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About Lebanon Support

Lebanon Support is an action-oriented
research centre. Itis a multidisciplinary space
creating synergies and bridging between
researchers, experts, civil society actors,
and activists. Lebanon Support aims to
foster social change through innovative uses
of social science, digital technologies, and
publication and exchange of knowledge.

Our action-oriented programmes:

* Daleel Madani: the civil society network
[daleel-madani.org]

o Cuwil Society Knowledge Centre: online research
and information platform on civil society
and public action issues [civilsociety-
centre.org]

e Civil Society Incubator: tailored mentoring
and support [csincubator.lebanon-

support.org]

About the Civil Society Review

Published by Lebanon Support, the Civil
Society Review emphasises cutting-edge and
critical transdisciplinary analysis in a wide
range of topics relevant to social sciences.
It offers a novel space where academics and
practitioners converge to discuss theories
and reflect on practices. It demonstrates a
variety of perspectives through dynamic,
historicised, and processual approaches
to reflections on civil society action, and
strategies in the region.

While we acknowledge the polysemy and
controversy behind the concept of “civil
society”, and the often elusive opposition
it displays, we are committed to producing
original literature that both offers a reflection
on civil society, particularly its contentious
role and autonomy, as well as creates
knowledge for what we hope can constitute
tools for action and social change in the
region. In this vein, the Civil Society Review,
grounded in empirical research, aims at
contributing to a theoretical production
adopting a comparative approach among
countries in the region and elsewhere. It
hence focuses on the creation of a knowledge
space for epistemological debates, theoretical
usages, as well as empirical methodologies.
The Civil Society Review produces
evidence-based research and analysis, and
disseminates findings and recommendations
to promote civic engagement, shape policies,
and stimulate debate within civil society
spheres. In addition to its editorial board,
the Civil Society Review draws expertise
from practitioners, experts, researchers,
and policy makers. First published in print,
the Civil Society Review is made available
online at a later stage.

For more information, visit: lebanon-
support.org
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Introduction

This special issue aims to challenge the way in
which migration is “governed” in the Middle
East and Turkey. Migration governance
entails the “norms and organisational
structures which regulate and shape how
states respond to international migration.”!
The concept is generally employed
normatively; it is believed to be inherently
good and useful in enabling states to resolve
migration “problems,” related to refugee
“crises” for example, in the most efficient
way possible.” Indeed, much practitioner
and academic literature generally focuses
on which characteristics constitute “good

governance,” “bad governance,” or “good
enough governance.” Good, or good
enough governance would be a prerequisite
for economic and political development,
whereas bad governance practices (such
as corruption, lack of transparency, or
limited accountability, among others) would
indicate a state’s “lack of development.”* In
fact, perceived bad governance in Middle
Eastern countries and Turkey, similar to
some other countries in the “Global South,”
would indicate “weakness” of states that are
“unable” to impose their will to societies.®
For this reason, these states are subjected to
stricter controls, more rigid interventions,
and an explicit political reform agenda
through which transnational actors —
generally from “developed” countries —
can pass their normativities, with little
regard to local contexts. These judgements
contribute in concealing power dynamics

1 Alexander Betts, “Introduction: Global Migration Governance,” in Alexander Betts (ed.) Global

Magration Governance, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2011.

2 Antoine Pécoud, Depoliticising Magration. Global Governance and International Migration Narratwes, Hampshire,

Palgrave, 2015.
3



that underlie the governance of migration.
Furthermore, they fail to question who has
the ultimate decision-making power and
legitimacy to determine the ground rules
of what constitutes good governance.

While the term “migration governance”
can be used in a less-normative manner, to
describe existing patterns of cooperation,’ it
nonetheless presents several limitations. For
example, relying on Westphalian notions on
state sovereignty, the state is often analysed
as a “unitary rational actor with functioning
policymaking and bureaucratic apparatuses,
clearly defined national borders, and a
coherent sense of national identity.”® In
reality, however, whether in the Global South
or North, rationality is rarely the only notion
informing policy making: government tiers
and political actors may adopt varying
stances on migration governance, which
more often comes down to an accumulation

of ad hoc policies, that eventually may or may
not accumulate into a coherent framework.

Moreover, the concept of migration
governance oversees the fact that in many
Middle Eastern contexts, notably following
Palestinian, Iraqi, and Syrian displacement,
states initially adopted a lazssez-faire migration
governance strategy: the “governance of
no governance.”” Arguably, an absence of
strategic decision-making could indicate a
state’s passivity, or even indifference, towards
migratory phenomena —whereby it cannot
be denied that, in reality, states in the region
host millions of refugees,'’ unlike many
countries in the Global North. However,
a lack of coherent migration governance
strategies could also be analysed as a soft-
power approach, as a means to implicitly
serve political agendas —which can include a
securitisation of migration policies, financial
support, the externalisation of European



borders, or accession to the European

Union (EU).

Some scholars, however, have contested
whether international migration can in
fact be controlled, at all,'' or emphasise
states’ lack of power to implement migration
policies."” Others even point out the
counterproductive effects of seemingly

“tightened governance,”"

which overlooks,
for example, the fact that interrupting
circulation flows rather increases the
permanent settlement of foreigners. This
“now or never” migration can capture
individuals in their host country, but,
moreover, can push them into situations
of irregularity."* Increased restrictions in

migration policies furthermore tend to

11

overlook the de facto dependence on an
informal labour sector, or the emergence
of unofficial — if not criminal — broker
mechanisms, which often engage migrants
in exploitative structures.”” Academics,
adopting a Marxist approach towards
migration governance, highlight the
fact that migration governance can feed
into exploitation through processes of
racialisation, labour subordination, class
formation, and discourses on “illegal

916

aliens,”'® as will be argued by Souad

Osseiran in the Postface of this issue.

