status does not depend on any one of them. Therefore, this chapter 
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argues that a refugee camp is a form of spatialized collectivity ordered around a tie to an 

origin place elsewhere.  

This definition has three significant, and mutually constitutive, aspects. Firstly, 

camps are spatialized. That is to say, camps are established on a specific territory for the 

express purpose of managing, gathering, housing and/or providing services to a specific 

population. Camps are, of course, not always characterized by hard, clear boundaries 

cutting them off from surrounding areas. However, camp status depends on the notion of 

a particular geographical location established for a particular purpose, even if the 

boundaries between “camp” and “non-camp” are not always clear. Secondly, camps are 

collectivities, meaning there is a shared status that inhabitants hold. Initially, this 

collective status is very often straightforwardly refugeehood, but this collectivity may not 

always be dependent on legal status. Rather, it could emerge from national identity, 

customs and traditions, historical narratives, the organization of the built environment, 

political commitments and/or language. Furthermore, in moments, a shared status may be 

violently enforced from the outside, in the form of isolation, siege or targeted destruction. 

Finally, camps are ordered around ties to an origin place elsewhere. That is not to say 

that all residents must literally originate elsewhere (although for newer camps, many 

residents may indeed have come directly from the same place). Nor does it depend, in 

and of itself, on a desire or effort to return to that place of origin (although many 

residents may very well wish to do so). Rather the camp exists at a physical distance from 

a specific elsewhere with which it holds some form of originary connection, whether 

residents themselves literally originated in that elsewhere or intend to return to it. The 

three-part definition offered here recalls that of Katz’s “common camp,” which she also 
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defines as having three characteristics: temporary, governed under a particular legal order 

and created for a population with a distinct identity.28 However, while her definition of 

enduring temporariness can account for long-standing refugee camps like Yarmouk, her 

argument the camp’s mode of governance is one of exception is troubled by Yarmouk. As 

will be explored below, Yarmouk’s identity as a camp with an independent municipality, 

making it akin to a Syrian town or village, challenges the centrality of exception for 

defining Yarmouk specifically as a camp. Instead, defining the refugee camp as a 

spatialized collectivity ordered around a tie to an origin place elsewhere encapsulates 

definitions of camps primarily political space, humanitarian space, affective space or 

space of exception while not depending on any single one of these to achieve campness.  

Camp Identity through Social, Affective and Political Screens 

Yarmouk’s status as a spatialized collectivity ordered around a tie to an origin 

place elsewhere (that is, a refugee camp) was made visible through a number of different 

recurring light screens. Among the most significant screens was its character as a 

distinctively Palestinian space manifested in its visible Palestinian cultural and political 

institutions, imagery and practices. When I asked interlocutors about what made the camp 

a camp, interlocutors often cited affective, social and political factors that emerged in the 

camp’s social relations and built environment. These factors created a strong sense of 

attachment to the camp as a spatialized collectivity. Yasser told me that when he returned 

to Yarmouk after a trip “you felt like you were returning to the place you belonged in.” 

Na’el compared entering the camp to entering the private space of the home, stating that 

upon reaching the camp’s northern entrance, “I feel comfortable, I can just take off my 

shoes, I am home.” For some, this belonging stemmed in part from the shared sense of 
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collective experience. Fawad, who fled Yarmouk to Lebanon and then after several years 

relocated to Istanbul, told me that his belonging came from living among a community of 

people who came from Palestine, endured the Nakba and then lived together in a space 

where they shared language, music and food. His recollections reflect Al-Hardan’s 

argument that the Nakba “gave way to shared memories and histories around which 

communities in Syria would eventually crystallize.”29 Marwan, who lived in Yarmouk 

until the cusp of his teenage years before moving to his grandparents’ house in central 

Damascus, suggested that part of this feeling of distinctiveness came from being educated 

in UNRWA schools where teachers emphasized those aspects of the curriculum that 

pertained to the Palestinian experience and began the day with a salute to the Palestinian 

revolution. Marwan’s father, meanwhile, argued that Yarmouk was itself like a state 

(dawleh), telling me, in a way that again recalls Al-Hardan’s insights, that “I may not be 

exaggerating when I say I feel like I was in my country. With your people, your state... 

Here is your history...it was Palestine that brought everyone together.”  

Furthermore, place naming practices played a role in the production of Yarmouk’s 

feeling of camp identity. Indeed, if a refugee camp is a spatialized collectivity ordered 

around ties to an origin place elsewhere, the practices of naming streets, neighborhoods 

and institutions in Yarmouk after Palestinian places demonstrates how that spatialization 

is manifested materially in the built environment of the camp.30 One friend told me that 

this symbolic geography served a national pedagogical function, in a way that evokes the 

iterative simultaneity of place that helped constitute Yarmouk’s built environment: 

Yarmouk, he said, “taught us how to return to our land because when you wanted to see 

someone, you would say ‘I’ll see you in Safad,’ or ‘I’ll see you in Loubia,’” suggesting 
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that omitting the word “street” brought him and his friends closer to the actual Safad and 

actual Loubia. The camp itself was also remembered as a “Little Palestine,” a phrase that 

former residents used to describe the camp to me and was also chosen as the title of the 

2021 documentary on the siege of the camp.31 Therefore, by producing a material 

geography with symbolic significance ordered around Palestinian identity, these names 

and landmarks helped mark Yarmouk out from neighboring areas and demonstrate the 

shared status of its Palestinian inhabitants. These names furthermore played a role in 

enacting the iterative simultaneity of place, whereby experiences in Yarmouk as place of 

contemporary residence helped constitute Palestine as past and aspirational future place 

of residence. In other words, as multiple former residents told me, it created a feeling that 

Yarmouk was part of Palestine, even as it was geographically in Syria.  

In recalling these visible manifestations of Palestinian identity in Yarmouk, my 

interlocutors’ experiences reflect scholarship on Yarmouk and other Palestinian camps 

that take affect and political significance as central to what defines a camp.32 Gabiam, for 

example, writes that campness for Yarmouk’s residents was a “feeling inside” and a 

“political space.”33 Feldman, writing about Palestinian camps across the diaspora, 

similarly argues that camps are “emotional” and “political” spaces.34 Indeed, while the 

camp classically has been cast as a depoliticized space or even a space out of politics,35 

more recent literature on Palestinian camps and refugee camps elsewhere has emphasized 

the camp as a profoundly productive space of political action and subject formation.36 As 

Siddiqqi argues in her study of Kenya’s Dadaab camp, in camps, “constructed 

environments and spatial practices inform political subjecthood and historical 

consciousness.”37 As explored in the previous chapter, a large part of the political 
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significance of Palestinian camps was their status as a material embodiment and a symbol 

of refugees’ tie to their homeland, interrupting “the very completion of the substitutive 

dynamic of the settler project”38 represented by Israel. Furthermore, Palestinian camps 

were often the literal grounds upon which this struggle national political struggle was 

waged, most notably during the Lebanese Civil War.39  

Yarmouk was similarly undergirded by both political significance and political 

action. Indeed, its nickname, “the capital of the Palestinian diaspora,” likely sprung not 

only from its size (it was the largest Palestinian conglomeration outside of Palestine) but 

also from its status as a center for Palestinian political factions and their leaders. 

Significant events, like the burial of assassinated Fatah leader Khalil al-Wazir (Abu 

Jihad) in the camp in 1988 symbolized this status. Abu Jihad’s prominence as a leader 

was reflected in the fact that hundreds of thousands attended to see him buried in the 

camp. Na’el was eight years old at the time and told me that his mother brought him to 

Yarmouk Street to watch the procession: “I watched the whole funeral. It was huge. I’ve 

never seen anything like this before, even after I don’t remember anything like this after 

in my life, not only in Syria.” Palestinians from the camp also volunteered in large 

numbers to fight for various Palestinian factions during the Lebanese Civil War. Indeed, 

one person described Yarmouk to me as the “khazaneh” (vault or cupboard) of martyrs 

for the Lebanese Civil War and, while he said he had not done research to prove it, he 

thought Yarmouk might have given more martyrs to the war than all the camps of 

Lebanon combined. He recalled witnessing at least two martyrs’ funerals per week during 

the height of the fighting. The camp’s cemeteries also played a role in annual holiday 

traditions. As the Introduction discussed, each Eid celebration would begin with a 
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procession from the factions and Palestinian scout troops to the cemetery, with camp 

residents in tow to greet the martyrs and their families before beginning the celebrations. 

However, this sense of political significance was not confined to annual events. As the 

next chapter will explore, commitment to Palestinian political action was a large part of 

underscoring the camp’s sense of community. Therefore, events affecting the Palestinian 

community anywhere in Palestine or the diaspora would be met in Yarmouk with 

mourning and spontaneous demonstrations. Marwan, for example, recalled being sent 

home early from school on the day of Hamas founder Ahmad Yassin’s assassination in 

2004. Further, visible markers of Palestinian politics, such as flags, images and slogans, 

were ever present in the camp. The same year as Yassin’s assassination, Marwan told me 

he saw a piece of graffiti mourning “the president.” Knowing Bashara al-Assad still lived, 

he was momentarily confused until realizing it was in reference to Yasser Arafat. Political 

practice, therefore, was one central way that Yarmouk’s status as a camp enacted the 

collectivity of its inhabitants, producing a place where it was possible for Palestinian 

identity to be experienced and maintained.   

 Abourahme argues that camp form, rather than being a product of the legal 

structure of exception, emerges from the “co-constitutive relationship between discursive 

meaning… and the built environment.”40 In Yarmouk, that co-constitutive relationship 

sprung from the mineralization of ties to Palestine in the camp’s neighborhoods and 

streets, the visibility of markers of Palestinian national identity, the proliferation of 

political action and the sense of shared experience and collective memory. Calling back 

to this chapter’s framing analogy, then, the screens through which Yarmouk’s status as a 

spatialized collectivity becomes observable include this constellation of discursive and 
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material practices that co-produce a sense of collective belonging and political 

significance among Yarmouk’s former residents. Furthermore, the screen of visible 

Palestinian identity became extremely important amid reactions to the camp’s fate during 

the Syrian Civil War and in response to the Damascus Governorate’s 2020 rebuilding 

plan for the camp. Many former residents saw the siege and destruction of the camp as a 

direct attack on the Palestinian community in the country as a whole, enacted via the 

assault on Yarmouk as the country’s most significant center of Palestinian political, 

economic and cultural life. The regime has attempted to codify this targeted destruction 

in its rebuilding plan, which strips the word “camp” from Yarmouk’s official name and 

proposes replacing the camp with towers and commercial construction.41 In opposing 

these changes, former residents drew direct links between Yarmouk as a camp and 

Palestine as an eventual place of aspirational return, casting the reconstruction of 

Yarmouk as a necessary step to protect and guarantee the right of return to Palestine. As a 

statement released in opposition to the regime’s 2020 rebuilding plan put it, “the erasure 

of the camp accompanies the erasure of over seven-decades long temporary home - a 

home that is not just a physical space, but a permanent reminder of the need to return to 

Palestine, the need to achieve liberation... With each generation removed from their camp 

is the potential for each generation to become further removed from their refugee 

struggle.”42 Therefore, as Hani Abbas, a cartoonist from Yarmouk, said during an online 

webinar opposing the 2020 rebuilding, put it, Yarmouk was not simply a collection of 

neighborhoods and streets, it was a condition and a representation of the idea of Palestine.  

 Taken together, these social, affective and political lights screens begin to 

illuminate the stakes of Yarmouk’s camp identity. Namely, for residents, Yarmouk 
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manifested as a place of collective Palestinian existence in exile. This mode of 

collectivity was characterized by and enabled the explicit and shared practice of 

Palestinian identity. Refugee camp status, therefore, was both an explanation of how such 

a place of collective Palestinian existence could arise in exile and, as became significant 

in the context of the 2020 rebuilding plan, a redoubt against efforts to eliminate this sense 

of Palestinian collectivity. In playing this dual role—enabling and preserving Yarmouk as 

a Palestinian place—camp status therefore mattered, and continues to matter, for 

Yarmouk’s former residents, as evidenced by the struggle to oppose the rebuilding plan. 

Further, the ability to be, feel and act Palestinian in various social and political ways—

thereby evidencing and enacting camp status—was at the heart of their attachments to 

Yarmouk as a place of significance.  

 Screens of Stigma, Siege and Exception 

 While, as the previous section showed, the spatialized collectivity that 

characterizes camp identity can become visible through practices, memories and 

imaginings of camp residents themselves, this collectivity can also be imposed from the 

outside in the form of marginalization, isolation or explicit violence. In other words, the 

light screen of stigmatization and siege can also be that which sets an urban camp apart as 

a spatialized collectivity. Refugees and the camps they inhabit, as Malkki shows, have 

long been cast as matter out of place and therefore sites of potential danger and 

destabilization.43 And while my interlocutors from Yarmouk overwhelmingly told me that 

they faced no discrimination in Syria, there were still incidences of camp stigmatization. 

For example, despite its robust population of Syrian citizens, Yarmouk was perceived as a 

marginal space by those Damascenes who had little cause to go to the camp. Gabiam 
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writes that this stigmatization of Yarmouk took on a racialized veneer, with non-residents 

comparing it to “a place like Chicago” and that “by virtue of its identity as a refugee 

camp, it existed in the minds of some Syrians as a dangerous and destitute place, and it is 

partly in this sense that it overlapped with globally recognizable spaces of urban 

marginality.”44  

 Marwan and his father each independently told me stories that attested to this 

occasional stigma. Marwan recounted a conversation he overheard in a restaurant in 

Damascus between a couple over where they should live after their marriage. He recalled 

the wife telling her husband, “I will live with you wherever. I don’t care, even if we have 

to go to Yarmouk camp.” Marwan recalled being bewildered at such a negative tone taken 

about the place where he had until recently lived. Abu Marwan later told me a story of a 

Syrian journalist friend who wanted to visit Yarmouk. He remembered her calling it 

“your camp,” although this event occurred long before Abu Marwan, who was born in 

central Damascus, moved to the camp to start his family. His colleague wanted to visit 

Yarmouk to buy styles of ceramic that were not available elsewhere. Abu Marwan asked 

her what exactly she needed from him in this pursuit, to which she responded that she 

would like him to take her to the camp. Confused, he asked her why he should go, given 

that he did not know the subject of ceramic tiles nor the area of the camp well. She 

answered, in surprise, “you want me to go by myself?” As Abu Marwan told me, “There 

were many people from Damascus (Shuwwam) like this, they just hear about the camp 

even though it is just four or five kilometers from Damascus.” Furthermore, as Totah has 

shown, even some non-camp Palestinians saw Yarmouk as a space of chaos and 

marginality.45 However, similar to accounts of Palestinians encountering camp 



121 

 

stigmatization in Jordan, my interlocutors transformed this stigma into a point of pride.46 

Yasser, who trained to be a barber in his uncle’s shop in Yarmouk, recounted to me his 

response when someone attempted to mock camp-dwellers for stereotypically “camp 

haircuts;” he stated “I would say I am from the camp. It’s something to be proud of.” 

Beyond discursive stigma, the external imposition of spatialized collectivity also 

has taken far more violent forms over Yarmouk’s history, specifically in ways that recall 

Agamben’s characterization of the camp as the spatialization of the state of exception.47 

However, as work nuancing Agamben’s theorization has shown, occupying the state of 

exception is less an inalienable characteristic of camps than it is a situational and 

temporally limited condition.48 As the previous chapter explored, Yarmouk has 

periodically been thrust into a state of exceptionality as a result of conflict. In the 1980s, 

protests in the camp at the growing strife between Palestinian forces loyal to Arafat and 

those under the sway of Hafez al-Assad were met with deadly force by Syrian security 

forces. Reports from the period recount recurring incidents in which security forces 

closed off the camp killed and injured dozens of protesters with live fire.49 Further, 

hundreds of camp residents were arrested, many of whom were subjected to torture in 

facilities that would play the same role during the Syrian Civil War.50  

Yarmouk’s eventual violent entry to that civil war in December 2012 was swiftly 

followed by a complete siege lasting years and only ended with a violent campaign that 

left much of the camp in ruins. The bombing, siege and destruction of Yarmouk during 

the war demonstrate that, at temporally distinct moments, camps do indeed come to 

occupy the space of exception while their residents are situationally reduced to bare life. 

Therefore, completely cut off from the outside world and unable to escape, those who 
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remained in Yarmouk under siege from 2013 onward were reduced to a status akin to bare 

life in a space that was excepted from the normal juridical order. This moment also saw 

Yarmouk’s campness manifested in a humanitarian and biopolitical sense. As Feldman 

explains, rather than constant humanitarian intervention, the history of the Palestinian 

refugee community is defined by a “punctuated humanitarianism” where in certain 

moments, the need for emergency lifesaving and life preserving aid is suddenly 

required.51 The famous photo of refugees in Yarmouk massed on the camp’s main street 

awaiting the distribution of UNRWA aid in 2014 certainly conforms to what Peter 

Redfield has termed a “minimalist biopolitics” which he defines as “the temporary 

administration of survival within wider circumstances that do not favor it,”52 reasserting 

the camp in that moment as a primarily humanitarian space. Therefore, while it is not 

always a present or necessary set of circumstances to evince campness, exception and 

bare life are temporally bounded screens through which a given camp’s refugee camp 

identity can be made visible.   

As these instances of stigma and siege show, then, camp status also has stakes in 

enabling and occasioning violence. While Yarmouk was far from the only place in Syria 

besieged and destroyed during the war, the potential exceptionality that arises 

situationally as a result of refugee camp status certainly played a role in the particular 

series of events that resulted in Yarmouk’s depopulation and destruction. Indeed, as the 

previous chapter showed, some residents argued it was precisely because of this camp 

status that Yarmouk was targeted and is now under threat of permanent erasure. However, 

amid these threats and actual instances of violence, Yarmouk’s former residents often 

defended Yarmouk’s camp status and their own status as camp residents with pride. 
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Furthermore, as protests against the 2020 rebuilding plan demonstrate, residents are 

willing to struggle to maintain this status even as it had the potential to instantiate 

violence. Therefore, just like the social, affective and political screens explored above, 

the screens of exceptionality and stigma can be a means by which attachment, and 

through it, the significance of the place is asserted.  

Camp status for urban refugee camps like Yarmouk, therefore, cannot be 

understood to arise from a single, inalienable and ever-present characteristic. Rather, the 

screens through which Yarmouk’s camp identity was made visible and consequential 

were numerous, varied and mutually constitutive. At different points and in different 

ways, social ties, affective attachment and political practices, as well as stigmatization 

and violence each played a role in demonstrating Yarmouk’s status as a spatialized 

collectivity tied to an origin place elsewhere. In other words, at different moments and in 

relation to different material and immaterial relations, Yarmouk’s status as a specialized 

collectivity came to the fore. Furthermore, each of these screens demonstrates the 

importance of maintaining the camp as a distinct analytical category. While, as will be 

explored below, it coexisted with the city status, this camp status had particular stakes for 

refugee attachments, manifestations of significance and instances of violence. And it is on 

account of such stakes that my interlocutors were insistent that Yarmouk ought to be 

understood as a refugee camp.  

Independent City, Integrated Urban Networks 

Towards the end of my fieldwork in Amman, I visited my friend Tawfiq, who had 

fled from Yarmouk to Jordan in 2012. Before we began our formal interview, we set 

about discussing the recurring refrain I had heard throughout my research, that “Yarmouk 
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was a city, not a camp.” In response, Tawfiq reiterated the sentiment. He told me that 

Yarmouk may have carried the name camp but was a “city in every way.” To illustrate, he 

prompted me to guess a product and he would tell me if you could get it in the camp. I 

started somewhat mundane: tailors, key smiths, carpenters, window framers. He 

answered in the affirmative for each, adding that you could buy a piece of land in the 

camp and get everything you need to build a house from within Yarmouk itself, including 

materials, furnishings and labor. I pushed the boat out a little further, guessing fishing 

rod. He nodded again. The only thing he could not find in the camp, he said, was a 

specific brand of French blue jeans. For those, he had to head to central Damascus. But 

really, Tawfiq told me, the only thing Yarmouk was missing was a university.  

Tawfiq’s assertions reflected a broader theme I heard in my conversations about 

Yarmouk, namely, that its abundance, in terms of things like goods or institutions, meant 

that it functioned as an independent city—a “separate universe,” in the words of one 

friend. However, just as often, I heard Yarmouk’s city nature being described in terms of 

its incorporation with Damascus. This incorporation took many forms: infrastructural, 

economic, social and political. While incorporation and independence may seem at first 

contradictory impulses, it is in fact through their interaction that Yarmouk’s city status 

emerged. Furthermore, what is notable about these various assertions is that they had less 

to do with how Yarmouk looked, in terms of its built environment, and more to do with 

what it contained and how it functioned. In this way, city status for urban camps reflects 

McFarlane’s argument that that “urbanism... does not so much exist as occurs; it is a 

sociomaterial achievement continuously remade through different encounters, labours 

and mobilizations.”53 Therefore, Yarmouk’s city identity arises not only from a built 
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environment that resembled neighboring Damascus more than it did conventional tented 

refugee camps. Rather, city status in the context of urban encampment is a characteristic 

that occurs through a constitutive interplay of independence and interconnection. That is 

to say, on one hand, Yarmouk’s former residents evoked the place’s city characteristics by 

citing its abundance and, with it, the camp’s capacity to stand as a self-sufficient urban 

space. On the other, former residents pointed to Yarmouk’s interrelations with Damascus 

to demonstrate its city nature; flows that made the camp a site of economic, political and 

social significance within the broader Syrian capital.  

Urban Independence 

To say that Yarmouk’s city characteristics emerged not only from the appearance 

of its built environment does not mean to suggest that the camp’s physical appearance 

was irrelevant for former Yarmouk residents reckoning the camp’s urbanity. Indeed, the 

camp’s built environment did emerge as one light screen that evoked Yarmouk’s city 

nature, with former residents describing its broad main streets, lined with buildings four 

or five stories tall, wide enough on which to drive and park. However, more often than 

appearance, it was what this built environment actually contained that was seen most 

convincingly to demonstrate the camp’s status as a city. In a way that recalls Weber’s 

characterization of a city as that which contains particular institutions (Weber names a 

fortification, a market, a court and administrative autonomy), former Yarmouk residents 

pointed to the camp’s abundance of institutions, social classes, markets and material 

goods—features imagined to be the exclusive purview of cities rather than refugee camps 

as they are conventionally imagined.54 For example, in contrast with Syria’s other 

camps—which one former Yarmouk resident told me “you could call camps”— Yarmouk 
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had multiple large hospitals, including one for the Palestinian Red Crescent and another 

for the Palestine Liberation Army. In his memoir about life in the camp, Khalil Samadi 

writes that the camp had, “more than forty schools, twenty mosques, thirty scientific 

institutes, five hospitals, dozens of sports clubs, hundreds of medical clinics, a market for 

goldsmiths, food stores that never closed their doors, several cultural centers and three 

banks.”55 Furthermore, Yarmouk, in contrast to other camps around Syria and the region, 

had its own municipality, established in 1962 and managed by Palestinian camp residents, 

that operated independently of the Damascus Governorate.56 And, as a friend’s father who 

lived in the camp in the 1980s proudly told me, the camp even had a soccer stadium, 

although, he said, it was of course not as big as that of Real Madrid or Barcelona. Other 

former residents pointed to the camp’s small amusement park, which featured in 

memories of Eid celebrations, as further evidence of Yarmouk’s city status.  

In addition to this abundance of institutions, the variety of socioeconomic classes 

was cited as demonstrating Yarmouk’s city identity. Suggesting that this situation 

contrasted with other refugee camps, interlocutors told me of the thousands of doctors, 

lawyers and other prestige professionals that inhabited the camp alongside those of more 

modest means. And while Yarmouk itself did not have a university, I was repeatedly told 

that it was home to many professors and academics, both Syrian and Palestinian. 

Celebrities also called the camp home; the same person who cited Yarmouk’s soccer 

stadium reeled off a list of famous Syrian and Palestinian actors who resided in the camp, 

most notably the famous Syrian actor Yassin Bakoush who was killed at a nearby 

checkpoint towards the start of the civil war. Of course, class stratification inevitably 

emerges in refugee spaces across the globe. But for former Yarmouk residents, this 
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diversity of classes and professions was understood to represent similarity to a city space 

rather than a conventional camp, which is assumed to be home only to those less well off. 

Furthermore, the camp hosted a variety of markets, including commercial areas for 

groceries, clothing, gold and ceramics, resembling analyses of camps elsewhere in which 

economic activity has been interpreted as evoking the characteristic of urbanity.57 Among 

the most notable of Yarmouk’s markets were the vegetable market that sat near the 

camp’s municipal headquarters and the clothing markets on the adjoining Loubia and 

Safad Streets in the heart of the camp. These markets were remembered to be more 

affordable than the Syrian capital’s more famous and historically significant souqs but 

with goods of the same quality. Such was the extent of the camp’s independence through 

abundance that former residents remembered being able to go long stretches without ever 

having to leave the camp. One former resident told me that you could go a full six months 

without ever having to leave. When I took this claim to Tawfiq, he suggested you could 

go a whole year—with the exception of his favorite French jeans.  

Such narratives of Yarmouk’s urban abundance attest to the stakes of Yarmouk’s 

city identity as a way by which former residents expressed their pride in the form that 

Yarmouk had come to take in the years before its destruction. For these former residents, 

Yarmouk was a manifestation of the capabilities of Palestinians to build a place of 

significance despite exile. That one could live there and get whatever they needed, that 

celebrities decided that they wanted to live in Yarmouk and that the camp was replete 

with prestige professionals and institutions like hospitals and banks that indexed 

advancement and development were all aspects of camp life that made former residents 

proud of Yarmouk. Calling Yarmouk a city, therefore, mattered as a way to capture the 
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full significance of Yarmouk’s abundance and as a means to explain how the camp was 

lived and experienced. Therefore, while they did not deny Yarmouk’s camp identity, such 

a status could not capture the full breadth of life in the camp. Yarmouk had to be 

understood as a city.  

Urban Interconnection 

If the light screen of urban abundance reveals Yarmouk’s city nature through the 

camp’s capacity to stand apart as an independent urban space, then, alongside this, was a 

sense of urbanity stemming precisely through Yarmouk’s intensifying incorporation into 

Damascus. And if the focus on institutions recalls the classic urban sociology of Weber, 

my interlocutor’s focus on flow and interconnection evokes more contemporary literature 

on relational urbanism. As Amin and Thrift argue, “contemporary cities are certainly not 

systems with their own internal coherence.” Rather, “the city's boundaries have become 

far too permeable and stretched, both geographically and socially, for it to be theorized as 

a whole. The city has no completeness, no center, no fixed parts. Instead, it is an 

amalgam of often disjointed processes and social heterogeneity.”58 In contrast to bounded 

wholes and internal coherence, this relational urbanism argues that “what gives a place its 

specificity is not some long-internalized history but the fact that it is constructed out of a 

particular constellation of relations, articulated together at a particular locus.”59 Similar to 

such scholarship on the broader relationality of cities, scholars of refugee camps have 

illuminated the ways in which camps in urban areas become parts of networks that extend 

well beyond their formal boundaries.60 Jansen, for example, describes the urbanized camp 

as an “accidental city” that can become an economic center. He cites the Eastleigh area of 

Nairobi, which “is regarded as an economic powerhouse for the city. Refugees, migrants, 
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and local Somalis form networks and invest in businesses that contribute significantly to 

the urban economy.”61  

Yarmouk’s particular interconnection was enacted on multiple levels. 

Infrastructurally, the camp was connected to Damascus’s larger water, sewage, telecom 

and electrical networks.62 Additionally, Yarmouk was identified in a 1968 master plan for 

the city, prepared by the French modernist architect Michel Écochard, as a “zone of 

urgent expansion and reconsolidation” for the rapidly growing city.63 The plan was only 

partially enacted. However, among its effects on the camp was the planning and eventual 

construction of 30th Street, officially named Salah El-Din Al-Ayoubi Street, a highway 

that further connected Yarmouk to Damascus and came to mark the western and parts of 

the southern boundaries of the camp’s municipal boundaries. In order to explain to me 

just how large this highway was, Tawfiq once told me that, during the war, he observed 

firsthand that 30th Street was wide enough for four tanks to travel on it at once.  

Further, the camp became an important node in the southern expansion of the city 

as rural-urban migrants and thousands displaced from the Golan Heights in 1967 settled 

in agricultural areas around the camp. Some of these newer neighborhoods were also 

eventually incorporated into the camp’s municipal boundaries as the camp transformed 

from a peripheral space to an important center, in a way that recalls Bou Akar’s analysis 

of al-Dahiya’s shift from periphery to center in Beirut.64 Yarmouk’s centrifugal pull 

towards incorporation is also made clear by a series of letters to the editor from 1980 in 

the Syrian daily Al-Thawra. A resident of the neighboring al-Taqqadam neighborhood 

wrote to the newspaper asking that his neighborhood be connected to Yarmouk’s 

municipal services. Built on the land of the then-small village of Yalda, al-Taqqadam had 
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grown bigger than Yalda and the village could not meet al-Taqqadam’s demand for 

services. However, when residents approached the Yarmouk municipality, they were told 

that al-Taqqadam sat outside of the camp’s boundaries and therefore could not provide it 

services.65 The residents were stuck—Yalda was unable to provide them services and 

Yarmouk was unwilling. A response was published in Al-Thawra about two weeks later 

from an official from the Damascus Governorate who was seconded to study the issue. 

He confirmed that al-Taqqadam sat in between Yarmouk and Yalda but stated that the 

entire neighborhood was built irregularly and therefore would not be entitled to services 

until its organizational plan was approved.66 Al-Taqqadam was eventually incorporated 

into Yarmouk’s municipal boundaries. Therefore, this exchange, and the eventual 

municipal reorganization of the area, demonstrates the significance of Yarmouk’s urban 

interconnectedness not only to those who inhabited the camp but also by showing how 

this urbanity functioned to shape, materially and administratively, space beyond the 

camp’s formal boundaries.  

Yarmouk’s integration into broader Damascus was not just manifested through 

municipal planning, however. As the last chapter detailed, the camp became an 

increasingly important site of economic and residential expansion as an affordable 

alternative for Damascus residents looking to shop and live. A 1998 Jordanian newspaper 

report highlighted the drastic difference in the price of an apartment between al-Mazzah 

(5 million lira for a 135-meter apartment) and Yarmouk, a “popular area” (mintaqah 

sha’abiyya) (1.5 million lira for a 100-meter apartment).67 This cost disparity made 

Yarmouk an attractive place to live for middle- and working-class Syrian families. 

Therefore, while Marwan’s fellow restaurant patrons may have slighted Yarmouk in their 
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discussion, that the camp was brought up as a possible place of residence highlights 

Yarmouk’s increasing draw for Damascenes in the years prior to the war. Furthermore, 

Yarmouk’s population growth was accompanied by vertical expansion in the camp. A 

ministerial decree passed in 1990 legalized the long-standing practice of adding 

additional floors to apartments built on the original land of the camp to house sons who 

were engaged to be married.68 Irregular construction also occurred within the camp, while 

large government projects were built to house new residents flooding to Yarmouk.  

The fact that Yarmouk’s markets were among the cheapest places to buy goods in 

Damascus also brought non-residents to the camp from all over the capital. Indeed, 

tourists from Amman on return trips from Damascus would stop in the Yarmouk 

vegetable market to pick up quality, cheap produce. I was also even told of a family from 

Amman that, after school ended each spring, would head to Yarmouk and rent an 

apartment to spend the summer in the camp. The camp’s well-known clothing markets, 

most notably the upscale Loubia Street, were also a draw, with high-quality goods and 

competitive prices meaning that many non-camp dwelling Syrians would frequent the 

camp’s markets. Furthermore, former residents told me that the camp never slept, 

recalling that the shops and cafes of Yarmouk would stay open far later than the rest of 

Damascus, a fact that Brand also observed in her study of Palestinians in Syria in the 

1980s.69 And as the camp expanded in the 1990s and early 2000s, Loubia Street became 

prestige commercial real estate, with prominent Damascene brands paying large sums to 

purchase storefronts on the street.  

In addition to the light screen of urban abundance, therefore, Yarmouk’s city 

identity was made visible through its status as an important node in flows of people and 
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goods anchored in southern Damascus but spilling out into the rest of the city and even 

into neighboring countries. Furthermore, just like with the screens that evinced 

Yarmouk’s camp identity, these various substantiations of Yarmouk’s city status reveal 

the importance of the analytical category as a city, both for understanding the narratives 

of former residents and explaining the relationship of the camp to broader Damascus and 

the region. These instances of interconnection show how Yarmouk’s urbanity was 

manifested and enacted in the sorts of relations and flows highlighted by contemporary 

urban theory. That is, Yarmouk’s city status matters in understanding how Yarmouk drew 

in people, residents and non-residents alike, across a broadly dispersed geography and in 

illustrating how these networks and flows shaped not only the camp itself but also other 

places across these broader geographies. Like camp status, furthermore, Yarmouk’s city 

status was central to explaining how Yarmouk emerged as a place of significance. 

Namely, those aspects of the camp that made it a city helped to constitute various forms 

of affective attachment among residents while also carrying broader economic, social and 

political weight across neighboring areas.   

 Urban Thresholds  

As this chapter has explored, Yarmouk was remembered, experienced and 

characterized by a dual status as a refugee camp and a city. The chapter has insisted, 

following my interlocutors, that these characteristics did not eliminate one another or blur 

into indistinction. Rather, each characteristic carried importance for understanding the 

full picture of Yarmouk. Furthermore, even in those moments when Yarmouk appeared or 

acted like a camp, its city status did not disappear. The chapter has therefore offered the 

analogy of particle-wave duality both as a means by which to apprehend the 
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synchronicity of discrete characteristics and as a way through which to identify those 

moments and relations that bring one or the other characteristic to the fore. Yarmouk’s 

siege and destruction, however, raise an important question: can there reach a point 

whereby one status does indeed eliminate or erase the other?  

While the future of Yarmouk remains unclear, the advent of the Damascus 

Governorate’s 2020 rebuilding plans suggests that there may indeed be a threshold by 

which city nature could indeed eliminate Yarmouk’s camp identity. As the previous 

chapter explored, the Syrian regime stripped Yarmouk of its local committee and put the 

camp under the control of the Damascus Governorate in 2018. Its ensuing rebuilding plan 

for Yarmouk split the camp into three sections, with 60% of the camp being transformed 

into commercial development and residential towers. Return to the other 40% would be 

conditional on former residents proving ownership—a task made difficult by destruction, 

displacement and the accompanying loss of documentation.70 Most damningly, the plan 

labeled Yarmouk as the “Yarmouk area” rather than “Yarmouk camp,” inviting strident 

rejection from the camp’s residents. Additionally, historically significant areas were 

renamed in the plan. For example, the camp’s oldest alleyway, which was named 

Fidayeen Street due to the street’s contribution of fighters to the Palestinian revolution, 

was to be renamed “al-Shami (Damascene) Street.”71 The plan fostered suspicion that the 

regime seeks to wholly replace the camp and is using this municipal seizure as grounds to 

do so. In the words of one report on Yarmouk: “The report authors believe the local 

committee was dissolved simply to allow the regime to take full advantage of completely 

destroying the camp.”72 The plan was put on hold in the face of this uproar. A few 
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hundred families have returned to inhabit the remains of the camp as rubble removal and 

service provision slowly unfold but the future of the camp is very much in flux.  

The reaction to the plan by former residents points to a well-founded fear that the 

regime aims to do away with some of the light screens through which Yarmouk’s camp 

status was made visible and consequential. Specifically, the plan seems to be premised on 

eliminating those political, symbolic, social and affect aspects of Yarmouk that constitute 

the place as a spatialized collectivity oriented around ties to an origin place in Palestine. 

Removing the camp’s name and eliminating symbolically important names of specific 

neighborhoods is one way this could occur. There is also evidence that the regime aims to 

do away with visible manifestations of Palestinian identity in the camp’s built 

environment. Specifically, when the regime replaced the two metal arches that had 

previously marked the northern entrances to Yarmouk and Palestine Streets, the new 

structures only featured the Syrian flag, rather than the Palestinian iconography that 

previously adorned the entrance to the camp. Such material changes, alongside the 

broader parameters of the rebuilding plan and the removal of the camps municipal 

independence, point to an effort to eliminate Yarmouk’s spatialized collectivity through 

intensifying urban interconnection. And they point to a recognition of the continued 

significance of camp status by the regime, a significance the regime seemingly wishes to 

do away with. Therefore, while camp and city are not in and of themselves stages of 

development and can and do coexist in contemporary urban camps, there is a threshold 

by which one characteristic can threaten or eventually eliminate the other.  

Conclusion  
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 As Chapter One argued, Yarmouk’s foundational premise, characterized by the 

interplay of refusal to jettison ties to Palestine and material emplacement in Syria, 

resulted in the production of Yarmouk as a place of significance that created a particular 

instantiation of urban refuge. This chapter, then, has explored that particular urban form 

of refuge produced by Yarmouk’s foundational premise. Specifically, the chapter has 

shown how Yarmouk emerged as a place that was both a refugee camp and a city. The 

chapter has furthermore argued, in contrast to literature on urban camps that posits these 

characteristics as irreconcilable or indistinguishable, that each characteristic, camp and 

city, was discrete even as they co-existed concurrently in Yarmouk. Finally, it offered the 

analogy of light’s particle-wave duality as a means to understand how two fundamental 

characteristics could interact without eliminating one another and as a lens by which to 

apprehend those moments when each characteristic became visible and consequential. To 

paraphrase Einstein, then, separately, camp and city do not explain Yarmouk, but together 

they do.  

 The particularities surrounding Yarmouk’s foundational premise explored in the 

previous chapter that gave rise to its particular manifestation of camp-city duality 

explored here may perhaps suggest that such duality is unique to Yarmouk. However, the 

broader utility of the particle-wave analogy is in its capacity to apprehend a variety of 

different manifestations of urban encampment. Specifically, the same light screen that 

may in one instance of urban encampment may evoke city status may, in another, 

demonstrate camp identity. In other words, in being situational and relational, the actual 

form of camp and city statuses need not be universal across different camps. This is 

easily apprehended through comparisons between Yarmouk and Beirut’s Palestinian 
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camps made by former Yarmouk residents who later took refuge in the Lebanese capital. 