Alternatively, the concept of “multi-
level migration governance” challenges
normative definitions of States as the
main actors in migration governance and

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2003-01-01/borders-beyond-control [last accessed

on 20 April 2020]

2 James Hollifield, op.cit., 2004.



considers alternative approaches to state-
society relations,'” as it entails a system of
continuous negotiation, whereby governance
authority is not only dispersed vertically
among state actors in different governmental
tiers, but also horizontally, across non-state
actors, such as civil society, or security
assemblages.'® Although this architecture
indeed seems better fit in Middle Eastern
and Turkish contexts, given that it captures
hybrid forms of governance between state
and non-state, or formal and informal
actors, it should be noted that the different
levels are by no means clearly definable,
but rather indicate a complex migration
regime. Importantly, multi-level migration
governance nevertheless assumes a top-down
approach, and appears to focus on formal
initiatives over informal ones.

On the one hand, it can be argued that
multi-level migration governance facilitates
a fragmented governance framework,
which arguably serves states’ interests.'”
On the other hand, whereas states are in

charge of facilitating mechanisms through
which refugees and migrants have access
to territory and protection, states’ actions
are themselves, contingent on trends on
“imperial collapse and decolonisation;
idealies of developmentalism; and the global
rise of deregulation and commodification”*
— and are therefore increasingly shaped
by transnational actors (e.g. international
donors). State power is then being
progressively redeployed away from national
entities to intra- and supranational ones.

Further, a variety of state and non-state
actors receive monetary funding by
international donors to provide services
for refugees and migrants. In the associative
sector, which provides services typically
offered by states, this not only created a
market economy, reinforcing dependency
structures on international donors,?!
but “trapped” civil society actors in
implementing roles, as well.?? States, in
that case, navigate between the anticipation
of (or even dependence on) foreign funds,



while trying to maintain their sovereignty.
In turn, migrants become passive recipients
of services that are envisaged for them,
rather than actively being involved or
represented in decision-making processes.
Lastly, exceeding this neoliberal doxa,
academics note migration governance also
as “ameans of forcibly constituting national
populations in an attempt to create ethno-
religious homogeneity,”** or, for example, to
enforce “affiliation” with regimes in power.

In an attempt to challenge how “governance”
materialises in reality in the Middle East
and Turkey, this issue goes beyond binary
oppositions of “good” or “bad” governance
in “weak” or “strong” states, but rather
questions the mere perception of “crises”
that need top-down management.The
10 papers included stem from a variety
of disciplines, theoretical backgrounds,
and research methods. The majority of
papers revolve around the experiences of,
or interventions targeting Syrians, who
constitute the most recent and substantial
group of displaced in the Middle East and
Turkey. Some papers examine Palestinian
or Kurdish migratory experiences, as well.
The individual trajectories, as well as

organisational interventions and responses,
are analysed in geographical spaces of the
Middle East (Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt),
Turkey, as well as some European countries
(including Denmark, Germany). Lastly, this
issue also takes into account the experiences
of other migrants, such as domestic and
construction workers.

As will be argued below, all papers, both
explicitly or implicitly, challenge the way
in which migration is governed in the
Middle East and Turkey. They explore
how, at all levels, agency is articulated,
shaped, and continuously adjusted in
migration processes. In doing so, they bring
to the forefront a rather complex, dynamic
aspect of power relations and hierarchies
between actors at various levels. As such,
although the outline of this issue is organised
through different levels of analysis (namely
subnational, individual, and national or
supranational, respectively), it by no means
intends to present them as distinguishable
levels of migration governance. Instead, it
seeks to explore the nature of interactions
between the levels, and the way in which
actors engage in networks of governance,
as part of a complex reality.



Rethinking Top-Down Hurmanitarianism:
Roles and Constraints of Solidarity
Networks and Local Level Interventions

The first section of this issue challenges the
top-down character of local level initiatives
by humanitarian and faith-based actors,
in their effort to “govern” migration. It
explores how some initiatives, upon closer
scrutiny, seem to perpetuate structural
inequalities, thereby defeating their self-
proclaimed purposes. Lewis Turner, for
example, highlights how refugee men,
particularly single men, do not seem
to be the focus of most humanitarian
organisations in Za’atari camp in Jordan.
His paper explores humanitarian workers’
understanding of Syrian men and
masculinities as a “challenge,” and argues
that humanitarian actors’ work can center
around their own values and understandings
of “vulnerability,” rather than the priorities
of refugees. In doing so, humanitarian
interventions can perpetuate inequalities
of power and social injustice.

Existing or emerging networks of
solidarity, which often remain invisible and
understudied, would present alternatives to

humanitarianism. Going beyond the logic
of victimisation prevalent in humanitarian
interventionism, such (in)formal networks
and shared social spaces® in which migrants
and refugees actively participate, generally
provide for more horizontal relations of
mutual support, and can play important
roles in their integration into host societies.
Towards this end, Michael Kaplan argues
that shared modes of association, such as
religion, can offer generative insight into
processes of agency and emplacement
among refugees, and can shape relationships,
new forms of identities, and solidarities. As
such, he steers away from victimising aid-
provider and aid-receiver relationships, but
emphasises these networks’ fluctuating roles
and responsibilities.

However, the role of religion or ethnicity as
unifying factors should not, by any means,
be glorified or idealised. By analysing the
daily struggles, aspirations, and longings of
Syrian Kurdish migrants in Turkey, Adnan
Kegi and Saygun Gokariksel demonstrate
how the formation of solidarity relations
between internally displaced Turkish Kurds

and recently arriving Syrian Kurds is not

https://www.ijurr.org/

spotlight-on/the-urban-refugee-crisis-reflections-on-cities-citizenship-and-the-displaced/refugee-refugee-

relations-in-contexts-of-overlapping-displacement/



at all a straightforward process. In fact, it
1s a process full of tensions, dilemmas, and
challenges, arising from social differences
and hierarchies of class, gender, and
ethnicity. In the same vein, Zeynep Sahin
Menciitek highlights the shortcomings
of interventions, even when local and
refugee-led, as she explores the mechanisms
and strategies used by Syrian faith-based
actors, and their interactions with Turkish
authorities in order to “prevent violence.”
Her case study of Sanhwurfa, a Turkish
border city, illustrates how Syrian faith-based
actors, in their attempts to reduce tensions,
can implicitly serve the Turkish state’s
priorities of controlling Syrian presence,
rather than actively negotiate in setting
priorities to advance Syrians’ access to rights.

Nevertheless, although the papers in this
section acknowledge the increased influence
of non-state actors, none of the papers
received analyse challenges experienced by
activists, grassroot movements, institated
resistances, and mobilisations — whether they
are operating from their host country, home

N

country, or in transnational dimensions
between both. It would be interesting, in
further research, to consider how these
initiatives are rooted in society, how they
relate with their “beneficiaries,” and whether
or not they manage to inform institutional
or policy reform.

Lives and Trajectories of Migrants:
Negotiating, Subverting, or Resisting
Restrictive Contexts

The second section in this issue centers
around the impact of restrictive migration
“governance,” policies, or a lack thereof,
at the individual level. Using a variety of
participatory research methods, the papers
explore refugees’ and migrants’ everyday
struggles and negotiations in settling in
varying host countries, and place these in
larger contexts of consecutive displacement,
or “permanent temporariness.”

Indeed, when analysing migration
governance, it is essential to acknowledge
migrants as autonomous individuals® that
have aspirations, needs, and desires,”” who,



moreover, develop mechanisms to navigate
or resist restrictive migration policies.
Towards this end, the papers of Mette
Edith Lundsfryd Stendevad and Ruba Totah
present narratives of displaced Palestinian
women from Syria (Lundsfryd Stendevad)
and Syrian and Palestinian Syrian artists
(Totah) who migrated across the Middle East
and Europe in order to navigate structural
discriminative settings in different national
contexts. In this sense, Lundsfryd Stendevad
and Totah, while highlighting migrants’
continuous struggle to negotiate the right
to belong in a host country, as well as the
right to return to their home countries,
are no exception. However, Lundsfryd
Stendevad reveals how such challenges
can reverberate over multiple generations,
and can be juxtaposed by intersecting
challenges of being stateless, female, and
refugee. Totah, instead, emphasises on
processes of “home-making,” by illustrating
how cultural institutions and relational
dynamics come together and influence
disentanglement processes from prior social
networks and political understandings. As
such, she underlines the significant role
that subnational actors can play in shaping
migrants’ experiences.

At the same time, migrants’ strategies and
practices of negotiation and resistance may
challenge established orders of knowledge,
and clash with logistical rationalities of
governance systems managing the terms
and conditions for refugee inclusion into
the host society.”® Towards this end, Jennifer
Gordon, through a discussion with Alia
Hindawi, an advocate for the rights of
migrant and refugee workers in the Middle
East, explores interactions between the kafala
(migrant sponsorship) system, and formal
and informal structures on the transnational,
national, subnational, and individual level
—1in order to fully understand exploitative
structures engaging migrant workers in
Jordan. Importantly, Hindawi argues that
allowing the civil society actors a bigger space
to operate, as well as increasing accountability
of international financial institutions and
multinational firms, could contribute to
counter the exploitation of migrants.

Lastly, the section shed light on the limited
extent to which migration policies, as well as
local level interventions, take into account
diversity of individual motivations and
trajectories within wider macro-social
structures based on ideologies, religion,



class, gender, or ethnicity.* However, while
the papers illustrate how migrants adjust
their trajectories in order to “integrate”
in host communities and how agency is
produced, they merely hint at the existence
or emergence of informal structures.
Similarly, the (unjintended effects of broker
mechanisms on the integration process, as
well as a critical re-evaluation of the concept
of “integration”deserves more attention in
further research. In order to deconstruct
victimising or criminalising narratives on
migrants and refugees, it is worthwhile
to further investigate how migrants and
refugees construct their own narratives and
forms of knowledge in new spaces.

Navigating (Supra)National Agendas:
Contlicting Priorities and Bargaining Power
The third and last section of this issue
provides insight into the significant role of
transnational actors in shaping migration
“governance.” Scholars have emphasised the
need to renounce general conceptions of the

“migration state”

which are predominanty
suited to advanced liberal democracies,

and urge to consider alternative forms of

migration management regimes outside the
Global North.”" As such, rather than feeding
into “weak state” perspectives, in which
states in the Global South would depend
on supranational financial support from the
Global North, the papers in this section, by
Nefise Ela Gokalp Aras and Clothilde Facon,
instead, illustrate governance modalities
in which state and non-state actors can
interact, thereby challenging normativities
of migration governance and dominant
assumptions on what constitutes a “weak”

state.??