These former residents, for example, emphasized the differences in security control 

between these two different sorts of urban camps. Yarmouk, like the rest of Syria, was 

tightly controlled by the Syrian regime, a signal of its urban interconnection. In Lebanon, 

however, the camps were primarily under the control of Local Committees made up of 

Palestinian factions, demonstrating their status as a spatialized collectivity. Therefore, 

through the same screen, different characteristics emerge in different camps. But despite 

such differences, they each remain both camp and city.  

Finally, the narratives of Yarmouk’s former residents reveal the importance of 

clinging to the camp and the city as discrete analytical categories even amid their 

synchronicity. That is to say, theories of the camp can help understand vulnerability in 

non-camp spaces and among non-refugee populations while insights from relational 

geography and planetary urbanism each productively trouble the notion of the city as a 

bounded and fixed spatial category. But there remains the need to hold, with measured 

caution, to camp and city as specific conceptual frames that refer to distinct sorts of 

places (and not to others). As Jones argues, “there may be certain circumstances in which, 

as an object of analysis, practical and bounded spaces that have been institutionalized 

through particular struggles and become identified as discrete territories in the spheres of 

economics, politics and culture, matter.”73 For Yarmouk’s former residents, each 

characteristic did indeed matter. Viewed through the screen of social, affective and 

political significance, the category of camp was central in enabling and maintaining 

Yarmouk as a place of Palestinian collective life in exile. The stakes of such a 

designation, furthermore, have only been amplified by the Syrian regime’s attempts to 
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strip the camp of this designation and, with it, its status as a place where Palestinians 

could live their identity. However, the significance of camp status did not only arise 

through the identity-affirming practices of Palestinian life within Yarmouk. Rather, the 

fact that Yarmouk was a camp enabled its situational marginalization and, when the war 

came, its siege and destruction. Indeed, the camp’s siege and destruction during the war is 

perhaps the starkest demonstration that the existence of one characteristic did not mean 

the elimination of the other. That is, even amid Yarmouk’s urban independence and 

interconnection, its city status could not insulate Yarmouk from the inherent potential of 

refugee camps to be transformed into spaces of exception.  

At the same time, these aspects of independence and interconnection that 

constituted Yarmouk’s city status also had profound importance for Yarmouk. The camp’s 

urban abundance was a point of pride for camp residents and made the category of the 

city the only way by which they could capture what camp life was like. At the same time, 

the way that Yarmouk was constituted via relations of urban interconnection had 

consequences for the growth of the camp, in terms of population and material size, as 

well as for the form of neighboring areas. Therefore, Yarmouk’s camp and city status 

were central to the overall constitution of the camp as a place of significance, giving rise 

to various forms of attachment for inhabitants and carrying social, political, symbolic and 

economic gravity in relations with broader geographies. The next chapter continues to 

consider the consequences of Yarmouk’s camp-city duality for understanding how it 

emerged as a place of significance. Specifically, it shows how this duality gave rise to a 

particular form of practice-oriented community that emphasized mutual aid across a 

heterogeneous and spatially dispersed collectivity. 
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Chapter Three 

Finding (and Losing) Refuge in Community 

 Even before the Syrian regime’s December 2012 airstrike that drew Yarmouk 

fully into the war, violence regularly spilled over into the camp. My friend Tawfiq’s 

house was on Ja’ouneh Street, near the camp’s eastern boundary, and close to the 

frontlines between pro-regime fighters and the Free Syrian Army. That August, a shell 

had landed on Ja’ouneh Street, killing 22 camp residents. Tawfiq survived the “Ja’ouneh 

Massacre” but recurrent appearances of violence in various areas increasingly led people 

to leave their home neighborhoods and seek shelter in areas they hoped would be safer. 

During what would prove to be their last period in the camp, a number of Tawfiq’s 

relatives came to stay with him and his family. He told me that at one point, his family 

hosted 21 total people in their five-room home on Ja’ouneh Street. He laughed recalling 

how they conspired to put his relative who struggled with gas in the same room as 

another who was deaf. He told me that even amongst the strikes and the threat of snipers, 

a feeling of camaraderie emerged as they all sheltered together, listening to music and 

watching films. New communal activities arose as well. Each week, the young men of the 

neighborhood would come together to collect and burn garbage. The practice had two 

benefits: the smoke would kill the flies and would obscure the views of snipers, making it 

safer to navigate the neighborhood. This period of not-quite-yet siege, he said, was a 

beautiful time.  

 Towards the end of my fieldwork in Amman, I met up with Tawfiq for a final 

formal interview to discuss the phenomenon of Facebook pages dedicated to Yarmouk 

that had sprung up during the war. We spoke about the significance of those pages for 
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former residents trying to maintain the sense of community that had underpinned this 

willingness during wartime to shelter and aid one another. He told me that “we, all the 

people of Yarmouk, are trying to maintain an existence on these pages. ‘I remember you,’ 

‘I know what happened,’ ‘I stand with you.’ Because we had this feeling of feza’.” I must 

have looked puzzled at the final word in his sentence because he paused and asked me if I 

knew what it meant. I did not. He started to explain: “If Matthew has something, I will 

come and stand with you. If you have a wake, I will come to help set up chairs, if you 

have a wedding, I will be there, putting out chairs and installing lightbulbs. That is 

feza’… It is well known that we pour bitter coffee at wakes. You will find every young 

kid from the neighborhood pouring bitter coffee at a wake.” From his explanation, I 

understood the action-oriented aspect of Yarmouk’s community; a sense of mutual 

support manifested in an obligation to help one another. But I wanted a better 

understanding of the literal translation of feza’ and so I later turned to our mutual friend 

Yousef who had a penchant for poetic language. He told me that the root of the word 

meant “to be afraid.” However, the way Tawfiq used it meant something akin to “all 

hands on deck,” being “helpful” and offering “compassion.” He explained further: “think 

of a group of people being scared so people help each other out. “A few minutes later, 

came back with a more distilled definition: “people helping out so that the people who 

need help avoid being frightened.” Tawfiq’s choice of words, then, was quite striking. In 

order to describe the nature of Yarmouk’s community, he did not recur to a generic word 

for help or assistance. Rather, he chose a word that suggested mutual aid among a 

community as a way to assuage fear and foster safety. Feza’, in other words, was about 

finding refuge in community. And while Tawfiq was the only person who used this 
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specific term in reference to Yarmouk’s community, every former resident that I spoke to 

described the camp’s community in similar terms—as a practice-based collective arising 

from co-presence in Yarmouk and oriented around helping those in need. Feza’, 

therefore, enables a conceptualization the particular form that Yarmouk’s community was 

remembered to take. Specifically, feza’ is a means of finding refuge in community enacted 

through the obligation to practice mutual assistance. In other words, this community, 

which was brought together by an act of displacement, found refuge not only in the 

physical environment of the camp but through the constitution of community bonds 

manifested through reciprocal support.  

 However, in Amman, Tawfiq did not experience feza’ and the values that 

constituted it. He often critiqued the restrictive gender norms in the Jordanian capital, 

which were far more conservative than what he experienced in Yarmouk. He missed the 

thick social relations of the camp, where you felt like you knew everyone. And he 

lamented the challenges he has faced in finding sustainable and desirable work, an issue 

he said would not have been a problem back in Yarmouk where community connections 

would have led to more opportunities. This pattern of pairing warm memories of feza’ 

with criticism of present manifestations of community was not unique to Tawfiq. Every 

former Yarmouk resident that I spoke to similarly offered praise for Yarmouk’s feza’ 

alongside lamentations about its absence in their contemporary places of residence. After 

losing Yarmouk, therefore, these former residents also lost the refuge they had found in 

its community.  

Importantly, however, narratives of feza’ were not only notable for what they said 

about life in the camp. They also were interesting because of what they left out. Namely, 
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other than in discussions of the ruptures caused by civil war, these narratives of feza’ 

hardly ever recounted instances of conflict, disharmony or strife. Such forms of 

community discord were certainly just as much a part of life in Yarmouk as in any other 

place, but they did not often feature in conversations about the camp. Narratives of 

Yarmouk’s feza’ were, therefore, profoundly nostalgic. However, their nostalgic character 

does not render them immaterial. Rather, these nostalgic narratives were fundamentally 

productive.1 Specifically, narratives about feza’ in Yarmouk did not just illuminate what 

the camp was remembered to have; they were just as much elaborations of what 

contemporary places of refuge lacked. Therefore, Tawfiq’s memories of feza’, which 

mixed stories from Yarmouk with critiques of his present in Amman, were multivalent. 

At once, his descriptions of feza’ were a way of explaining his attachments to Yarmouk as 

a place of significance, grappling with the loss of that place and understanding his current 

less-than-desirable circumstances. These narratives were, then, a manifestation of the 

iterative simultaneity of place. If, in other words, the past “offers itself up... to the living 

as a basis for creatively comprehending their present situation and making informed 

choices about how it is to be addressed and lived,”2 then contemporary discussions of 

feza’ are such a taking up of the past to reckon with present situations of place.  

This chapter, then, considers how feza’ was experienced in Yarmouk and explores 

how narratives of feza’ are made productive in light of present circumstances. The 

chapter begins by conceptualizing feza’, arguing that its particular form arose from camp 

residents’ unsettled relationship to place. This relationship to place is unsettled in two 

ways. Firstly, the original rupture with place represented by the Nakba gave rise to the 

initial need to find refuge in community. Secondly, the subsequent loss of Yarmouk 
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demonstrated that places of significance in exile can be precarious and potentially under 

threat. Therefore, displacement from Yarmouk crystalized the importance of feza’ in its 

very loss. That is, by virtue of its sudden absence, the vital importance of being able to 

find refuge in community became painfully apparent. The chapter therefore then shifts to 

explore how narratives of feza’ are deployed in light of the sudden “unavailableness”3 of 

the community on which Yarmouk’s former residents had come to rely. It argues, firstly, 

that these narratives provide a means to inventory what was lost with the loss of 

Yarmouk’s feza’ and, in doing so, identify the consequence of feza’’s absence. Secondly, 

these narratives provide a means by which to critique undesirable circumstances and seek 

alternative presents and futures. The chapter concludes by briefly considering how feza’ 

has emerged in digital spheres amid its absence in contemporary places of residence.  

By exploring the intersection of nostalgic narratives of feza’ and the 

contemporary circumstances that prompted such narratives, finally, this chapter further 

illustrates the iterative simultaneity of place. Specifically, these narratives show how 

experiences of contemporary and past places are not inert or independent. Instead, 

experiences of past places are deployed in reference to present places through nostalgic 

recollections that aspire for alternative experiences in that present place. At the same 

time, these present experiences lead to reinterpretations of meanings and significance of 

past places. In this case specifically, nostalgic narratives of feza’ mobilized past 

experiences of Yarmouk to make sense of present experiences of place in Amman and 

Beirut while the absences of feza' that prompted those narratives simultaneously 

sharpened attachments to the previously inhabited place of Yarmouk.   

 Reckoning the Bounds of Feza’ 
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In 2020, amid the enforced immobility of the COVID-19 Pandemic, I, like many 

anthropologists, found myself unable to conduct the in-person fieldwork I had planned 

for that year. My friend from Yarmouk, Na’el, generously stepped in to help set up some 

distanced interviews with some of his friends from the camp. One of these interviews was 

with two of Na’el’s acquaintances who had both fled from Yarmouk to Beirut, where they 

lived for several years, before moving again to Istanbul, their current place of residence. 

Towards the start of the conversation, I asked both where their houses in Yarmouk had 

been located. One, named Bilal, jumped in with a clarification; his house was not actually 

in Yarmouk but rather in a neighborhood that bordered the camp. However, he said, on 

“the day of the [December 16th, 2012] MiG attack, for example, I was” in Yarmouk. He 

explained further, “you know us Palestinians, we go to the camp whenever there are any 

problems; to be among friends, family.” Bilal’s interjection was illuminating for two 

reasons. Firstly, his assertion that Palestinians go to the camp in times of trouble to be 

among friends and family underscores the close relationship between feelings of security 

and the presence of community, which Tawfiq had captured with the word feza’. 

Secondly, Bilal’s statement points to the dispersed nature of feza’. That is, rather than 

stemming exclusively from co-presence in a bounded area, feza’ and the relationships that 

constituted it spilled out into areas that were formally outside of Yarmouk itself.  

The two characteristics of Yarmouk’s feza’ illustrated by Bilal’s statement, 

therefore, show the influence of both urban relationality and shared experience of camp 

status on the constitution of this particular form of community. As contemporary urban 

theory and relational geography have emphasized, places are constituted of multitudes of 

relations, including social relations, that are geographically dispersed but articulate in a 
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given locality.4 As a result, urban sociability is not exclusively defined by monolithic 

communities arising from face-to-face interactions in spatially bounded neighborhoods. 

Rather, for Amin, the contemporary urban is a “community of communities”5 as part of a 

broader “machinic order”6 that emerges amid mobility, flow and moments of encounter. 

As a result, social relations in the city are necessarily dynamic and defined by modes of 

interaction across various forms of difference. Therefore, the broader urban relationality 

that co-constituted Yarmouk included those who were resident within the camp’s formal 

boundaries and those drawn into the camp by virtue of the economic, social and political 

relations that extended beyond its borders. Furthermore, those situated in these relations 

were profoundly heterogeneous, in terms of class, profession, political persuasion and, 

given the presence of hundreds of thousands of Syrian citizens, nationality. Influenced by 

this relationality, dynamism and heterogeneity of Yarmouk, feza’ was explicitly 

characterized as forged of obligation across various forms of difference and was enacted 

in ways that spilled over the camp’s former boundaries.  

At the same time, feza’, with its emphasis on finding refuge in community 

through an obligation for mutual aid, has its origins in the ruptures with place that 

resulted in the establishment of Yarmouk in the first place. In other words, the need to 

find community in refuge was part of the broader unsettled relationship with place that 

initially required the constitution of Yarmouk as a refugee camp. Furthermore, even when 

continued inhabitation seems secure, the shared history of displacement and the shared 

inhabitation of a place that is marked out, symbolically and politically, as separate from 

the host community shapes processes of community formation. As Peteet shows among 

Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, the shared experiences of the Nakba, the rise of national 
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political organizing and the challenge of enduring the Lebanese Civil War resulted in “a 

distinct sense of themselves as a community, with a set of shared experiences and 

expectation.”7 Similarly, Al-Hardan and Gabiam have each shown how shared 

experiences of exile and forms of political practice aimed at bringing about the end of 

Palestinians’ displacement constituted notions of community and collectivity in Syria.8 

And, as discussions of the refugee camp explored in the previous chapter demonstrated, 

camps gave rise to various national, political, economic and social categories that 

stemmed, at least in part, from the conditions of camp inhabitation.9 What this literature 

shows, therefore, is that community formation among refugees is profoundly shaped by 

the foundational experience of displacement, collective experiences in exile and, 

especially for Palestinians, shared forms of political action in response to these conditions 

of exile. Therefore, the imperative to find refuge in community arose in the context of a 

group who share experiences of ruptures with place and face the threat of further 

dislocations.  

In pointing to the influence of Yarmouk’s urban and camp characteristics in 

constituting its form of community, my goal is not to suggest that notions of community-

oriented around the practice of mutual aid are unique to a place like Yarmouk. Indeed, 

forms of community-based on mutual obligation and reciprocity arising from co-presence 

have been explored in a number of contexts. Henig, for example, considers the resonance 

of the neighborhood, or komšiluk, in Bosnian highland villages as an “ethical practice of a 

moral community emerging from living in proximity” that is often “articulated in idioms 

and acts of mutual help and generalized reciprocity.”10 As Henig further shows, similar to 

Yarmouk’s feza’, this form of neighborliness is challenged and changed by instances of 
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conflict. I also do not mean to argue that Yarmouk’s community was unidirectionally 

determined by its spatial form. Rather, I want to suggest that just as the camp-city duality 

explored in the previous chapter helped to constitute various affective, demographic, 

economic and political and significances, the camp’s status as both a distinct Palestinian 

place and its deep integration into Damascus came to influence the forms of sociality that 

emerged within it. Specifically, as Bilal’s comment above showed, feza’ was intimately 

tied to the need to find refuge in community as a result of shared experiences of 

displacement while simultaneously situated within broader urban networks that spilled 

out beyond the boundaries of the camp and drew in a heterogeneous group of community 

members.  

When, in 2022, I was finally able to travel for fieldwork, I learned just how often 

it was to be formally resident outside the camp but claim membership in Yarmouk’s 

community and, therefore, be bound by the obligations of feza’. Yasser and his family, for 

example, had a similar relationship with the camp. Their house was in the Daf as-Shouk 

neighborhood of Damascus, which was a short ride east of the camp’s northern entrance. 

His mother was born in Maydan, a Damascene neighborhood situated immediately north 

of the camp. Much of Umm Yasser’s family, however, lived in Yarmouk. She told me she 

spent “every day in the camp,” visiting relatives, drinking coffee, bringing her kids to 

school, celebrating the Eid holiday and, if one of her children were sick, seeking 

treatment. She emphasized further that even though her house had vegetable stands in 

front of it, she would go to the camp to buy food. And if she did not have a specific 

reason to go to the camp, she would go just to visit relatives. She agreed, therefore, when 

I asked in response to this list of camp-based tasks if the Daf as-Shouk house was “just 



150 

 

for sleeping.” Her kids, meanwhile, would take the five-minute walk from their UNRWA 

school on Schools Street in the camp to their grandfather’s house. As a result, Yasser and 

his mother identified themselves as being from the camp despite living outside of 

Yarmouk’s formal boundaries.   

Furthermore, just as living outside the camp did not prevent membership in 

Yarmouk’s community, presence within the camp did not guarantee membership. Umm 

Mohammad, who I met in one of east Amman’s Palestinian refugee camps, was born in 

Yarmouk not long after its establishment when it was almost exclusively inhabited by 

Palestinian refugees. She felt, however, that when Syrian citizens started to migrate to the 

camp in large numbers, it strained the social fabric of the place. She said that these 

newcomers caused disputes in the market over prices, drove up the cost of housing and 

exploited Palestinian workers. In other words, these unscrupulous arrivals did not hew to 

the values of mutual support and obligation that underpinned feza’ and therefore, for 

Umm Mohammad, fell outside the bounds of who she saw as part of her community. 

Umm Mohammad’s criticism of Syrian camp residents was a dissenting voice among 

most of my interlocutors, who emphasized their closeness with their Syrian neighbors. 

However, Umm Mohammad’s perspective showed that camp residence was not enough, 

on its own, to qualify for community membership.  

As the narratives of Bilal, Umm Yasser and Umm Mohammad show, the bounds 

of feza’ in Yarmouk were not coterminous with the camp’s formal boundaries and, 

therefore, place of residence was not determinant of community membership. Instead of 

geographic location, feza’ was enacted through practice. As Tawfiq stated when he first 

explained feza’ to me, membership in Yarmouk’s community was characterized by a 
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willingness to provide mutual aid to fellow community members in situations of need, 

strife or uncertainty. Therefore, feza’ can be understood as a type of “community of 

practice.” Communities of practice, according to Wenger, are informal collectives bound 

“by what they do together” and “by what they have learned through their mutual 

engagement in these activities.”11 This focus on collective doing distinguishes 

communities of practice from communities characterized by geographic location, identity 

categories or shared interests. For Yarmouk’s former residents, feza’ characterizes a form 

of community that was similarly enacted through practice rather than dependent on 

geographic continuity. To be part of the community, then, one had to enact the obligations 

that underpinned feza’. 

Practicing Feza’: Recognition and Mutual Obligation 

If Yarmouk’s feza’ depended on practice, what forms did this practice take? At its 

most basic level, feza’ demanded recognition of one another as part of the collective. My 

friend Yasser often complained about the lack of such mutual recognition in Jordan, 

where moved in 2009 to work as a barber in Salt. When his family fled Damascus to 

Amman in 2012, he left Salt to join them in the capital and open his own shop. He told 

me that Jordan lacked the sort of social ties he remembered from the camp and that 

people were “rude” and uninterested in greeting you. He contrasted this with the “strong 

social ties” that he experienced in Yarmouk, telling me that “everyone knew everyone” 

and that “if you lived there for a month, you would know everyone and where they all 

lived.” He joked that in contrast to Salt where no one would tell him “good morning,” in 

Yarmouk “you could just stand somewhere with your hand raised and everyone would 

say hello to you.” While these statements were conscious exaggerations made to 
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emphasize the differences between life in Jordan and Syria, they reflected the importance 

of even the most basic forms of reciprocal recognition in the constitution of community. 

Therefore, the fact that people recognized you as familiar, even if you were a stranger, 

was central to the constitution of the values of refuge in community that characterized the 

feeling of feza’.  

Along similar lines, Tawfiq told me that even if you did not know a person you 

met in the street, you knew someone who would know them. In Umm Mohammad’s 

words, “our blood was unified, there were no strangers among us.” Her use of the term 

blood reflected a comparison to kinship ties that often arose in conversations. As she 

went on to state, “we were a family,” using language that was echoed throughout my 

interactions with many former residents. The sense of familial affinity was extended to 

those who did not have origins within the camp. My friend Hassan’s parents met and 

were married in Yarmouk, where they lived for parts of the 1980s and '90s, but Abu 

Hassan was a Palestinian from Lebanon and Umm Hassan was a Palestinian from 

Amman. I asked them if they ever felt like outsiders because they were not born and 

raised in the camp and were not Palestinians from Syria. Umm Hassan answered 

emphatically that she never was made to feel that she did not belong: “they knew I was 

Jordanian, but I felt like they were my family. I didn’t feel any difference.” Similarly, 

Umm Yasser told me the story of a relative from Amman who would rent an apartment to 

summer in the camp with her family and kids. Umm Yasser told me that “she said she 

didn't feel like she was visiting a different country, [she said] it felt like I was living with 

my family. We would all go and visit her, introduce her to the neighbors, bring her down 

to the market and introduce her to people.”  



153 

 

The sense of family was also enacted and reinforced linguistically, specifically by 

the use of the term khayya/khayta, a particular Palestinian-accented way of saying 

brother/sister, to greet and address fellow camp residents. Neither the term nor the 

practice of using familial titles as modes of address are unique to Yarmouk. Across the 

region, strangers often refer to one another as brother, sister, aunt and uncle. However, in 

the context of Yarmouk, the use of the specific versions of the words for brother and 

sister khayya and khayta signaled the speaker’s ties to Yarmouk’s community. As my 

friend Marwan told me, khayya was a “codeword” that signified your connection to the 

camp. Another former resident described these two words as the “words that united the 

residents” of the camp.12 Indeed, when Ghassan first connected with Marwan via a 

mutual friend to see if he would be willing to talk to me for my research, Marwan replied 

to Ghassan’s first message with the salutation “hello khayya.” I asked Marwan in our first 

interview why he chose to start with this form of address. He replied that he wanted 

Ghassan and me to know that he was “really from” Yarmouk. In other words, by using 

the “codeword,” Marwan could demonstrate his membership in Yarmouk’s community. 

Outside of the camp, the term functioned as an interpellation, hailing residents to 

recognize themselves and the speaker as embodying the subject position of Yarmouk 

resident.13 Yasser said that “anywhere you went in Syria and you said how are you 

khayya or what's up khayya, people would know you were from the camp. Immediately.” 

Tawfiq said that at Damascus University, you would see people wearing Palestinian 

scarves, shirts and necklaces and would immediately address them as khayya to signal a 

shared identity. The significance of the word traveled after Yarmouk’s destruction as well. 

For example, when I connected over Facebook with someone from Yarmouk who helped 



154 

 

run a digital encyclopedia of Palestinian camps, I addressed her as khayta, to which she 

reacted warmly and immediately asked if I too was from the camp. Also, during my 

fieldwork in Amman, I would often hang out with Tawfiq and our mutual friend Yousef 

who introduced us. I pointed out once that in our conversations Tawfiq had taken to 

calling Yousef khayya, to which Yousef jokingly replied that Tawfiq had “given him the 

citizenship” of Yarmouk.  

However, these terms did more than signal shared connections to Yarmouk. They 

also positioned the speaker and listener into the bonds of mutual obligation that 

underpinned feza’. As Umm Yasser told me, “khayya is a word that you use to show that 

you are not strangers from one another.” In this way, these terms functioned as a language 

ideology, which, according to Silverstein, can be defined as “sets of beliefs about 

language articulated by the users as a rationalization or justification of perceived 

language structure and use.”14 In her analysis of language and radio in Zambia, Spitulnik 

expands this, arguing that language ideologies are about “the production of social 

relations of sameness and difference and the creation of cultural stereotypes about types 

of speakers and social groups.”15 For the former Palestinian residents of Yarmouk, these 

familial salutations signaled a “social relation of sameness” as co-members in Yarmouk’s 

relations of feza’. Furthermore, because of the action-oriented aspects of feza’, this 

linguistic signaling of sameness also carried obligations to practice the provision of 

assistance to fellow community members. Therefore, when Umm Mohammad said that 

she felt like Yarmouk was a family, she followed this up by recalling the expectation to 

share food with friends and neighbors when you cooked a meal and to split a snack with a 

hungry friend. Umm Yasser similarly recalled the regular experience of opening up 
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homes to have meals together. But beyond the regular sharing of meals, Umm Mohamad 

pointed to actions that conveyed mutual support in times of mourning or acute need. She 

recounted that when someone in the neighborhood had a death in the family, neighbors 

would not hold a wedding during the forty days of mourning out of deference to their 

loss. Furthermore, she argued that people in Yarmouk did not need financial assistance 

from aid institutions in Yarmouk because they could rely on community members for 

support in trying times. She told me that in Syria “we never needed charity.” Rather, 

because everyone knew their neighbors, they would know if someone was in a difficult 

situation and help out by bringing toys for the kids or sweets for the Eid holiday. She also 

related a story of when she had an injured leg that was too swollen for her to wear shoes 

or walk. Her 17-year-old neighbor came to her aid, carrying her down two flights of stairs 

and back to her home. Additionally, she emphasized mutual support meant that you could 

trust community members in economic dealings. She stated, for example, that the prices 

you would find in Yarmouk’s markets would be low, fair and fixed, eliminating the need 

to barter and, with it, the risk of exploitation. In this way, my interlocutors’ memories of 

feza’ hew to experiences of camp sociality among other Palestinians in the country, 

whereby Palestinians in Neriab camp in Aleppo and those who inhabited Damascus’s Old 

City similarly saw thick social relations and impetus for mutual aid as arising from areas 

of camp residence in close proximity.16 

Furthermore, the obligation for mutual support also manifested in unexpected 

moments. Tawfiq once told me a story of when he attended an unsanctioned Fatah-lead 

protest in the camp against Israel’s assault on the Gaza Strip in 2008. As they concluded 

their march from the camp’s northern entrance to the Wassim Mosque on Yarmouk Street, 
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several busloads of Syrian security forces suddenly arrived to break up the 

demonstration. Everyone scattered, and Tawfiq and a friend sprinted down nearby Loubia 

Street with police on their heels. An upscale market street, Loubia, Tawfiq told me, was 

known for many of the vendors being paid informants to the Syrian intelligence services. 

Tawfiq and his friend therefore ducked into a side street and hid in the entrance of an 

unfamiliar building, only to be spotted by an elderly man who asked them if they were at 

the demonstration. Tawfiq, feeling that he could not lie, answered in the affirmative. 

Tawfiq and his friend anxiously accepted the unknown man’s invitation to his flat 

upstairs. Their fear, however, was rapidly assuaged when they saw a picture of the late 

PLO and Fatah leader Yasser Arafat hanging on the wall, which indicated to Tawfiq that 

his host would not turn them over to the Syrian security forces. As they sat down to drink 

the water they were offered, Tawfiq saw the man go to his phone, call someone and say, 

“the donkey is here.” Startled, Tawfiq asked who he was talking to. The older man 

replied, “are you not Abu Fadi’s son?” He had recognized Tawfiq and called his father to 

let him know that Tawfiq was present and safe. Just like Umm Mohmmad suggested, 

then, to know one’s neighbors enabled the provision of assistance, without having to ask 

or be asked.  

These narratives of feza’, therefore, point to a form of connectivity that was 

experienced and enacted through mutual recognition and forms of practice rather than 

arising solely from physical proximity. Specifically, the obligations of feza’, as a form of 

refuge in community, compelled residents to recognize and build relations with others 

through mundane greetings, linguistic markers and metaphors of kinship. These 

community relations, furthermore, were defined by obligations to provide for those in 
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need. In doing so, they provided a sense of refuge in community that allowed for security 

and familiarity and enabled them to avoid suffering from need or uncertainty.  

Assistance Across Difference 

While the use of familial terms like khayya/khayta and the allusion to “unified” 

blood may suggest a narrow and homogenizing view of community, the narratives of 

former residents emphasized instead the significance of recognition and mutual aid across 

various forms of difference. As the previous chapter explored, part of what former 

residents saw as demonstrating Yarmouk’s city nature was the diversity and heterogeneity 

of its population, including people of all classes, professions and political persuasions. 

Yarmouk’s feza’ therefore was understood to crosscut such forms of heterogeneity. As 

one former resident told me, people may get into fights over political differences but, in 

the end, they would still be able to share a meal together. Therefore, just as feza’ did not 

depend on physical co-presence, neither did it require social uniformity, even as it 

intersected with shared experiences of displacement and exile that occasioned Yarmouk’s 

establishment as a place. 

The embrace of community across difference was often expressed to me through 

the refrain that life in the camp was “simple” (baseeta). I initially understood “simple” to 

refer to the camp’s relative affordability. But it was not just that things were cheaper in 

Yarmouk than in other parts of Damascus. Simplicity had more to do with the willingness 

to practice feza’ without expectation or judgment. Umm Yasser, for example, 

remembered that if someone had a gathering, you could feel free to bring whoever you 

wanted with you and no one would say “I only invited you.” Umm Hassan echoed this 

sentiment, explaining that the beauty of life in the camp stemmed from the fact that life 
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there was “simple.” I replied that I had heard repeatedly that camp life was cheap. Not 

just cheap, she clarified in response. Yes, it was cheaper than other areas in Damascus 

and cheaper than Amman where they now lived, but also social norms and expectations 

were not strenuous. She gave an example of hosting. When people came by to visit, 

which they often did without prior notice, they did not have high expectations of a 

generous spread but were excited to receive whatever was available. If you did not have 

much to offer, they would not be upset. People, then, were happy with what they had to 

hand. In other words, according to Umm Yasser, “the people in the camp were very 

simple, they could live on anything. They didn’t need houses or things that were ‘wow.’” 

Therefore, the camp’s ethic of mutual support accounted for differences of class, whereby 

even those who may have been less well-off could perform the practices of reciprocity 

that underpinned the camp’s feza’.  

This lack of judgment was also extended into other realms. Tawfiq told me, for 

example, that camp residents did not care whether you were pious or even if you drank 

alcohol. Furthermore, as alluded to above, the openness to difference also extended to the 

political realm, whereby residents remembered embracing political diversity. The 

openness to political difference was often remarked upon, drawing comparisons with the 

armed and antagonistic factionalism found in Lebanon’s camps and the lack of 

independent Palestinian political activity in Jordan. Former camp residents insisted that 

prior to the war in Syria, no one asked you your political views, your origins or religious 

background. Furthermore, political practice was a means of asserting unity and 

demonstrating commitment to the camp as a community of Palestinians situated in a 

broader struggle for liberation and return. Specifically, part of feza’ was an obligation to 
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mobilize politically in support of Palestine for annual commemorations and in reaction to 

current events. As the previous chapter explored, camps have long been centers of 

Palestinian political action and at the heart of the PLO’s national liberation struggle. 

Yarmouk specifically has long been an important center for Palestinian national politics, 

with many factions, particularly left-wing and pro-Syrian factions, having headquarters, 

offices, hospitals and cultural centers in the camp.  

Therefore, while less of a literal form of mutual aid than the example of offering 

food to someone in need, the willingness to engage in political activism was nevertheless 

a mode of enacting Yarmouk’s collective obligation to provide refuge in community. By 

being willing to march and demonstrate for Palestine as a political cause, therefore, 

Yarmouk’s former residents came together to seek to resolve those ruptures with place 

that caused their exile. Former residents widely recalled participating in regular annual 

commemorations and protests that marked significant Palestinian occasions and symbols. 

Demonstrations were held on significant days of commemoration, including annual 

commemorations of the Nakba and the Naksa (Israel’s 1967 occupation of the West 

Bank, Gaza Strip and Golan Heights). Furthermore, as the Introduction explored, the first 

day of Eid included a march on the Martyr’s Cemeteries, with scout troops, faction 

officials and camp residents participating in the march and greeting the families of those 

martyrs to the Palestinian struggle for liberation that were buried in Yarmouk. Therefore, 

commemorations of the dead were part of the broader political commitments that 

underpinned feza’. Specifically, by participating in funerals and annual marches and by 

providing condolences to the families of the dead, camp residents enacted their 

commitment to Palestinian political struggle by recognizing the sacrifices of those who 
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were killed in their own efforts to fulfill the political tenets of feza’. But just as 

significant as these annual demonstrations was the willingness of the camp to turn out 

whenever something occurred in Palestine. Former residents told me that no matter the 

event, the camp was ready to demonstrate. Newspaper reports from the 1980s are replete 

with demonstrations against the siege and assaults on Palestinian camps in Lebanon 

during the neighboring country’s civil war. Furthermore, Yarmouk’s residents launched 

protests in support of the First Intifada, the uprising against Israeli occupation in the West 

Bank and Gaza which ran from 1987 until 1993. When Yasser Arafat agreed to the Oslo 

Accords in 1993, marking the start of the peace process aimed at the creation of a 

Palestinian State, protests also occurred in Yarmouk, this time against the PLO leader’s 

apparent abandonment of their rights to return. In May 2022, I connected with a former 

Yarmouk resident over Facebook, just after the assassination of the Palestinian journalist 

Shireen Abu Akleh by the Israeli occupation forces in the West Bank. In telling me about 

life in the camp, this former resident said that Shireen’s assassination was exactly the 

kind of thing that would have prompted a protest in Yarmouk. Political practice, then, was 

at the heart of Yarmouk’s feza’. Specifically, openness to political diversity and 

willingness to take political action were part of the mutual obligations to provide aid to 

the collective across difference. Furthermore, these protests not only represented how 

refuge could be found in community but rather were part of a broader struggle to resolve 

the unsettled relationship to place that required the constitution of Yarmouk and its feza’ 

in the first place.   

 Finally, former residents also recalled non-Palestinians being bound by the 

obligations of community, showing how inhabiting a place that emerged from shared 
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experiences of displacement can draw in those who might otherwise be seen as outsiders. 

At one level, this was demonstrated by repeated insistence by most interlocutors that 

there was deep integration within Syrian society and a lack of feelings of difference or 

discrimination between Palestinians and Syrians. Beyond this general lack of 

discrimination, however, even agents of the Syrian state were at times remembered to be 

bound by the camp’s social obligations. One friend from Yarmouk recalled stories of Abu 

Mohammad Sariyya, an intelligence officer with jurisdiction in the camp who was killed 

by a Free Syrian Army ambush in the early part of the war. This friend told me that 

Sariyya was a “son of a bitch,” but he was “of the camp” and “he wasn’t someone you 

killed.” Being of the camp, Sariyya was therefore situated in relations of obligation that 

my friend suggested led him to treat camp residents more leniently than other regime 

representatives would have. Rather than ruthlessly round up wanted persons in the camp, 

Sariyya would instead call them into the camp’s municipality and close their file after a 

quick interrogation over coffee. Or he would call them in, imprison them for three 

months or less and send them home with a message to stop causing trouble. Given that 

many hundreds of Palestinians were arrested, imprisoned, tortured and killed during the 

uprising, it is certain that Sariyya’s occasional leniency was not a general rule, 

particularly with the expansion of the uprising. However, the fact that he was 

remembered to be bound situationally by feza’ shows how camp residence could manifest 

forms of obligation where they might not otherwise be expected.  

Attending to narratives of Yarmouk’s community by former residents, then, 

reveals a form of collective life that had several central characteristics. Namely, the 

shared experience of displacement that resulted in Yarmouk’s establishment gave rise to 
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an impetus for the practice of mutual aid. Meanwhile, the camp’s integration with broader 

Damascus that constituted it into an urban place created a camp population that was 

crosscut by forms of class, political and national differences. What emerged, therefore, 

was a form of community that emphasized the provision of mutual aid across forms of 

difference as a means by which to find refuge. Furthermore, the widespread eagerness of 

former residents to talk about the camp’s community attested to the role of feza’ in the 

constitution of Yarmouk as a place of significance. That is, by offering refuge in 

community, Yarmouk’s feza’ became central to attachments to the camp. As will be 

explored below, the importance of feza’ as a signifier of attachment only became more 

important as Yarmouk’s former residents were forced to leave the camp behind.  

The Cracks of Feza’  

As the start of the chapter described, and the ensuring narratives made clear, 

former residents’ memories of Yarmouk’s feza’ emphasized the positive aspects of the 

camp’s community. Therefore, instances of disagreement and strife did not often feature 

in the stories I heard of life in Yarmouk. And, since I have never visited Yarmouk, I did 

not have the chance to ethnographically observe what happened when the principles of 

feza’ were refused or transgressed. I know, of course, that instances of conflict certainly 

occurred in Yarmouk despite the obligations of feza’, because moments of discord arise in 

every collective. But the narratives of feza’ related so far, nostalgic as they are, do not 

offer much insight into moments where cracks emerged in the camp’s form of refuge in 

community. However, when my discussions with interlocutors turned to the effect of war 

on the camp, there began to emerge more nuanced insight into instances when the tenets 

of feza’ were not followed. This is for two reasons. Firstly, the war made long-extant 
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forms of social discord far more visible due to their sudden violent consequences. 

Secondly, discussions of the ruptures of the civil war enabled conversations about those 

periods when Yarmouk had previously been beset by political conflict—periods that were 

normally glossed over in nostalgic narratives of the camp’s feza’. What emerged through 

narratives of war, therefore, were both the possibilities and limits of feza’ amid conflict. 