Importantly, they emphasise the dynamic
character of emerging power relations
between subnational, national, and
supranational institutions, that is contingent
on changing contexts over time. Gokalp Aras
sheds light on recent changes in Turkey’s
border governance, and highlights how non-
state actors, such as (I)NGOs, have assumed
changing roles in border management
processes. Nonetheless, she questions to what
extent non-state actors, mainly ()NGOs, are
given space to operate, as they are mainly
delegated to deliver the “care” functions
by implementing service provisions, while



the state retains “control” functions of
regulation. This illustrates how non-state
actors have to navigate the limitations of
freedom of association, and (shrinking)
spaces for civil society.

In contrast, Clothilde Facon argues
how states, in fact, can capitalise on the
governance of refugee “crises,” and gain
bargaining power in negotiations with
supranational actors. She highlights the
change in these interactions, by analysing
the refugee response in Lebanon in terms
of reception, employment, education, and
return. In doing so, her research challenges
the traditional conception that “structural
inequality inevitably underpins North-South
relations,” by demonstrating a multifaceted
relationship between the state and the
supranational agenda, revealing a complex
interplay of gain and losses on both sides. In
this case, evolving dynamic power relations
emerge whereby states are able to challenge
supranational agendas.

Whereas both papers shed light on ways
through which policies adopted in the region
have managed people on the move, little
significance is paid to the extent to which
they are in accordance with human rights.
Moreover, the emergence of assemblages,
and how these might be informed by
clientelist practices — for example based
on ethnic, primordial, sectarian, or other
identities — remains unexamined.

Localised Knowledge Production
in the Global South: The Need for
Grounded Analyses

The cross-cutting theme in this special issue
appears to be the emphasis on mechanisms
through which (non-)state actors in the
Middle East and Turkey challenge top-
down migration governance strategies —
be it humanitarian interventions, national
state policies, or the supranational order.
Importantly, the papers illustrate that in
reality, networked modes of governance exist
in which a pluriformity of actors interact,
and continuously negotiate their roles in
society. Hence, the issue calls for a broader,
less normative, and bottom-up perspective
on migration governance, in which the
articulation of agency processes at all levels
remains central.

Towards this end, the papers of Kaplan,
Sahin Menciitek, and Kegi and Gokariksel
highlight the role of solidarity networks
in creating more equal support systems at
the local level, and invite revisiting their
challenges and constraints. Other papers,
instead, focus on the individual strategies
to navigate increasingly restrictive contexts
(Lundsfryd Stendevad, Totah, Gordon), or
illustrate how states interact and negotiate
with supranational bodies (Facon, Gokalp
Aras). These findings, at least to a certain
extent, favour more grassroots, tailored,
and locally grounded interventions over
global initiatives, and invite to rethink



“weak” state perspectives. This issue thus
argues for a re-evaluation of migration
governance strategies at the supranational
level, with more careful attention to the
national, local and individual levels and their
caveats. This underlines the importance of
local knowledge production in the Global
South. In particular, knowledge produced
using participatory research methods, could
provide a space for the displaced to voice
their experiences and priorities, and inform
sound policy-making,

Indeed, currently, there are over 70 million
forcibly displaced individuals world wide,
of which 84% live in the Global South.*
The Middle East and Turkey are currently
both the largest source and largest recipients
of refugees globally.** Yet, most migration
theories and subsequent policies are
almost exclusively derived from studies in
“advanced,” high-income countries in the

Global North, with a favourable bias towards
liberal democratic states.” Thus, findings
cannot be transferred to current realities
in countries of the Global South. Some
concepts have largely assumed migration
from developing to developed countries,
as is the case for push and pull factors,*
for facilitators and barriers of integration,
or for theories about migration drivers —
whereby migration is explained by wage
differentials.’” As such, in essence, they fail
to shed light on the integration of migrants
into “developing” countries, or South-to-
South migration.*

Indeed, there are differences between the
Global North and Global South that ought
to be considered in terms of migration
management, networks of governance,
border enforcement, rights protection
regime, level of formality-informality,
and different histories of migration.”” As

https://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html

https://www.fmreview.org/middle-cast-cfa



migrant and refugee realities are entangled
with and reflect on the existing social,
economic, and political transformations
taking place in both receiving and sending
countries,” there is a need to place migrants
in the larger context of life in the Middle
East and Turkey. Yet, this region has only
recently joined the multitude of empirical
testing grounds for migration concepts and
theories. Local input, too often, remains
invisible in the global migration debates,
public discourses, and academic literature.
Although this topic in itself deserves a
new discussion, this could be attributed to
limited research funding and training in the
region, and funding from abroad generally
appears to be geared towards production of
reports, rather than in-depth analyses and
theory development. Therefore, this special
issue is particularly invested in furthering
efforts in localised knowledge production
and providing an exchange platform for
emerging researchers.

In this vein, in order to contribute to more
nuanced conceptualisations of migration
governance, and to bring theories in
migration studies into dialogue with local
contexts and South-South migration, Souad
Osseiran’s Postface paper outlines how

the status of refugee is formulated due to
different histories of migration and state
formation in the Middle East and Turkey,
and explores the ways in which migrants’
and refugees’ presence is portrayed as
“permanently temporary.” In the process,
she ties the multiplicity of statuses developed
for migrants, but more importantly, the
conditions of presence for refugees, to
the underlying labour market relations
impacting Syrian refugee presence. Here,
unpacking refugee incorporation into
local economies as surplus labour serves
to highlight the economic underpinnings of
migration and asylum policies and politics.
In light of this context, she argues that
the Syrian refugee presence in countries
across the Middle East and Turkey has
been constituted as temporary, tying their
position as a precarious and exploitable
labour power.

This issue seeks to challenge migration
governance as theorised in the Global
North, by exploring the nature, roles, and
limitations of actors involved, the top-
down character of initiatives, underlying
power dynamics, and agency produced at
all levels, with particular attention to local
contexts in the Middle East and Turkey. As



such, the issue underlines the importance
of contextualised knowledge-production,
that is grounded in local contexts, with
specific attention to bottom-up and grassroot

nitiatives.
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This paper critically engages with Turkey’s
refugee governance by offering insight into
the daily struggles, aspirations, and longings
of Syrian Kurdish migrants living in the
inner-city neighbourhood of Demirkapi,
Istanbul. It aims to sketch a multifaceted
Kurdish geography of displacements beyond
nation-state borders and to show how social
differences and hierarchies of class, gender,
and ethnicity shape greatly the experiences
of the groups living in the neighbourhood.
The paper is based on an ethnographic
field research that consists of first-hand
observations, conversations, and 25 semi-
structured in-depth interviews with Kurdish
migrants. The emplaced, ethnographic
research is particularly promising to
understand the daily lives of migrants and
their multi-layered history of displacement
and migration within and across borders.
This history, we underscore, is not a past
history, but one that unfolds in the present,
within the current social hierarchies and
in the midst of the ongoing crises in Syria
and Iraq that poignantly shape the feelings,
expectations, and memories of the Kurdish
people currently living in Demirkapr. Each
life trajectory, that we briefly describe,
involves a strenuous effort to establish a
relatively stable and enriching life under
the precarious conditions of ongoing crises
and authoritarian neoliberal capitalism.



With its more than 3.5 million Syrian refugees, Turkey is often hailed as the world’s top
refugee hosting country. Of all the cities in Turkey, Istanbul accommodates the largest
number of Syrian refugees, close to 600,000. These numbers still only include “registered”
refugees and do not count migrants from other countries such as Iraq and Afghanistan.'
However, the large number of Syrian migrants does not simply translate to their public
visibility and active participation in the political life of the city or the country. Located
predominantly in low-income neighbourhoods of Istanbul, Syrian migrants are often
excluded from the rest of Istanbul, which puts them in a specifically vulnerable position
under the precarious conditions of authoritarian neoliberal capitalism and nationalist
politics of security.

The civil society organisations, closely cooperating with the state, tend to reproduce
the vulnerability and marginalisation of Syrian migrants. Embracing the language of
humanitarianism or neo-Ottomanism, which construes Syrian migrants as “guests,” these
organisations and state agencies construct a hierarchical relationship with the migrants.
In this relationship, the migrants mainly figure as victims in need of protection or saving
or as mere recipients of “hospitality,” the special social services envisaged for them. In
either way, the migrants are largely constructed as passive subjects, who are supposed
to be only temporarily in Turkey and do not belong to the national polity.? Thus, their
lives, aspirations, and sentiments are not important considerations. Instead, important
considerations are rather their sheer number, the statistical information collected by
state agencies in order to “manage” them more efficiently and swiftly through top-down
policies, and various projects of “integration,” assimilation, or deportation.

This paper critically engages with this type of refugee governance by offering insight into
the daily struggles, aspirations, and longings of the Syrian migrants living in the inner-
city neighbourhood of Demirkapi, Istanbul. This ethnographic focus on the urban daily
life of Demirkap1 harbours some surprises. When we started the research, we realized
that Demirkap, in fact, has brought together Kurdish migrants from Efrin3 in northwest
Syria, and Kurdish people from Bitlis in Turkey’s Kurdistan, who had been forcefully

1 Didem Damg and Dilara Nazli, “A Faithful Alliance Between the Civil Society and the State: Actors and
Mechanisms of Accommodating Syrian Refugees in Istanbul,” International Mugration, 2018, Vol. 57(2), p. 143-157.

2 Ihid.

3 Efrin region is one of the three main Kurdish enclaves in Syria together with Kobané and Jezire. It is
historically known as Kurd Dagh (Kurdish Mountain), a name from Ottoman times. Ciyayé Kurménc is
its literal Kurdish translation and how Efrinis widely call it. Efrin is the main town in the region which is
composed of 360-366 villages. Throughout, we employ the Kurdish names the research participants use for
'''' at the end of the cities (e.g.: Efrini, Bitlisi) to denote the
residency and origin of people in and to that city..



displaced in the 1990s, as a result of the intensified war between the Turkish state and
the PKK (Partiya Karkerén Kurdistan — Kurdistan Workers’ Party). Our ethnographic
focus gradually became centred on the “unexpected” encounter of these different
Kurdish migrant groups, long divided by the sovereign territorial borders of the Turkish
and Syrian nation-states. We realized that underneath the seemingly “recent” so-called
refugee problem stood a long history of displacement and dispossession, experienced by
the Kurdish people within and across various nation-state borders in the Middle East.
After decades of separation by those borders, how did those Kurdish groups relate to each
other in the specific urban space of Demirkapi? What were the challenges and possibilities
of that encounter? How did the social differences and hierarchies of class, gender, and
religion play out in their social relationships and daily lives? In what ways do the Turkish
state and civil society organisations shape these relationships?