The obligation for mutual assistance was at times fulfilled, enabling the finding of refuge 

in community amid the insecurity of conflict. However, people also took advantage of the 

conflict, became cruel and caused trouble. Sometimes, the same people who practiced the 

parameters of feza’ in one moment were those who violated it in others. Or, as Tawfiq put 

it, the same people who were angels in the day could be demons at night. Such narratives 

show, therefore, how feza’ intersected with and was challenged by times of conflict.  

Tawfiq’s stories that begin this chapter show some of the ways that feza’ played a 

role in maintaining refuge in community during the war. As he recalled, families often 

opened their doors to relatives, friends and neighbors who were seeking safer places to 

shelter. Furthermore, this wartime feza’ also gave rise to new relationships. Among the 

people Tawfiq’s family hosted was his uncle’s wife who lived outside the camp but came 

to stay in Yarmouk for six months. Each day, they would make a pot of coffee and sit out 

on the balcony and chat. She came to call Tawfiq her “crisis friend” (sadiq al-azmeh). 

Eventually, the situation in the camp became too difficult and she moved to central 

Damascus where her kids worked. Tawfiq and his family, meanwhile, fled to Amman. 

She later visited Amman and the first thing she did when she came to Tawfiq’s house was 

grab a pot of coffee and call Tawfiq to join her on the balcony. Tawfiq’s crisis friend was 

one manifestation of a broader imperative to share the suffering that the war brought to 
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the camp. The notion of collective solidarity also emerged in Abdullah Al-Khateeb’s 

poem “Forty Rules of Siege,” which punctuates his documentary, Little Palestine, that 

depicted life under siege in the camp.17 One of the rules that Al-Khateeb relates through 

narration during the film is that, during siege, suffering must be collective—it is selfish to 

suffer alone and individual sorrow is a betrayal. Right up until the end of collective life in 

the camp, therefore, there was an imperative to find refuge in community.  

However, the war also led to suspicion, political fissions and callous violence. 

Umm Yasser told me that her family’s decision to leave the camp was prompted by the 

sudden advent of checkpoints, staffed by regime soldiers and unknown armed groups, 

that began treating her and her family differently based on their Palestinian and Jordanian 

origins:  

Our fear started when there started to be racism. You would go down and someone would 

ask for your ID Card and ask where you are from. There started to be checkpoints. My 

kids and I lived our whole lives in Syria. And despite that my husband is Jordanian, we 

didn't get formal residence papers. We could come and go normally, no one asked us. But 

the situation changed a lot with the crisis. We were asked: why didn't you get residency 

permits? Are you with terrorists? Who do you support? 

Umm Yasser presented this as a wholly new phenomenon. However, while this 

experience of widespread checkpoints and inquisitions into political leanings based on 

place of origins was new for Umm Yasser, suspicion and repression had long been 

pervasive in Syria. As Gabiam writes, “The climate of pervasive surveillance – the sense 

that one is constantly being observed, that anyone one talks to is a potential government 

informant – that characterizes sociopolitical life in Syria therefore extends to Palestinian 

refugee camps.”18 Indeed, as just one example, Tawfiq’s story, related above, of running 

from and hiding from police and informants in the wake of a 2008 protest attests to this 

climate of suspicion. The advent of such explicit suspicion in the context of the uprising 
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was therefore more a visible manifestation of forms of domination that had previously 

been more ambiguous.19 However, the newly visible consequences of this phenomenon 

that replaced the openness to difference that had previously characterized feza’ prompted 

Umm Yasser and her family to vacate Damascus to Jordan, the country of her husband’s 

citizenship.  

The war also instantiated explicit political fissures in the camp. As Chapter One 

recounted, the role of the PFLP-GC in organizing deadly protests in the Golan Heights in 

2011 caused splits between pro- and anti-regime camp inhabitants to emerge.20 

Furthermore, the PFLP-GC’s establishment and arming of pro-regime Popular 

Committees in the camp exacerbated these divisions and resulted in manifestations of 

cruelty. Tawfiq told me a series of stories of these newly armed fighters treating the 

weapons like playthings, threatening people and engaging in gunfights in and around the 

camp. Yasser also told me stories he heard from people in camp (he was living in Salt, 

Jordan at the time) about these newly armed fighters, some of whom were just teenagers, 

who would kill anyone whom they did not like the look of. He told me about photos of 

corpses, killed by snipers, splayed about the streets of the camp with cats feeding on the 

remains. He said during the war people would kill people as easily “as if they were going 

to buy a pack of cigarettes.” In such moments of thoughtless killing, there seemed to be 

little regard for the tenets of feza'.  

Therefore, while the narratives of feza’ emphasized comradery across political 

difference, the war led to violent rupture. Furthermore, these more contemporary fissures 

recalled earlier instances of political strife. As Chapter One explored, rivalry between 

Arafat and Hafez al-Assad in the 1980s caused open conflict between Palestinian factions 
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loyal to the PLO and those under the sway of the Syrian regime. Many of Umm 

Mohammad’s family, including her father, were prominent members of Fatah. The family 

therefore was caught up in this conflict, which cost the life of her 19-year-old sister. 

Discussions of the more recent splits caused by the civil war, therefore, enabled 

discussion of these historical conflicts that were often glossed over in most narratives of 

the camp’s feza’. In one such discussion, Tawfiq interpreted the differentiated importance 

of these political splits across generation. His parents’ generation, who lived through the 

conflict of the 1980s, were more used to dealing with political strife and could better 

navigate social relations amid rupture during the civil war. Tawfiq and his friends, who 

were in their late teens and early twenties at the time of the civil war, only knew a camp 

community where political difference was minimized. As he told me, his generation 

experienced the form of feza’ where you can “hate someone’s politics” but still love them 

and their family. When the war came, therefore, they did not know how to handle these 

political fissures and the disagreements they caused. Tawfiq said he insisted on 

maintaining common ground even amid such political differences but indicated others 

were not so interested in seeing past political disagreements. The generation after 

Tawfiq’s, however, knows nothing but rupture. As Tawfiq told me, those who are in their 

teens now, the last generation born in the camp, left when they were very young and 

therefore do not carry with them the experience of feza’, even if their parents lived it. 

Therefore, as Tawfiq’s analysis of generation shows, notions feza’ were not monolithic. 

Rather, they differentiated by generation, time and lived experience. Meanwhile, his 

discussion demonstrated that feza’, while often aspired for in even the most challenging 
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of circumstances, was not always embodied, leading community members to confront 

and navigate divisions that were unwelcome and unfamiliar.  

Therefore, while undoubtedly still a limited view due to my lack of observation of 

Yarmouk before the war, analyses of feza’ narratives, even amid their nostalgic tinge, can 

give insight into those moments when this impetus for community in refuge fell short of 

residents’ desires and expectation. In this case, the ruptures of the civil war opened up for 

consideration moments of pre-war strife (which I was able to learn about from other data 

sources like archives) and prompted evaluations of what challenges to feza’ looked like 

and how they were differently approached across the community. However, searching for 

instances of cracks within narratives of feza’ is not meant to discredit the narratives of 

Yarmouk’s former residents or deny such a form of community existed and was 

experienced in the camp. Rather, such consideration enables a view of how feza’ shifted 

and changed amid conflict and difficulty. Furthermore, as the next section shows, this 

nuancing of feza’ narratives invites analysis not only of what these narratives say about 

the past but also of what they do for residents in the present.  

Losing Refuge in Community  

As the chapter stated at the outset, feza’, as a means of finding refuge in 

community through the practice of mutual aid, arose through refugees’ unsettled 

relationship with place. The first rupture with place was the Nakba which resulted in the 

displacement of the Palestinians from their homeland and the need to inhabit Yarmouk 

and find refuge in community within it. However, the advent of civil war in Yarmouk at 

once attested to the importance of such a form of refuge in community and occasioned its 

loss. That is, in the uncertainty of displacement, when community would have been most 
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helpful, it was suddenly unavailable. Nostalgic narratives for feza’ therefore were 

profoundly shaped by residents’ present circumstances in their new places of residence 

and were oriented around confronting this loss of community on which they had come to 

rely. Therefore, crystallized in its disappearance, feza’ had enduring importance for 

former Yarmouk residences grappling with uncertain and undesirable present 

circumstances and future prospects.  

The enduring significance of Yarmouk’s feza’ was, first and foremost, 

demonstrated by the eagerness of my interlocutors to discuss the camp’s community with 

me when I asked about what they remembered or missed about life in Yarmouk. But also 

notable was the way former residents would pair narratives about the Yarmouk’s feza’ 

with comparisons to their contemporary places of residence, which they saw and 

experienced as lacking a community of mutual assistance and support. Relatively recently 

arrived in new places of refuge like Amman or Beirut, these former Yarmouk residents 

found themselves unable to avail themselves of the forms of feza’ they had come to count 

on in Yarmouk. Narratives of feza’, therefore, were a way of grappling with the 

“unavailableness”21 of feza’ in their new places of refuge. By emphasizing those aspects 

of Yarmouk’s community that enabled a feeling of refuge, the nostalgic recollections of 

these former residents enabled both reflection on what was lost in Yarmouk and 

consideration of what is missing in their contemporary places of residence. Narratives of 

Feza’, then, represent a form of “productive nostalgia,”22 whereby nostalgia becomes a 

means by which to make sense of the present and aspire for alternative futures. Such 

nostalgic narratives exhibit two patterns in dealing with the loss of feza’: cataloging what 

was lost and seeking alternative presents and futures. In other words, these narratives 
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enacted the iterative simultaneity of place, whereby experiences in one place were shaped 

by and shaped experiences across the full palimpsest of their accumulated places. Before 

turning to these manifestations of productive nostalgia, however, it is important to situate 

Yarmouk’s former residents in the broader history of Palestinian nostalgia and explore 

recent conceptualizations of nostalgia in productive and critical manifestations.   

Palestinian Nostalgia  

The question of nostalgia has long been part of analyses of Palestinian refugee 

narratives. Nostalgia itself, as a concept, arose in 17th-century Europe, combining the 

Greek root words “nostos” meaning return home and “algia” meaning longing, as a 

medical concept to describe the seemingly fatal disease of homesickness among soldiers 

returning from war.23 As Davis points out, the term’s original spatial reference of the 

homeland resonates especially well with the Palestinian refugee context whereby 

refugees’ nostalgic memories were oriented around a specific location.24 Scholars relating 

narratives of pre-Nakba Palestine by Palestinian refugees have highlighted how these 

narratives were constituted in relation to a challenging present characterized by 

displacement and dispossession. Sayigh, for example, writes that the refrain “we lived in 

paradise” was common among those Palestinian refugees in Lebanon who remembered 

life in the homeland.25 As she emphasizes, these refugees recall Palestine from a present 

“so bleak that their poverty and class oppression [in pre-Nakba Palestine] there tend to be 

blurred.”26 In her discussion of village memorial books, Davis similarly argues, “for 

many refugees, life in their villages, no matter how difficult, was far superior to the life 

they had to lead in the camps after 1948.”27 Swedenburg, furthermore, explores how the 

image of an idyllic peasant past became a tenet of a hegemonic Palestinian nationalist 
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narrative that presented the Palestinian peasant as the vanguard of the struggle for 

liberation.28 This idealized peasant past, he argues, obscured realities of difference and 

struggle within pre-Nakba Palestinian life, caused not only by British soldiers and Zionist 

settlers but also by Palestinian landholders who “were full partners in and beneficiaries of 

the economic processes that were reducing many peasants to misery.”29 He similarly 

argues that those refugees who recalled peasant life as happy do so from the perspective 

of a challenging present: “Such remarks did not seem to indicate nostalgia for a lost past 

so much as critical judgments against a burdensome present.”30 In other words, in the 

face of such challenging circumstances, nostalgia, as Jackson writes, “offers itself up” as 

a means to consider the present and how it ought to be lived.31  

Such Palestinian nostalgia is part of a broader phenomenon that scholars have 

presented as “productive”32 and “critical”33 nostalgia, rather than seeing the phenomenon 

as inherently reactionary and backward-looking.34 Blunt characterizes “productive 

nostalgia,” as a future-oriented form of practice with liberatory potential.35 Such a 

productive nostalgia is a mode of “remaking the present”36 through stories of the past, 

invoking “aspirations, values and desires”37 in the face of challenging circumstances. 

Furthermore, one need not actually have experienced the period being nostalgically 

recalled to draw upon it for productive purposes. Rather, as Reese shows, later 

generations can and do draw on the stories of their predecessors to make claims and 

express aspirations.38 One form that this productive nostalgia can take is that of critique. 

As Reese argues, “we create and critique worlds through stories we tell about the past. 

These stories are not only interpersonal creations between the storyteller and the listener 

but also spatial, reflecting relationships between people, space, and time.”39 Cashman 
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further elaborates a notion of “critical nostalgia” in his exploration of nostalgia among 

residents of a mixed Catholic and Protestant county in Northern Ireland.40 He argues that 

the efforts among elder members of the community to maintain old tractors and refurbish 

historic buildings were a means of calling on the past to assert a local form of community 

shared by both Protestants and Catholics. These efforts, he argues, are future-oriented 

initiatives that “answer divisive representations of the past with alternative narratives, 

reformulate identity in local rather than sectarian terms, and use the contrast between past 

and present to inform action taken in defense of community.”41 Cashman argues that the 

forms of nostalgia he is examining are, like feza’, fundamentally inflected by place: 

“Here geography becomes an important factor. Claiming all those who live in an 

identifiable locality as members of the local community reorganizes collectivity and 

belonging in terms of shared experience within a shared place. This strategy encourages a 

sense of literal and figurative common ground.”42 Dawdy also puts forward a 

conceptualization of critical nostalgia, which she centers on the “nostalgic practices and 

material things as world-making”—not just an aesthetic but a force that seeks alternative 

presents and futures.43 Nostalgic narratives of feza’ among Yarmouk’s former residents, 

therefore, similarly take such productive forms and operate in critical registers to grapple 

with present circumstances via evocations of past experiences.  

Cataloging Loss and its Consequences  

Former residents’ nostalgic narratives of feza’ first and foremost used 

comparisons between the past and the as a means of cataloging loss. That is, critical 

evaluation of the absences of feza’ identified what their current places of residence lack 

by recalling what Yarmouk had. Specifically, such recollections of feza’ cited strong 
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social ties, feelings of safety and security and even mundane greetings as central to life in 

Yarmouk but absent in contemporary places. Furthermore, in relating and critiquing these 

absences, narratives of feza’ demonstrated the consequences of lacking such community 

obligations. In other words, the lack of mutual aid, for example, was not lamented for its 

own sake but rather in terms of the hardships that lacking this manifestation of feza’ 

caused in contemporary daily life.  

In my conversations with former Yarmouk residents, narratives of feza’ were 

steeped in evaluations of contemporary experiences. Indeed, many of the descriptions of 

feza’ related above that expounded its principles of mutual recognition and 

accompanying forms of obligation were made in conjunction with critical comments 

about the present lack of such recognition and requisite practices. For example, Yasser’s 

comment about camp greetings was in fact offered as an immediate contrast to his 

experience in Salt, where he said the “style of the people wasn't like the people in the 

camp at all. Never.” In Salt, people were  

more serious, more rude. In the morning, very few people said, ‘good morning.’ I 

was used to walking in the camp. You could just stay there with your hand up and 

people would say hello to you. Really you knew everyone. And I went to a place 

where I didn't know anyone. And even with time, I didn't have love or belonging 

to that place. 

 Such a statement underscores the fact that even seemingly basic forms of social 

interaction, in their absence, can have significant consequences for the sense of 

community one can constitute. As Henig argues, the importance of such mundane 

gestures of “engagement in the life of the other neighbors… is most painful felt when it is 

absent.”44 Therefore, by missing such a form of reciprocal exchange that was at the heart 

of feza’, Yasser found himself lacking a sense of positive affiliation with his 



173 

 

contemporary place of residence. Furthermore, it drove him to aspire to hasten his 

impending departure from Jordan to move with his newly married American wife to the 

United States.  

Qassem, a Jordanian-Palestinian friend of my friend Na’el who lived in Yarmouk 

for most of his life before the war, similarly felt the lack of mutual recognition that had 

characterized community in Yarmouk. Like other former camp residents, Qassim recalled 

the use of the word khayya and the open expressions of Palestinian identity through 

symbols like the kufiyya and shirts and necklaces featuring the map of Palestine. Such 

visible displays of Palestinian identity made him feel like part of a community in and 

around the camp. He also recounted the political commitments central to feza’, whereby 

refuge in community was enacted the collective struggle for Palestinian liberation 

through things like regular demonstrations. However, in Jordan, open expressions of 

Palestinian national identity and political practice have been marginalized and restricted 

since the 1970-1 conflict between the Jordanian army and the PLO known as Black 

September.45 Therefore, explicit Palestinian identification was not so widespread and 

spontaneous demonstrations did not emerge as often. As a result, Qassim told me he felt 

more belonging to Yarmouk, where he was not actually from, than to Jordan, where he 

held a passport and full rights of citizenship. Similar to Yasser, then, Qassem’s nostalgic 

narratives of Yarmouk’s feza’ gave an accounting of what was lost and also the 

consequences of that loss. For both Yasser and Qassem, these consequences included the 

absence of feelings of belonging due to the loss of the mutual recognition that 

underpinned feza’’s manifestation of refuge in community.  
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Yasser’s mother also lamented the lack of mutual recognition that characterized 

feza’ in the camp by drawing on critical comparison with the present. When I asked her 

what she missed most about the camp, she described the community “spirit” (roh) of the 

camp, which was destroyed by the war. She continued, “living in Amman, I haven't found 

a spirit like the one in the camp. Here, yes there are Palestinians, but everyone lives their 

own life.” Umm Yasser therefore deployed the memory of Yarmouk’s spirit of 

community, whereby people were eager to gather and spend time together, to critique 

Amman’s more isolated and isolating social relations. Furthermore, by specifically citing 

Palestinians, she points to a difference in the understanding of what Palestinian 

community meant in Yarmouk when compared to Amman. Regarding Yarmouk, she 

theorized that the spirit of the camp might have arisen from a shared Palestinian 

experience, “maybe because they emigrated together and dispersed together.” Even 

Amman’s Palestinians, however, did not have this shared spirit in Umm Yasser’s 

experience. Rather they were too caught up in the individualism that she cited as 

characterizing life in Jordan. Therefore, she felt isolated from this form of community 

that she posited as arising from collective experience of displacement and dispersal. Her 

narratives and accompanying evaluations of feza’ in Amman, then, pointed to the loss of 

conviviality through social bonds that she had enjoyed in Yarmouk.  

 The consequences of this loss of the collective spirit of feza’ had more drastic 

consequences for some former residents than others, however. For Umm Mohammad, the 

lack of feza’ and its accompanying obligations of mutual aid were felt acutely. Umm 

Mohammad lived alone in one of east Amman’s Palestinian camps. She and her children 

had fallen out with one another and therefore she lacked familial support. She was only 
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able to count on UNRWA cash assistance, although a local organization would 

occasionally give her some supplemental aid. Her critique of her present place of 

residence, therefore, was tied to these challenging circumstances and the need to rely on 

support from institutions rather than being able to draw on the values of feza’. Her 

comment recounted above about never needing charity in Yarmouk was accompanied by 

a comparison with her contemporary circumstances:  

In Syria, we never needed charity and didn't even know any charities. Everyone who was 

in a tough situation, it was clear. Someone would come and ask the neighbors and we 

would tell them that they were in a tough situation. We knew our neighbors. Without 

feeling it, people would come and bring. Would bring stuff for the kids, sweets for Eid... 

Here, now, the situation is different. Here I am just Palestinian. And I don't have anything 

but my ID card. I'm just Palestinian, I just have this ID with me. 

 Again, Yarmouk’s feza’, defined by its collective practice, was evoked not just as 

a warm memory of a happier time but as a critique of the consequences of the loss of that 

community. Specifically, Umm Mohammad offered the existence of mutual support in 

Yarmouk as a critical comparison with her contemporary circumstances in which 

collective support is lacking. In Amman, rather than being part of a community, she was 

“just Palestinian” with nothing but an expired Syrian ID card. Without feza’, she had no 

one to turn to for support, leaving her profoundly vulnerable and reliant on intermittent 

aid. Her narratives of feza’, then, showed not only what Yarmouk had but also what 

Jordan lacked, and, most painfully, what that absence meant for her contemporary life.  

Such cataloging of loss and consequence also arose regularly in conversations 

about safety and security in places of refuge. I was often told that anyone, man, woman 

or child, could walk at night anywhere in Yarmouk without fear or even the need to look 

over one’s shoulder. This feeling of safety was tied to the mutual recognition and 

obligations of feza’ that meant that, for example, when Tawfiq’s sister got lost during a 
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particularly heavy period of shelling during the war, she was able to approach a stranger 

who helped her find her way back home. But this sense of security was also inevitably 

shaped by the fact that Yarmouk was governed by the same regime security apparatus that 

controlled the whole of Syria. Reem, who initially lived in the Ain el-Hilweh camp in 

Sidon, Lebanon before moving to Sidon proper when the rest of her family migrated to 

Europe, acknowledged the heavy hand of the Syrian state’s intelligence apparatus in 

shaping the governance of the camp. She told me that a neighbor once simply said the 

words “I don’t like Bashar [al-Assad]” and was imprisoned and beaten for two months. 

However, even in acknowledging that repression, former residents now living in Beirut’s 

camps acutely felt the sudden absence of security they had once enjoyed in Yarmouk. In 

contrast to the suffocating control of the Syrian state, Beirut’s camps were governed by a 

collection of partial and hybrid sovereigns, including numerous armed Palestinian 

factions.46 The tensions that crosscut this constellation of groups would regularly spill out 

into open violence, threatening bodily harm to camp residents. Therefore, when I spoke 

to a group of former Yarmouk residents in 2018 in Beirut’s Bourj al-Barajneh camp, 

many asserted the need for the Lebanese state to take a governing role in the city’s camps 

similar to that which had existed in Syria. They also saw the factional rivalries as causing 

divisions within the camp’s community whereby certain families were affiliated with 

specific factions.47 This, one former Yarmouk resident said, contrasted with life in Syria 

where the whole of the camp was “one hand.” These narratives of safety and security 

therefore represent both an account of what was lost from Yarmouk and a consideration 

of the consequence of that loss for contemporary daily life. Namely, the experience of 

violent political rivalry in Beirut represented a hard break with the remembered lack of 
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such strife in Yarmouk, where politics was not a cause for conflict between factions and 

families. And, furthermore, these narratives acutely showed the stakes of such an absence 

in Beirut, where they feared for the safety of themselves and their children due to the 

violence that would emerge from these rivalries. One major pattern that emerges from 

consideration of narratives of feza’, then, is nostalgia as a way to make sense of what, 

precisely, was lost with the loss of Yarmouk. These narratives, furthermore, illustrated 

that the absence of such bonds of feza’ was not simply felt as idle longing for what once 

was. Rather, narratives of feza’ identified the various consequences for contemporary 

daily life caused by the loss of such a form of community, shaping everything from a 

sense of attachment to the experience of violence.  

Seeking Alternatives  

The stories just recounted regarding safety and security in Yarmouk, furthermore, 

point to the second pattern through which nostalgia for feza’ among Yarmouk’s former 

residents can be understood. Namely, these narratives use the past as a means by which to 

seek alternative presents and futures. As Jansen argues regarding the discussion among 

Bosnians of ‘normal lives’ that they recalled from the time of the Socialist Federal 

Republic of Yugoslavia, such nostalgic appeals to the past “shaped up on the intersection 

of the ‘ought’ and the ‘was’” and represented “one key discursive resource through which 

people made sense of their predicament.”48 In other words, by appealing to the way 

things were remembered to have been, former residents of Yarmouk made claims about 

the way things ought to be in the present and future. And while they may not have been 

explicitly calling for a complete reproduction of feza’ in their new places of residence, 
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they did appeal to the commitments and practices that helped constitute it to explain what 

they wished their present circumstances and possible futures could possibly entail.  

 My recurring conversations with my friend Hassan represented a particularly 

interesting instance of this phenomenon of nostalgia in search of alternatives. 

Furthermore, our discussions demonstrated that, just like attachments to place, narratives 

of nostalgia can be transmitted across generation. As noted above, Hassan was born in 

Yarmouk when his parents lived in the camp during the late 80s and early 90s. However, 

Hassan does not remember these early years in Yarmouk. When he was young, the whole 

family moved to Amman to be closer to his mother’s family. Over the course of my 

fieldwork, Hassan and I had many long talks about the shortcomings of political and 

economic liberalism and the toll these took on various forms of social solidarity as they 

took deeper and deeper root in Jordan. As I spent more time with Hassan and his family, 

these discussions of liberalism intersected with conversations about the camp. In doing 

so, Yarmouk’s feza’ became a means by which Hassan could critique Jordan’s expanding 

liberalism and accompanying individualism—even though Hassan did not remember life 

in the camp. In one such conversation, Hassan recalled a story he had heard from his 

father about a neighbor in the camp who could not work for two weeks due to an injury. 

Rather than leave him on his own, Hassan said, neighbors came together to assist him 

while he could not provide for himself. He drew a contrast with a recent experience of his 

in Amman. A neighbor in their apartment building had recently died. However, he said to 

me, incredulously, that his family did not find out about the death for a full three months 

after it happened. For Hassan, this was evidence of a loss of the bonds of community 

caused by an economic and social system that favored individuality over the collective.  
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In deploying narratives of Yarmouk’s feza’ to critique the circumstances he 

observes in Amman, Hassan was operating at this intersection of “ought” and “was” 

identified by Jansen of his Bosnian interlocutors.49 However, unlike his parents or the 

other former Yarmouk residents whose narratives make up this chapter, Hassan did not 

have his own memories of Yarmouk’s feza’. Rather, he has inherited them through the 

stories of life in the camp he heard, particularly from his mother. So persistent were these 

stories that Hassan once told me that he did not understand how such a relatively short 

period of time in a place could have such an effect on her. Hassan’s experience with feza’, 

therefore, reflects Reese’s arguments about the transgenerational resonance of nostalgia. 

Specifically, Reese recounts nostalgic narratives of “abundance, choice, and community 

cohesiveness” among members of a Black neighborhood of Washington, DC that called 

back to a time when the neighborhood enjoyed self-sufficiency in food access.50 

Crucially, she shows that one did not need to have experienced this period of abundance 

to make claims based on narratives of it. Similarly, Hassan did not experience the 

workings of feza’ that he cited in his narrative. However, the concept of “postmemory”51 

provides a means to understand how attachments to and nostalgia for place are 

transmitted across generation. Hirsch offers postmemory to describe how those in the 

generation that followed the Holocaust “grow up dominated by narratives that preceded 

their birth, whose own belated stories are displaced by the stories of a previous 

generation, shaped by traumatic events that they can neither understand nor re-create.”52 

Sa’di and Abu-Lughod, meanwhile, have applied postmemory as a way to consider the 

experiences of Palestinians who descend from survivors of the Nakba and understand 

how memory is similarly transmitted through storytelling of events that younger 
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generations did not experience.53 Therefore, Hassan, raised on stories of the existence of 

feza’ from his mother transmitted to him a sort of postmemory of Yarmouk’s feza’. He 

therefore deployed this inherited nostalgia for Yarmouk’s feza’ as a means to make a 

claim about possible alternative political and economic presents and futures in Jordan. 

Former Yarmouk residents also mobilized nostalgia for feza’ in regard to 

discrimination in new places of refuge. As was discussed in Chapter Two, instances of 

stigmatization against the camp and its residents emerged situationally throughout the 

camp’s history. However, many who lived in Syria—citizens and refugees alike—recalled 

a complete absence of sectarian or national discrimination before the war. Furthermore, 

as explored above, central to feza’ was the obligation to offer recognition and mutual aid 

across such forms of difference. Reem, for example, recalled being invited to a wedding 

by a classmate and was surprised to find, upon arriving, that the wedding venue was a 

church. She told me that she had no idea her friend was Christian. The truth about such 

sectarian differentiation in Ba’athist Syria was more complicated than this image often 

projects, due to long-standing taboo on discussing topics like religious difference.54 

However, former residents’ critical nostalgia recalled a complete absence of 

differentiation between Palestinians and Syrians of all ethnic and religious backgrounds. 

Yasser contrasted this lack of discrimination with situational antagonism he witnessed 

between Palestinians and Jordanians in Amman. Yasser recounted a visit to Amman that 

predated his permanent move to the country where he stumbled upon crowds emerging 

from a game between Faysali and Wihdat, Jordan’s two biggest soccer clubs that stand in 

metonymically for Jordanian and Palestinian national identity, respectfully.55 He 

contrasted Syria, where there “was no discrimination ever in any form” with his 
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experience with these crowds: “they stopped us and grabbed us, me and my cousin, and 

said ‘are you with Wihdat or with Faysali?" and I didn’t know who is Wihdat and who is 

Faysali. Later I learned that Wihdat symbolizes Palestine and Faysali symbolizes Jordan 

and I understood how much racism there was between Palestinians and Jordanians.” For 

Yasser, then, his criticism of discrimination in Amman, through its remembered absence 

in Yarmouk, was a way of condemning such differentiation. Meanwhile, in Beirut, 

discrimination was even more acutely felt. In Lebanon, former Yarmouk residents 

encountered a situation where they suddenly could not work or live freely due to 

restrictive labor policies and difficulties in renewing residency permits. I asked one 

former Yarmouk resident in Shatila whether he felt that there was discrimination between 

Syrians and Palestinians in Yarmouk before the war. His answer recounted both the 

situation he experienced in Yarmouk as well as a critical comparison with what he was 

currently experiencing in Lebanon: 

No, there wasn’t. There was no discrimination. We were all like Syrians. We worked with 

them. And sometimes Palestinians would employ Syrians. There was a lot of integration 

in Syria. But here there isn’t. Not 1%. They don't want us. Lebanon doesn't want us. But 

we're here by force. If there was another path or solution we wouldn't stay here. But there 

is no other solution for us other than to stay here. And they don't want us. 

 This response, therefore, offers the tenets of feza’ as a means of critiquing his 

present circumstances where there was no such collective recognition and integration. 

But his answer is not only a critique of present circumstances; it also signaled a desire for 

a future elsewhere. Bryant and Knight approach this question of the past mobilized in 

reference to an unreachable future in contexts of conflict through the “orientation of 

expectation.”56 For Bryant and Knight, expectation is an orientation towards the future 

that relies on the experiences of the past. Without the ability to expect, truncated by the 

experiences of war and conflict, the possibility of projecting one’s life into the future 
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becomes severely limited. Therefore, as they argue, narratives about the past and the 

forms of normalcy and ordinariness that these narratives often highlight provide insight 

into how future horizons become unavailable. The narrative of feza’ related above, then, 

is a version of the rupture of this orientation of expectation. This former resident’s 

nostalgic appeal to the past, then, highlights the inability to experience expectation due to 

the ruptures with what had been familiar and available. As such, he calls for an 

alternative future where the possibility of what had been experienced in Yarmouk would 

be, in some form, available again in the future but was not possible in Beirut. Therefore, 

discussions of discrimination in Amman and Beirut, contrasted as they were with 

descriptions of feza’ in Yarmouk, were not simply backward-looking laments. Rather, 

they were means of using stories of the past as examples of what life was like before and 

therefore, what life ought to be like in the present and future.  

  Tawfiq, finally, also recurred to critical nostalgia around Yarmouk’s feza’ as a 

means to make pursue alternative presents. He was especially engaged in drawing 

comparisons between gender roles and relations between Yarmouk and Amman. In 

addition to asserting that, unlike Jordan, there were no honor crimes or child marriage in 

Yarmouk, Tawfiq on many occasions explained that there was more openness to 

interactions between unrelated men and women in Yarmouk, which he saw as stemming 

from the commitment to community across forms of difference embedded in feza’. In 

Jordan, he explained, if he were to pick up a friend at their house and only the friend’s 

mother or sister were home, he would not be invited into the home. But, in Yarmouk, he 

would sit with his friends’ women relatives, “as much as with my friends.” Even within 

his own family, he found clashes in gender expectations and recalled them to me as a 
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mode of critique. Tawfiq’s father and his family are from a village in the vicinity of 

Hebron in the West Bank and his mother’s family are Palestinian refugees from Syria. 

When his grandfather died in Hebron, his father held a wake in their home in Yarmouk 

because he could not enter the West Bank. The wake, Tawfiq recalled, was mixed-gender, 

which he stated was the norm in Yarmouk. When his father’s relatives from Amman 

arrived, however, they were shocked at the arrangement. Tawfiq disagreed, adamantly: 

“no, it is not haram (forbidden), for us it is ‘aidy (normal).” During one of my final 

evenings in Amman for fieldwork, I saw Tawfiq at the café we frequented. He arrived 

wearing a suit, having come from his sister’s wedding, and he was unhappy. He told me 

that he was frustrated that at the wedding he could hardly see his sister’s face with the 

thick veil her husband made her wear. In this instance, no explicit comparison with 

Yarmouk was made. But from our multiple conversations on the topic, I was certain he 

was implicitly comparing the expectations around gender he came to find in Amman with 

those he left behind in Yarmouk. Tawfiq’s frustrations about the gender relations he had 

come to experience in Amman, contrasted with what was ‘aidy in Yarmouk therefore 

represented a desire to see the patterns he had known from Yarmouk to be normal in 

Amman. Again, therefore, narratives of what was once expected and certain provided 

former Yarmouk resents like Tawfiq the means by which to evaluate and offer alternatives 

for the present and future.  

As the narratives of feza’ related above reveal, my interlocutors’ understanding of 

their present circumstances was intimately tied to the ways they recalled and deployed 

memories of their past experiences. Specifically, explanations and explorations of 

community in Yarmouk were directly linked to the absence of such features in the 



184 

 

present. Writing about the affective building blocks migrants require to constitute home 

in a new place of residence, Hage argues that nostalgia can arise amid an “experiential 

absence.” He therefore suggests that nostalgic appeals are “triggered by a direct 

experience of lack” of a formerly familiar feeling.57 Therefore, “when one yearns for a 

communal life, their understanding of such a life is guided by the kind of communal 

feelings one remembers to have had in specific situations in the past.”58 My interlocutors’ 

nostalgic appeals to feza’ can be understood similarly. Having become accustomed to the 

feeling of refuge in community that arose through feza’’s obligation towards mutual aid, 

the war and experience of displacement from Yarmouk reinforced the importance of this 

form of community just as it was being lost. Narratives of feza’ in their new places of 

residence were therefore a reflection of the sudden absence of its tenets in their 

contemporary lives, and an example of the iterative simultaneity of place. Furthermore, 

as Hage argues, nostalgic narratives are “deployments actively fostered to confront a new 

place and new time.”59 In other words, narratives of life in Yarmouk are not simply inert 

and wistful remembering. Rather, they are active deployments through which to 

understand and interpret present circumstances. The preceding has shown two such 

productive deployments of this nostalgia. Firstly, these narratives served to compile and 

catalog what was lost with the loss of Yarmouk’s feza’ and consider the (sometimes 

painful and potentially violent) consequences of such absences. Secondly, these 

narratives mobilized the past as a form of claim-making on the present and the future, 

putting forward an alternative of what “ought” to be based on what “was.”60 Therefore, 

considering narratives of feza’ not only illuminated the form of community that arose in 

Yarmouk and helped constitute it as a place of significance. Such narratives also reveal 
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how this significance, manifested as refuge in community, mediated and was mobilized in 

encounters with new places of residence.   

 Holding on to Feza’, Virtually  

 When the war finally came to Yarmouk and, eventually, occasioned mass 

displacement from the camp, a number of Facebook pages began popping up dedicated to 

the camp and its suddenly dispersed community. The following chapter will engage with 

these pages in more detail, conceptualizing their role as a digital affordance through 

which former residents engage in practices of placemaking amid displacement from the 

camp. However, it is worth quickly considering some of the activity on these pages as a 

means by which to illuminate the continued valence of feza’ even amid Yarmouk’s 

depopulation and destruction. Specifically, these pages offered Yarmouk’s former 

residents the opportunity to both reminisce about the forms of feza’ that they enjoyed in 

the camp and, at the same time, engage in the forms of mutual recognition and support 

that characterized feza’. In doing so, these pages show that while narratives of feza’ may 

have been nostalgic, feza’ was an actually existing form of community that imparted 

certain obligations on its members. In other words, in the digital space, nostalgia for feza’ 

co-exists with its continued practice—albeit in a limited form.  

 Of the most common forms of activity on these Facebook pages are posts 

announcing the deaths of former camp residents. Most often the posts feature a flyer with 

the name of the deceased in large, bold type situated at the bottom third of the page. 

Below the name, text relates the date of death and the details of the wake and funeral. The 

top half of the page, however, features a list of often dozens of relatives of the deceased. 

The list includes siblings, sons, daughters, cousins, aunts, uncles, nieces, nephews, 
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grandchildren and even the aunts, uncles, parents and other relatives of the spouse of the 

deceased. I had never seen flyers with so many hung up around Amman, where usually a 

flyer would indicate that a wake was taking place with just the family name who were in 

mourning. I therefore asked Tawfiq, who ran one such Yarmouk Facebook page, about 

them. He told me that they were called an obituary notice (na’ya) and that they would be 

hung up around the neighborhood of the person who died and at other public spaces like 

the mosque and hospital. People passing by would then stop, read the names and see if 

they knew the deceased or anyone who was in any way related to them. If they found a 

name they knew, they would go to the wake and offer their condolences. In this way, 

these notices played the role of signaling and enacting feza’; interpellating readers as 

members of the community and prompting them to carry out its obligations through 

practice.  