In exploring these questions, we first suggest unpacking monolithic categories such as
“Syrian migrants,” which mask the social differences or inequalities of class, gender,
ethnicity, and religion that divide the migrants and mark the social worlds which they
inhabit in Turkey. Second, the paper critically evaluates dominant nation-state centred
approaches to refugee or migration studies. Instead of taking the nation-state territorial
border as given or natural, we think that it is crucial to focus on the historical social
relations of power underlying it. In our study, we aim to problematize the nation-state
territorial border by framing the Syrian Kurdish migrants’ experience within the long
history and geography of Kurdistan. This is not to deny the importance of nation-state
borders in dividing the people and shaping their identity. Instead, we want to understand
how different kinds of borders, both material and symbolic, play out in the daily lives of
the migrants. In doing so, we attend to similar critical approaches to refugee studies that
focus on border practices*. Finally, we suggest that the emplaced, ethnographic research
1s particularly promising to understand the daily lives of migrants and their experience of
the multi-layered history of displacement and migration within and across borders. This
history, we underscore, is not a past history, but one that unfolds in the present, within
the current social hierarchies and in the midst of the ongoing crises in Syria and Iraq
that poignantly shape the feelings, expectations, and memories of the Kurdish people
currently living in Demirkapi.

The article consists of two major sections. The first section provides a brief overview of
the histories of migration and displacement, which intersect with each other in Demirkapa.
It also outlines the fundamental features of the refugee governance led by the Turkish
state authorities.

b Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson, Border as Method, or the Multiplication of Labor; Durham, Duke Uni-
versity Press, 2013; Prem Kumar Rajam, “Refugees as Surplus Population: Race, Migration and Capitalist

Value Regimes,” New Political Economy, 2018, Vol. 23(5), p. 627-639.



The second half of the paper offers ethnographic insight into the lives of a few Kurdish
migrants from Syria in Demirkapi. Through this focus, we show how two Kurdish
groups, namely from Syria and from Turkey, relate to each other in the specific space
of the neighbourhood and deal with the challenges they face in different spheres of life,
especially in the informal labour and housing market. Social differences and hierarchies
of class, gender, and ethnicity shape greatly the experiences of these groups, as they
struggle to form solidarity relations and make a living. Each life trajectory that we briefly
describe involves a strenuous effort to establish a relatively stable and enriching life under
the precarious conditions of ongoing crisis and authoritarian neoliberal capitalism.

Since the very beginning, the displacement of Kurds has shaped the history of forced
migration in Turkey and the way in which state authorities govern it. Istanbul occupies a
special place in this history. Although, since the 1960s, Turkey has been mainly regarded
as an emigration country, particularly of labour migration to Europe®, the country has
increasingly become “a regional hub for receiving continuous flows of forced migration®”.
More recently, since 2011, Turkey has become a transit country for migrants heading to
Europe, although, in practice, it has been functioning as an asylum country, mainly for
refugees from Middle Eastern countries’. The first and only large-scale arrival or “mass
influx” of refugees before the Syrian Civil War was that of the Kurdish refugees from
today’s Kurdistan Region of Iraq between 1988 and 1991, which Kemal Kirigci suggests
“amounted to almost half a million” registered refugees. Upon such incidences, Turkey
developed the Asylum Regulations in 1994®%. Turkey’s recent military incursion in the
Kurdish regions of Northern Syria and Iraq has also shaped its migration governance by
increasingly employing security measures and even waging a “war on irregular migration.”

The Kurdish people in Turkey have been subjected to systemic political violence,
dispossession and impoverishment since at least the foundation of the Turkish Republic’.

5 Stephen Castles, Hein De Haas and Mark J. Miller, T#e age of mugrations, New York,Palgrave Mac-
millan, 2014.

6 Nergis Canefe, “Management of irregular migration: Syrians in Turkey as paradigm shifters for
forced migration studies,” New Perspectives on Turkey, 2016, Vol. 54, p. 9-32.

7 Kemal Kirigci, “Turkey: A country of transition from emigration to immigration,” Mediterranean
Politics, 2007, Vol. (12)1, p. 91-97; Deniz S. Sert, “From skill translation to devaluation: the de-qualification
of migrants in Turkey,” New Perspectives on Turkey, 2016, Vol. 54, p. 97-117.

8 Kemal Kirigel, op.cit., 2007,p. 95.

9 Onur Giinay, “In war and peace: Shifting narratives of violence in Kurdish Istanbul,” American



The situation of Kurds in Syria does not differ much. The post-French mandate history
of Syria was characterized by anti-Kurdish state policies, which in 1962 reached the
point of termination of citizenship rights of 120.000 Kurds living in the Jezire region,
on the pretext that their residency in the country since 1945 was not proven'.

While there were no instances of declared violence, the systemic impoverishment of Kurds
led to (forced) migration — one of the most frequently used ways for states to dismantle
“counterinsurgencies” in the region. This pattern can also be observed in the case of
the Syrian Kurds, who were displaced to Syria’s larger cities. Similarly, Turkish Kurds
were forcibly displaced, due to the counter-insurgency war in the Kurdish provinces of
Turkey. This resulted in the deprivation of their main livelihoods. In the early 1990s,
during the war between the PKK and the Turkish army, many Kurdish people were
forced to become “village guards” in their villages. Those who refused had no other
option but to leave their war-torn villages and join the working-class in the metropolitan
cities of Western Turkey, especially Istanbul. In the 1990s, approximately 4000 villages
and smaller rural settlements were evacuated. While the official statistics indicate
370.000 displaced people, numbers given by independent humanitarian organisations
vary between one to four million people''. As such, Istanbul has always been a city of
immigrants. Moreover, unlike the migration waves before the 1990s, these waves were
less circular and more permanent migrations in nature.

All of the Turkish Bitlisi interviewees in Demirkap are from those villages, which until
today are still subjected to armed conflicts. Starting as early as 2012, the displaced
Kurds from Syria also “chose” to live in the predominantly Kurdish neighbourhoods of
Istanbul such as Esenyurt, Kui¢tikgekmece, and Bagaksehir'?. With the arrival of Syrian
Kurdish refugees, Demirkapi, like these neighbourhoods, became one of the important
urban spaces of “overlapping displacements,” rooted in state violence and connecting
different memories together'.