 Following displacement from the camp, these obituary notices shifted from the 

space of the neighborhood and the mosque to Facebook pages. Long-distanced mourning 

is not a phenomenon unique to Palestinians from Yarmouk. Halilovich for example has 

examined forms of dispersed and collective mourning of the Srebrenica Genocide among 

Bosnian communities across the globe serve to fashion bonds of solidarity and links with 

the country these refugees were forced to flee.61 Meanwhile, Palestinians elsewhere in the 

diaspora have also used the digital as a means of practicing mourning. Bishara has 

analyzed the increasing significance of online forums for collective Palestinian 

memorialization among a community divided by boundaries in various forms. Writing 

about the mourning of Palestinians killed by the Israeli occupation, she argues that the 

“circulation of videos and photographs of the dead on Facebook convenes and extends 
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spaces for Palestinian grief and anger despite the fragmented quality of Palestinian 

expression both on and off social media. This dynamic is at the heart of Palestinians’ lack 

of a place to speak to each other as a result of the Green Line and other lines of 

division.”62 For former Yarmouk residents, it is not the Green Line, which splits 

Palestinians in the West Bank, East Jerusalem and Gaza from one another and those 

inside Israel, but rather the various borders that they have passed as they have sought to 

make lives away from Yarmouk. On these Yarmouk Facebook pages, the posts that 

accompany the notice relate not only that they were a former resident of Yarmouk but 

also where they died, whether in another part of Damascus or somewhere else across the 

world. Each post, furthermore, is often accompanied by dozens of commenters offering 

their condolences for the loss of the deceased. These profiles list Damascus, the Gulf and 

places further afield like Sweden and Germany as the place of residence for these 

commentors. Meanwhile, the majority of comments usually do not indicate if the 

commenter knows the deceased or any of their family, often simply wishing for God’s 

mercy on the person who passed. Unable to gather in person to mourn, then, obituary 

notices still prompt action that indicates collectivity identification and mutual aid. But 

given the dispersal of the camp’s community, that form of mutual aid can no longer take 

the form of setting up chairs or passing out bitter coffee at the wake. Rather, this mutual 

assistance manifests in words of comfort and condolence that signal the enduring 

relations of the collective.  

  This form of practicing feza’ through cyberspace also extended to more joyful 

posts. At the relevant times of year, these pages are replete with photographs of young 

people succeeding in matriculation exams and graduating high school and college and 
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with the post and commentors offering words of congratulations. Similarly, posts are 

made as expressions of congratulations to former camp residents who have achieved 

professional success or recognition. For example, a post congratulating the well-known 

Palestinian sociologist Sari Hanafi, who is from Yarmouk, on his lifetime appointment to 

the British Academy earned four hundred comments and more than a thousand reactions. 

What these posts, both in mourning and congratulations, signal, therefore, is that despite 

displacement there still remains a community that articulates with Yarmouk as a node and 

enacts an impetus to feza’. Admittedly, mutual support in these spaces is less tangible 

than providing material aid to someone suffering from an illness. But it is still a form of 

mutual aid nonetheless—one that recalls the importance, cited by Yasser, of feeling 

recognized and greeted as part of a group. As Tawfiq said when he initially described 

feza’ to me, it is a way of saying “‘I remember you,’ ‘I know what happened,’ ‘I stand 

with you.’” Through these pages, therefore, nostalgia for feza’ and its continued practice 

combine to enact a version of the refuge in community that had helped constitute 

Yarmouk as a place of significance.  

 Conclusion 

 During our conversation in Amman, Na’el’s friend Qassem said something 

interesting as we talked about life in Yarmouk and its form of community that Tawfiq 

described as feza’. Qassem told me that he felt much stronger attachment to Yarmouk 

than to Amman, where he now lived. This attachment, he told me, manifested in his many 

strong memories of the camp. He followed this up by telling me that in Amman, he only 

has “memories of people” but in Yarmouk, he had memories of “people and places.” He 

then drew a comparison between his time studying in Damascus, where he knew people 
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in every department and would visit friends across the university, and his current 

experience in graduate school at the University of Jordan, where he only knows the 

building that his classes are in and the location of the bathroom. It was following this 

comparison that he stated, as related above, that he did not feel belonging in Amman 

despite holding Jordanian citizenship. I never got the chance to follow up with Qassem to 

ask him, specifically, about what he meant when he differentiated between “memories of 

people” in Amman and “memories of people and places” in Yarmouk. However, because 

of the way that he contextualized it in our conversation, through a comparison between 

what Yarmouk had and what Amman lacked, and amid the broader context of Yarmouk’s 

feza’ that featured in many conversations with former Yarmouk residents, I offer his turn 

of phrase here as a distillation of the themes of this chapter. Through the intertwining of 

memory, people and place, Qassem’s statement points to the crucial part played by 

experiences of sociality in the constitution of Yarmouk as a place of significance and 

highlights how these experiences of community are so central to how this place is 

remembered and carried through encounters with new localities. Without the forms of 

social ties that made up Yarmouk’s feza’, Qassem had some ties with some individual 

people in Amman but not of the city as a place to which he felt attachment. Therefore, 

while Amman may well be a place of significance for some, it is not for him. And, as a 

result, he turned to memories of “people and places” in Yarmouk by which to confront 

and make sense of what he lacked in his present less-than-desirable circumstances.  

 This chapter, then, has explored narratives of life in Yarmouk as a means by 

which to conceptualize the form of community that emerged in the camp and was so 

central in constituting it as a place of significance for former residents. Specifically, it 
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argues that these narratives recall a form of community that was enacted through a 

collective obligation to provide assistance to those in need. Following Tawfiq’s 

prompting, I have labeled this feza’, a term which, by carrying meanings of assistance, 

fear and security, can be understood as a form of finding refuge in community. Shaped by 

residents’ unsettled relationship with place, the impetus to find refuge in community is 

intimately tied to the shared history of displacement and experiences of exile that resulted 

in Yarmouk’s creation as a refugee camp. However, feza’ was also inflected by 

Yarmouk’s city characteristics. Therefore, Yarmouk’s heterogeneity, dynamism and 

dispersed relations combined with its status as a place of refuge for a displaced 

population resulted in a feza’ that spread out beyond the camp’s formal boundaries and 

emphasized the practice of mutual aid across various types of difference. This included 

everything from mundane greetings to the provision of assistance when a neighbor is 

unwell. However, as the chapter has shown, conflict led to both the enactment of feza’ 

and its eschewing, contemporary discussions of which gave insight into other moments 

when the tenets of refuge in community were not followed.  

 Furthermore, recognizing the emphases and elisions inherent to my interlocutor’s 

stories of feza’, the chapter considered these narratives as fundamentally nostalgic and 

therefore tied to the contemporary circumstances in which I heard them. Specifically, the 

chapter has argued that these narratives represent manifestations of productive and 

critical nostalgia, whereby the past becomes a means through which to make sense of, 

offer critiques about and seek alternatives to contemporary circumstances. In doing so, 

these narratives help those who delivered them make sense of what was lost with the 

sudden absence of feza’ and the consequence of this absence for their daily lives in the 
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present. Furthermore, these narratives deployed the past as a means by which to seek 

alternative presents and futures, particularly amid foreclosed possibilities of expectation. 

Finally, the chapter briefly considered the digital as a realm where nostalgia for and the 

enactment of feza’ coexisted and constituted a form of Yarmouk’s community in a virtual 

and dispersed way that articulated around memories of the lost camp.  

 In exploring the constitution and continued resonances of Yarmouk’s feza’, this 

chapter offers important insights into the broader questions of significance and mobility 

at the heart of the constitution of place. Specifically, the regularity and emphatic nature 

by which my interlocutors recalled Yarmouk’s community, and the common use of these 

narratives to consider circumstances in contemporary place, points to the role of 

community in the constitution of places of significance. That is, these narratives show 

that places are fundamentally peopled—and therefore one of the main ways that places 

come to take on significance for those who inhabit, pass through and inherit them is 

through the constitution of the bonds of sociability. Secondly, nostalgic narratives of feza’ 

demonstrate the iterative simultaneity of place. As the chapter argued, the need for feza’ 

arose from the unsettled relationship to place caused by the Nakba. This mass 

displacement required the establishment of Yarmouk as a refugee camp and, with, the 

need to find refuge in community through it, created an impetus towards aid and 

assistance. In this way, the initial impetus for feza’ arose from a simultaneous interaction 

of a place inhabited (Yarmouk) and a place in the past (Palestine). This simultaneity, 

however, became yet more clear in the loss of feza’ and the nostalgic narratives that 

emerged in new places of refuge due to its sudden absence. Specifically, the meanings 

that Yarmouk’s former residents ascribe to the camp through memories of its community 
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show how their attachments to Yarmouk are fundamentally shaped by their contemporary 

experiences of place that lack what they had come to rely on. In other words, just as 

attachments to and experiences of Palestine were shaped by displacement from it and life 

in exile in Yarmouk, so too are attachments to and experiences of Yarmouk shaped by 

displacement from it and life in new places of refuge. In other words, these iterations of 

movement produce palimpsest of place that are produced and reproduced simultaneously. 

The next chapter continues this consideration of the iterative simultaneity of place across 

temporal and geographic distance by further examining the use of Facebook pages in the 

wake of Yarmouk’s destruction and depopulation.  
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Chapter Four 

Digital Placemaking and the Dislocations of Return 

 After the regime recaptured Yarmouk in early summer 2018 and following its 

large-scale looting campaign that ran into 2019, some former residents were finally able 

to enter the camp and see what remained of their homes and neighborhoods. These 

temporary returnees took photos and videos of the camp which then circulated on social 

media and among former camp residents who could not access the camp. Tawfiq’s cousin 

was one of the early few able to enter Yarmouk after the looting had ended. He visited 

Tawfiq’s house and neighborhood, taking videos from inside the apartment and on the 

nearby streets and sent them to Tawfiq. One evening, Tawfiq, our mutual friend Yousef 

and I went to get dinner at a Syrian restaurant in Amman before heading to the 

neighborhood coffee shop in which we often spent long evenings talking about Yarmouk 

and life in Amman. When we sat down, Tawfiq showed me the videos his cousin had 

taken. Tawfiq’s apartment had been looted, furniture had been taken, and wires and pipes 

were removed. All that remained on the wall was a framed photograph of the Dome of 

the Rock, hanging slightly askew. He then showed me one of the videos from a nearby 

street, which his cousin had filmed as he walked southward away from Tawfiq’s building. 

As the video rolled, an obelisk-like structure came into view, just off the main street to 

the right. “Oh, Palestine Circle,” I said, recognizing the landmark that occupied the traffic 

circle situated on Palestine Street towards the southeastern corner of the camp. Tawfiq 

looked up from the video at me and then turned to Youssef, and said, both a little 

surprised and a little impressed, “see, he knows Palestine Circle.” A couple of months 

later we were at the same café again and Tawfiq was showing me cartoons drawn over 
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photographs of empty streets and shuttered shops in the camp. The first one, he told me, 

depicted Safad Street. When he showed me the second one, before he could name it, I 

guessed that the image showed nearby Loubia Street. It did, Tawfiq confirmed, again a 

little surprised and a little impressed.  

I had gained this ability to identify major landmarks in this place I had never 

actually visited primarily by studying Facebook pages dedicated to the camp. These 

pages often featured pictures and videos of major camp landmarks both from before the 

war and after Yarmouk’s destruction. And while the detail on Google Maps and Google 

Earth was quite limited in terms of names of streets, buildings and shops, I was also able 

to triangulate some of these landmarks, streets and neighborhoods and their relative 

location and distance from one another based on photographs I had seen on Facebook and 

the details of the areas they depicted. What I could not find myself, I would ask my 

interlocutors to help me locate.  

Besides enabling me to confound former Yarmouk residents with my knowledge 

of camp geography, this digital observation formed an important aspect of my broader 

research. However, it came to take on a role I had not initially anticipated. When I began 

observing Facebook pages dedicated to Yarmouk, I saw them primarily as a sort of 

crowd-sourced archive of photographs, videos and stories from the camp that could help 

me learn about camp life prior to the war and observe the transformations war wrought. I 

also hoped to gain an understanding of the camp’s layout so that when a former resident 

told me a story or described their neighborhood, I could better understand where that 

event or area was situated and how it may be situated in relation to other events or areas. 

And while the pages certainly played this past-oriented role, my observations, and 
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subsequent ability to recognize and locate landmarks and streets, led me to consider these 

pages’ relationship to place not only in the past but also in the present. That is, the 

hundreds of pictures, videos, composite images, cartoons and stories that I observed on 

these pages seemed not only to recall what Yarmouk was like in the past. Rather, they 

were also constituting a sense of Yarmouk as place in the present. In other words, in 

posting images, writing comments and sharing posts, these former Yarmouk residents 

were not just preserving a static image of Yarmouk that had existed prior to its 

destruction. Rather, these digital practices functioned to produce a means to experience 

Yarmouk in the present, even as daily life within the place has ceased and the place itself 

has been largely destroyed. And, as demonstrated by my ability to virtually navigate 

some parts of the camp, it was a version of a place that I could, in a way, visit, learn how 

to navigate and remember. In short, these were placemaking practices, in a digital form, 

that produced place in the present.  

This chapter, therefore, explores the process by which a place that is largely 

destroyed and depopulated can be constituted in the present such that it can be visited, 

collectively experienced and ascribed meaning and attachment. It shows that when a 

place of significance is lost and left behind, it does not only exist as an ossified relic in 

the past. Rather, in the case of Yarmouk, the camp’s former residents engage in “digital 

placemaking” whereby, via various “digital affordances,”1 they produce the camp as a 

place in the present, in spite of its destruction and depopulation. In doing so, these pages 

again enact the iterative simultaneity of place, whereby contemporary practices in 

location transform experiences of and attachments to the whole palimpsest of 

accumulated place. However, these deterritorialized and digital placemaking practices are 
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inherently limited. That is, while digital practices can constitute, independent of its 

material location, a version of the place through digital practices, returns to the place’s 

actual locality and encounters with its remains showed how digital practices, no matter 

how expansive and textured, could not replace the now-lost characteristics that had 

constituted Yarmouk as a place of significance. This chapter, then, shows how places of 

significance both endure and fray amid iterations of displacement. Furthermore, by 

positioning these digital placemaking practices in the broader history of Palestinian 

movement, the chapter shows how losing and reproducing place Yarmouk occurs in ways 

that simultaneously resonate with, reference and refashion relations between a wide 

geography of lost Palestinian places.  

Following a conceptualization of digital placemaking, the chapter proceeds in 

three parts. The first part will analyze the practices of digital placemaking that create 

Yarmouk as place despite residents’ dislocation. The second part will consider how, 

through Nakba language and imagery, Yarmouk is positioned as one site in broader 

Palestinian “geographies of dispossession”2 that includes not only the lost cities, towns 

and villages of the homeland but also of camps and other places of significance across the 

refugee diaspora. Finally, the third part will consider aspirations for and actual returns to 

the camp since its destruction and analyze the limits of digital placemaking in contexts of 

forced displacement. Throughout, therefore, the chapter shows how the placemaking 

practices that seem oriented around a single locality are actually iterative and 

simultaneous experiences of place distributed across movements through and relations 

between a palimpsest of remembered, experienced and aspired for places.  

Digital Placemaking 
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As the beginning of this chapter related, during my fieldwork I relied on 

Facebook pages dedicated to Yarmouk as a means by which to understand the geography 

of the camp as it had existed before the war. Therefore, I spent many hours each week 

during exploring such pages, observing photographs of the camp from before, during and 

after the war, noting which landmarks appeared most often and figuring out how these 

locations were arranged spatially. In doing so, I also observed and read comments on 

hundreds of photographs, videos and graphics. However, I learned from these pages 

about more than just what Yarmouk was. Rather, I came to find that I was observing a 

version of Yarmouk being constituted in the present, even as the place itself had been 

destroyed by war and siege and only a few hundred families lived within Yarmouk, via 

the practices and imaginaries of its former residents.  

But how can a place be produced and experienced when almost no one lives 

within it? After all, the humanistic geographers who pioneered the study of place 

beginning in the 1970s emphasized the role of intimate and embodied practice in the 

constitution of place.3 They therefore cast place as a meaningful, lived and affectively 

rich subset of the abstract and empty category of space—meaning which arose through 

practices occurring within these places. Outside of the discipline of geography, other 

thinkers also emphasized the role of practice in the discussion of place.4 While Lefebvre, 

for example, used the term space rather than place, he cited spatial practices, including 

residents’ daily routines and involved activities, as one part of the triad central to the 

“production of space.”5 De Certeau, meanwhile, also highlighted mundane practices in 

the production of the space of the city.6 However, as relational geographers have 

emphasized, place does not merely arise from those activities internal to a location. 
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Rather, a place’s specific character arises from broadly dispersed networks that articulate 

at a given point, including the movement to and through places of people, goods, capital 

and less material things like social ties, ideas, notions of identity and political ideologies. 

Massey terms this a “global sense of place” whereby places “can be imagined as 

articulated moments in networks of social relations and understandings.”7 Such an 

understanding of place in terms of dispersed networks rather than bounded wholes has 

enabled consideration of place as constituted through digital practices rather than arising 

solely out of embodied and situated practice within a locality’s formal boundaries. 

Indeed, Halegoua describes Massey’s conceptualization of this “global sense of place” as 

“the foundational condition for digital placemaking.”8 Building on these foundational 

conditions, therefore, Halegoua and Polson define digital placemaking as “the use of 

digital media to create a sense of place for oneself and/or others – to embrace digital 

media affordances in order to cultivate or maintain a sense of attachment to place.”9  

In exploring the role of media in the production of place, digital placemaking 

draws on a longer history of the potential for media to constitute forms of spatialized 

forms of community across distance.10 Among the most notable is Anderson’s analysis of 

print capitalism in the constitution of the nation, whereby the phenomenon of co-

nationals reading the same newspaper in the same language across a given territory 

enabled them to see themselves as part of the same imagined, sovereign and limited 

nation.11 Digital placemaking literature, however, centers on the particular “affordances” 

offered by digital media in this process of experiences of place. Affordance is a concept 

that arose in the realm of ecological psychology to describe what the environment offers 

to enable, or get in the way of, animals carrying on their lives.12 In explaining 
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affordances, Gibson gives the example of a surface encountered by an animal that is 

horizontal rather than slanted, flat rather than convex or concave and of an appropriate 

size. This surface, therefore, “affords support” to the animal, enabling them to sit, stand 

or walk on it while also discouraging other uses.13 As Ingold explains, therefore, 

“affordances are the ways in which things come into the immediate presence of 

perceivers, not as objects-in-themselves, closed in and contained, but in their potential for 

the continuation of a form of life.”14  

In the specific digital realm, Proctor distinguishes between affordances, which 

“are the ways in which certain technologies communicate to users how they should be 

used” and features, which are things like icons, text fields and play buttons that “are the 

specific and various ways” users are able to carry out these its possible affordances. In 

other words, “the affordances are the ways in which the platform reveals itself to be 

likable, typeable, and watchable by the user” while features are the specific parts of the 

platform that allow a user to like, comment and play a video.15 Crucially, affordances are 

relational and not deterministic. A technology or platform like Facebook communicates 

its various possible uses, but it does so without predetermined goals.16 In other words, an 

object or technology may have a “canonical” use that it affords a user but it need not be 

taken up in this way.17 Therefore, while placemaking may not be the canonical or 

predetermined goal of, for example, a platform like Facebook, it emerges as an 

affordance, carried out through its various features, that enable the digital production of 

place. Scholars of digital placemaking have explored the use of such affordances in a 

wide range of cases, spanning from the production of attachments to wholly virtual video 

game worlds to the use of selfies and location check-ins as a means of constituting a 



202 

 

sense of place in a city that is physically inhabited.18 Other scholars have considered 

digital placemaking practices as strategies for survival and integration among migrants 

and refugees.19 Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic prompted explorations of how 

individuals confined to their homes have been able to use digital media affordances to 

constitute experiences of place despite vast physical distance.20 Following this literature, 

then, digital affordances in the context of placemaking are those platforms, programs and 

pieces of technology that enable users to enact the practices of making place in a digital 

realm, whether they inhabit that place physically or are distant from it.  

Conceptually, digital placemaking does not deny the centrality of involved 

practice in the construction of place. However, by focusing on the “affordances”21 offered 

by digital technology, this literature points to the possibility that such involved practices 

can be performed through digital media, resulting in the production of place in contexts 

of physical distance, dislocation or movement. In other words, if place is “a segment of 

space that has accumulated particular meanings at the level of the individual and the 

social,”22 those meanings can, and do accumulate, via digital placemaking practices 

afforded by digital media. This chapter considers the use of Facebook and other forms of 

digital media as affordances through which Yarmouk is produced as a place in the 

present. To do so, it follows Agnew’s disaggregation of place into three core 

characteristics: location, locale and sense of place.23 Location describes where a place is 

physically situated while locale refers to those features, such as buildings, landmarks and 

place-specific practices, that set it apart from other places. Finally, sense of place refers to 

the subjective experience of inhabiting a given locality and the individual and social 

meanings that emerge from that lived experience. The chapter shows, therefore, how 
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digital placemaking practice can produce, in part, all three aspects of place, albeit with 

limitations.  

Making Yarmouk Digitally 

My research included observation of around a dozen Yarmouk-specific Facebook 

pages that arose in the context of the camp’s depopulation and destruction, ranging in size 

from a few thousand up to several tens of thousands of followers. My observation was 

most intensive during the eight months I spent in Amman, Jordan for fieldwork in 2022 

but has continued intermittently since and also included examining archives of posts 

stemming back to the initial establishment of certain pages. The pages have varied 

political orientations, with some explicitly anti-regime, others featuring posts praising 

Bashar al-Assad and still others avoiding political stances altogether. The pages will also 

occasionally express positions regarding Palestinian national political figures. I have 

observed, for example, pages that glowingly report on the activities of the Palestine-based 

and Syrian branches of the Fatah party and others mocking Fatah and Palestinian 

Authority head Mahmoud Abbas.  

 Journalist Tom Rollins, who has written extensively about Yarmouk and its 

diaspora across the region and the world, has compared these Facebook pages to “a kind 

of village notice board: those still living in Damascus—who can still get the necessary 

security permission to enter the camp and check on their homes—share videos and 

pictures of what they've seen. Others share sabahaat morning greetings and prayers, or 

old photographs remembering what Yarmouk once was.”24 These pages also share news 

of former residents living in Syria, the region and further afield, particularly, as the last 

chapter discussed, announcements of achievements like graduations and professional 
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appointments as well as obituaries. Therefore, as Dona writes, such virtual spaces offer 

displaced people the means by which to feel part of the places that they “cannot 

physically visit, by accessing news and sharing information with other members of their 

ethnic and national group when they are not able to meet in person.”25  

It is important to note, however, that the digital affordances like Facebook that 

will be explored below are not taken up universally by Yarmouk’s former residents. Nor 

are digital practices uniform among those who engage with Yarmouk-focused Facebook 

pages. Furthermore, not everyone who follows these pages or comments on them is from 

Yarmouk. Additionally, differences of age matter in how such practices are taken up. 

These generational differences matter on a couple of levels. Firstly, younger people will 

have spent less time in the camp than their elders and therefore have fewer years of 

experience and memory to draw on in engaging with these pages. Secondly, while it is 

difficult to determine precisely how old users are based solely on icons and the public 

parts of profiles, many, although not all, of those posting on and tagging their friends tend 

to appear of a similar age to Tawfiq, who was born in the early 1990s, and runs one of 

these pages. Finally, most of my most intense period of observation occurred in 2022 but 

also involved going back in time through these pages’ older posts. As the circumstances 

facing the camp changed, so too did the types of posts and the levels of engagement with 

them. Therefore, the goal of the ensuing analysis is not to cast digital placemaking as a 

monolithic set of practices taken up universally in identical ways from the moment of 

Yarmouk’s depopulation up to the present. Rather, the goal is to show how a certain set of 

practices taken up at different points by an engaged set of former residents has the 
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potential to enact the digital production of Yarmouk as a place that has meaning and 

fosters attachment among those who are performing such practices.  

Memories of the Past, Placemaking in the Present 

Turning to the analysis of these Facebook pages, what immediately becomes clear 

is the role that sharing memories of the past plays in the digital production of Yarmouk in 

the present. Many posts depict images of the camp from before the war while 

commenters share their memories of the locations depicted and tag friends with whom 

they experienced them. However, the particular features of these pages, specifically the 

ability to post, comment and tag, intersect with the content of the post itself afford a very 

present production of place, even as what is being discussed and described is oriented 

around the past. Specifically, by depicting camp landmarks through photographs and 

inviting comments and tags, these posts create a form of collective digital connectivity 

that produces the camp as a place, with a location, locale and sense of place, to which 

present-day meanings and attachment emerge among residents. Furthermore, in doing 

this via Fakebook’s features, it affords digital “visitors” (like me) the chance to see and 

experience a version of these three aspects of the place, even as outsiders who had never 

been to the camp before its destruction.  

Among the most common and important practices on these pages is the posting of 

photographs of the camp. These photographs, posted mostly by page admins, are often 

one of two types: historical pictures of the camp from before the depopulation of 

Yarmouk or contemporary pictures of the camp, revealing destruction or marking 

progress on rubble removal and the slow return of people, schools and shops to the camp. 

The promulgation of photographs on these pages invites consideration, following 
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Edwards, of the “work” that photographs do as objects. Edwards argues that while digital 

images are not strictly photographs-as-objects, they are similarly situated in a range of 

material and social networks that “both fulfill and exceed the social practices of analog 

photographs.”26 Therefore, even though these photographs manifest digitally as lines of 

code that produce an image on a range of devices rather than a material object, they can 

perform roles similar to those identified in materially oriented analyses of photographs. 

Analysis of these photograph-centered posts, and the use of comments and tags on them, 

demonstrates such work on two different levels. Firstly, the posts help to bind the poster 

and those who view it and comment on it in bonds of collective identification based on a 

shared memory of and experience in a place. Secondly, by posting pictures of landmarks 

from the camp, these posts occasion a form of virtual co-presence that, like the landmarks 

had done in the camp previously, gives a sense of collective attachment and meaning to 

these landmarks and the place that contained them. In doing so, therefore, the social 

simultaneity afforded by the features of posting, commenting and tagging, intersect with 

the “work” of the photograph to enact a contemporary form of place virtually.  

 Tawfiq runs one of these Yarmouk pages from his current place of residence in 

Amman, although his posting frequency has dropped somewhat since the regime retook 

the camp in 2018. Tawfiq sees his page as a memorial project. He therefore focused on 

sharing photographs of Yarmouk from before the war and siege. What began as a small 

page for his friends from the camp and those he made after his displacement eventually 

grew into more than 7,000 followers. He told me that he eventually started to post 

pictures of the destroyed camp, most often edited into sepia tones overlayed with stark 

white text relating to a piece of poetry, prose or lyrics, rendering even more contemporary 
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images in a style that evokes a distant past. However, he initially tried to avoid 

photographs of destruction and posts on daily news. As he told me, “if you wanted to 

know what was happening in Yarmouk, you could go read or watch the news.” Instead, 

he wanted to provide a forum where former Yarmouk residents could remember what was 

and to show a side of the camp that was not seen in news bulletins on Yarmouk: “I 

wanted pictures of beauty. Because Yarmouk is not just people who died from hunger, not 

just people hit by strikes. Yarmouk was a place that was really nice. So those pictures 

were important to me. Others put photos of hunger, destruction. I wanted photos of nice 

things for balance.” I made a comparison to contemporary coverage of Palestine, with the 

impetus among many Palestinians not to portray Palestinians as mere “suffering 

subjects.”27 He agreed, “with pictures of Palestine, pictures of people fleeing their 

villages during the Nakba are not the only things important to me. It’s important to me to 

see villages before the Nakba, pictures of Yarmouk before the events. There are many 

pictures of Yarmouk after the events. But there are not many from before. That is what is 

important to me, what it was like before.”  

Tawfiq, therefore, hoped to offer a place where people could share in this 

experience of what Yarmouk was like before the war. In Tawfiq’s experience, “the posts 

that bring the highest engagement are the posts that have more collective memories.” For 

example, when he posted a picture of a specific street or neighborhood, people who lived 

in that area would comment about the place, lamenting its loss and sharing memories of 

their lives there. Furthermore, they would often tag their friends with whom they had 

experienced the place, asking them if they remembered a story from school, a character 

from the neighborhood or an event that had occurred there. Similarly, during the Syrian 
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regime’s brutal recapture of the camp in 2018, which resulted in leveling large swaths of 

Yarmouk, Tawfiq posted a video with the caption “so we do not forget” that featured 

time-lapsed clips of camp life before the war: sunrise, street traffic, individuals and 

families visiting a cemetery and people moving through the market. He would also 

sometimes prompt such forms of engagement. During Ramadan 2018, Tawfiq posted a 

video of Eid holiday celebrations prior to Yarmouk’s depopulation. The video features 

scenes from the camp’s small amusement park as well as vendors selling traditional 

Ramadan drinks. Tawfiq asked his audience to tag people they used to celebrate Eid with 

and many obliged. Some simply tagged friends’ names while others accompanied these 

tags with comments prompting their companions to remember details, events and 

individuals, such as the names of the vendors selling snacks around the Eid square.  

For Tawfiq, who named his page with a word meaning “common” or “public,” the 

goal was, as he told me, memorial. He wanted to maintain a sense of what Yarmouk was 

and invited his followers to join in this as a collective activity. He contrasted this with 

those pages that shared news from the camp or posted about reconstruction plans and 

returning residents which were, to Tawfiq, more concerned with the present and the 

future. In other words, following Nora, it could be possible to understand Tawfiq’s page 

as representing a “lieux de memoire” a site of memory, because the camp no longer 

manifests as a “milieux de memoire,” an environment of memory.28 However, the way 

that people used Facebook’s features to engage with pages like Tawfiq’s and the work of 

the photographs they contained suggests that the experience of the camp that emerges 

from these posts is not so fixed in the past. As Strassler argues, photographs are not inert 

objects. Rather, she argues that every photograph is an “event” that “transforms the time 
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and space of its emergence” and therefore is contingent and processual.29 In other words, 

photographs of Yarmouk before the war do not simply freeze the camp in time. Rather, 

the sharing of photographs on Facebook is an event with effects.  

For the digital production of Yarmouk as place, one central effect is the 

occasioning of collective remembering among those who viewed, shared, commented on 

and tagged friends in the post. On one hand, this functioned, as Strassler argued 

elsewhere, to bind “people to broader collectivities and social imaginaries.”30 She takes 

this imaginary to the level of the national, arguing that “‘imagined’ social entities like 

nations become visible and graspable”31 via the production and circulation of 

photographs but as analysis of Tawfiq’s use of photographs shows, this imaginary just as 

easily operates on the scale of the camp. However, on the other hand, it is not just about 

the binding of this collective in the abstract. Rather, by citing landmarks, streets and 

neighborhoods, these posts center this memory on specific places and then afford former 

residents the opportunity to experience the place in the present by collectively sharing 

memories of it. As scholars have explored at length, memory and place are intimately 

tied. Halbwachs, for example, argued that collective memory can arise from shared space 

and environments.32 Casey, furthermore, offered the concept of place memory, which 

posits place as a container of experience through which memory arises.33 Dolores Hayden 

expands Casey’s concept, arguing that place memory “is the key to the power of historic 

places to help citizens define their public pasts: places trigger memories for insiders, who 

have shared a common past, and at the same time places often can represent shared pasts 

to outsiders who might be interested in knowing about them in the present.”34 As Hayden 
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emphasizes, then, memories of place bring together those who inhabited it but also result 

in a product that can be encountered by those who did not.  

Reflecting the insights of this literature on the relationship between place and 

memory, these Facebook pages often posted photographs of the same specific landmarks 

from the camp. When I spoke to Tawfiq about his page, I wanted to know if he felt there 

was a reason that he and other admins chose from a shared repertoire of prominent 

locations. He insisted that his selections were completely random, combining a 

photograph he thought was appropriate and a piece of poetry or a song that had been 

bouncing around his head at the moment he was posting. But he offered some theories on 

why particular landmarks reemerged repeatedly in these posts. Firstly, he said, many of 

the landmarks that often appear in posts were situated in heavily populated areas. 

Because people took more photographs of areas where they lived, there were simply 

more possible photographs of these areas available. Secondly, he thought it could be 

because these landmarks and streets represented significant “centers of life” in the camp. 

Yarmouk, Loubia and Safad markets, for example, were among the largest in the capital 

and, as discussed in Chapter Two, drew in visitors from around the camp, the city and the 

region, “so if people didn’t live in them, they at least passed through them, saw them.” 

They would therefore be widely known by camp residents and former visitors alike. 

Thirdly, he suspected some cynical social media strategy, suggesting that pages might be 

trying to boost their footprint by deliberately choosing particular landmarks: “Perhaps 

engagement would be higher if you use something well known.”  

Tawfiq, for his part, emphasized that he did not post with any intention of 

maximizing engagement. However, regardless of intent, by repeatedly posting images of 
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these landmarks, these posts evoked the spatialized remembering identified by 

Halbwachs, Casey and Hayden, whereby place acts as a container of memory and 

contributes to memorability. However, as Tawfiq’s theorization suggests, the role these 

specific landmarks played in gathering people back in the camp in the past also offers an 

understanding of how their posting enables the production of place in the present. That is, 

just as these landmarks used to physically gather people in Yarmouk, so too did they now 

virtually gather people in cyberspace, because people gravitated to posts of landmarks 

that they recognized. In doing so, the more prominent landmarks occasioned a form of 

collective (albeit virtual) copresence specifically ordered around discrete places in the 

camp. Furthermore, the numerous iterations of these specific posts, like Schwartz argues 

of digital placemaking practice through Foursquare, function to produce place through 

repeated documentation, collective attachment and mutual connection to a shared set of 

specific locations.35 Returning to Strassler’s argument of photographs as an event, we can 

see how posts containing old photographs of landmarks are not inert artifacts. Rather, the 

photographs have effects (gathering people who recognize them) which lead to forms of 

collective meaning-making afforded by the features of Facebook (commenting and 

tagging). In doing so, these posts become virtual landmarks around which place can be 

constituted in the present. Therefore, when a page posts, for example, Palestine Circle’s 

obelisk fountain from before the war and it occasions dozens or hundreds of comments, 

reactions and shares lamenting its loss and expressing the desire to return to it, these 

practices do not only represent an instance of remembering (although they certainly do 

this as well). They also coalesce, following, Halegoua and Polson’s definition of digital 

placemaking, to “create a sense of place for oneself and/or others” and “maintain a sense 
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of attachment to place”36 in the present. In other words, by fashioning a collectivity 

through the circulation of photographs that evoke and enact place memory via the 

affordances of Facebook’s features, the discussions that ensue constitute experiences of 

and attachment to place in the present, even as the camp itself sits largely empty.  

Therefore, returning to Agnew’s disaggregation of the characteristics of place, it is 

possible to see how photographs of the past, combined with the affordances of Facebook, 

create Yarmouk as having a location, locale and sense of place in the present. Of course, 

these three components of place as they exist on these pages are not the same as what had 

existed eight kilometers south of Old Damascus. But these posts and comments are 

nonetheless ordered around, describe and express attachment to a place with a discrete 

positioning in space (location), that has distinct buildings, institutions and features 

(locale) and is imbued with collective meaning (sense of place) in the present. For digital 

Yarmouk, its location is not physically situated where the camp’s ruins sit but rather 

occupies an abstract position in cyberspace, where its locale is manifested through posts 

about its landmarks and its sense of place emerges from the meanings that discussions of 

these features of the locale inspire. Furthermore, these practices produce this place in 

such a way that can be visited, as Hayden points out, by outsiders who might want to 

learn more. Furthermore, by learning, these outsiders (like me) may even develop their 

own meanings and attachments to the place. Therefore, by exploring the ways that 

Facebook’s features (posting, commenting and tagging) intersect with the content of the 

post itself (old photographs and videos), it is possible to see how these images and 

features together do the work of digital placemaking. Specifically, by affording collective 

co-presence and remembering and associating these memories with a specific spatial 
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container, former residents are able to constitute Yarmouk as a place in the present that 

invites meaning and forms of attachment. In doing so, furthermore, these practices reveal 

the iterative simultaneity of place, whereby such contemporary practices of placemaking 

in a given location have effects on attachments to and meanings of places from which 

people are physically distant. 

Wayfaring, Placemaking 

 Landmarks did not only emerge as containers of memories prompting collective 

experiences of attachment, however. They also played an important role in how former 

residents used other digital affordances to virtually navigate Yarmouk from afar. 

Specifically, landmarks enabled (and, upon return to the destroyed camp, marked the 

limits of) wayfaring amid displacement. Ingold offers the term wayfaring as a way to 

conceptualize the relationship between movement and place. He argues that people do not 

live within places, as such, but rather move “through, around, to and from them, from and 

to places elsewhere” in ways that are unbounded and constitutive of these places.37 

Wayfaring, then, is how he describes this embodied practice of movement. As other 

scholars have argued, further, there is an intimate relation between this constituting of 

place through movement and knowledge of place. Discussing the specific mode of 

wayfaring that is walking in the city, McFarlane argues that “walking is an unconscious 

activity through which we firm up and alter our relationship to urban places” and that 

therefore “walking is a key form of learning through dwelling.”38 Such a relationship 

between walking and the constitution of place echoes De Certeau’s earlier insights on 

walking in the city.39 Meanwhile, Cory argues in the context of Palestinian camps in 

Lebanon that walking the camp is a means of building insider knowledge and bringing a 
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sense of security, order and ownership to places that are illegible to outsiders.40 What 

these scholars show, therefore, is that there is a close relationship between navigating, 

knowing and feeling attachment to place.  

From Amman, it is not possible to practice wayfaring in Yarmouk. However, in 

many of my interviews with former camp residents, I provided virtual and paper maps 

which occasioned distanced versions of such wayfaring, ordered around landmarks of the 

sort described above. Like Facebook posts, the forms of virtual wayfaring afforded by 

digital technologies like Google Maps enabled an experience and reproduction of place 

despite the lack of physical presence in the camp. However, rather than acquiring 

knowledge through wayfaring, these instances of virtual wayfaring represented attempts, 

with mixed success, to call on knowledge that had previously been gained through prior 

camp-based wayfaring. Considering these dislocated wayfaring practices, then, reveals 

both the possibilities and limits of virtually navigating and, in doing so, constituting the 

place’s location, locale and sense.  

Landmarks were central to how former Yarmouk residents located houses, schools 

and memorable businesses on the maps I provided them. Na’el for example was able to 

locate the general area of his father’s and grandfather’s houses based on the location of 

the well-known Hamdan Bakery which was marked on Google Maps. Of course, the 

practice of locating oneself by virtue of landmarks is by no means unique to Yarmouk’s 

former residents. In Beirut and Amman, navigation similarly relies on well-known 

landmarks in the built environment far more than on street names and specific addresses. 

But these landmarks became particularly consequential when approaching the place in a 

two-dimensional, top-down cartographic view. The maps of Yarmouk, both paper and 
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digital, each differently afforded, in terms of enabling and limiting, former residents in 

relation to wayfaring via such landmarks. As discussed at the start of the chapter, the 

available notation on maps of Yarmouk was somewhat limited. The 8.5 by 11-inch page 

map I printed out from Google Maps and carried the back of my fieldwork notebook, 

therefore, had major landmarks like Rijh Square, Waseem Mosque and major streets like 

Yarmouk, Palestine, Safad, Loubia and Schools Street (which hosted many of the camp’s 

UNRWA schools). But there was a lot missing. The vast majority of the interior streets of 

the camp are unlabeled. When I furnished Yasser with the paper map, he struggled to 

locate himself in the two-dimensional space with such limited landmarks, causing him to 

mislabel a street in the northern part of the camp as Schools Street. But when I later asked 

Yasser about where his house in Daf as-Shouk was in relation to the camp, he picked up 

the map again. He began by locating Diwar Bateekha, the traffic circle that marked the 

north entrance of the camp and the starting points of Yarmouk and Palestine Streets, and 

then saw the Bashir Mosque just to the east of the circle. From these two landmarks, he 

was able to identify the road that he used to follow to reach his house from the camp, 

using his knowledge of the camp gained from previous wayfaring to virtually navigate 

the place via aspects of its locale.  

 However, the printed map had limits regarding wayfaring. The inability to zoom 

in or out or move the map made it difficult to pinpoint some specific locations or find 

places that fell outside the bounds of the paper. Therefore, when I was interviewing Umm 

Yasser, with Yasser there as well, I brought out my iPad to pull up Google Earth to locate 

the camp’s newer cemetery. Yasser took the iPad from me and located Diwar Bateekha 

and Bashir Mosque at the northern entrance of the camp. He then asked his mother in 
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which direction to virtually travel. She pointed him to Taqqadam, in the southern 

extremity of the camp. Ziad began scrolling down Yarmouk Street traveling south, 

reading names of locations and businesses off the map as he virtually passed them. In 

doing so, he strove to recreate the experience of wayfaring through the camp itself, 

moving the map as he and his mother “moved” through the place. The process was a bit 

disjointed, however. Unable to walk past these landmarks and truly see where they were 

in relation to one another, Yasser and his mother scrolled past where the cemetery was 

actually located. Therefore, these maps, both paper and digital, enabled a limited version 

of wayfaring by virtual means. The ability to spot landmarks and, on the digital map, 

zoom in and out, provided some tools to try and locate oneself via the knowledge that had 

been gained of the camp through placemaking practices within Yarmouk. But the 

experience of walking in place, through which that place is learned and experienced, is 

quite different from scrolling through it from a bird’s eye view. Even with these 

limitations, however, attempts at locating places and landmarks in Yarmouk represented a 

form of digital placemaking. That is, these means of drawing a path on a map relied on 

memories of the “lines” that Ingold argues arise from practices of wayfaring through 

place.41 In different ways by different map technologies, therefore, former residents were 

able to retrieve and reconstitute these “lines” in the present in our discussions of the 

camp, thereby digitally experiencing a virtual version of Yarmouk’s location and locale, 

which our accompanying discussions imbued with a sense of place.    

Making the Past Present  

One final mode of digital placemaking through which Yarmouk is constituted in 

the present revolves around combining the affordances of photographs and those of 
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digital design, encapsulated in the work of Hani Abbas, a cartoonist from Yarmouk. Two 

images stand out in particular and both play on the questions of presence, absence and 

place. Both are photographs of empty camp streets: Safad Street, where he had lived, and 

nearby Loubia Street. The red dates in the bottom right-hand corner of each indicate that 

the photographs were taken in early 2013, a couple of months after the camp was mostly 

depopulated in December 2012.  

On Safad Street, Abbas drew a common scene with yellow cartoon figures. 

Outside a green doorway, which was the entryway to his apartment building, a figure is 

calling up to see if Sami, Abbas’s brother, is home. To the left of the doorway, a mother 

holding a child’s hands inspects the goods of a street vendor. Another parent and child 

pair are similarly shopping across the street. Less detailed figures are visible in the 

background, coming and going on the street. Another yellow cartoon figure leans out of a 

window in the building next to Abbas’s and further down the street is the sketch of a car. 

The second digital image, that of Loubia Street, is thematically similar. But rather than 

cartoon figures, it features shadows superimposed two-dimensionally on the ground. 

They depict several adults walking hand in hand with children, a person on a bicycle, the 

figure of a street vendor and the shape of a roadside stall. The caption reads “shadows 

waiting for their owners.”  

Abbas’s images, like Tawfiq’s emphasis on pre-war photographs over images of 

destruction, are on one level memorial—capturing a pre-destroyed camp and a version of 

a street scene that would have been common before the camp’s depopulation. However, 

these images are strikingly present-oriented. That is, in overlaying the physical space 

with artistic renderings, Abbas seeks to bring an experience of place that has been 
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irreparably lost into the present through digital design. In doing so, these digital creations 

recall the work of photographer and artist Shimon Attie. In 1991-2, Attie projected 

images of pre-WWII Jewish life onto the corresponding location in the contemporary 

Jewish quarter of Berlin. Attie writes that “by using slide projection on location, 

fragments of the past were introduced into the visual field of the present. Thus, parts of 

long-destroyed Jewish community life were visually simulated, momentarily recreated.”42 

These projections and, similarly Abbas’s drawings, transform “the undigested facts of a 

seemingly dead past into memories of a hauntingly present past.”43 In doing so, the 

cartoons and the projections enable the emergence, if briefly and in a limited way, of an 

experience of place that otherwise had been lost.  

There are of course crucial differences between Attie’s installation and Abbas’s 

cartoons. Most significantly, by actually projecting these past photographs into the spaces 

of Berlin’s Jewish quarter, Attie was able to confront passersby with what has been lost 

and erased from the history of the neighborhood and the city. Therefore, “even though 

these images may have disappeared from sight” when Attie turned off his projector, “their 

after-images lived on in the mind of those who had seen them once.”44 Producing his 

cartoons in a time of siege when he was no longer in the camp and the camp was largely 

depopulated, Abbas’s images do not similarly confront passersby with what has been lost 

in Yarmouk. However, by overlaying contemporary scenes of Yarmouk with 

representations of what had been past, Abbas is also able to bring the past hauntingly into 

the present. In doing so, he is deliberately aiming to recreate a sense of place even as he 

no longer inhabits the camp. This intention is clear from the caption that accompanied his 

Facebook post of the Safad Street scene with the yellow figures: “An attempt to restore 
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life to our neighborhood.” His use of the word restore (i’ada) rather than remember or 

recall speaks to the image’s intention to evoke the camp’s sense of place in the present, 

albeit in a virtual format, to which forms of meaning and attachment can be experienced.  

Digital Village Books 

In taking up the various affordances offered by Facebook, maps and digital 

design, therefore, Yarmouk’s former residents perform practices that, while expressed in a 

memorial register, produce experiences of and attachments to place in the present. As has 

been shown above, the sharing of photographs, use of comments and tagging, virtual 

wayfaring and production of digital images each represent placemaking practices 

afforded by various digital technologies to constitute a contemporary version of Yarmouk 

as location, locale and sense of place. In doing so, these various practices of digital 

placemaking recall earlier instances of distanced placemaking by displaced Palestinians: 

the production of memorial village books. Beginning in the 1980s, Palestinian authors 

began publishing memorial books that present details on the history, practices, people and 

traditions of villages depopulated and destroyed in the Nakba. Writing in 2011, Davis 

counts 120 such books, which she argues “serve as dossiers of evidence: land records, 

genealogies, photographs, and stories, all aimed toward showing the villagers’ 

relationship to the places in the village and thus toward proving their existence on the 

land, and therefore their history, even though they are no longer there and the village no 

longer exists.”45 These books focus on the mundane and everyday rather than the 

macropolitical, detailing “harvest practices, wedding songs, children’s games” and 

provide a “detailed account of village life that describes the events as well as the 

suffering and struggles of the villagers.”46 Central to these books are photographs, both 
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modern ones showing what remains of the village and, often, black and white 

photographs of life in the village, and maps. Like the photographs and digital images of 

Yarmouk explored above, these village books’ “images of the past, recalled through maps 

and photographs, are attempts to revive a whole universe”47  

Yarmouk-focused Facebook pages play a similar role to these village books, 

although in a real-time, crowd-sourced and digital manner rather than produced by a 

single author. Like the village books, the Yarmouk pages tell not only the events that led 

to the camp’s depopulation and destruction but also compile photographs, maps and 

stories of life in the camp before the war. However, the particular affordances offered by 

digital platforms make the collective experience of this past place rendered present in a 

more simultaneous and immediate way than physical books can. That is, while one can 

experience and feel attachment to a destroyed village by picking up one of these village 

books and may also imagine oneself alongside others reading the same book, the reading 

of such a book is more often an individual practice. In contrast, the features of Facebook 

afford a form of synchronized placemaking across geography, whereby the ability to post, 

tag, comment and share, designed to put people in relation, produces a sense of collective 

identification of and attachment to place. Therefore, like the actual “centers of life” 

Tawfiq identified as at the heart of posting practices, these Facebook pages become 

virtual centers of life, that enable the creation of meaning and attachment to place for 

individuals and communities. In doing so, these pages, as digital village books preserve, 

virtual format, an imagining of a place that is no longer lived but can be experienced 

through collective digital practices.  
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As this section has shown, therefore, a constellation of digital practices performed 

through affordances like Facebook, Google Maps and digital design, carry out digital 

placemaking—even as many of these practices are understood by those who deploy them 

to be oriented around the past. Specifically, Facebook posts enable the constitution of 

collective experiences of and attachments to the camp and its various landmarks through 

the affordances enacted through the features of posting, commenting and tagging that 

virtually gather former residents. Digital and paper maps, meanwhile, invite former 

residents to deploy knowledge gained through wayfaring in the camp as a means to 

experience the place in the present. Finally, digital artwork enables allusion to the camp’s 

peopled past as a means to drag this sense of place into the present by combining the 

affordances of photography and design. Therefore, these practices collectively evince the 

iterative simultaneity of place, whereby contemporary practices in a place like Amman 

are able to “create a sense of place for oneself and/or others” and “maintain a sense of 

attachment to place” 48 for Yarmouk through a variety of digital media affordances.  

 Yarmouk and Nakba Geographies 

 If the digital memorial practices explored above help to produce Yarmouk’s 

location, locale and sense of place in a digital realm, then another genre of posts situates 

this place within a deeper history and broader geography of lost Palestinian places, 

thereby further demonstrating the iterative simultaneity of place. Specifically, posts 

connecting Yarmouk’s fate to that of Palestine as homeland, through allusions to the 

Nakba, play an important role in positioning Yarmouk as part of the broader geography of 

Palestinian dispossession that includes, and expands beyond, Palestine’s lost villages, 

towns and cities and fosters attachments to places across this geography. As scholars have 
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shown, in the decades since their originay displacement, refugees have come to 

understand the Nakba as an ongoing process rather than a discrete event and have drawn 

on this processual understanding of the Nakba to make sense of present hardships.49 The 

specific use of this repertoire of Nakba images and language in Yarmouk-specific pages 

shows furthermore that this memory is profoundly spatialized. That is, just as Nakba 

narratives often center on discrete localities in Palestine itself, these pages ascribe a 

similar significance to Yarmouk as a lost Palestinian place from which they were 

dispossessed. In doing so, these posts position Yarmouk alongside these other lost 

Palestinian places, both those situated in the homeland and others from across the 

Palestinian refugee diaspora.  

 Given the scale of the ruptures caused by the Syrian Civil War, it ought not be 

surprising that Palestinians displaced by the war evoked the Nakba. Writing about the 

experiences of Palestinian refugees in Syria before and during the Syrian Civil War, Al-

Hardan analyzes the use of Nakba memories in interpreting and explaining the 

significance and violent destruction of Palestinian communities in Syria, arguing that the 

civil war rendered the Nakba “a catastrophe taking place in the present through the 

destruction of Palestinian communities yet again and the severance of their temporal, 

spatial, material, and personal ties in Syria.”50 During my research, I also observed and 

heard parallels drawn with 1948. For example, former Yarmouk residents talked about 

how their experiences reflected those of their ancestors; fleeing their homes only with 

what they could carry, hopes of a quick return to their homes turning into extended exile 

and needing to rebuild lives in new places after displacement. I also observed these 

references in media about Yarmouk, for example when I attended a screening of the 
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documentary film Little Palestine: Diary of a Siege at the Amman International Film 

Festival in August 2022. An early scene in the film puts this comparison starkly, where 

the director Abdullah al-Khateeb and his mother are speaking to a woman who fled 

Palestine in 1948 at the age of 15 in a schoolyard during the siege. Al-Khateeb asks her if 

the scenes of Yarmouk’s depopulation resembled those of the Nakba. She answered in the 

affirmative. When he asked why she stayed when everyone else left, she retorted “our 

first wound wasn’t enough for you?” In doing so, she draws a clear parallel between these 

two instances of displacement and the pain caused by the violent ruptures with places of 

significance that they represented.  

Hani Abbas also asserted this resonance across time and place between the Nakba 

and the loss of Yarmouk. In 2020, I attended a webinar organized by the North America-

based Palestinian Youth Movement in opposition to the regime’s then-recently announced 

rebuilding plan for Yarmouk. During the webinar, Abbas described how he used to use 

Google Maps to find his grandfather’s house in Nazareth. However, he said he now sees 

the same erasure happening to Yarmouk; each time he checks the map, less and less of the 

camp remains. And just as if he were to return to Nazareth, he would not know how to 

find his grandparents’ house, if his son were to go to Yarmouk today, he would not be 

able to find his father’s house. For Abbas, these sorts of digital maps have become what 

he called an “electronic key” to Yarmouk, referencing the well-known key symbol that 

represents the right of Palestinian return to their homeland. Now he uses the map from his 

current residence in Switzerland to show his son where his grandparents lived in 

Nazareth and where he lived in Yarmouk.  
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Facebook posts referring to the Nakba, however, did not simply suggest that the 

loss of Yarmouk resembled the Nakba. Rather they cast the displacement of from 

Yarmouk as another instance of the Nakba that centered on the space of Yarmouk. In 

doing so, they positioned Yarmouk as part of a broader geography of lost Palestinian 

places, thereby spatializing Nakba memory in the camp as a lost place of political, 

national and symbolic significance. The spatializing and positioning of Yarmouk’s loss 

was powerfully captured in a cartoon posted on Nakba Day (May 15th) 2013 by one of 

the larger Yarmouk pages. The image features a grandfather sitting on a stool across from 

his grandson. The grandfather is holding a key ring that has captured the grandson’s 

wide-eyed stare. The speech bubble above the older figure reads, “Grandson, here is the 

key to our house in Palestine. And here is the key to your family’s house in Yarmouk 

Camp. And here is the key to your uncle’s house in Daraa Camp [also destroyed in Syria 

during the Civil War]. And here is the key to your Aunt Samia’s house in Kuwait. And 

here is the key to your Uncle Massoud’s house in Baghdad. And here is the key to your 

uncle’s house in Nahr el-Bared [a Palestinian camp in Lebanon leveled in 2007]. And this 

house... etc.” By calling on the image of the key and the network of places of Palestinian 

significance in and beyond the homeland, the image presents Yarmouk as part of this 

broader geography of Palestinian loss through its own instantiation of the Nakba. This 

section, then, considers the images and artwork through which Yarmouk is positioned as 

part of this broader geography of Palestinian places. In doing so, it shows how just like 

experiences in new places are simultaneously shaped by memories and experiences of 

previous places, so too are the loss of places shaped by memories and experiences of the 

loss of previous places.  



225 

 

This process of spatialization of memory centered on Yarmouk often revolves 

around a specific date: December 16th, 2012, the day of the MiG attack on the camp’s 

Abdul Qader al-Husseini Mosque that prompted the flight of the vast majority of the 

camp’s residents. Posts, therefore, draw explicit links between the date of December 16th 

and May 15th, 1948. While the initial displacement of Palestinians from their homeland 

was a process that spanned much of 1947 until 1949, May 15th, the day that followed 

Israel’s declaration of independence, has come to be marked as the formal date of 

commemoration of the Nakba. December 16th has taken on a similar role in the digital 

commemoration of Yarmouk. Pages will therefore post on December 16th to mark the 

anniversary of the camp’s wholesale depopulation. For example, one of the larger 

Yarmouk pages, with more than 60,000 followers, posted a video on December 15th, 

2017, from RT’s Arabic coverage of the Syrian Civil War in 2012 depicting the scenes of 

camp residents fleeing Yarmouk en masse, commemorating “five years of pain, suffering 

and anguish.” When that page reposted the same video in 2021, the accompanying 

hashtag read “the ninth anniversary of Yarmouk’s Nakba.” A video posted by another 

page on December 17th, 2015, the anniversary of the day after the strikes on which many 

people actually fled the camp, is shot from a first-floor balcony and depicts streams of 

people walking in the same direction up one of Yarmouk’s main arteries. The videos 

evoke photographs from 1948 that portray columns of Palestinians on foot and in 

vehicles carrying a few essential possessions as they depart their homes. Part of the 

caption reads “on this day, we watched our second migration from the balconies of 

houses.” Another post, made by one of the larger groups, on December 16th, 2015, 

described the date as “Yarmouk’s Nakba.” The post asked its followers to recall their 
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final day in the camp. Dozens of comments follow, with various versions of the events of 

that day. One commenter recalled he was a mere 50 meters away from the strikes, others 

remembered hearing the strikes, running to the bombed mosque or hearing the news from 

relatives. Such posts, beyond making comparisons to the Nakba, also offer a new instance 

of practices that followed the Nakba, as survivors engaged in sharing narratives of their 

experiences of the events. As Jayyusi’s argues, the iterative, simultaneous telling of 

telling of similar but different narratives of the same events worked to constitute a sense 

of collective experience among Palestinian refugees in the wake of their displacement 

from their homeland.51 Such posts, therefore, similarly bind people by their shared 

experience, but are specifically oriented around Yarmouk, by inviting commenters to 

remember their final days in the place.    

 Pages also make use of design and cartoons to mark the resonances between the 

original Nakba and that of Yarmouk. One for example, posted on Nakba Day in May 

2013, features the image of a Palestinian protestor, head covered in a Palestinian kufiyya 

and shrouded in smoke or teargas holding a Palestinian flag. The large, red-outlined black 

text superimposed over the image reads “5/15/1948 Palestine’s Nakba” and “12/17/2012 

Yarmouk Camp’s Nakba.” Below these two parallel lines of text reads, “and the hope still 

remains.” Another, from Nakba Day 2014 on a different page features three photos in 

sequence. The first, a black and white image from the initial Nakba, depicts a Palestinian 

man in the foreground wiping his brow as alongside him a woman, whose back is to the 

camera, carries her belongings on her head and water jug in her left hand, and slightly 

behind them, another woman carries an infant. In the background are trucks piled high 

with belongings and, behind that, white tents are visible. The second image depicts a 
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long, nearly vacant street in Yarmouk, taken in the aftermath of the camp’s depopulation. 

The third image combines the prior two, editing the man and two women into Yarmouk’s 

absent street. The accompanying caption reads “from Nakba to Nakba.”  

These images, videos and digital creations therefore draw direct links between the 

events of 1948 and those of the depopulation of Yarmouk and the dispersal of its former 

residents. They mark both out as “critical events” as defined by Das—instances that 

created “new modes of action” and redefined categories that long outlive the formal 

beginning and end of the event itself.52 Indeed, it was the consequence of the first critical 

event, the dispersion of the Nakba, that made the conditions for the second, Yarmouk’s 

establishment and eventual destruction, possible. But rather than simply reemphasizing 

Al-Hardan’s arguments about the significance of Nakba memories for understanding the 

destruction of Syria’s Palestinian communities, the direct resonances drawn via Facebook 

pages between these two critical events demonstrate that these forms of memorialization 

are distinctly spatialized. That is to say, it is not only that Nakba memories are mobilized 

to remember lost communities in Syria as a broad space of Palestinian attachment. In 

addition, these Nakba memories, just as they are in village books, are ordered around 

specific places, like Yarmouk and are therefore profoundly tied to specific places as 

points of origin and sites of memory and aspiration. In spatializing this Nakba memory, 

these pages function to produce Yarmouk as part of the broader geography of Palestinian 

dispossession that Davis identifies as constituted via dozens of village books.53 Recalling 

the cartoon that began this section that featured the grandfather handing over his keys, the 

use of Nakba language and imagery in reference to Yarmouk ascribes it a level of 

symbolic, national and political significance akin to the lost places of the homeland. 
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Therefore, by granting Yarmouk a key, and the resonance with the Nakba that it signifies, 

this cartoon posits Yarmouk, and the various other places listed, as part of this broader 

landscape of dispossession that includes but is not limited to Palestine. 

Return and the Limits of the Digital 

 So far, I have explored how Yarmouk has been produced as a place through digital 

practice and analyzed Nakba memories and language position this place as part of a 

broader landscape of Palestinian dispossession. In this final section, I consider how this 

digital production and positioning of Yarmouk as a place akin to and alongside lost places 

of Palestine causes aspirations for and attachments to the camp to mirror, resonate with 

and intersect with such aspirations for and memories of Palestine. Indeed, just as Nakba 

language has been applied to understand the loss of Yarmouk, Yarmouk has become a site 

of aspirational and actual return, in ways that recall and often mirror aspirations of return 

to Palestine. In doing so, aspirations for Yarmouk show the iterative simultaneity of 

place, whereby experience ties that emerge to one place are inevitably shaped by ties, 

experienced or inherited, to other places across a broad constellation of spatially and 

temporally dispersed places. As a result of this iteratively simultaneous interconnection 

and co-constitution of places, return aspirations position Yarmouk alternately as a step 

towards return to Palestine, effectively a return to a part of Palestine or a site of return 

independent of return to the homeland—each of which further illustrates the position of 

Yarmouk as a place of significance in the broader Palestinian geography that spans and 

extends beyond the formal boundaries of the homeland. However, these returns, when 

they occur, are inevitably ambivalent due to the disconnects between a remembered and 

digitally experienced place and the reality of a destroyed camp without the people or 
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landmarks that had gathered them. In this way, returns to Yarmouk, show the limits of 

digital placemaking and come to resemble the experience of return to Palestine itself: 

temporary sojourns to places that cannot be inhabited and do not exist as they were 

previously experienced and imagined digitally since. But before exploring these return 

journeys, it is necessary to consider the broader context of return in the Palestinian 

refugee experience to illustrate how such calls, through the iterative simultaneity of place, 

shape and intersect with aspirations of return to Yarmouk.  

 Return and Palestine  

 Return holds an extremely important place in the broader Palestinian national 

struggle, with the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) and its member factions 

historically advocating for the negation of Palestinian exile through the return of refugees 

to their homeland. The embrace of a two-state solution by the PLO has led to a shift in 

macropolitical discussions from return to state building within the occupied Palestinian 

territories. Refugees, whose homes, for the most part, are not situated in the territory 

claimed by the Palestinian Authority therefore suddenly found themselves left out of the 

dominant Palestinian political purview. Return, however, remains a common call of 

refugees, albeit one that, as Allan shows, is far more complicated than a simple desire to 

abandon places of exile for Palestine.54 For example, in Yarmouk before the war, Al-

Hardan analyzed non-PLO groups advocating for return, specifically the Right of Return 

Movement, which arose in the vacuum created by the Syrian regime’s crackdown on the 

PLO and Fatah supporters and aimed to produce a “culture of return” in the camp among 

new generations of refugees.55 
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In the absence of a full-scale national return to Palestine, individuals have been 

able to make the journey home, particularly after the establishment of the Palestinian 

Authority which enabled various political and cultural figures to visit or live in the 

occupied Palestinian territories. These returns have both occurred by those literally 

displaced during the Nakba and also by their descendants who were born in exile and 

inherited their attachments to the homeland. As part of her broader discussion of 

Palestinian memories of lost places, Slyomovics analyzes the return trips of prominent 

Palestinian thinkers and writers. Poets like Mahmoud Darwish and Mourid Barghouti 

narrated their returns to the homes while scholars like Edward Said, Ghada Karmi and 

Noman Kanafani documented their visits to the homes of their families.56 As Slyomovics 

writes, “Changes in the house and the neighborhood are invested with emotive, symbolic 

significance... When the house no longer exists or only vestiges remain, return visitors 

may commune with the landscape to find some solace in situ.”57 In the absence of the 

ability to return oneself, “friends acting as surrogates may travel to the villages in order to 

photograph them for those unable or unwilling to make the journey.”58 Tarek Bakri, a 

Jerusalem-based Palestinian researcher and documentarian, has documented a number of 

return trips and, also, acted as surrogates for those who could not make the trip 

themselves. Min Bahr LilNahr (From the River to the Sea) is one such project, launched 

in collaboration with Campji, a group of young Palestinian journalists covering the 

Palestinian refugee experience in Lebanon. In the videos they co-produce, a Campji 

citizen journalist, Rayyan Sokkar, travels to a refugee camp in Lebanon to visit a refugee 

born in Palestine before 1948. While Sokkar sits with her interviewee, asking them about 

their memories of the village of their birth and prompting stories of village and family 
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life, Bakri travels to that village, inside of what is now Israel, and calls Sokkar and her 

interviewee. He greets them from the refugee’s place of birth and the elder refugee then 

guides Bakri through the village, pointing out landmarks and locating what remains of 

their home.  

In addition to such virtual returns, Barki facilitates physical ones, including with 

former residents of Yarmouk. One video, for example, documents a Palestinian refugee 

from Syria, Mohammad Hourani, who fled from Yarmouk via Egypt and the 

Mediterranean Sea to Sweden. With his Swedish passport, he was finally able to return to 

Safad, the city of his birth. Bakri drives him to the city and they walk around, looking for 

his family’s house near the Safad’s Red Mosque. When they reach it, they find that the 

house had collapsed, and all that remains is a stone wall overgrown with wild plants. 

Hourani describes what the area had looked like in his childhood and then explains how 

the house was organized before its destruction. Barki asks him how important it is for 

him to have been able to return. Hourani answers that it is very important to have been 

able to see the place where he was born and to see the view of the countryside. But the 

obstacles that still remain towards true return, he says, “deprived me of joy.” He 

expresses his hope that God will return his home to him and, if not to him, then his 

children or grandchildren. He directs his son to take a pair of small stones from the house 

as a souvenir but cautions him against taking too many or too large as he does not want 

what remains of the wall to collapse further. This ambivalence—joy at being able to see 

home but sorrow at what it has become and the inability to actually return for an extended 

period—is a common feature of such return journeys. And in yet another resonance 
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between the experiences of the Nakba and those of Yarmouk’s former residents, returns to 

Yarmouk, as will be explored below, resulted in similar conflicted feelings.  

Imagining and Aspiring for Return to Yarmouk 

In the wake of the large-scale displacement and depopulation of Yarmouk in 

December 2012, aspirations for return to Yarmouk also arose. However, given the 

importance of return explored above in the national Palestinian struggle, discussions of 

return to Yarmouk and return to Palestine have intersected and overlapped. Furthermore, 

as will be discussed in the next chapter, explicit expressions of attachments to places 

outside of the homeland are often seen as revocations of attachments to Palestine, by 

opponents and advocates of Palestinian national aspirations alike. It is for this reason, 

then, that some posts, statements and discussions of return to Yarmouk take pains to make 

clear that this is not the end of return in itself, but rather emphasize the role of Yarmouk, 

as a camp, in the broader struggle for return to Palestine. Therefore, across the iterative 

simultaneity of place, political, national and symbolic concerns shape how this 

simultaneity is understood and enacted. For example, in its statement opposing the 2020 

rebuilding plan for Yarmouk spoke about the loss of the camp as distancing refugees from 

return to Palestine:  

The Palestinian families who lived in Yarmouk up until the uprising and subsequent war 

have been waiting for the promise to return to their homes and neighborhoods in the 

camp until their permanent return to Palestine is actualized... The destruction of the camp 

is of particular importance because of the camp’s role in building communities of refuge 

and exile, of steadfastness, resilience and resistance. Refugee camps are a significant site 

for intergenerational social and political infrastructure, struggle, and consciousness 

building... With each generation removed from their camp is the potential for each 

generation to become further removed from their refugee struggle.59 

Given such national political paradigms, return to Yarmouk is often presented as a 

step towards the return to Palestine rather than an end in itself. At a poetry reading event 
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in Washington, DC, poet and former Yarmouk resident Ghayath Almadhoun stated this 

explicitly: “we used to dream of returning to Palestine now we dream of returning to the 

camp in order to return to Palestine.” Such expressions also emerge in the documentary 

Little Palestine. One youth described the attack on the camp during the war as an attack 

on his “right to return from this place.” Furthermore, at the end of the film, the director, 

Abdullah Al-Khateeb relates how the war and siege transformed his mother’s 

longstanding aspirations of return to Palestine. Now, displaced from Yarmouk, she 

dreams of returning to Yarmouk so that her dream of return to Palestine can come true. 

Due to the iterative simultaneity of place and its political stakes, therefore, aspirations for 

Palestine and Yarmouk inevitably intersected.   

This stepwise construction also appears on Facebook. One post features a video 

that combines clips from the camp during the war, scenes of destruction, demonstrations, 

armed fighters, explosions and children suffering from hunger are inter-spliced with a 

singer recording the song that plays over the video, entitled “Yarmouk.” Produced by the 

Palestinian Refugees Portal, the song, according to an accompanying article from 2018, 

portrays the tragic situation in Yarmouk amidst siege and ISIS occupation. However, the 

lyrics state that the steadfastness of the camp’s residents will enable them to rebuild 

Yarmouk, “as a step on the path of their return to Palestine.”60 Another key-based cartoon 

also conveys the significance of Yarmouk in concert with return to Palestine. This cartoon 

features a large iron key with accompanying text “The Key of Return to Palestine.” A 

second, smaller key is connected by a piece of thin wire. A red tab on the key’s bow 

reads, in English and Arabic, “new.” Black text alongside the smaller key reads “The Key 

of Return to Yarmouk Camp.” 
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As this cartoon shows, the iterative similarity of place not only causes aspirations 

for these two connected places to intersect but also shows aspirations for one place 

furnishes refugees with language and images regarding the other. Here, the key and the 

use of the word ‘awda (return) show how understandings of the significance and 

symbolism of return are co-constitutive across Yarmouk and Palestine. However, the 

political stakes of return described above also led to a linguistic distinguishing between 

return to Palestine and to Yarmouk so as not to suggest the camp as the site of final 

return. In the cartoon reference above, the word “’awda” is used for return for both of 

these keys likely because the Yarmouk key is directly referencing the symbolic 

Palestinian iron key that represents Palestinians' right to return is often referred to as the 

“Key of Return” (muftah al-‘awda). Most often, however, I have observed return to 

Yarmouk expressed with the word “raja’” rather than “’awda.” For example, one page 

has posted numerous albums of photographs of the remains of the camp following its 

recapture by the regime, with the accompanying hashtag “Raja’een (we are returning) Oh 

Yarmouk.” Another post on the same page features a collage of smiling children adorned 

in kuffiyas and Palestinian flags with “raja’een” written in large text across the image. In 

February 2016, Tawfiq posted a 12-minute video to his page. A historical project, the 

video exhibits archival images of the camp and of the visits of significant figures to 

Yarmouk. Red text on a black background towards the end of the video concludes “we 

are returning (raja’een), Oh Yarmouk. We are returning (‘aidoun), Oh Palestine.” 

Sometimes both terms are used, however. One post, for example, features an image of 

Diwar Bateekha, the traffic circle at the northern entrance of the camp, superimposed 

with a figure holding a Palestinian flag and text reading “we are returning (raja’een) to 
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our camp... say Ameen.” The accompanying caption uses “’awda” to describe “return to 

our dear camp.” 

I asked Tawfiq and a couple of Palestinian friends from Jordan about their 

interpretation of this linguistic distinction. My friend Ghassan told me that the root of the 

verb “aud” in Arabic carries a sense of becoming used to or accustomed to, giving the 

sense of normalization or habit. This sense of permanence and normalcy, he said, is 

reserved for return to Palestine. Raja’, he said, was more generally the action of going 

back to a place you had previously been. I posed the same question to Tafwiq: why raja’ 

and then ‘awda? It was because Yarmouk was “the first step,” he told me “the first place 

to go is Yarmouk.” But, I asked, why not ‘awda for both? Return and return? Because, he 

said, raja’ is for a place that is temporary. He made an analogy with a family house. 

When you go back to your father’s house, the house you were born and raised in, your 

original place, you ‘awd. But when you leave your family’s house to go back to the house 

you live in regularly, you raja’. Furthermore, he said, ‘awda carries the notion of right, of 

returning to a place to which one has a right to inhabit. To be sure I understood his 

distinction I made a comparison: asking that when I returned to Jordan for fieldwork, I 

returned (raja’t) to Amman but when I eventually go back to the United States, I will 

return (‘aud). He answered in the affirmative, explaining further, “when you return (‘aid) 

somewhere, it is a place you have a right to. But if you return (raja’) to a place, it might 

be a temporary place. You can say that you returned (raja’t) to work but returned (‘adt) to 

your house.” I find Ghassan and Tawfiq’s etymological arguments compelling but 

regardless of whether the authors of these posts considered the deep meaning of root 

words when crafting their photo and video output, the distinction between these two 
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forms of return and the places to which each word is attached is notable and persistent 

enough to be significant. Namely, they point to a self-conscious distinguishing between 

two different sorts of return to two different, but simultaneous, places. The centrality of 

return and the homeland discussed above means that to suggest Yarmouk might be the 

final stop of return is politically fraught. Furthermore, some may indeed aspire for a 

return to Palestine above all else. Either way, the use of a different verb for return allows, 

linguistically, to represent Yarmouk not as an alternative place that takes on the object of 

return from the homeland but as another place of significance to which return 

simultaneously is desired, even if it is only portrayed as one step along the way to the 

home of right and habitual inhabitation.  

The intersection of return to Yarmouk and to Palestine was not only expressed in 

this stepwise fashion, however. There were also expressions of return that blurred the 

lines between these two places, offering a sense that they were, in fact, one in the same. 

In other words, because Yarmouk’s residents came to know and be attached to Palestine 

via their lives in Yarmouk, via the iterative simultaneity of place, there was a coalescing 

of attachments to both as a single, contiguous and coterminous place, further showing the 

layering and intersecting of various places of significance. I attended the screening of 

Little Palestine with Tawfiq and some other Palestinian and American friends. After the 

movie, we split off; Tawfiq went to visit with the director, and I discussed the film with 

my friends from the United States. They asked about the director’s mother’s dream of 

returning to Yarmouk so she could achieve her dream of returning to Palestine, confused 

about whether she meant this as a literal path she aimed to follow. Later that evening, 

when I reunited with Tawfiq, I put the question to him and his friend Kamal, who 
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happened to be the director’s cousin. In response, they suggested that it would be 

impossible for her to separate Yarmouk and Palestine, citing the names of the streets that 

carry the names of Palestinian villages and that the camp (and the documentary) was 

called “Little Palestine.” Her experience of Palestine, Kamal said, was through Yarmouk. 

As such, those simultaneous places, and aspirational return to them could not be so easily 

parsed.  

I continued this conversation with Tawfiq when I was interviewing him about his 

Yarmouk Facebook page. One particular post had stood out to me from my observations 

of the page prior to my knowing it was Tawfiq’s. It was a photograph of Mount Qasioun 

in Damascus from Yarmouk’s rooftops at dusk. Superimposed over the mountain are the 

words “I Was Born There, I Was Born Here,” the title of Palestinian poet Mourid 

Barghouti’s second memoir about returning to his homeland following the Oslo 

Accords.61 In the book, Barghouti narrates the experience of being able to finally bring 

his son, Tamim, to Palestine. Tamim was born in 1977 to Mourid and Radwa Ashour, the 

late prominent Egyptian novelist, in Cairo amidst Mourid’s exile, which was caused by 

the 1967 War and the Israeli occupation of the West Bank. When Mourid was finally able 

to bring Tamim to Palestine, they visited Mourid’s village of Deir Ghassaneh and the 

house in which Mourid was born. Tamim asks his father where in the house he was born. 

“I was born here, Tamim,” Mourid replies. The sentence prompts a rumination on here 

and there, on distance and exile, on the various “heres” he accumulated as he could not 

visit his home “there.” I wanted to know from Tawfiq what caused him to choose this title 

that took up this question of place, distance and attachment and understand what he 

intended regarding the heres and theres of Palestine, Yarmouk and Amman. He insisted 
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that the choice of the caption was arbitrary and that there was never an explicit goal in 

pairing a specific caption with a specific image. But to my question about the link 

between memories of Yarmouk and memories of Palestine, he said: 

It is not possible for me to think about Yarmouk except as a neighborhood (hara) in 

Palestine; a neighborhood maybe in Jerusalem, maybe in the West Bank, maybe in ’48 

[the territory that is now Israel]. The camp is a place about which I cannot separate its 

Palestinianness from its identity... By geography, the camp was in Syria but by history the 

camp was in Palestine... I was born in Yarmouk, but I am from Palestine. So I am in two 

connect states, in two connected places. 

For Tawfiq, like al-Khateeb’s mother in the film, the experience of simultaneously 

constituting Palestine in and through Yarmouk has forged a relation to both places of 

significance that are intimately intertwined. In other words, the embodied practices of 

placemaking that he had performed in Yarmouk were also the means by which he made 

and felt meaning and attachment with regard to Palestine itself. In the realm of the digital 

constitution of place, as evidenced by the choice of texts like Barghouti’s, placemaking 

regarding these two places also intersects, whereby aspirations and memories of each 

place overlap and become knitted together into a wider combined place. Therefore, it is 

not just that Yarmouk emerges as a place alongside other lost places in Palestine. Rather, 

these two places become enveloped, through various practices in various times and 

places, into a layered palimpsest of places that are all experienced and understood 

simultaneously through geographically and temporally dispersed practices. As a result, 

aspirations for and experiences of each are meshed and entangled, unable to be fashioned 

as discrete. Across movement, then, they are constituted simultaneously.  