Anthropologist, 2019, Vol. 121, p. 554-567; Veli Yadirg, The Political Economy of the Kurds of Turkey: From the Ottoman
Empire to the Turkish Republic, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2017.

10 Seda Altug, “Sectarianism in the Syrian Jazira: Community, land and violence in the memories
of World War I and the French Mandate (1915-1939),” Unpublished doctoral thesis, Utrecht, Utrecht
University, 2011.

11 Onur Gunay, op.cit., 2019.

12 Giilay Kihcaslan, “Forced migration, citizenship, and space: the case of Syrian Kurdish refugees
in Istanbul,” New Perspectives on Turkey, 2016, Vol. 54, p. 77-95.

13 Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, “Refugee-refugee relations in contexts of overlapping displacement,”
Website, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 2016, available at: https://wwwjurr.org/spotlight-on/
the-urban-refugee-crisis-reflections-on-cities-citizenship-and-the-displaced/refugee-refugee-relations-in-con-

texts-of-overlapping-displacement/ [last accessed 3 August 2019].
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TURKEY’S GOVERNANCE OF SYRIAN REFUGEES

Despite the presence of a large number of Syrian refugees in Turkey, the public
discussions on this issue are very limited. The great majority of people are considered
mere spectators of state policies designed to manage the refugee population, which
renders it extremely difficult to form reciprocal social bonds between Syrian migrants
and the Turkish society at large. This section outlines some of the fundamental features
of migration governance led by the Justice and Development Party (AKP) government.
This governance has specific effects on the living conditions of Kurdish people — Turkish
citizens or not — in Demirkapi, as we describe in the next sections.

From the 1950s until 2013, the laws or regulations concerning migrants and refugees in
Turkey were minimal. The state mainly concentrated on the surveillance of these groups
through security institutions, but did not directly engage with any social provisions.
After 2013, the AKP'* government started to become more visibly and proactively
involved. While establishing its control in the field through consolidating the authority
of the Ministry of Interior, the government introduced “liberal” strategies on paper in
the legal framework of governing the refugees. Although these strategies ~ appeared
to involve an increased presence in the field and they adopted more liberal policies of
engagement with non-citizens residing in the country, in reality, there are major gaps
between “policies as designed (outputs) and policies that actually impact the daily lives

of individual migrants and refugees (outcomes)”."

This can be observed best in the participation of refugees in the labour market. While
there is no restriction in obtaining a work permit, employers often choose not to issue
work permits in order to make more profit, enjoying the little to no legal supervision
on the ground. What is more, Syrian asylum seekers were taken under the status of

“temporary protection” and their presence was regulated under the Law on Foreigners

16

and International Protection.'® The Directorate General for Migration Management

14 AKP (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi — Justice and Development Party) is a political party ruling Turkey
since 2002. Founded as a “conservative democratic party”, it has increasingly gained an authoritarian
character under the unquestionable central leadership of Recep Tayyip Erdogan. The government’s
authoritarian practices have significantly been rising especially since 2013 after the violent suppression of
Gezi Park demonstrations.

15 Kelsey P. Norman, “Inclusion, exclusion or indifference? Redefining migrant and refugee host state
engagement options in Mediterranean ‘transit’ countries,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 2019, Vol.
15(1), p.42-60.

16 Ahmet i(;duygu and Damla B. Aksel, “Migration Realities and State Responses: Rethinking Inter-
national Migration Policies in Turkey,” In Stephen Castles, Dinem Ozkul, and Ana M. Cubas Alvarifio
(eds.), Social Transformation and Migration, 2015, p. 115-131.



(DGMM)"” was established and became the main actor. As of then, security institutions
were no longer responsible for migration issues. As Danig and Nazhi'® suggest, the
government also formed “faithful alliances” with large non-governmental organisations
and local municipalities that stayed loyal to its rules and nationalist religious politics
of humanitarian aid. The oppositional or “unfaithful” civil society organisations and
municipalities were marginalized and excluded from these alliances through restrictions
imposed on their practice; a large number was even closed. The outbreak of the Syrian
Civil War and political developments in the Syrian Kurdish region offered fertile soil
for authoritarian state practices and increased suppression of oppositional political and
civil society actors. This was exacerbated by the urban warfare in Turkey’s Kurdish
provinces in 2016-2015, as well as the failed coup attempt of 15 July 2016 and the state
of emergency that followed.

However, “the smaller and less organized” civil society organisations still continued
their “embedded and context-specific” activities to support Syrians. These include
local initiatives and volunteering groups with small-scale finances, which enjoy a certain
degree of autonomy. Their activities usually stay within a specific area (from city to
district and even a neighborhood) and range from providing “needs based” and “rights
based” social services to cultural activities.'” In general, however, the AKP government’s
influence on refugee governance resulted in increasing political instrumentalisation and
professionalisation in Turkish migration governance — and consequently, restricted the
space in which civil society actors operate.

Moreover, the economic crisis has been worsening labour conditions and contributed
to increased informalisation of the labour market. The Syrian migrants’ ambiguous
legal position as “guests” (now under temporary protection) and the lack of government
supervision over work permit issues have contributed to exploitative dynamics, as Syrian
migrants constitute a “cheap source of labour”. With increased competition in the
labour market, they have become an easy target of other marginalized and low income
populations that constitute the urban poor in Turkey. %

17 “Gog¢ Idaresi” in Turkish as widely known among the migrants. Its countrywide organisation dates

back only to 2013 subsequent to the mass arrival of the Syrian refugees.
18 Didem Danig and Dilara Nazl, op.cit., 2018.