Returns to Ruins 

Amid this iterative simultaneity of Palestine and Yarmouk, returns to Yarmouk 

have taken on forms that are strickling similar to the returns to Palestine explored above. 
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Specifically, these returns were mostly temporary and to places that had been transformed 

almost completely beyond recognition, causing complicated reactions. Images and videos 

of the destroyed camp taken by these returnees have since abounded on various Yarmouk 

Facebook pages. For example, Khalil Samadi, a prominent former camp resident and 

businessman who wrote a memoir of life in the camp, posted a series of videos recorded 

from the front seat of a car traveling through Yarmouk. In one video, they are driving 

south down Yarmouk Street with Samadi naming prominent landmarks as they pass their 

remains, in effect conducting the form of wayfaring that Yasser did with the digital map, 

drawing on past knowledge gained but applied in drastically different circumstances from 

when it was gained. In the following video, Samadi and his companion drive through 

Samadi’s old neighborhood, with Samadi naming the houses of his relatives. A moment 

later, they turn onto his street and arrive at his home. It is completely destroyed, with its 

four stories pancaked on the ground. They stop and get out to get a better view. In 

between explaining to whom the neighboring homes belong, Samadi utters a common 

prayer: “there is no power nor strength except with God.” Like Hourani’s house in Safad, 

due to the events of displacement and the intervening years, there remains no material 

place to be an object of return. Furthermore, like Hourani’s experience, restrictions on 

long-term inhibition mean that such returns are not only to ruins but also to ruins that 

cannot be rebuilt and reinhabited. Like with returns to Palestine, then, returns to Yarmouk 

are temporary and ambivalent.  

In addition to circulating on Facebook, these sorts of images and videos circulate 

among former residents as their relatives or friends who remain in Syria send videos of 

homes and neighborhoods that those in Amman can no longer visit, as in the example of 
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Tawfiq’s cousin sending him videos which began this chapter. Yasser, meanwhile, was 

able to visit Damascus after the camp’s recapture but could not get past the checkpoints at 

the camp’s entrances. His younger brother, however, was later able to visit the barbershop 

on Palestine Street owned by Yasser’s uncles where Yasser and his siblings first learned 

how to cut hair. The salon was above the ground floor and had been hit directly by a 

rocket. Yasser sent me the videos taken by his brother and cousins. The kitchen and 

bathroom appeared looted. A gaping hole, with rubble crumbling around it, had punctured 

the ceiling of the main salon room and the walls were stained black from smoke. The 

video shows one of Yasser’s relatives bending down and picking up something off the 

ground, blowing the dust off of it and handing it to Yasser’s brother to film. It is one of 

the business cards for the salon.  

Such videos, whether circulating online or in messages between former residents, 

invite consideration of the temporal dimension of place and, with it, the limits of digital 

placemaking. Like with Barki’s project of refugee returns, returnees to Yarmouk are not 

returning to the camp as it had existed but rather to a fundamentally transformed space. 

Such a clash between what was and what is leads to complicated and ambivalent feelings, 

a clash common in other refugee contexts. Scholars considering refugees and returns in 

the Balkan context have shown this acutely.62 As Jansen argues, questions of return often 

privilege the spatial aspects of place over its temporal and social.63 That is to say, in 

questions of displacement, return to the literal former space of inhabitation does not 

constitute return to what made a given place a place of significance as the social ties that 

made that place significant have gone. Jansen and Lovfing write, therefore, that “the 

‘home’ that has been lost has not simply been left behind in another place. Rather, we 
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would argue, it has also been left behind in another time and is therefore often 

experienced as a previous ‘home’, irrevocably lost both spatially and temporally.”64 

While the permanent returns these scholars discuss are different than necessarily 

temporally limited individual visits of former Yarmouk residents, there is a shared reality 

that what made the place a place of significance has been largely destroyed. Among what 

had been destroyed were the camp’s landmarks that played such a prominent role in the 

digital placemaking practiced at the start of this chapter. And if, as explored above, the 

knowledge gained from wayfaring resulted in a sense of security and attachment, then, 

reciprocally, the inability to navigate has alienating and dislocating effects. This can be 

seen in narratives of return by former residents who encountered a very different camp 

than the one they remembered and found reconstituted via digital practices of 

placemaking. For example, Yasser described to me the experience of traveling from the 

area of his family’s home in Daf as-Shok to the edge of the camp. What was usually a 

well-lit, bustling road was instead largely dark and devoid of people. It was like a “horror 

movie,” Yasser said, emphasizing how drastically different it felt to be in the environs of 

the camp absent that which had made it feel like a place of significance. Yasser’s mother 

was more certain of her ability to navigate the camp even amidst destruction, however. I 

asked Umm Yasser if she felt she still knew her way around the camp. Of course, she 

answered, “the streets are the streets.” Yasser was doubtful. Yes, he conceded, the main 

streets, Palestine Street and Yarmouk Street are clear, but “if you entered the branching 

streets between them, you get lost because there are no points to let you know where you 

are.” His mother disagreed, relating her recent visit with Yasser’s brother, “but my son, 

the streets are the streets, just the destruction. When we went in by your uncle’s house 
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from Yarmouk at Safad Street, and we went down Loubia and we went out at Palestine 

Street. The streets are the same.” Yasser conceded, noting the generational differences 

between him and his mother, who had, by virtue of her age, spent more time in the camp 

than he had. Plus, he said, in a way that alluded to the insights of Ingold and McFarlane 

about walking and knowing the city, “she would walk a lot in the camp. Not a little. A 

lot.” However, even though the streets remain the streets amid their destruction, return to 

them did not amount to a reconstitution of Yarmouk as it was. Rather, these destroyed 

streets were just one instance of the broader erasure of what had made Yarmouk 

significant in terms of not only its built environment but also the social relations that 

Jansen and Lovfing identify as so central to the experience of attachment to place. 

Furthermore, this return for Umm Yasser was, like for many returnees to Palestine and 

Yarmouk, only temporary, before she headed back to Amman to return to her family.  

Another former camp resident, Nidal Bitari, explored the dislocations caused by 

the inability to practice wayfaring in the camp in the way that had been familiar due to 

the destruction of landmarks. Before the war, Bitari and his family lived in a house on 

15th Street in Yarmouk. Bitari fled Syria early on in the conflict, as his participation in the 

uprising put him at risk of arrest. His father and mother stayed in Damascus until 2020. 

He visited the camp one final time before he left: 

My father related his return: “It was difficult to walk, so I had to find a piece of iron to 

help me climb the rubble in order to get to our house. I walked a lot, went up and down 

mountains of rubble, and could not find the house. Our neighbor, the barber, saw me, and 

he sent greetings to you and your brother. Then he asked me what I was doing on the 

street, and I told him that I was looking for our house and it seemed it is difficult to 

recognize it due to the extent of damage. He put his hand on my shoulder and pointed to a 

pile of rubble and told me this is your house. The four stories were entirely destroyed, 

burned to the ground. I looked at the struggle of 50 of my 70 years of life and saw it 

destroyed on the ground. I laughed a lot and said, ‘Praise be to God, that my children are 

all well.’ I turned my back and walked away knowing that I would never return.”65 
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For Bitari’s father, the loss of the landmarks meant difficulty in locating his 

house—a profoundly alienating experience that was only compounded when he finally 

realized that the house itself was similarly gone. He left knowing he would never return. 

Return to the camp, therefore, like return to Palestine, was profoundly complicated and 

ambivalent. Like Hourani’s return to Safad to find the remains of his family home, 

returns to Yarmouk represented not a return to the camp as it was but rather largely 

mounds of rubble and empty streets. Furthermore, those features that made Yarmouk feel 

like a meaningful place, the sorts of social ties, landmarks and memories explored in the 

first part of this chapter that constituted Yarmouk as place in the digital world, have 

largely disappeared in the locality itself.  

The loss of landmarks, then, had many consequences. Practically, it rendered 

navigating what used to be a familiar space difficult, with those wayfaring points 

suddenly erased. But their loss was more than simply the loss of the built environment 

and the ability to navigate it with ease. Rather, the loss of those central points around 

which life was ordered spatially shattered the collective geography that characterized the 

shared experience of life in the camp. Therefore, the iterative simultaneity of place 

through which Yarmouk and Palestine were co-constituted was mirrored by resonances 

between returns to each of these places. That is, refugees’ producing and positioning 

Yarmouk as place alongside and part of the geography of Palestinian has led to 

intersecting and overlapping aspirations for return, embodied in Nakba language and calls 

for return. However, when these returns are actually enacted, the material reality 

encountered in both places, fundamentally shaped by the loss of relations of significance 

and the inability to stay and inhabit them, creates feelings of ambivalence and 
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dislocation. Such complex feelings illustrate the limits of distanced placemaking explored 

in the first part of the chapter, whereby the ability to constitute, experience and attribute 

place meaning based on recollections of its various forms of significance cannot replace 

the scale of the loss of that place which is made stark in the context of return. And, 

furthermore, just as the iterative simultaneity of place co-creates attachments to place 

across the palimpsest, so too do losses resonate across the entire collection of 

accumulated places.  

Conclusion 

In our discussion about his page and the Yarmouk pages more broadly, I asked 

Tawfiq what he made of comments calling for return to Yarmouk from former residents 

now living across the globe. Tawfiq had some theories: “Maybe they will go back for a 

visit. Maybe they will go back, really return. Maybe their mother and father are still in 

Damascus so they will go back to Yarmouk, so they will visit them.” For Tawfiq, 

however, the current conditions make return impossible, even if the conflict were truly 

over and the threat of arrest and detention had disappeared: “How will I work, what will I 

do, how will I live?” Most crucially, “The people who I knew in Yarmouk are no longer 

in Yarmouk. And I know they will not go back. Okay, why would I want to go back?” I 

made a comparison to my ties to Amman and how what makes me want to return to visit 

has mostly to do with the people I know there. If were to return in ten years to the café 

we all visited together at least once a week to drink tea, I would be drinking it alone. The 

café, Tawfiq agreed, “will stay in its place, but the people in it, even the waiters that are 

there, you won't find them. They will have returned to their country after ten years. That 

is my problem with return. Where can I return to? I want to return but I must be where I 
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have the foundations of my life.” As he put it in another one of our conversations about 

return, “I cannot interact with the stones... We cannot take the people out of the graves.” 

He concluded: “that is the thing that all of us [from Yarmouk] run away from admitting: 

The place that gathered us does not exist anymore. Where is it?” 

Tawfiq’s comments, then, capture both the possibilities and limits of digital 

placemaking explored in this chapter. On one hand, the first part of this chapter offers one 

answer to his question of where Yarmouk is today. Various practices of digital 

placemaking, using the affordances of digital media, have enabled Yarmouk to emerge as 

a place in the present in digital space. The features of Facebook provide the means by 

which posts memorializing Yarmouk occasion virtual copresence of former residents 

whose comments and tags collectively reproduce a version of these landmarks, and with 

it, the camp in the present as a place of meaning and attachment. Meanwhile, on a more 

individual level, modes of wayfaring enable engagement with digital and paper maps 

afford an experience of placemaking through knowledge gained within that place. Finally, 

manifestations of digital art enable the combination of photographs and design that strive 

to drag past experiences of place into the present. These practices, therefore, become a 

digital version of the village memorial book, which can be understood as an earlier 

example of Palestinian placemaking despite geographic dislocation.  

On the other hand, however, Tawfiq’s comment that he “cannot interact with the 

stones,” shows the limits of the digital practices explored above. It is certainly true that 

the affordances of Facebook and Google Maps enable some aspects of placemaking 

through which a meaningful instance of Yarmouk’s location, locale and sense of place 

can emerge. However, the actual experience of returning to the camp demonstrates those 
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aspects of significance that underpinned the practices of digital placemaking are 

irreparably gone from the camp itself. As a result, returns to Yarmouk and returns to 

Palestine resonate in several ways. Specifically, even as actual returns take place, they are 

not enactments of the aspirational returns that refugees have long sought which are 

ordered, in the abstract, around the ability to inhabit the place that was lost. In some 

respects, the gap between the aspirational and actual returns that have taken place to both 

Yarmouk (other than those few families who have gained the right to stay) and Palestine 

mirrors the distinction between ‘awda and raja’ discussed above. The return of aspiration 

is a return to habitual inhabitation in a place of right of the sort encapsulated in the term 

‘awda. However, the returns that have been possible to both places are instead temporary 

instances of raja’.  

The incompleteness of these returns and, with it, the limits of digital placemaking, 

are not only about the duration of return, however. As Hourani expressed when he 

returned to Safad to see his home collapsed and Bitari’s father experienced when he could 

not find his home at all, the stones to which these returns occur no longer exist as they are 

constituted via the practices of deterritorialized placemaking, whether in digitally or in 

the form of village memorial books. Furthermore, not only are the built environments 

drastically transformed, but those social relations and processes that made these places 

into places of significance do not exist as they did before. As Jansen and Lofving argue, 

these relations and process of place are not just in a different geography but in a different 

time.66 And while some of these significances can be digitally recreated in partial ways 

that reconstitute some form of Yarmouk’s location, locale and sense of place, digital 
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placemaking cannot “take the people out of the graves” any more than Tawfiq could if he 

ever returned to Yarmouk.  

Finally, in addition to demonstrating the possibilities and limitations of digital 

placemaking, this chapter has shown how the temporally and geographically dispersed 

places that iteratively displaced refugees inhabit, inherit and remember intersect and co-

constitute one another—what I have referred to as the iterative simultaneity of place. 

Writing about the use of digital media as a means of homemaking among migrants and 

refugees, Dona argues that “in virtual space, lost homes are located, imaginations of 

idealized homes are strengthened, memories of the home of the past are relived, and 

future homes are visualized.”67 What this chapter shows, therefore, is that these processes 

of relocating lost homes, imagining ideal homes and reliving past homes are not separate 

practices targeted at isolated places. Rather, practices oriented around constituting one 

place, remembering another or visualizing yet another are all intimately interconnected, 

just as Tawfiq and Kamal argued when explaining the overlapping and intersecting nature 

of experiencing Palestine through Yarmouk. As such, practices of digital placemaking 

through which Yarmouk is reconstituted, remembered and aspired for cannot help but be 

shaped by such practices in relation to Palestine, while notions of return to Palestine 

inevitably structure aspirations of return to Yarmouk. Place, then, over iterations of 

movement, does not emerge as chapters in a book, order in a progressive temporality 

experienced in sequence. Rather, these places are palimpsestic where experiences of 

places are written on top of other places, causing present places to bleed into the traces of 

previously inhabited, experienced or aspired for places. As such, Palestine and Yarmouk, 

through digital placemaking and incomplete returns, emerge as a layered and intersecting 
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experience of place. The next, and final, chapter continues this consideration of 

overlapping experiences of place by situating the contemporary lives of Yarmouk’s 

former residents in this deeper history of place to show how places and attachments to 

them are accumulated through daily practice.  
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Chapter Five 

Dwelling, Accumulation, Attachment 

There is a Palestinian legend that God 

creates people out of two kinds of soil: 

soil of the place where they were born 

and soil of the place where they will die. 

Ibrahim Nasrallah - Gaza Weddings 

 On May 15th, 2022, the 74th commemoration of the Nakba, I received a WhatsApp 

from my friend Ghassan, with whom I had become close during previous years living in 

Amman. Ghassan’s message contained a link to an article penned by his friend Hiba, a 

Palestinian refugee from Aleppo, Syria now living in Berlin. In her article, Hiba narrates 

the visit of a Palestinian refugee from Syria to the office responsible for approving 

asylum claims in Germany.1 Waiting for the bus, the young woman double and triple 

checks her stack of documents, fearful that the unexpected spill of a water bottle or the 

refuse from a passing bird might ruin the vital pages. Upon arriving at the ministry, she is 

asked if she knows the ID number that was given to her grandfather when he arrived in 

Syria following his displacement from Palestine during the Nakba. The story suddenly 

shifts, and the young refugee begins narrating her grandfather’s escape from Palestine to 

Syria in 1948—scenes of fearful flight, hiding from assaulting troops, boarding a train 

into the unknown, viewing a Syrian hilltop full of tents and receiving ID numbers that 

were destined to follow these refugees to and beyond their graves. Back in the present, a 

different employee presents her with a new travel document and identity card. The 

refugee asks if there is anything else she should do. “Yes,” the employee replies “I want 

the old travel document.” She refuses, “I want to keep it.” She returns to the bus with two 
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travel documents because “like every Palestinian, she has a travel document complex.” 

She cries—because the bus is late, because of the waiting, because of the repeated 

history.  

 I copied the last part of the article into my WhatsApp conversation with Ghassan 

to emphasize its haunting beauty and relevance to my research. “Wait,” Ghassan 

responded. Several photographs appeared in our chat depicting stacks of decades-old, 

yellowed documents arrayed on a table, “it’s not a joke.” The documents were Ghassan’s 

mother’s. Stored in a small safe, the documents were divided across three black leather 

bags, each representing a place she had lived. The smallest bag held her documents from 

Palestine, her place of birth, and included her residency documents, her birth certificate, 

her first Jordanian passport and the exit visa from when she left the West Bank in 1976. 

The medium-sized bag held the documents from her life in Kuwait, where she lived until 

1986. The largest bag contained documents from Jordan, including her active and expired 

passports, as well as her children’s birth certificates and old ID cards.  

There was another pause in our conversation followed by an emoji expressing 

anguish and an apology from Ghassan for the delay: “it wasn’t easy to reopen with 

Mom.” She was worried that taking the documents out would cause their deterioration, a 

risk, Ghassan said, because “those pieces of paper will be useful one day.” Ghassan 

reiterated, “this for Palestinians is not a joke or just a phobia,” explaining that when he 

applied for his first Jordanian passport in 2008, he was asked to bring the passport his 

mother used to enter Jordan in 1976. He sent one more picture, his own three Jordanian 

passports (one active, two expired) stacked on his desk under a small plush dog wearing a 

graduation cap “to guard them.” I responded with a quote from the memoir I Saw 
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Ramallah by the Palestinian poet Mourid Barghouti which I felt well captured the 

phenomenon we were discussing: 

The stranger is the person who renews his Residence Permit. He fills out forms and buys 

the stamps for them. He has to constantly come up with evidence and proofs. He is the 

one who is always asked: “And where are you from, brother?”... He is the one whose 

relationship with places is distorted, he gets attached to them and repulsed by them at the 

same time. He is the one who cannot tell his story in a continuous narrative and lives 

hours in every moment. Every moment for him has its passing immortality. His memory 

resists ordering.2 

 Ghassan responded with the quotation that is now the epigraph of this chapter, 

taken from the novel Gaza Weddings by the Palestinian writer Ibrahim Nasrallah: “There 

is a Palestinian legend that God creates people out of two kinds of soil: soil of the place 

where they were born and soil of the place where they will die.”3 “This is my favorite,” 

Ghassan wrote, “and I believe in it too.” 

 Accumulating Place  

This chapter explores how, following displacement from Yarmouk, attachments to 

new places of residence have arisen and, furthermore, how these encounters with new 

places manifest the iterative simultaneity of place that links refugees’ attachments to 

Yarmouk, Palestine and their contemporary places of residence. Therefore, while the 

previous chapters focused on the constitution and reconstitution of Yarmouk and its 

community through contemporary practices, this chapter focuses on the places of current 

inhabitation in which such practices are occurring. In doing so, it offers answers to a 

couple of important questions. Firstly, following ruptures with place, how do refugees, 

such as those displaced from Yarmouk by the Civil War, build attachments to new places? 

And, secondly, what happens when this rupture is not a single experience in the past but 

an ongoing process? While neither Ghassan nor Hiba are from Yarmouk, the collection of 
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documents they identify as central to the Palestinian experience provides an entry point 

for considering the dynamics of movement, place and attachment that emerge in the lives 

of Yarmouk’s former residents. Specifically, their narratives reveal, firstly, that 

Palestinian displacement is very often a repeated, rather than singular, experience. Since 

the initial Nakba, there have been “manifold Nakbas,”4 including the Syrian Civil War 

which displaced my interlocutors from Yarmouk, as well as the 1967 War, Black 

September in Jordan, the Lebanese Civil War, the first Gulf War and the U.S. invasion of 

Iraq. Such events have resulted in an ever-broader Palestinian diaspora as these iteratively 

displaced refugees repeatedly encounter new places of refuge. Secondly, Hiba and 

Ghassan’s stories demonstrate that these iterations of movement are characterized by 

various accumulations. Documents are one such accumulation, collected and carried 

across a lifetime of movement. However, it is not just documents that the iteratively 

displaced former residents of Yarmouk accumulate; these refugees also collect, combine 

and carry social ties, networks, debts, traumas and experiences. This chapter argues, 

therefore, that it is precisely through these accumulations that attachments to new places 

emerge among iteratively displaced refugees like those former residents of Yarmouk. 

That is, as refugees experience iterative displacement, they must necessarily undertake 

daily practices through which they accumulate various material and immaterial things. It 

is through these accumulations that ties to place emerge. To broaden Nasrallah’s 

Palestinian legend, therefore, iteratively displaced refugees are made not only of the soil 

from where they are born and where they will die, but the pieces of soil they accumulate 

across a lifetime of movement.  
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 I term this process of emplacement through accumulation the accumulation of 

place. By accumulation of place (or “accumulating place;” I use the two phrasings 

interchangeably), I mean the constitution of attachments to place, across movement, via 

the accretion of various material and immaterial things through necessary daily practices 

of dwelling. In forging attachments to place, these accumulations have a multitude of 

effects, including shaping and reshaping refugee subjects and identities, constituting 

bounds of community and fostering notions of alienation from and belonging to various 

localities. Furthermore, as the stories of Ghassan and Hiba reveal, these accumulations 

intersect with but also exceed the lifespan of those who carry them. Therefore, 

accumulations, and the attachments to place they foster, can be collected both via 

individual experience and from inheritances from previous generations. Finally, such 

accumulation and the attachments they foster need not be positively valent. Rather, 

refugees may inherit and experience accumulations and accompanying attachments that 

they would rather do without. Accumulation, therefore, is an active, ongoing and 

iteratively simultaneous process that, across movement in space and time, results in the 

collection of the immaterial and material through which attachments to place emerge.  

Countering Assumptions 

The choice of accumulation as a rubric for understanding refugee emplacement 

follows literature that counters several conventional assumptions about the refugee 

experience. Firstly, refugees’ relationship with place is often understood as a binary one, 

ordered around a place of origin (where refugees fled from) and a place of contemporary 

residence (where they live now). As Malkki demonstrates, viewing refugees exclusively 

in reference to their supposed proper place stems from a sedentarist approach that 
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assumes an isomorphism between culture and place.5 However, as Malkki, as well as 

Gupta and Ferguson, show, identities are not firmly territorialized or clearly bounded.6 

Rather, identities and cultures are dynamic, differentiated and constituted via relations 

and movements of people and things that extend far beyond the boundaries of a given 

place. Therefore, while recognizing the significance of refugees’ place of origin and their 

often very real and active attempts to return to it, literature prompted by Malkki’s insights 

has demonstrated how, rather than anchored by a binary of homeland and host country, 

refugees encounter, pass through, inhabit and build attachments to a variety of different 

places as they experience displacement.7 Therefore, the relationships of refugees to place 

are rarely so simply characterized by a single here and there. Instead, many heres and 

theres emerge, through instances of movement and associated accumulations.  

 Secondly, accumulating place follows recent literature on refugees that challenges 

notions of displacement as characterized solely by loss: loss of place, agency, social ties, 

homes, land and capital. While it is certainly true that refugees suffer immense losses 

amid their displacement, this is only part of the story. They also accumulate things—

things like social ties and networks, languages, cultural practices, experiences, forms of 

expertise, degrees, jobs and attachments to localities. Some of these accumulations are 

more challenging, such as losses, traumas, debts and absences that similarly shape how 

they are able to engage in placemaking in their new places of refuge. Accumulating place, 

therefore, follows literature that considers refugees as active agents rather than casting 

them as only passive victims solely defined by loss.8  

 Finally, accumulating place builds on a growing literature that specifically 

considers Palestinian refugees’ relationship with place. As the previous chapter alluded 
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to, questions of attachment to places outside of Palestine have long been politically 

fraught for Palestinian refugees given their ongoing struggle for liberation and the 

possibility of return. There is a fear among Palestinian refugees that explicit expressions 

of ties to places other than Palestine will be seen to dilute their attachment to their 

homeland. However, as Allan has forcefully argued, academic studies of Palestinian 

refugees do no justice to the contemporary experiences of Palestinian refugees by 

focusing only on attachments to Palestine and, in doing so, casting refugees as living in 

suspended animation awaiting return.9 Such a limited focus, no matter the intent of 

supporting Palestinian national aspirations, makes it impossible to account for these 

refugees’ contemporary struggles and places of attachment in exile. Instead, recent 

literature on Palestinian refugees recognizes the “plurality of in-between spaces”10 of 

attachments that emerge amid exile and displacement alongside their attachment to 

Palestine as homeland.11 Following this literature, therefore, accumulating place 

emphasizes that new places of attachment arise in addition to and combination with 

places of attachment like Palestine as homeland, rather than replacing them. In sum, 

therefore, accumulating place draws on a literature that questions the assumed 

isomorphism of place and identity to show that the experiences of iteratively displaced 

refugees must be understood in terms of multiple places, accumulations and attachments 

that add to rather than replace ties to the homeland.  

 Conceptualizing Accumulation  

Conceptually, accumulating place can be understood as a mode of emplacement 

arising from daily practices of dwelling. Emplacement, according to Englund, describes 

how “the subject is inextricably situated in a historically and existentially specific 
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condition, defined, for brevity, as a ‘place,’” which “draws attention to the experiential 

and lived praxis.”12 That is, emplacement captures how embodied practice serves to 

situate individuals in a given locality even as they are suspended in the globally dispersed 

relations identified by Malkki and Gupta and Ferguson.13 In this way, emplacement, as I 

use it, differs from placemaking, which, as the last chapter explored, can be carried out a 

physical distance from the place being made. Accumulating place pairs this notion of 

embodied emplacement with conceptualizations of dwelling, which emphasize that the 

places in which people come to be situated do not preexist the embodied practice 

identified by Englund. Ingold, drawing on Heidegger offers a “dwelling perspective” that, 

in contrast to a “building perspective,” argues that “the forms people build, whether in the 

imagination or on the ground, arise within the current of their involved activity, in the 

specific relational contexts of their practical engagement with their surroundings.”14 

Therefore, to Ingold, it is amid the daily embodied practice of people that they worlds 

that they inhabit are constituted. Or, as McFarlane puts it, place “is not just inhabited 

but... produced through that inhabiting.”15  

For Ingold, this process of dwelling arises through humans’ “practical 

engagement with their surroundings.”16 However, the notion of practical engagement, and 

Ingold’s broader focus on materiality, have led some who take up his formulation of 

dwelling to focus particularly on the material aspects of the worlds people constitute 

through their dwelling. In applying this dwelling perspective to the constitution of the 

city as a whole, for example, McFarlane offers the example of a home in Sao Paolo 

created by its inhabitant through the collection and repurposing of various cast-off objects 

like cups, shoes, toys, mugs and stones. For McFarlane, the house is an example of and a 
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metaphor for the way cities are constituted through dwelling and assembling; an ever-

unfinished and processual entity actively constituted through the collection and 

repurposing of various objects that highlights the interplay of the human and non-human, 

material and immaterial.17 Therefore, while the material space of the home is not 

purported to be the sole product of dwelling, it can take center stage in analyses of 

dwelling and placemaking.18 For iteratively displaced refugees, however, both their 

“practical engagements” and their “surroundings” are at once narrower and broader than 

the material dwellings they inhabit. Certainly, as will be shown below, the acquisition of 

materials like home furnishings plays an extremely important role in the accumulation of 

place. However, other accumulations, such as languages or networks of social 

relationships, do not follow so neatly with the sorts of dwelling that focuses on the 

material of the home. Further, in the act of moving and, often, moving again, refugees 

find themselves only able to flee with the few possessions they can carry, leaving much 

of their materially constituted world behind. Immaterial accumulations, however, may be 

carried in ways that, for example, home furnishings cannot.  

Accumulating place therefore requires a more capacious understanding of what 

practical engagements with the environment entail. Specifically, refugees’ engagement 

with social, kinship and professional relationships as well as modes of learning and 

experiencing all represent means of practical engagement through which refugees 

constitute their worlds as they inhabit them. As Hammond argues in the context of 

refugees resettling in Ethiopia, “the process of emplacement… was enacted through the 

innumerable practices that made up everyday life, including house building, farming, 

cooking, tea drinking, trading, attending the church or mosque, and celebrating public 
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holidays.”19 Therefore, relationships between people and the environment that 

underpinned farming and house building were “complementary to the immediate 

experiences of inhabiting the place through social practice.”20 Following these insights 

into the material and more than material aspects of emplacement in other situations of 

refugee emplacement, therefore, accumulating place attends to the varied engagements 

with the environment through which both material and immaterial accumulations arise.  

Finally, accumulating place opens up for consideration the question of 

intentionality in the context of emplacement. Often, emplacement among people on the 

move, including refugees, is cast as an intentional project aimed at fulfilling aspirations 

for permanent residence in a given place.21 However, Palestinian refugees, because of the 

stakes of asserting ties to exilic places amid a struggle for return, may deny both the 

desire for and existence of any forms of emplacement in exile. However, by focusing on 

the daily practices of dwelling that refugees must deploy to make lives for themselves in 

these current places of residence, accumulating place as a concept illuminates how 

attachments to place emerge even amidst reluctance or resistance to the forging of ties. 

That is, simply by living, emplacement occurs, even if it is not desired or is deemed 

burdensome. Accumulating place, therefore, is this active engagement with one’s 

environment resulting, regardless of intent, in the accumulation of various material and 

immaterial things through which attachments to a constellation of places emerge. The 

remainder of this chapter, then, explores how this process of accumulating place has 

manifested in the lives of the former residents of Yarmouk and considers how these 

accumulations have led to the constitution of various ties to place over iterations of 

movement.  
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Individual Accumulations 

In order to elucidate the accumulations of Yarmouk’s former residents and the 

attachments they engender, this chapter explores the various scales at which such 

accumulations occur. These scales include the individual subject, the household, the city 

and the (trans)national. However, following Ferguson and Gupta, I do not mean to 

suggest that these scales are vertically nested, whereby the transnational is projected as 

the largest and all of the others spatially contained within it.22 Nor do I intend to present 

each scale as independent and discrete from all others. Rather, while recognizing that 

even the supposedly smallest scale of the individual is situated in widely dispersed 

relations that extend across and mesh with the household, city and transnational, this 

scalar approach enables close attention to how particular accretions arise and their 

specific effects on emplacement across movement.  

Documentary Accumulations 

Hiba and Ghassan’s narratives that began this chapter prompt consideration of 

accumulation at the scale of the individual refugee subject through attention to the 

collection and intergenerational transmission of identity documents. As the experiences of 

my interlocutors demonstrate, the accumulation of such documents situates the former 

residents of Yarmouk within broader histories of Palestinian accumulation as well as 

shapes their experiences of place in localities of contemporary, remembered and 

aspirational inhabitation. In some ways, the identity document is the most individualizing 

of objects, granting states the power to “‘grasp’ individuals.”23 As Foucault shows in his 

extrapolation of disciplinary power, it was the advent of such documentation as a means 

of observing and optimizing the process of power at the most microscopic levels that 
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enables the production of the individual as an object of knowledge.24 But, being the 

product of national governments or international institutions, the particular form of fixing 

subjects manifested in individual identity documents is one that ties these individual 

subjects to specific places or, in the case of stateless refugees, the absence, or precarity, of 

ties to place. For Palestinian refugees, as Hiba and Ghassan’s narratives illuminate, it is 

this precarious documentary attachment that produces their “documents complex” 

whereby all sorts of identity documents become significant in their effort to demonstrate 

legitimate claims to their current place of residence and their ties to their homeland. And 

while these documents function to fix individual subjects in terms of place, they have 

consequences across scales for how these refugees experience emplacement. 

In conditions of iterative displacement, having and holding the right documents, 

whether acquired in one’s lifetime or inherited from parents or grandparents, enables 

refugees to move about and make practical use of their environment in the present day. 

Reciprocally, the lack of (or loss of) documents constricts and reconfigures the ways that 

refugees must engage with the environment in which they are dwelling. Therefore, long 

histories of iterative Palestinian movement have consequences for contemporary 

experiences of dwelling. While some refugees fled directly in 1948 to the places they 

would come to live for the ensuing decades, others experienced more stops along the 

way. Tawfiq’s family is illustrative of the deep history of iterative Palestinian movement 

while also demonstrating the inherited consequences of these movements for 

contemporary emplacement through accumulation. Tawfiq’s mother’s family fled from 

Safad in northern Palestine but, rather than heading straight to Syria, they first went to 

Tyre and then Sidon in Lebanon. A short time later, they moved again to Latakia in Syria 
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and finally settled in Aleppo, where Tawfiq’s mother was born. His father was not made a 

refugee in 1948. Hailing from a village in the vicinity of Hebron in the West Bank, he 

joined up with the Palestinian National Movement in Lebanon and later moved to Syria 

and married Tawfiq’s mother. They settled in Damascus and eventually moved to 

Yarmouk when Tawfiq was young. Because Jordan annexed the West Bank in the 

aftermath of the Nakba, residents of the West Bank like Tawfiq’s father were granted 

Jordanian citizenship, a status he could pass on to Tawfiq. When the civil war arose in 

Syria, they were able to flee to Jordan and could enjoy the full rights of citizenship. 

Tawfiq’s inherited accumulations, therefore, include a Jordanian passport, long before he 

ever was forced to live there. Upon arrival in Amman, this inherited accumulation 

enabled him to make practical use of his environment in Amman to study, find legal work 

and rent an apartment, all of which resulted in further material and immaterial 

accumulations that will be explored further below.  

However, these documentary accumulations through histories of movement have 

not always been secure. Highlighting the fact that one sort of accumulation that can occur 

through movement is the accumulation of lacks, losses, and absences, some Palestinian 

citizens of Jordan who had lived in Yarmouk found, upon fleeing to Amman during the 

Civil War, that their citizenship rights had been stripped by the Jordanian government. 

This revocation is part of a broader pattern that began occurring in 1988. Before that date, 

Jordan maintained its claims to the West Bank and, therefore, continued to grant 

Jordanian citizenship to its residents. However, when it relinquished those claims in 

1988, it began stripping hundreds of thousands of West Bank Palestinians of their 

Jordanian “National Number,” which is required to enjoy the full rights of Jordanian 
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citizenship.25 Individuals are not notified of this revocation and therefore only find out 

when completing a bureaucratic task like applying for a passport. The threat of revocation 

leads to real fear among Palestinian-origin citizens that they might suddenly lose their 

rights without knowledge of why. I met one such individual, named Qassem, whose close 

family suffered from such revocation. Qassem was a former resident of Yarmouk whose 

biological father, a Palestinian born in Ramallah who therefore held Jordanian 

citizenship, was killed in the Lebanese Civil War while Qassem’s mother was pregnant 

with him. She would remarry a Palestinian from Jordan who worked for the PFLP-GC. 

However, his Jordanian passport was stripped from him in 2000. Therefore, while 

Qassem had a Jordanian passport through his deceased father, his five stepsiblings did 

not. He told me that it has been a nightmare to get them registered for university without 

Jordanian National Numbers, having to apply via the embassy of the State of Palestine. 

Further, even though he had a passport with a National Number, Qassem has found 

challenges in pursuing necessary bureaucratic tasks because his birthplace on his 

documents had been listed as Syria, causing the intelligence services to review his every 

bureaucratic process. He was able to deploy connections, however, to get his place of 

birth changed officially to Amman, which has eased this burden.  

Qassem’s and his siblings’ experience regarding identity documents has a 

profound effect on his sense of belonging in Amman. He told me that even though he 

held a Jordanian passport and National Number, he did not feel himself to be Jordanian. 

Separately, Tawfiq expressed an identical sentiment, telling me that despite having a 

Jordanian passport he did not feel belonging to the country. In doing so, both Qassem’s 

and Tawfiq’s experiences demonstrate how accumulated documents have an ambivalent 
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relationship to emplacement. While these documents, inherited from the accumulations of 

preceding generations, eased the legal aspect of establishing a life in Amman, by enabling 

each to do things like enroll in university, rent apartments, buy a vehicle, and, crucially, 

live in the country legally without fear of deportation, these documents alone did not on 

their own enact a full sense of belonging to the place. Therefore, legal attachment need 

not beget or inspire claims of or desire for that attachment.  

While Tawfiq and Qassem’s legal status in Jordan did not itself engender a deep 

sense of affective belonging, their documentary accumulations still enabled a form of 

emplacement that looked fundamentally different from those experienced by former 

Yarmouk residents without legal status. For these refugees who have accumulated 

absences and lacks of documentation, daily practices of dwelling occurred in 

environments characterized by restricted geographies of movement and concerns about 

legal sanction. Unlike Tawfiq and Qassem, Umm Mohammad only held a Syrian 

Palestinian refugee ID. She was formally banned from entering Jordan but managed to 

cross the border and enter the Zaatari refugee camp surreptitiously. She then left the camp 

after two days and headed to Zarqa before moving to a Palestinian refugee camp in 

eastern Amman. Umm Mohammad is one of around 20,000 Palestinian refugees from 

Syria, according to UNRWA estimates, living in Jordan.26 Refugees from Syria who have 

been caught by the authorities have been deported or effectively imprisoned in a former 

industrial zone called Cyber City.27 Without legal status and holding only an expired 

refugee ID from Syria, Umm Mohmmad is effectively confined to her apartment in the 

camp, telling me that were the authorities to find her she would be deported. She lives on 

her own in the camp, with UNRWA cash aid as her only source of regular income, 
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although a local NGO provided her occasional support. But the group had to do so 

discretely because they are not permitted to aid Palestinians in the country illegally. 

When I asked her about her life in Amman, she replied that while the owner of the 

apartment she rents treats her as if she were his mother, she otherwise feels alone and 

confined by her circumstances: “Where can I go? There are people who use hashish and 

drink. I am on my own; an old lady without money.” 

Like Umm Mohammad, several Palestinians from Yarmouk that I met in Beirut 

found their relationship with the places they now inhabit to be shaped by their lack of 

legal residency documentation. Most entered Lebanon legally but have been unable to 

afford the hundreds of dollars in fees it would cost to renew their permits for themselves 

and their families. Without legal residency, there emerges a geography of risk that 

refugees must navigate on a daily basis. As scholars have explored elsewhere, the lack of 

legal status affects how migrants and asylum seekers move through space as well as the 

sorts of affective and social ties that they are able to constitute amid the constant threat of 

deportation.28 This is reflected in the experiences of Mahmoud’s brother, a young former 

resident of Yarmouk living in the Shatila refugee camp in Beirut, Lebanon. When I first 

traveled to Beirut for preliminary fieldwork in 2018, I was told that someone who was 

arrested without legal status would be issued an order of deportation but the individual 

was most often released back into the city. However, by 2019, deportations were 

occurring, causing fear of being caught without legal status.29 I met Mahmoud, who had 

fled Yarmouk under sniper fire with his family, that summer. His younger brother was too 

young when he left Syria to get a national ID card and therefore fled to Lebanon without 

any form of identification. Without an ID, the Lebanese authorities would not grant him a 
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residency permit. A short time before I met Mahmoud, his brother had been traveling on a 

bus in a neighborhood near Shatila. Police stopped the bus and asked Mahmoud’s brother 

to provide an ID. Mahmoud’s brother did not have any ID to offer and police detained 

him for ninety minutes before asking him where he lived. He replied that he lived in 

Shatila but did not mention he was from Syria. They let him go on the assumption he was 

a Palestinian from Lebanon. If they had known he was from Syria, Mahmoud told me, 

they would have brought him to the border and deposited him there. In the wake of this 

experience, Mahmoud’s brother was afraid to leave the camp, where Lebanese security 

forces tended not to enter. Mahmoud, meanwhile, was concerned with what staying in the 

camp would mean for his brother, as Beirut’s camps are characterized by crumbling 

infrastructure, intermittent violence and general insecurity. Umm Mohammad and 

Mahmoud’s brother, therefore, both illuminate the impact that the accumulation of lack of 

documents has on emplacement in a new place of refuge. While there were no physical 

barricades that separated each refugee’s camp from the surrounding city, their lack of 

legal status created a geography of risk that shaped how they moved, or avoided moving, 

through particular places.  

Finally, my friend Hassan’s story acutely encapsulates the way that accumulations 

of identity documents, both inherited and acquired through contemporary efforts, 

constitute a wide geography attachment and shape practices of emplacement. A 

Palestinian refugee from Lebanon who was born in Yarmouk, Hassan only lived in the 

camp as a small child and remembered little. However, he introduced me to his parents 

who lived in Yarmouk during the 1980s and 1990s. Hassan’s father’s family is from a 

village in the vicinity of Acre and fled to Lebanon during the Nakba, settling in an 
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unofficial refugee gathering in the environs of Tyre. Hassan’s father, Abu Hassan, moved 

to Yarmouk to escape Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982 and worked for a magazine 

published by one of the Palestine Liberation Organization’s (PLO) factions. Hassan’s 

mother, Umm Hassan, is a Palestinian from Jordan whose family fled the West Bank to 

Amman in 1967. She met Abu Hassan in 1987 on a visit to the camp. They were married 

in 1989 and moved to Amman in 1997 to be closer to Umm Hassan’s family. Abu Hassan, 

as a Palestinian from Lebanon, is officially stateless. So too are his children due to 

Jordan’s unequal citizenship rights for men and women. While Jordanian men can pass 

their citizenship on to their wives and children, Jordanian women are not granted this 

right. Therefore, if a Jordanian woman marries a stateless person, her children will also 

be stateless. Hassan therefore lived in Amman without a residence permit in Jordan until 

2005, which meant that, like for Qassem’s stepsiblings, simple tasks like enrolling in 

school were difficult and could only be achieved via connections. More recent reforms 

have granted to Jordanian citizen mothers and their children, meanwhile, have enabled 

Hassan to receive residency and have eased some bureaucratic hurdles with things like 

acquiring work permits.  

Without a Jordanian passport, Hassan depends on his Lebanese Travel Document 

for Palestinian Refugees to secure his residency permit in Jordan. But that document is 

not widely recognized so Hassan has acquired a Palestinian Authority (PA) passport, 

despite never having lived in the occupied Palestinian territories where the PA is based. 

The granting of PA passports to Palestinian refugees intensified with the Syrian Civil War 

because, as explored in Chapter One, Palestinians who fled to Syria in 1948 were granted 

largely equal rights to Syrian citizens but did not receive formal citizenship. They 
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therefore could apply for a Syrian travel document, but it was not a passport. The advent 

of the Civil War made this legal disparity between Palestinian and Syrian refugees 

extremely consequential, with Syrian citizens able to travel far more widely than 

Palestinians could on their laissez-passer. To mitigate this disparity, the PA began 

granting passports to Palestinians displaced by the war, enabling them to acquire visas 

slightly more easily (although the PA passport still has limited power). Although he 

carried a Lebanese, rather than Syrian, refugee identity document, Hassan was able to 

acquire a PA passport. He is therefore left needing two documents to travel to and from 

Jordan. He enters Amman on his Lebanese refugee travel document but acquires visas to 

countries in Europe on his PA passport. Furthermore, when he travels to Lebanon, he 

leaves his PA passport at home because Lebanese authorities would refuse him entry if 

they knew he held it.30 I told Hassan about Hiba’s article and asked if he also had a 

“documents complex.” He said that he similarly held onto expired documents even when 

he was meant to return them. He has also kept his UNRWA card, despite not receiving 

UNRWA services, as proof of his refugee status.31 Keeping these expired documents paid 

off, as he had recently applied for a visa to visit Cyprus and the embassy wanted to see 

the expired Schengen visas on his old PA passport before they would grant him a visa in 

his new one.  

However, when we were talking about his litany of ID documents, he told me that 

he would refuse a Jordanian passport were he offered one. This assertion is no doubt tied 

to his recurrent assertions that he aims to return to Palestine when it becomes possible. 

But it also reflects how he has been able to accumulate various attachments to Amman 

despite his relative legal ambiguity. His friends, immediate family and mother’s relatives 
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and work are all in the city while he has the means, through a PA passport, to travel to 

Europe and, through his Lebanese refugee travel document, visit his father’s relatives in 

Lebanon. Therefore, while holding Jordanian citizenship would enable him, for example, 

to buy a car without needing approval from the intelligence services, he told me he felt a 

passport would not change his life much. Hassan’s documentary accumulations, 

therefore, show how emplacement is shaped but not determined by these individual 

identity documents. His lack of citizenship has led to certain problems that have affected 

his ability to pursue necessary practices like education and maintaining legal residency 

but he has been able to make use of other opportunities like the ability to apply for and 

receive a PA passport, which shapes how he is able to circulate from place to place. 

Furthermore, his inherited tie to Lebanon through his father and his ties to Palestine that 

arise through both his parents further expands this dispersed geography of attachment that 

characterizes his experience as a Palestinian refugee.   

The documentary accumulations that arise through the multiple movements of 

Yarmouk’s former residents, then, are part of a longer story of Palestinian accumulation 

and demonstrate how accumulations on the scale of the individual refuge subject shape 

emplacement in and attachment to a broad geography of localities. Specifically, 

documents inherited from prior generations and collected during one’s own life mediate 

connections to and daily life within multiple places across iterations of movement. For 

Tawfiq, a Jordanian passport, inherited from his father, enables a more secure and 

capacious “practical use” of the environment through which other forms of accumulation, 

such as advanced degrees and work opportunities can proceed. Meanwhile, those who 

had their National Numbers revoked, Umm Mohammad (who never received any 
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Jordanian documentation) or Mahmoud’s brother in Beirut (who does not have Lebanese 

residence) experience more restricted or ambiguous geographies through which dwelling 

and emplacement can be enacted. Hassan’s experiences illustrate, however, how 

accumulation can also be an active and strategic practice, through which inherited and 

acquired sought-after documents can intersect to provide varied means by which to enact 

further accumulations. Finally, underpinning all of these refugees’ inherited and 

experienced accumulations are links to Palestine as a homeland, manifested in things like 

Hassan’s UNRWA card.  

Accents, Indenties and Skills 

Accumulations at the scale of the individual were not confined to identity 

documents, however. Rather, things like accents, languages, experiences and identity 

categories also emerged through movement and shaped the accumulation of attachment to 

new places of refuge. For example, as Chapter Three explored, back in Yarmouk, 

linguistic markers were one way in which inclusion in Yarmouk’s community was 

enacted, particularly the familial interpellations khayya/khayta (brother/sister) which 

were widely used by Palestinian camp residents. However, upon arrival in a new place, 

these markers became a signal of difference. For my friend Yasser, the son of a Jordanian 

father and Palestinian-Syrian mother who had lived in and around Yarmouk until 2009, 

these linguistic differences affected his relationship with his new neighbors upon moving 

to Salt, Jordan to work as a barber. He told me that when he initially arrived, he felt that 

people considered him a stranger due to his foreign accent. Aiming to eliminate this 

marker of difference and thereby ease acceptance into his new community, he asked his 

boss to teach him the local accent. These lessons must have taken because when Yasser 
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moved to Amman in 2012, following his family’s displacement from Yarmouk, he was 

told by residents of the capital that he spoke with a Salt accent. Over time in Jordan, 

khayya mostly fell out of his daily vocabulary, but in certain situations it would reemerge. 

One night during Eid al-Fitr, I met up with Yasser and his brothers. When I arrived, they 

were on the phone with their other brother who lives in Belgium. In their loud, joking 

back-and-forth conversation, khayya slipped back in as he addressed his brothers in 

person and over the phone. After they hung up the phone, Yasser spoke about his most 

recent visit to his brother in Belgium. He told me that his brother has spent so much time 

with some of the many Moroccans who have longed lived in that country that he has 

started to take on features of their Arabic accent. Yasser himself is in the midst of a move 

to the United States and is learning English in preparation. Yasser’s experience with 

languages, therefore, shows how language, as an immaterial accumulation, arises through 

and enables emplacement and the construction of attachment and the constitution of 

community.32 That is, the need to better integrate himself into his new place of refuge 

required accumulating a new accent, facilitating the constitution of social relations that 

are central to emplacement across iterations of movement.  

Iterations of movement have also led to the creation and accumulation of new 

identity categories. I met Reem in Beirut in 2018 at a conference on refugees in Lebanon 

where she spoke about the conditions of Palestinians from Syria in the country. We met a 

couple of times in summer 2018 and on my return to Lebanon in summer 2019. Reem’s 

father and brother fled from Syria about two months before she did. Her brother was of 

age for military service and fled to Sidon in southern Lebanon rather than face 

conscription into the ongoing civil war. After Reem and the rest of her family followed 
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her father and brother to Lebanon, they first occupied a small apartment in Sidon. 

However, after six months, it became clear that a quick return to Syria was unlikely. 

Seeking more sustainable accommodation, they moved two or three times around Sidon 

before settling in Ein El-Hilweh, the largest Palestinian camp in Lebanon. Two years 

later, they moved out of the camp. Reem rented an apartment on her own elsewhere in 

Sidon while her mother, father and siblings all migrated to Europe and the USA. When I 

last saw her, in summer 2019, Reem was waiting for permission to reunite with her 

parents in the Netherlands. We sat in her ground-floor apartment that also served as the 

headquarters for the refugee-led arts and culture organization she founded after fleeing to 

Lebanon. As we discussed this experience of moving from place to place, the oscillating 

fan doing little to mitigate the already strong June heat and humidity, I asked Reem how 

she identifies with the various places she has lived. In Syria, before the war, suggested 

that she simply identified as Palestinian. But, she told me, “this is what happens with 

dispersal. [Now] I have to say ‘Palestinian-Syrian.’ I became two parts. Now I am 

‘Palestinian from Syria in Lebanon.’ Three.” After our last meeting, Reem moved to the 

Netherlands where she now lives—a fourth part. Therefore, as Peteet writes of 

Palestinians in Lebanon, Reem’s “conceptualizations of self and identity are constructed 

on a continually shifting spatial plane” whereby “rather than identity being referenced 

solely to a single place of origin, what emerges is a sense of identity that is 

multireferenced in terms of places of exile.”33 Furthermore, Reem’s elaboration of her 

multiple identities emphasizes that it is not just the place that is constituted through the 

daily practices of dwelling—so too is the person doing the dwelling. In other words, 

place and individual subjects dwelling in them arise through their “intra-action.”34 
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The category of “Palestinian-Syrian” is a term with varied valences that arose in 

several of my interviews and interactions with former Yarmouk residents. For some, it 

was an assertion of attachment to both Palestine as homeland and space of national 

identity and Syria as place of contemporary inhabitation and belonging. In a conversation 

with a couple of other former Yarmouk residents, Na’el asserted that this sense of dual 

identity contrasted with places like Lebanon, where exclusion and marginalization 

characterize life as a Palestinian: “In Syria, we say for us, as Palestinian, we say 

Palestinian Syrian. Like when you ask me here in America what are you, I say Syrian 

Palestinian. Although I always lived and felt in Syria that I am Palestinian. I had this 

feeling after I left Syria. But in Lebanon, they do not say, Palestinian Lebanese. They say 

Palestinian, they tell you Palestinian.” For Yasser’s mother, the term indicated a 

Palestinian born in Syria, in contrast to the Nakba survivors who were born in Palestine 

and displaced to Syria. The split that Reem is referring to, however, also has to do with 

the humanitarian management of the mass displacement caused by the war. When 

Palestinians were displaced in 1948, they registered with the government of the country 

in which they initially resided. However, the Syrian crisis has resulted in tens of 

thousands of Palestinians from Syria suddenly inhabiting camps and spaces previously 

home primarily to Palestinians registered in Lebanon and Jordan. UNRWA, in 

approaching this crisis, deployed the acronym PRS (Palestinian refugee from Syria) to 

identify those Palestinians initially registered in Syria who were affected by the conflict, 

whether they remained in Syria or fled abroad. This was contrasted with PRL (Palestinian 

refugees from Lebanon) and PRJ (Palestinian refugees from Jordan) to identify those 

refugees who were registered and normally resident in Lebanon and Jordan respectively. I 
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cannot say with any certainty that the advent of the Syrian conflict was the progenitor of 

these acronyms. However, it is certain that their use expanded rapidly and has pervaded 

UNRWA’s funding appeals and more general language among those providing services to 

these refugees since the Syrian crisis began.  

These labels have profound impacts on refugee livelihoods, in ways that recall 

early the early days of Palestinian displacement. Feldman shows how in the wake of the 

Nakba, refugees displaced to Gaza were entitled to rations and aid from the American 

Friends Service Committee while “native” citizens of Gaza, many of whom lost their 

livelihoods in 1948 but were not physically displaced, were deemed to not be proper 

subjects of assistance.35 In the context of the Syrian crisis, an early UNRWA intervention 

that has continued, with some interruptions, to the present day has been the provision of 

direct cash aid to all Palestinians from Syria resident in UNRWA’s areas of operation. 

Suddenly, therefore, status as PRS became a significant distinguishing characteristic of 

Palestinians from Syria, especially considering that cash aid provided the bulk of these 

refugees’ most consistent income in places like Lebanon.36 Furthermore, again echoing 

the wake of 1948, in a place like Lebanon where so-called PRL are often as economically 

deprived as their PRS co-nationals, this aid became a source of friction. I was once in an 

office of a Lebanese NGO in Shatila camp waiting to meet with some Palestinians from 

Yarmouk, chatting with some of the employees in the office while I waited. A young 

women came in and asked me what I was doing there. I told her about my research with 

Palestinians from Syria and to which she replied, “you could interview me, I’m 

Palestinian from Lebanon and I also don’t have any rights.” Despite taking a joking tone, 

her implied message clearly spoke to the sense that Palestinians from Syria were no 
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worse off than the bulk of Palestinians who had lived in Lebanon for decades. I also 

heard from many of the former Yarmouk residents I spoke to over the course of my 

research that they were simply referred to as “Syrian” by their co-nationals in Lebanon 

and Jordan. Therefore, similarly to the accumulation of identity documents, the 

accumulation of identity categories, arising both through humanitarian practice and 

situated practice in place, are not inert. Rather, these categories emerged and transformed 

as refugees inhabited them, transforming understandings of self and causing friction with 

the co-nationals they suddenly lived among. In doing so, such accumulations 

simultaneously emerged from and shaped the social environments that these refugees 

constituted through their daily efforts at dwelling in new places of residence.  

Finally, other immaterial accumulations, such as experiences and traumas, also 

shape encounters with and practices in new places of refuge. Tawfiq, for example, 

applied skills gained during siege to manage life under COVID lockdown. One evening I 

was asking Tawfiq about life during the war and the challenges of dealing with shortfalls 

of everyday luxuries like coffee. He told me about one time he and his father went out to 

locate coffee for his family and twenty-one others they were hosting at their house during 

the early part of the war, only to be fired upon by a sniper. Tawfiq carried this experience 

of being unable to access daily necessities with him to Jordan and the start of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The first lockdown in Jordan was scheduled to last a total of two 

weeks, beginning March 19th, 2020. Tawfiq, however, knew better than to believe that the 

complete shutdown would be so short. Drawing directly on his experience of siege in 

Yarmouk, he bought piles of bread and coffee and ten cartons of cigarettes. Just as Tawfiq 
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suspected, the lockdown lasted far beyond the planned two weeks, instead stretching all 

the way until May 3rd.  

Meanwhile, the very act of learning how to move and start over also became a 

form of accumulated experience for former Yarmouk residents. Marwan lived most of his 

childhood in Yarmouk and moved with his family to central Damascus in his early teens. 

When the war started, he and his parents went to Poland to stay with Marwan’s uncle. His 

parents then moved to the United States, having had U.S. green cards since around 2000, 

and settled in California. Marwan did not have a green card at the time and therefore had 

to stay in Europe. He initially went to Sweden for three months before returning to 

Poland. He stayed in Poland for about two and a half years. However, Poland did not 

have the infrastructure to provide services and work opportunities for refugees, so he 

moved on to Germany where there were more robust resettlement and support programs. 

After three years of living and legal appeals in Germany, his claim for residency was 

denied, and he was forced to move again, joining his parents in California. He described 

to me the frustration of continually becoming accustomed to a place, making friends, 

studying and finding work only to have to move and do it all again. I asked if he ever got 

used to repeatedly starting anew. It’s like a double-edged sword, he told me: 

It's a skill that you build up, how to start a new life... like it’s a skill that you develop in 

being open-minded and starting something new... how to deal with new environments. 

Yeah, of course, I collected all this experience but when I moved here, I was really 

depressed... I already started my career in Germany. And when I moved here, I learned 

that I had to start all over. Nothing counts from what I did. Pretty much nothing counts. 

And I was depressed even before I moved because of what I went through in Germany in 

terms of dealing with the bureaucratic and governmental issues. So you get used to it, it's 

like experience and skills that you collect. But still, it's so heavy and it's traumatic. So it's 

not easy.  
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Marwan’s description of the challenges of starting over attests to the ambivalent 

and complicated accumulations that characterize iterative movement. The ability to start 

over repeatedly—to rebuild networks, to find work and to adapt to new environments—is 

a useful skill gained through experience dwelling in a number of new localities. However, 

it is a skill gained through a process that is, as Marwan identifies, profoundly traumatic 

and characterized by the accumulation of losses and lacks—lost friends, lost networks, 

lost familiarity with place and lost opportunities.  It is inevitable, therefore, that in 

addition to shaping his relationship with place, this repeated need to start over has 

reshaped, similar to Reem, his sense of self. In addition to describing the deep depression 

that comes with having to start over, he also characterized this movement as instigating 

an “identity crisis” that has stemmed from inhabiting so many different places but lacking 

legal belonging and long-term inhabitation in any one of them.  

The narratives of Yasser, Reem, Tawfiq and Marwan, therefore, demonstrate how 

the practices of dwelling that enact practical engagements with the environment can take 

less-than-material forms. However, even in their immaterial forms, these accents, 

identities, traumas and experiences constitute the worlds that these refugees inhabit. They 

do so in ways that create bonds of community, by fitting in with a local accent, and 

occasion friction, by creating disparities in resources. In her analysis of the different 

conceptions of nation and identity among Hutu refugees in Tanzania, Malkki argues that 

“the social, imaginative processes” of constituting identity “can come to be influenced by 

the local, everyday circumstances of life in exile.”37 As the preceding section has shown, 

attention to these “local, everyday circumstances” on the scale of the individual refuge 

subject reveals how life in exile enables and is shaped by material and immaterial 
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accumulations through which emplacement occurs. These accumulations emerge through 

refugees’ daily practices of dwelling, whereby their practical engagement with their 

surroundings spans from the collection, use and absence of particular identity documents 

to the learning of languages and deploying of experiences of trauma to confront new 

situations of uncertainty. Regarding language, therefore, the daily practices of dwelling 

Yasser engaged in to build community in Salt and later Amman meant adopting particular 

linguistic markers and shedding other ones, thereby constituting a particular social world 

he inhabited while reciprocally transforming his modes of acting and identifying. For 

Reem, moving from place to place meant occupying subject positions produced both via 

experiences of life in place and humanitarian practice with consequences for community 

life in the camps Palestinians from Syria in habited in Lebanon. For Tawfiq and Marwan, 

practices of dwelling that in the present day were shaped by experiences of siege and 

movement, constituted the worlds they inhabited and transformed their identities and 

their relationships to the places and people they now live among. In doing so, these 

former Yarmouk residents all became deeply imbricated with new places, with such 

attachments being manifested in the accumulations through which their social and 

material worlds are constituted.  

Household Accumulations 

Accumulations at the scale of the household hew most closely to the material 

focus that often underpins analyses of dwelling. For Yarmouk’s former residents, these 

accumulations can transcend houses across the breadth of their experienced and inherited 

movements, from lost homes in Palestine, destroyed homes in Yarmouk and 

contemporary houses in their new places of exile. These household-scale accumulations 
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can and do take the form of documents but also include the furnishings that constitute 

material accommodations these refugees currently inhabit. This section, then, begins by 

considering these material accumulations through which ties to past and contemporary 

places are enacted and demonstrated. It then shifts to considering how the household, in a 

familial sense, can also be constituted through accumulations over iterations of 

movement in ways that also enact attachment to place.  

Objects related to the house, in both material and symbolic formats, have long 

been at the center of historic Palestinian accumulations. Most notable of all is the key. As 

the previous chapter explored through Facebook posts oriented around return, the key has 

long been an important symbol of Palestinian ties to their homeland. These large iron 

keys, with which Palestinians locked their doors, in anticipation of return, before fleeing 

during the Nakba subsequently became a symbol of their right to return to their homes. 

However, it was not just keys that were accumulated and carried into exile as both 

symbol and proof. Rather, refugees also carried and maintained documents attesting to 

ownership of their homes and land. And while these objects and documents carry a 

symbolic and evidentiary character, they are also material objects. And they are material 

objects that are held onto and passed down through generations. Such intertwining of an 

object’s materiality that spans generation and their symbolic significance at the scale of 

the household recall the work of Bryant on the inhabitation of houses amid conflict in 

Cyprus.38 As Bryant shows, in instances of ongoing conflict, material objects come to 

take on significance as assertions of belonging and claims to place. They do so because of 

these objects’ temporal alterity that intersects with but is also different than the lifespan 

of the person who possesses them. Therefore, in the Cypriot context, looted objects are 
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not inert but rather signal belonging and represent claims “to a home, to a place, to a 

territory, and to a history.”39 The keys and documents from lost Palestinian homes, 

therefore, play a similar role as a claim to belonging, home, territory, place and history. 

Furthermore, given that they are passed down through generations, objects like the key 

and the house deed similarly have alternate temporalities that intersect with but exceed 

the life of the original owner.  

What the case of Yarmouk’s former residents furthermore demonstrates is that 

these inherited accumulations and joined by and intersect with more contemporary 

accumulations of similar object proofs. As Chapter One related, in 2018 the Syrian 

regime enacted a law that would seize the property of those who could not prove 

ownership before a given deadline.40 Therefore, mirroring the preservation of objects 

attesting to ownership of homes in Palestine, former Yarmouk residents have 

accumulated documents demonstrating their ownership of homes in Yarmouk. Such 

documents include formal ownership deeds, called a Green Tabu, and other documents 

like utility bills.41 Given the destruction caused by the war and the precarious forms of 

ownership that characterized many camp dwellers who could not acquire a Green Tabu, 

documents like electricity and water bills have taken on increased importance for 

demonstrating ownership. Specifically, a common form of ownership in Yarmouk was a 

notary public document, a more precarious form of ownership, the legal documentation 

of which was housed at the camp’s courthouse and therefore likely lost in wartime 

destruction, making it challenging to demonstrate ownership.42 Tawfiq told me that his 

father has held onto years of electricity bills for their Yarmouk home, even though he has 

both the Green Tabu and the notary documentation for their home and despite Tawfiq’s 
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mother’s insistence that they need only keep the most recent three bills. Once again 

asserting the iterative simultaneity of place, such material accumulations are inevitably 

tied to the longer history of accumulation that began with the keys and ownership deeds 

of Palestine. And like this broader history of proofs, the stacks of utility bills around the 

house that frustrate Tawfiq’s mother are similarly characterized by the imbrication of 

material object and claim to place identified by Bryant. 

The fact that refugees and former residents of Yarmouk are insistent on 

maintaining the accumulations described above demonstrates their active desire to 

maintain attachment and claims to Palestine and Yarmouk. However, the material 

accumulations that arose in new places of refuge like Amman and Beirut following 

displacement from Syria were more ambivalent. Indeed, the form such accumulations 

took, especially in the initial period after displacement, betrayed the fact that refugees 

would rather avoid any attachments to these new places. For the most part, Yarmouk’s 

former residents left the camp with only what they could carry, meaning they had to 

reconstitute the material accommodation of the house through dwelling in their new 

places of residence. However, mirroring the Nakba, in the early days of displacement 

from Syria, refugees’ aspirations—and expectations—were often of a quick return to 

Syria. These aspirations and expectations were manifested in the material household and 

its furnishings. Many former Yarmouk residents initially settled in cramped cheap 

apartments upon arriving in Lebanon or Jordan, unsure if or when return to Syria would 

be possible. When Yasser moved from Salt to be with his family in Amman after they 

arrived in 2012, they initially all lived in a small apartment in the Marka neighborhood in 

eastern Amman, expecting to stay one or two months. As Umm Yasser said, “we would 
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say, maybe after a month it would be okay, at the end of the month, at the start of the 

month. Like this. we didn't expect it to last like this for a long period.” After seven 

months in Marka, they decided it was time to move to a larger and more livable space and 

to enroll Yasser’s younger brothers in local schools. Tawfiq recalled a similar timeline of 

expected exile, one or two months, and therefore he and his family initially stayed with 

relatives, not expecting to need a place of their own.  

 Even when the expectation of a quick return to Syria was not met and more 

sustainable accommodation had to be found, however, aspirations against emplacement 

in places like Jordan and Lebanon were reflected in the forms that these material ties 

came to take. Early apartments were often small and cheap, and people reported buying 

used furnishings for their apartments, a decision driven primarily (but not exclusively) by 

economic considerations. In the camps of Lebanon, where work and income were 

irregular and often inadequate, used furniture, televisions and refrigerators were all 

refugees could afford. Indeed, Abed, a Palestinian from Yarmouk I met in Shatila camp in 

Beirut in 2019, was unable to afford a refrigerator for his first three years in Lebanon. But 

even Tawfiq’s family in Amman, who had citizenship and therefore could live in work 

freely in Jordan, initially invested only in second-hand furniture, because the expectation 

was that “we could go back at any time.” After six months, they decided to fully furnish 

their apartment, getting things like a refrigerator, freezer and gas stove but stuck to used 

appliances and furniture. Tawfiq indicated that the economic impetus behind the choice 

for used furnishings was multivalent. Yes, used furniture and appliances were cheaper, 

which made sense given the uncertainty of life after displacement from Syria. But 

because they were cheaper and, therefore, a smaller investment, “we could leave them” if 
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a return to Syria suddenly materialized. After three years, they decided “no, we are 

staying.” Tawfiq’s father bought the house they had been renting and refurnished it with 

new and higher quality furniture and appliances, having decided “khalas (enough), we 

will stay here.” The simple need to inhabit a livable space in Beirut and Amman, 

therefore, manifested material ties between refugees and their new places of residence. 

And while these ties were not desired or aspired for, the daily need for accommodation 

and furnishing illustrates how ties are inevitably accumulated through daily practices of 

dwelling.  

  Finally, accumulations also occurred on the scale of the household in a familial 

and kinship sense. Tawfiq, Na’el and Yasser all got married in new places of residence, 

events which also occasioned the inhabitation of new material accommodations as well. 

When I visited Tawfiq and his wife’s apartment, which was situated a few streets away 

from my rented apartment, Tawfiq explained that everything in the house was acquired in 

Amman with the exception of a few mementos that he brought from Yarmouk, including 

a pair of carved wooden elephants, a multicolored woven tray, a map of Palestine that he 

gifted to our mutual friend Yousef and a set of wooden Matryoshka dolls. These all sat on 

a shelf in their TV stand. The stand was otherwise adorned with various figurines of 

anime characters that Tawfiq and his wife had acquired from a neighborhood game and 

collectible shop whose owner they had befriended. For Tawfiq, then, familial and 

material accumulations intersected in the scale of the household in Amman.  

Yasser was an even closer neighbor, living one floor above my own apartment. 

Our formal conversations and informal time hanging out, therefore, often occurred on my 

back balcony and included our mutual friends and his wife Maryam. This was also the 
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location for my formal interview with Umm Yasser as well. In that conversation, Umm 

Yasser captured the complicated emotions that characterized her family’s departure from 

Syria and life in Amman. Umm Yasser was born near the camp in a neighborhood named 

Maydan and raised Yasser and his siblings in and around Yarmouk. She said it was 

extremely difficult to see Damascus, a place she loved, be affected by the Civil War. 

Damascus, she said, “was a really beautiful place... but at the same time,” turning to face 

Yasser’s now wife, Maryam, who was seated with us, with a tender smile, “God brought 

us here, to get to meet Maryam. That was the nicest thing.” Umm Yasser’s complex 

emotions at seeing Damascus suffer but also seeing her son meet his future wife because 

of the need to flee to Amman point to the multivalent accretions that characterize the 

accumulation of place. While there was much that was lost in their flight from Damascus 

and their lives in Yarmouk, arrival in Amman meant the fostering of new sorts of familial 

relationships that led to new forms of attachment. 

The scale of the household, then, features the transgenerational transmission and 

contemporary accumulation of objects that represented political and historical claims to 

houses in Yarmouk and Palestine. However, contemporary houses in new places of refuge 

were characterized by material accumulations that both resisted and enacted attachments 

to place. Refugees, anticipating a quick return to Yarmouk, opted for used furnishings and 

cheap apartments, that could be easily left behind when return to Syria became possible. 

However, with time, such returns became impossible, and the daily demands of life 

necessitated more sustainable and, therefore, solid material ties to their new places. The 

scale of the household also saw accumulation in less material ways, with marriages 
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leading to the constitution of new accommodations and social relations through which 

attachment to places like Amman was enacted and experienced.  

The Camp, Neighborhood and City 

At the scale of the neighborhood, camp and city, emplacement was profoundly 

shaped by the accumulation of lacks, debts and absences, making this the scale at which 

resistance to and rejection of attachment was most explicit among some former Yarmouk 

residents. At the same time, however, social relations also arose on this scale, constituted 

in arenas like school and work. This section, then, explores how absences and lacks 

shaped explicit rejections of attachment while broader networks of social relations, 

arising from things like school and work, also created city-level attachments.43  

Many of the absences that created feelings of alienation from contemporary 

places of residence and, with it, rejection of emplacement and expressions of desires for 

life elsewhere, are tied to dynamics explored at different points throughout this work. For 

example, the absence of security that characterized Yarmouk’s feza’, explored in Chapter 

Three, prompted Na’el to leave the Mar Elias refugee camp in Beirut, where he initially 

settled upon fleeing from Syria. One day during his time in Mar Elias, he arrived at the 

Fatah office where he was sleeping to find a fight brewing. A member of the pro-Syrian 

Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine-General Command (PFLP-GC) had torn 

down a poster depicting deceased PLO and Fatah head Yasser Arafat in front of a Fatah 

member. Agitated by this provocative action, the Fatah member rounded up several of his 

comrades and began suiting up for a fight. A short time later, a group of PFLP-GC 

members arrived carrying weapons. The Fatah member who had witnessed the PFLP-GC 

fighter’s transgression reached for a grenade, holding the pin in one hand and the grenade 
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in the other, and shouted “if you do not leave, I will kill you and myself.” Na’el was stuck 

in the doorway of the office building and could not escape without stepping between the 

groups. He resolved to intervene, placing his hands around the Fatah member’s hands to 

keep the pin in the grenade and saying, “I did not escape Syria to die in Lebanon over a 

poster.” The Fatah membered retorted that Na’el should never have left Syria, referring to 

the privileged life Palestinians in Syria enjoyed compared to the challenging situation of 

Palestinians in Lebanon. Angered, Na’el shoved the fighter away and escaped to find 

shelter elsewhere. A short time after this incident, Na’el left the camp to live elsewhere in 

Beirut. Other aspects of feza’’s absence also structured impressions of life in new place of 

residence which, as explored in Chapter Three, included Tawfiq’s frustration at Amman’s 

restrictive gender roles and Yasser’s confusion at the mutual animosity that situationally 

arose between Palestinians and Jordanians. Such absences, then, gave rise to feelings of 

alienation from these places and expression of desires for alternative futures elsewhere.  

In addition to the alienation caused by the absence of the values of feza’, 

Palestinians from Yarmouk found challenging infrastructural and economic 

circumstances in Beirut’s Palestinian camps. In contrast to Yarmouk’s wide main streets, 

with room to drive and park, and its robust infrastructure integrated with the rest of 

Damascus, Beirut’s camps are characterized by overcrowding, decaying and dangerous 

infrastructure. Most notably, these camps’ tangled power lines offer only intermittent and 

expensive electricity and become dangerous hazards in the rainier months of the year. 

Furthermore, the lack of legal and regular work, combined with the high cost of living in 

Beirut, produced unfamiliar forms of precarity for Yarmouk’s former residents and 

caused the inevitable accumulation of debts. In summer 2019, well before Lebanon’s 
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currency crashed and 1,500 Lira could still be exchanged for one US dollar, Mahmoud 

explained his monthly expenses to me. He paid $320 in rent, $20 for non-potable water, 

$20 for drinking water, $7 for the intermittent state electricity, $50 for a generator 

subscription and $25 for his and his father’s cell phone bill; $472 total. They received 

$100 plus 40,000 Lira per family member per month from UNRWA, which at the time 

added up to $260, less than his rent and a shortfall of $212 per month before accounting 

for food and things like medical expenses. In contrast, Yarmouk was recalled as a robust 

economic center and, while not everyone was very well off, the low cost of living and 

goods meant that one could live comfortably on a modest salary. The challenges to 

simply scrape by in Beirut, which meant searching for whatever day labor could be found 

and taking on debt, caused these former Yarmouk residents to lament the loss of stability 

they had enjoyed in Yarmouk.  

It should not be surprising, therefore, that given these absences and the alienation 

they engender, many of Yarmouk’s former residents explicitly reject attachment to these 

localities and express the desire to live elsewhere. When I said goodbye to Mahmoud and 

his friend Mohammad in summer 2019, I told them I would like to reconnect when I 

returned for my full year of fieldwork in fall 2020. They agreed, on the condition they 

were still in the country. Both were desperate to get themselves and their families to 

Europe, but the cost and risk were both prohibitively high. I never did return to Beirut for 

fieldwork and therefore was unable to reconnect and see if they remained in Lebanon. 

However, for many former Yarmouk residents like Mohammad and Mahmoud staying in 

their current place of refuge is their only possible option, with return to Syria unsafe and 

migration elsewhere impossible. Amid such instances of “involuntary immobility,”44 
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notions of attachment do not take on the positive valence of affective belonging. Rather, 

attachments to place become burdens from which refugees cannot extricate themselves. 

Therefore, even as they reject attachment and aspire for life elsewhere, they are stuck 

engaging in dwelling and experiencing accumulation in their contemporary place of 

residence. Accumulating place, therefore, offers a slightly different take on questions of 

intention and aspiration among people on the move. Placemaking is often cast as an 

agentive process by which migrants or refugees actively seek ways to establish long-term 

stability and belonging in a new place of residence. For example, Mbodj-Pouye defines 

emplacement as “the way a group or an individual carves out a space that comes to be 

thought of and lived in as own’s own,” and draws on Lefebvre’s concept of the right to 

the city to explore West African migrant’s efforts at asserting their belonging to the foyers 

of Paris.45 While active, intentional attempts at belonging certainly arise in the broader 

history of Palestinian refugees from Yarmouk, attachments to places of exile are often 

discursively rejected, seen as undesirable and or consciously avoided. Such rejections 

arise from the political stakes of claiming attachment to exile among Palestinians but also 

are engendered by the absences, lacks and debts accumulated in encounters with and life 

in cities like Amman or Beirut explored above. In other words, emplacement occurs 

inevitably through daily life in a given place, regardless of intentions around 

emplacement or long-term inhabitation.  

However, even amid these discursive denials and aspirations for life outside of 

their current city or camp of residents, some inevitable accumulations can bring about 

experiences of community. Specifically, social relations can arise from school, work and 

life within a city, neighborhood or camp of residence. As Fabos shows, the act of 
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engaging in social obligations forms a core process by which attachments to cities 

emerge.46 I met Tawfiq through those social relations that he had accumulated since 

fleeing Yarmouk via a mutual friend named Yousef who I had known from my previous 

time living in Amman. In the course of their first conversation back in 2015, Tawfiq 

recalled a line of poetry from Palestine’s national poet Mahmoud Darwish. Anan 

answered with another Darwish poem and they became fast friends. As I observed in 

Chapter Three, Tawfiq had even taken to referring to Yousef as khayya in our group 

conversations about Yarmouk. The familial interpellation was not just linguistic, however. 

Tawfiq said Yousef played some roles that he would normally expect a brother to play, 

such as teaching him to drive and participating in his wedding. Tawfiq also told me that 

during this period, when he completed his university studies and subsequently started 

working, he was able to meet more friends and build wider social networks. He also 

works and volunteers with Palestinian refugee communities in the city, through which he 

has built further connections. Therefore, even as Tawfiq denied his sense of belonging to 

Jordan, he has built a community of friends, in addition to getting married, that constitute 

social attachments to the city.  

Reem also accumulated social relations and, through them, attachments to her city 

of refuge through work and volunteering. In Sidon, she founded a performing arts group 

not only for Palestinian refugees from Syria but also for Palestinians from Lebanon and 

Syrian refugees. The group held workshops on debke (traditional Palestinian dance), 

theater, break dance and singing, practicing on the city’s corniche and putting on public 

performances. Speaking on a panel I attended in 2018, she described the members of the 

group as a family and said that being involved with the group connected her more 
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strongly with the host Palestinian community in Lebanon. She related how when she first 

arrived in the country, she primarily associated with Syrian refugees. However, being part 

of a group primarily for Palestinians and focused on Palestinian culture and history made 

her feel her Palestinianness. In her Sidon apartment in 2019, the walls of which were 

festooned with photographs from the group’s performances and activities, I asked her 

about the relative level of belonging she felt in Lebanon compared to Syria. She noted 

that she and her family had a hard time finding a good place to live in the country, with 

people unwilling to rent to refugees from Syria, charging exorbitant rates or kicking them 

out so they could rent their apartment for more money. She was happy with the apartment 

she lived in in Sidon when we last met and the owner did not mind Reem running her 

group out of the home. But she said the neighbors flatly refused to associate with her. We 

discussed how this was so starkly different from Syria and Yarmouk where, as discussed 

in Chapter Three, the values of feza’ obligated visits and mutual recognition. But despite 

all these challenges and changes, she told me that she had built a strong sense of 

attachment to Lebanon and, more specifically, Sidon. She once thought about living in 

Tripoli in Lebanon’s north but quickly changed her mind, feeling that after seven years in 

Sidon, “I feel like I belong here... I feel I am part of this society” and that “every time I 

leave for a week or ten days, I miss Sidon. I want to come back.” She acknowledged that 

she might be a special case among Palestinians from Syria in Lebanon, who, as discussed 

above, face immense marginalization and severe economic hardship and therefore might 

not feel the same level of emotional attachment to a place like Sidon. But for Reem, her 

involvement with her group in Sidon helped forge attachments to her new place of 

residence.  
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Therefore, the city, neighborhood and camp emerge as a scale through which both 

hardship and forms of community are experienced and accumulated. For many refugees, 

particularly in Beirut where camp conditions and economic circumstances are particularly 

challenging, the overwhelming desire is to reject attachment and find futures elsewhere. 

However, for many of these refugees, leaving the city is simply not an option and 

therefore attachments emerge, material and otherwise, that they would rather do without. 

However, the city scale also sees the emergence of more positively valent ties. I have 

focused on Tawfiq and Reem’s specific narratives here but most former Yarmouk 

residents that I have gotten to know have, in the decade since their displacement, 

accumulated social relations in new places of refuge that have forged attachments. 

Therefore, even amid less-than-desirable circumstances, the need to get on with life 

necessarily results in accumulations that are shaped by and shape forms of attachment to 

place.  

One comment from Tawfiq sums up the contingent, incremental and non-linear 

path by which ties emerge through the accumulation of place across all of these scales. In 

a conversation where we discussed the parallels between the events of the Nakba and 

those of Yarmouk’s depopulation and destruction, Tawfiq described his position after 10 

years in Jordanian society in terms of a child’s upbringing: 

I had a life, a whole life in Syria, and like that [snaps] I have nothing and I'm here. I have 

the Jordanian nationality and it's very useful and I am a very lucky person to have this 

thing. But I didn’t live [in Jordan before 2012]. So it's hard. I don't have connections. I 

couldn't be like, oh I need a job and here are 100 offers for me. It’s hard to find a job... 

People when they look at me and are like ‘you don't have a car?’ People, I'm here, I'm 

just ten years old. I'm young! ‘Oh, you don't have a stable job?’ I'm ten years old. I've just 

been here for ten years. And in those ten years I did a lot. Because I have new friends and 

I have a new life and I have new experiences and I have new things. And it's really like a 

baby to ten years old. 
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As Tawfiq describes, the upheaval of displacement is characterized by a severing 

of social ties and a loss of life in a place that is well-known, familiar and saturated by a 

multitude of material and immaterial attachments. Arrival in a new place of refuge means 

trying to reconstitute these ties and relationships and navigating those things that are 

familiar and those that are wholly new—a process that puts Tawfiq out of sync with and 

temporally behind people his age who have long lived in Amman. That is, unlike those 

who have had thirty years of practical engagement with their surroundings in Amman to 

constitute worlds full of social, economic and material accumulations, Tawfiq had to start 

later and therefore has only accumulated so much. Accumulation of place, therefore, is 

not an overnight process, but one that depends on the slow accumulation of various 

things material, like housing, a car or a source of income, and immaterial, like friendships 

and other social ties at various scales. As these scales overlap and crosscut, furthermore, 

accumulations at one scale, such as a passport, enable accumulations at others, such as 

the ability to work legally and, with it, forge other forms of relationships. It is through 

such accumulations, positive and negative, desired or unwanted, which emerge via the 

necessary daily practices of dwelling that attachments to new places of refuge emerge.  

 Multiple Attachments  

As this chapter has illustrated, accumulations, both experienced and inherited, at 

the scale of the individual (including passports, residency permits, ID cards, languages, 

experiences and identity categories), the household (including objects, proofs, furnishings 

and families) and the city (including debts, alienations and social networks) arising 

through daily practices of dwelling across iterations of displacement have coalesced to 

produce a multitude of attachments to a constellation of places distributed across time 
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and space. These include Palestine as homeland, Yarmouk as a place of significance and 

Amman and Beirut both as contemporary sites of inhabitation or transitory stops on the 

way through further places in Europe and the United States. As a result, scales like 

individual, household and city are not nested and discrete. Rather, even the most 

individualizing document, like the passport, for example, is situated in and shapes 

movement and attachment across a broad geography that exceeds not only the camp and 

the city but the bounds of the nation as well. Therefore, while Yarmouk’s former residents 

are not quite “transnational villagers”47 moving through circuits to and from discrete 

places across national boundaries, they have accumulated and experienced attachments 

that are distinctly transnational in form. Such multiplicities of attachment, while 

understood to be normal for members of many national communities situated in 

“transnational social fields”48 and experiencing “translocal place,”49 are profoundly 

politically fraught for Palestinian refugees. These political stakes arise from the ongoing 

struggle for Palestinian liberation and the possibility of return.  

In the context of this struggle, the opponents of Palestinians’ political and refugee 

rights take any expression of attachment to place outside the homeland as evidence that 

these refugees have jettisoned their ties to Palestine. Indeed, due to this context, I was 

met at times with skepticism of my attempt to study the constitution of attachments to 

Yarmouk, primarily by Palestinians not from the camp, however. The most concrete 

example of this was when a Palestinian friend from Jordan sent me a brief clip of Edward 

Said meeting Palestinian refugees in Lebanon from a 1983 British television program 

entitled The Shadow of the West.50 In the clip, Said asks one woman if she intends to 

return home. She answers in the affirmative, emphatically. He asks what will she do with 



294 

 

her house in Lebanon—will she simply leave it? Yes, she answers again, it’s not her 

house, “it’s just temporary.” He asks how long she has lived there. For 16 years, she 

replies. “16 years and it doesn’t feel like your home (beitik)?” No, she replies, “my home 

(beiti) is Palestine and my land is Palestine.” The clip ends there. My friend sent it 

without any accompanying message and therefore it is difficult to know exactly what he 

intended to convey. But given our previous conversations and the specific content of the 

video, it is hard not to see the video as a direct repudiation of the motivating questions of 

my research. Yarmouk (or any other place of exilic residence), the clip suggested, is 

simply temporary. It cannot be a place of belonging; Palestinian refugees belong solely to 

Palestine.  

It is easy to understand the impetus to insist on an exclusive tie to Palestine and 

the rejection of attachment to spaces of exile given the history of the Palestinian refugee 

community. As Chapter One illuminated, discussions of permanently resettling 

Palestinian refugees occurred from the moment that Palestinians became refugees. When 

UNRWA was established, its stated goal of refugee self-sufficiency through major works 

projects was aimed at permanently settling Palestinian refugees outside of their 

homeland. Furthermore, Israel has categorically refused the right of Palestinian return, 

advocating permanent settlement abroad and plans like reconstituting Jordan as a 

Palestinian state. Any sign of Palestinian attachment to a space of exilic residence, 

therefore, can be, and often is, read by opponents of Palestinian return as a repudiation of 

attachment to Palestine and therefore an automatic rejection of the right to return.  

It ought not be surprising, therefore, that Palestinian refugees who hold to a future 

vision of liberation and return would be skeptical of studies into attachments to places 
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elsewhere. While I am deeply sympathetic to this skepticism, it is important to speak to 

the varied ties that Palestinians carry in addition to attachments to Palestine. As Allan 

shows in her vital work on the Shatila Palestinian refugee camp in Beirut, academics do 

no justice to the contemporary experiences of Palestinian refugees by casting them as 

living in suspended animation awaiting return. Such a limited focus, no matter the intent 

of supporting Palestinian national aspirations, makes it impossible to account for these 

refugees’ contemporary struggles and places of belonging and attachment in exile.51 The 

rubric of accumulation, therefore, highlights how the emergence of new places of 

attachment (some of which may even become places of significance) arise in addition to 

and combination with places of significance like Palestine as homeland, rather than 

replacing it. In doing so, accumulation seeks to accommodate the political concern with 

which Palestinian refugees treat discussions of exilic attachments by emphasizing 

multiplicity rather than replacement. But also, the concept casts Palestinian refugees’ 

multiplicities of attachment as completely ordinary rather than understood as either a 

threat to national aspirations or a rejection of them.  

An illustrative view into both the multiplicity of accumulated places among 

Yarmouk’s former residents and the ordinariness of these multiplicities can be found on 

the Facebook pages explored in previous chapters. As I discussed at the end of Chapter 

Three, efforts at maintaining Yarmouk’s obligations for collective support shifted to 

Facebook groups following the camp’s depopulation. These pages often post 

congratulations for students graduating from schools at all levels on the occasion of these 

events. These photos show how those Yarmouk residents who fled to Sweden, for 

example, have embraced the numerous traditions associated with high school graduation 
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in the country. A significant annual event in Sweden, graduation celebrations involve the 

donning of sailor caps and specific dress codes: white for women and suits for men. 

Graduates are greeted outside of the school by family holding the graduating student’s 

baby picture on a large placard and family and friends distribute toys and stuffed animals 

for graduates to wear around their necks. The day also includes a parade through town on 

the back of a truck. Myriad photos from numerous Yarmouk Facebook groups share 

photographs of graduates wearing the customary Swedish garb, donning necklaces 

featuring the color of the Swedish flag, and standing alongside parents holding their baby 

pictures. But they often also are draped in or are carrying Palestinian flags and kufiyyas 

or with sailor hats perched on top of the headscarves of those who wear hijab. 

Furthermore, the captions that accompany these photos also often name the city or village 

in Palestine from where each graduate hails, the fact that they are a son or daughter of 

Yarmouk camp and the name of the Swedish city they currently inhabit. These photos, 

therefore, represent a very literal manifestation of accumulation, both material and not. 

By depicting individuals festooned with visual markers of Palestinian national identity 

and Swedish national traditions, and geographically identified with their origin village in 

Palestine, their camp in Syria and their city in Sweden, standing among friends made at 

school and celebrating degrees achieved, these photographs represent an illustration and a 

manifestation of the process by which attachments emerge over practices of 

accumulation. Such attachments span scales and national boundaries, furthermore, 

constituting worlds that expand well beyond the binary of place of origin and place of 

refuge to instead encapsulate a lifetime of movement and the accumulatiosn that 

characterize it. And rather than showing the replacement of ties to place, these 
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photographs reveal how accumulations interact, intersect and create layered, multiple and 

palimpsestic ties to place.  

This idea of adding to rather than replacing attachments arose most explicitly in a 

series of conversations with Marwan and his father. As was detailed above, the journey 

that eventually brought Marwan to California included time spent in Poland, Sweden and 

Germany. His father, Abu Marwan, shared some of this journey, traveling to Poland from 

Syria and then moving to the United States. In our first conversation, Marwan, who is 

studying to be a filmmaker, told me about a short autobiographical documentary film he 

had recently produced. He spoke about how he used this project to explore the challenges 

he felt in reckoning his identity:  

There had to be a theme and the theme was identity crisis, what identity is. Well, I 

struggled with that. The last 10 years, being a Palestinian born in Syria but don’t have a 

Syrian citizenship, and I moved to Europe first in Poland. Then I moved to Germany, and 

then I moved here... From every stage to stage, from every country to country, your 

identity was seen as your documents. But I don’t feel that identity is like this and this was 

the theme of the movie. My identity is Palestinian or Syrian or European, every culture 

affected me. That is identity: all together, not a paper. 

 For Marwan, then, who had to deal with his lack of citizenship wherever he 

sought refuge and had no formal document attesting to a legal tie to any place he 

inhabited, attachment was about more than a passport. Instead, he told me,  

My identity is like the people I met and all those places. My identity is the Polish guy 

who I met in Poland, as it is the people I met in Yarmouk Camp. It's not like it's one or 

another. It doesn't have to be this way. So all the people you met, it's all the experiences 

you had. This is your identity, right?... I came to a conclusion that, well, I'm not either/or. 

I don't have to be.  

 Marwan’s experience of moving from place to place, accumulating the material 

and immaterial, therefore fundamentally reshaped the way he saw himself, the 

communities he understood himself to be a part of and the ways he found himself 

belonging to various places. After my initial conversation with Marwan, I spoke to his 
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father. During our conversation, Abu Marwan remarked “I’m Palestinian, period 

[Falastini wa noqta] now. At some point I was a Palestinian-Syrian but now I am just a 

Palestinian, period. Even though I have United States citizenship.” While he did not 

explicitly explain what he meant by “Palestinian, period,” his contrasting it with formerly 

being “Palestinian-Syrian” points to an understanding of identity tied to situatedness in 

place. The loss of his situatedness in Syria meant the absence of that part of his self-

identification. In the absence of that lived experience in Syria, he saw himself as simply 

Palestinian. Marwan was not on the phone for this discussion with his father. But he 

heard this phrase from the other room. In a follow-up conversation, he told me he 

disagreed with his father’s characterization. For him, “Palestinian, period” could not 

capture the full breadth of his experience. He was by no means denying his Palestinian 

identity but rather said that if he only claimed Palestinianness, it would mean “I wasn't 

able to learn anything from the places or to gain any experience from where I have been... 

For me, being just Palestinian, period means I wasn't able to gain anything from the 

places I have been to.” For Marwan, then, his sense of self and experience of place 

depended on all of the attachments he had accumulated over his life of movement.  

My goal in relating these series of exchanges with Marwan and his father is not to 

suggest that one is right and the other is wrong about how to understand their identities, 

their relationships to Yarmouk or their relationships to Palestine. The point is that 

regardless of whether Abu Marwan claims belonging to a place other than Palestine, his 

experience of movement results in a form of accumulation precisely of the sort that his 

son describes. Indeed, his assertion of once being Palestinian-Syrian and now being just 

Palestinian demonstrates the way that movement from place to place, and the 
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accumulations that characterize this movement, shaped his understanding of himself, his 

identity and his relationship to the various places he has inhabited. As Marwan suggests, 

therefore, iterations of movements are characterized by accumulations: gaining 

experiences, friends and perspectives. These were not necessarily accumulations he 

sought. He described his experience as a series of coincidences: it was a coincidence his 

uncle lived in Poland, a coincidence that he was assigned by Germany’s refugee system 

to Berlin and a coincidence that his parents moved to California. Nor did he minimize the 

losses, traumas and difficulties he faced. But he felt he could only understand himself and 

his experiences in terms of the various things he accumulated. As he stated in his short 

film, “identity is not documentation but more like belonging to the places we’ve been to, 

to the people we have met, to the experiences, to the coincidences and [their] 

consequences. That’s what makes our identity.” Such a sentiment encapsulates and 

underscores the significance of accumulating place as a process by which attachments to 

and experiences of place emerge over lifetimes of movement. Places and the people who 

move through them are not bounded and inert but rather co-constitutive and experienced 

iteratively and simultaneously. That is, as people like Marwan move through and attempt 

to make lives in various places, they constitute the worlds they inhabit through practical 

engagements with their surroundings that lead to accumulations, material and immaterial, 

desirable and unwanted. Through these accumulations, across time and space, 

experienced and inherited, a constellation of attachments to place emerges across 

transnational geographies—attachments that do not replace or compete with one another 

but rather overlap and intersect, shaping dynamic experiences of emplacement.  

 Conclusion  
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As the varied lives of Yarmouk’s former residents show, therefore, the rubric of 

loss is not sufficient to understand the experiences, identities or relationships with place 

among those refugees undergoing iterations of displacement. Each of these individuals 

certainly has experienced and inherited profound loss—the loss of social and kinship ties, 

capital, places of significance, feelings of safety and security and much more beyond. 

However, their movement from place to place has been characterized by various 

accumulations as well. In exploring the lives of migrants living in Tangier waiting for the 

chance to continue their journeys northwards, Bajalia argues that this time spent in places 

in between is not idle. Rather “this time spent waiting fosters new claims to belonging 

and political identity” whereby “languages are learnt in ways that speak to sedimented 

histories of labour migration across North and West Africa. Religions are adopted and 

abandoned, and emergent forms of community transcend political, religious and ethnic 

boundaries.”52 While Yarmouk’s former residents are not all anticipating or aspiring for 

further migration, all have spent time in a number of localities that, like Bajalia observes 

of his interlocutors, reshape these refugees and the worlds they inhabit and similarly lead 

to the acquisition of skills, instances of community and forms of identity.  

This chapter has explored how such transformations are enacted through the daily 

practices of dwelling, whereby the need to get by and make lives in new places of refuge 

enact and are shaped by various forms of accumulation. These accumulations, which 

include things inherited from previous generations and acquired from lived experience, 

take material and immaterial forms. Disaggregating these accumulations by scale reveals 

how individual accumulations (identity documents, residency permits, languages, skill 

and experiences), household accumulations (the material house, its furnishings and the 
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families that inhabit them) and the city (absences, lacks, debts and social and professional 

networks) combine to foster attachments to these places of residence, across transnational 

geographies, even when such attachments may not be desired. In doing so, these 

accumulations illustrate the precise means by which attachments to new places of refuge 

of attachment emerge and how these new attachments are shaped by deeper histories of 

accumulated attachments to place that refugees inherit and carry through their 

movements. Such accumulations, furthermore, constitute the social and material worlds 

these refugees inhabit as well as reciprocally transforming the subjects doing the 

accumulating. Concluding this chapter where it began, therefore, when Nasrallah relates 

the Palestinian legend that “God creates people out of two kinds of soil: soil of the place 

where they were born and soil of the place that they will die,” the experiences of 

Yarmouk’s former residents make clear that a lifetime of movement leads to the 

accumulation of further bits of soil along the way. And it is through these accumulations 

and their intra-actions that notions of self, community and attachment to place are 

reshaped and reconstituted.   

Finally, as my expanding of Nasrallah’s legend emphasizes, these accumulated 

bits of soil are not experienced independently but constitute the iterative simultaneity of 

place. Therefore, the intersection and co-constitution of all these accumulations 

demonstrate the dynamic relationality that constitutes places of significance. Because 

significance arises and transforms as people pass through, inhabit and inherit places, 

encounters with new places and the emergence of attachments to them inevitably reshape 

understandings of and relations to past places of significance. For example, inheritance at 

the individual scale from prior places, like ID cards and passports, shape contemporary 
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instances of accumulation by helping to structure the forms of emplacement that are 

available or legally limited. Furthermore, the clashes that emerge at the city scale of 

accumulation are fundamentally shaped by these refugees’ experience of life in Yarmouk 

which was made significant through very different sorts of communities and economic 

situations. These previous instances of significance, therefore, shape refugees’ attempts at 

(or resistance to) contemporary instances of emplacement as well as fostering the sort of 

nostalgic recollections of previous places of significance that were explored in Chapter 

Three. Therefore, attachments to Palestine and Yarmouk are no more inert than the people 

who experience them. Rather, as these former Yarmouk residents move to, encounter and 

accumulate new places, the understanding, manifestations and expressions of attachment 

to this broad geography of places of significance are iteratively and simultaneously 

experienced as dynamic and changing, shaped by contemporary circumstances, memories 

of the past and aspirations for the future.  
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Conclusion 

Many Places 

 In Chapter Four, I related a comment from Tawfiq that emerged as we discussed 

how aspirations for return to Palestine and return to Yarmouk intersected and overlapped. 

In explaining this overlap, Tawfiq told me “it's not possible for me to see Yarmouk except 

as a neighborhood (hara) of Palestine... by geography, the camp was in Syria but by 

history, the camp was in Palestine.” Taken at face value and removed from the context of 

iterative movement that is elaborated in this dissertation, it is easy to offer an 

interpretation of Tawfiq’s statement of the sort that Allan critiques in her work on 

Palestinian refugees in Lebanon.1 Such an interpretation would see Tawfiq’s statement 

that Yarmouk is part of Palestine as driven by hegemonic national narratives, 

understanding refugee lives as only oriented towards the homeland and therefore 

presenting these refugees as living in suspended animation awaiting return. However, 

Tawfiq continued: “I was born in Yarmouk, but I am from Palestine, so I am in two 

connected states, two connected places.” Furthermore, this conversation occurred in 

Amman, a third place, one in which Tawfiq holds citizenship. In another discussion, 

Tawfiq linked these three places explicitly, stating that he is Palestinian by identity, 

Jordanian by citizenship and Syrian by belonging. Apprehending this multiplicity, then, 

makes it impossible to understand Tawfiq’s comment about Yarmouk’s links to Palestine 

as an attempt to fix refugee lives and experiences of place in sole relation to the 

homeland. Rather, his comment suggests intersection and interconnection, whereby 

experiences of one place (Yarmouk) shaped and constituted attachments to another 

(Palestine). To discuss, yearn for and reevaluate these attachments as he makes a life in a 
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new place of refuge, furthermore, adds a third connected state to Tawfiq’s experience, a 

third connected place (Amman).  

As Tawfiq’s statement makes clear, therefore, places are not made and 

experienced in isolation. Rather, attachments, experiences and practices of place that may 

at first seem oriented to a single contemporary place of residence in fact overlap with, 

constitute and transform an entire palimpsest of places accumulated over movement. This 

intersection of people, movement and place is what I have termed the iterative 

simultaneity of place. And it offers another interpretation of Tawfiq’s statement that does 

not rely on casting refugees as only looking at place through the past. Rather, it shows 

how places are experienced simultaneously as each is made and remade in relation to the 

others. This simultaneity is of course uneven—not all places carry the same weight in the 

palimpsest. But even amid these variabilities in the relative significance of these places, 

they come to be constituted and reconstituted continually and in concert with one another. 

Through Tawfiq’s embodied and inherited iterations of movement, therefore, Yarmouk is 

in Palestine as Palestine is in Yarmouk, Yarmouk and Palestine are in Amman and 

Amman is in Palestine and Yarmouk. Each of these places is made and remade at once. 

Simultaneous Significances  

In exploring the iterative simultaneity of place, this dissertation has focused on 

Yarmouk as its central axis. However, by analytically centering the experience of iterative 

movement and following work on Palestinian refugees (and communities and peoples 

more broadly) that point to multiple attachments,2 it has sought to understand this axis of 

Yarmouk as it constitutes and intersects with the broad constellation of attachments that 

its former residents have fashioned through inheritance, experience and aspiration. As the 
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preceding chapters have demonstrated, Yarmouk was prominent in this constellation of 

places, emerging as a place of significance, whereby it came to matter to those who 

inhabited, passed through and inherited it while carrying weight in relations with broader 

geographies. This dissertation, then, has illuminated this process (how Yarmouk came to 

carry significance) and the nature of this relationship of significance (what precise 

significances emerged). And it has shown how these significances shaped and were 

shaped by the entire constellation of places Yarmouk’s former residents have accumulated 

simultaneously.  

As the Introduction related, refugee camps are not supposed to become places of 

significance. They are instead supposed to be temporary spaces for the humanitarian or 

biopolitical management of people out of place and are not meant to convey upon their 

inhabitants any sort of political identity or affective attachment.3 However, over time, 

Palestinian camps and camps elsewhere have indeed transformed into places of 

significance for residents and non-residents alike. As the first chapter explored, for 

Palestinian camps, this significance was tied to their status as symbolic markers of 

connection to the homeland, offering a political claim about the status of their inhabitants 

and the rights of these inhabitants to return to their homeland.4 This political and 

symbolic significance for most Palestinian camps arose in the context of UNRWA's 

attempts to eliminate these camps by permanently resettling their inhabitants in host 

countries. This threat to the camps, and the threat to the right to return that these plans 

represented, helped recast Palestinian camps as a manifestation of the political rights and 

symbolic status of the refugees that inhabited them. As Chapter One illuminated, 

however, Yarmouk’s political and symbolic significance emerged somewhat differently. 
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Constructed not by UNRWA but by the Syrian government institution dedicated to aiding 

Palestinian refugees, PARI, Yarmouk arose not as a form of emergency shelter in the 

immediate aftermath of the Nakba. Instead, it emerged some years later as a means by 

which to provide sustainable housing for Palestinians crammed into crowded and 

substandard shelters across Damascus. From its initial founding, therefore, Yarmouk was 

constituted as a specifically Palestinian place but one made from materials that in other 

contexts, such as UNRWA’s proposed works plans, would be taken to signal resettlement. 

Yarmouk, however, was not premised on the modernist teleology of these UNRWA plans, 

whereby the construction of houses was understood to set refugees on a path that would 

deprive them of their refugee status and, with it, the right to return. Yarmouk’s residents, 

therefore, could build and inhabit the camp without fear that this act of building and 

inhabiting would spell the end of their political status. This founding premise, the co-

constitution of refusal to jettison ties to Palestine and emplacement in Damascus, enabled 

Yarmouk to emerge as a place of political and symbolic significance as a Palestinian 

place and economic, administrative, demographic, social and political significance for the 

rest of the capital and even across the region.  

This founding premise, furthermore, shaped the form that Yarmouk would come 

to take. As Chapter Two explored, Yarmouk was remembered and experienced as both a 

refugee camp and a city. Each of these statuses, which coexisted as they arose 

situationally and relationally, mattered for former residents, imbuing Yarmouk with 

different manifestations of significance. Yarmouk’s status as a camp, defined as a 

spatialized collectivity oriented around an origin point elsewhere, was a place where my 

interlocutors could feel and come to build their sense of attachment to Palestine. These 
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feelings of affective, symbolic and political significance arose via things like ties to the 

homeland manifested in the built environment through iconography and naming 

practices. But in addition to these forms of belonging and identity that arose from the 

iterative simultaneity of place, Yarmouk’s camp status also emerged from situational 

stigmatization and temporally bounded exception, which eventually led to the camp’s 

siege and destruction. Yarmouk’s city status also mattered for residents, creating an 

experience of place characterized by an abundance of material goods, institutions and 

social classes but one that was deeply integrated into Damascus through the movement of 

people and goods, infrastructural networks and urban planning. The camp’s eventual 

depopulation and destruction, however, demonstrated the duality and synchronicity of 

these two statuses. Specifically, even Yarmouk’s city identity could not insulate the camp 

from being rendered exceptional during the civil war. Meanwhile, Syrian government 

plans are attempting to strip Yarmouk of its camp identity, depriving it of its status as a 

spatialized collectivity through intensifying integration into Damascus.  

As Chapter Three illuminated, furthermore, this particular camp-city duality was 

vital for the constitution of another manifestation of significance: Yarmouk’s community. 

Prompted by the unsettled relationship with place that required the establishment of 

Yarmouk and the experience of life in a place marked out, symbolically and politically, as 

different from the host country, community in Yarmouk was ordered around an obligation 

to provide mutual assistance to fellow members through practice. However, due to 

Yarmouk’s city status, which, through broadly dispersed urban relations drew in a 

heterogeneous population with differences of class, education, political persuasion and 

nationality, this obligation to provide assistance crosscut such forms of difference and 
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spilled out beyond the formal boundaries of the camp. Following Tawfiq, I termed this 

collective enacted through the practice of providing mutual aid feza’, which describes the 

impetus to find refuge in community due to refugees’ unsettled relationship with place. 

Upon displacement from Yarmouk, the significance of refuge in community became all 

the more clear in its disappearance, as refugees came to inhabit new places where they 

found feza’ absent. Reflecting the iterative simultaneity of place, therefore, nostalgic 

narratives of feza’ in Yarmouk intersected with contemporary experiences of its lack. 

Through such narratives, the significance of feza’ in Yarmouk was deployed by former 

residents as a means by which to reckon with the (sometimes acute and violent) 

consequences of its absence in places like Amman and Beirut and also became a way to 

seek alternative presents and futures.   

The intersection of contemporary practices and the constitution of multiple 

simultaneous places also emerged through digital technologies. The end of Chapter Three 

considered, for example, how Facebook pages provided a space where nostalgic 

narratives of feza’ and its contemporary enactment, albeit in a limited form. As Chapter 

Four illuminated, digital media also provided a means by which Yarmouk itself was 

constituted via the iterative simultaneity of place. These Facebook pages, and other 

digital media, afforded the constitution of a form of Yarmouk through posts about the 

camp’s past. Yarmouk-specific Facebook pages, therefore, shared old photographs of 

camp landmarks that, combined with Facebook’s features like tagging and commenting, 

enacted a form of digital copresence that produced a sense of Yarmouk’s location, locale 

and sense of place in the present. These manifestations of digital placemaking, therefore, 

enabled forms of meaning to be ascribed to Yarmouk despite its destruction and 



311 

 

depopulation in the present. Additionally, further evincing the iterative simultaneity of 

place, these posts, through the use of Nakba language and imagery, positioned Yarmouk 

as part of a broader geography of Palestinian dispossession. In addition to creating 

parallel narratives of loss, these posts evoked mirroring forms of aspiration between 

Yarmouk and Palestine as the camp too became an object of calls for return. Such return 

aspirations drew on but also made distinctions with the language and symbols that 

characterize calls for return to Palestine. In light of the political significance of return to 

the homeland, posts offered Yarmouk as a step on the return to Palestine rather than the 

last destination for the journey. However, as reflected by the comment from Tawfiq at the 

start of this conclusion, the distinction between return to Palestine and return to Yarmouk 

was difficult to parse, co-constituted, as these locations were, by the iterative simultaneity 

of place. Furthermore, in yet another resonance between Palestine and Yarmouk, returns 

to each rendered stark the limits of digital placemaking. Such returns could only be 

temporary sojourns to places that were transformed beyond recognition and no longer had 

the significances that had come to make them matter for former residents.  

 Finally, as Chapter Five explored, the practices that manifest in the iterative 

simultaneity of place also are the means by which attachments to new places of residence 

are necessarily accumulated. That is, through the necessary daily practices of dwelling 

required to make lives in new places, various forms of material and immaterial 

accumulations arise that manifest forms of material and immaterial attachments to place. 

These accumulations are part of deeper histories of Palestinian accumulation, whereby 

documents and objects became material and symbolic axes through which to assert 

claims to the homeland and the right to maintain residence in places of exile. Such 
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accumulations were also passed down through generations, enacting attachments to 

Palestine and, through things like citizenship or its absence, shaping the ways that 

contemporary practices of dwelling are carried out. Therefore, accumulations at various 

scales arise from these refugees’ “practical engagement” with their “surroundings,”5 

engagements that include but expand beyond the material dwellings that they constitute 

through their inhabitation. Identity documents, residency papers, languages, skills, home 

furnishings, kinship relations, social relations and debts are all accumulated through this 

daily practice which manifested, with or without intention, in the constitution of works 

and the accumulation of place. This accumulation of place is both shaped by the iterative 

simultaneity of place (whereby things carried from past places mediate encounters with 

these new places) and adds to it (by constituting further places to the palimpsest through 

which the iterative simultaneity manifests). Therefore, if the iterative simultaneity of 

place arises from iterations of mobility and associated attachments, accumulating place 

illustrates the means by which such attachments emerge.  

 As these chapters show, therefore, understanding experiences of place among 

refugees must look beyond the homeland and even beyond the homeland-host country 

binary. Rather, it is necessary to look also at the “plurality of in-between spaces”6 that 

refugees accumulate over a lifetime of movement as simultaneously constituent of their 

experience of place. By apprehending this iterative simultaneity of place, it is possible to 

understand how practices in one place shape experiences of and attachment to a whole set 

of places. The concept of iterative simultaneity of place, therefore, holds both 

methodological and epistemological significance. Methodologically, it requires 

considering displacement from a far more capacious lens, looking for and considering the 
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multiplicities of movements and the attachment to place these movements engender. 

Epistemologically, it requires analyzing how these multiplicities of places interact, 

overlap and coalesce in the production and experience of geographically and temporally 

dispersed places. It is through such a methodological approach and associated 

epistemological insight that the stakes, consequences and fundamental ordinariness of 

iterative Palestinian movement can be apprehended. That is, for Palestinians, the ongoing, 

century-long, political struggle and 75-year experience of displacement do not constrict 

experiences of place around the homeland but necessarily manifest a broad geography of 

places that matter, simultaneously.  

 Ordinary Iterations  

 There is a risk, given the specific experiences faced by Yarmouk’s former 

residents, of seeing the iterative simultaneity of place as a solely Palestinian refugee 

phenomenon. Indeed, the context of an ongoing liberation struggle, the widespread 

statelessness and lack of a national homeland, the long-extant and numerous refugee 

camps and the repeated loss of places of refuge due to new instances of conflict, while 

each not unique to the Palestinian refugee community, coalesce to foist upon Palestinian 

refugees a particularly challenging relationship to place in the 75 years since the Nakba. 

However, while the constellations of factors above may inflect Palestinian movement in a 

somewhat distinctive way, the experience of moving repeatedly and, in doing so, 

encountering new places and building attachments to them in reference to an 

accumulation of previous places, is a common experience among people on the move 

more broadly. Indeed, the heart of the anti-sedentarist literature advanced by scholars like 

Malkki, Gupta and Ferguson, Appadurai and Clifford is that refugees are not an 
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exceptional category but one instance of a broader reality that all communities are formed 

in relation to movements and flows. Iterations of place are, therefore, rather ordinary for 

many individuals and communities who are not refugees.  

Of course, these sorts of movements are experienced differently, with different 

levels of precarity and vulnerability for different communities. But the experience of 

making place in reference to other places encountered through multiple movements can 

be seen among refugees, internally displaced people and transnational migrants who all 

have cause to move through multiple places in search of sustainable refuge and 

livelihoods. Furthermore, armed conflict is not the only way that places of significance 

are depopulated and destroyed. Natural disasters like earthquakes and wildfires can 

destroy whole towns. And while towns and cities can theoretically be rebuilt after conflict 

or disaster, albeit by no means completely recreating what once was, other forms of 

displacement and destruction are yet more permanent. Cerna estimates, for example, that 

in the last two decades of the 20th century, 200 million people have been permanently 

displaced from their homes to make way for development projects like dams, urban 

clearance and road building.7 As Turton points out, these “forced resettlers” displaced by 

infrastructural projects “have no choice about leaving their homes and cannot entertain 

the slightest hope of returning to them.”8 In each of these cases—facing conflict, 

engaging in iterative movement across transnational circuits, enduring disaster and being 

forced to move in the face of development projects—those on the move must encounter 

and accumulate new places and must do so amid the loss of a place of significance from 

which they were removed. In such instances of movement and the loss of former places 
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of significance, contemporary, former and aspirational future places all likely intersect 

and mutually constitute one another for these people on the move.  

Palestinian Recurrences  

If the loss of places of significance and the experience of the iterative simultaneity 

of place is not unique to Palestinian refugees, recent events demonstrate such experiences 

often recur across the Palestinian experience. Much of this dissertation has been written 

concurrently with Israel’s ruinous assault on the Gaza Strip, which the International Court 

of Justice found on January 26th, 2024, could plausibly amount to genocide.9 The levels 

of destruction in north Gaza by the end of November 2023 had exceeded the destruction 

witnessed by Dresden during the Second World War.10 As of late December 2023, 70% of 

Gaza’s homes have been damaged or completely destroyed.11  

There have been days where it was extremely difficult (and days where it was 

completely impossible) to drag myself away from social media feeds depicting the mass 

destruction, death and devastation of this assault to continue writing. However, in the 

context of this dissertation, what was so striking about these images was not just how 

horrifying they are (and they are horrifying beyond comprehension) but also how familiar 

they are. That is, photographs of streets flattened wholesale, starving people massing for 

aid and bodies scattered in streets were all similar to images I had observed of Yarmouk 

in the context of its siege and destruction.  

Like with Yarmouk, therefore, what we are witnessing amid this genocide is the 

wholesale erasure of places of significance and of those processes and relations that made 

them significant to their inhabitants. The vast majority of Gaza’s population, 1.7 million 
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out of 2.2 million people are refugees. 80% of that population is displaced again and 

whole cities, neighborhoods and camps have been erased through strikes or by controlled 

demolition.12 Therefore, just like with the destruction of Yarmouk, those places in which 

people had come to know and be attached to their parents’ and grandparents’ places of 

origin in other parts of Palestine are now similarly destroyed. Lifetimes of accumulations 

that constituted homes in these cities, neighborhoods and camps have been completely 

erased as people have fled south only with what they could carry. And those forms of 

community that had made these places meaningful have also undergone profound rupture 

amid mass death, destruction and displacement. We do not as yet know what will become 

of these lost places of significance. Furthermore, amid the horrifying losses and traumas, 

it is difficult to know what else will be accumulated. However, it is certain that much will 

have been irreparably lost. And memories of what these places were will intersect with 

the collection of places these many times-displaced refugees have already accumulated. 

Places will be rebuilt and significance will reemerge. But the forms these places will take 

will inevitably be constituted through a deeper history of place and movement that, as 

Gaza shows, can happen again and again.  
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