19 Helen Mackreath and Sevin Gilfer Sagnig, “Civil Society and Syrian Refugees in Turkey,”
Kagithane, Citizens' Assembly Turkey, 2017, available at: https://www.hyd.org.tr/attachments/article/215/
civil-society-and-syrian-refugees-in-turkey.pdf [last accessed 3 October 2017].

20 Didem Danis and Dilara Nazh, op.cit., 2018; Eder Mine and Derya Ozkul, “Editors’ introduction:
precarious lives and Syrian refugees in Turkey,” New Perspectives on Turkey, 2016, Vol. 54, p. 1-8.
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In the next section, we will discuss how Syrian Kurds, together with Turkish Kurds,
navigate the legal framework, as well as the peripheral urban space of Demirkap: and
how it affects their livelihoods under challenging conditions of neoliberal conservative
authoritarianism. In this respect, we will pay particular attention to the way in which
they reflect on their past and present lives, as well as to the way in which gender and
class dynamics shape our interlocutors’ differential experiences of vulnerability and
(im)mobility in Istanbul.

In March of 2019, in a park named Ceviz Bahgesi (Walnut Garden) located in Demirkap,
a group of elderly Kurdish men wearing traditional caps and baggy trousers and playing
checkers and backgammon in the roofed picnic tables of the park could be witnessed.
They were displaced from the Turkish Bitlis area due to the counter-insurgency war
of the state in the 1990s. There were some other groups of men in the park sitting
separately, yet speaking Kurmanci with some discernible local differences. They were
elders of another displaced Kurdish community, this time from the Syrian Efrin or Kurd
Dagh region. In general, it was hard to meet Syrian women in the public spaces of the
neighbourhood. The first woman, whom we had a conversation with, was Meta Cevriye,”'
a 55-year-old woman of six children, who has been living in Demirkapi since she left
her village in Efrin almost six years ago. As we understood from her narrative, Ceviz
Bahgesi occupies a special place in her emplacement process. At some point during our
conversation, observing her uneasiness about being in Turkey, we asked whether living
in Istanbul had gotten any better since she came to Istanbul six year ago. She explained:

“When I first came here, 1t was hard at the beginning, really hard. Exile (xeribi)* is tough.
T here ts nothing like xeribi. If it had not been dangerous and shameful, I would have returned
[to Syria] right away. I could not bear it here. I used to sit in the park (Ceviz Bahgest) every day
from early mornings to late evenings. I could not stay at home. I could not bear being indoors. Thus
lasted for a year In the park, I could breathe a bit. I saw people sitting and walking around. 1t
was green. If I saw someone from Efrin or [other parts of] Syria, ohh, my heart would beat fast.
We would sit together; have a chat, and relax a bit.”

We quoted this conversation in detail to highlight the way in which the material space,

21 All names of the interlocutors are pseudonyms in order to avoid retrospective identification.
Throughout the text, we use the terms of kinship before some names —especially for the names of elderlies.
These terms were used in the interviews, as a moral code of showing respect. Ap-¢ means paternal uncle
in Kurdish, met-a means paternal aunt.

22 ‘X’ in Kurdish corresponds to the sound “kh” in English.



specifically the park, shapes the experiences of displacement and emplacement of our
Syrian Kurdish interlocutors. This material space is not just a setting or container of
social relations, but constitutes them by evoking memories, connecting people, and
orienting their sense of the world. Efrinis, like other displaced people, form “multiplicity

of attachments to places through living in, remembering and imagining them.”*

This conversation with Meta Cevriye took place in the hair salon that Cennet and her
husband Weysi started to run recently. This salon turned out to be another important
location for the research, as it brought together a number of people whom we could not
have had the chance to meet otherwise. By paying attention to the casual conversations
among the visitors of the salon, we could observe how Efrini migrants shared their
memories of what they had gone through; how they expressed their feelings of loss,
longings for Efrin, and daily challenges of living in Istanbul. Due to the dire economic
conditions and state surveillance, many Efrinis were entrapped in the neighbourhood,
which brought particular intensity to their memories of homeland and displacement.
These memories mediated the way in which they talked about their current challenges,
especially economic hardships caused by the unfolding economic crisis. In order to pay
arbitrarily rising rent prices and increasing bills of basic amenities, they have to spend
considerable time and effort under informal and particularly exploitative conditions,
notably in textile and construction sectors.

Almost all interlocutors indicated that the search for a better ma’iget* (meaning livelihood
in Arabic) was their primary motivation to leave Syria. As such, our interlocutors did
not dismiss the Civil War as the primary cause of their displacement. However, their
experience of the war, just like that of displacement, can be characterised as multi-layered.
As Gmelsch et al.® suggested, even “in extreme cases of hardship such as famine and
war,” migration is not “motivated by a single factor. [...] Migration must be viewed as a
process in which individuals consciously change their own situation in search of a more
rewarding life.” In this respect, both the pre-war migratory patterns of Efrinis, as well
as Efrin’s state from the Civil War until the incursion of Turkey in 2018 exemplify how
migrants or refugees might have multi-layered motivations to move from where they live.
Impoverished systematically, Efrinis had been earning their lives in the larger cities of
Syria, mostly in Aleppo. As for the period of the Civil War, the Kurdish regions in Syria
are generally considered ‘relatively’ stable. The Efrin region specifically, unlike Kobané

23 Hariz Halilovich, Places of pain: forced displacement, popular memory and trans-local identities in Bosman War-torn
communities, New York, Berghahn Books, 2007.

24 Ma’iget has been one of the most frequently used words by Efrinis in the interviews.

25 George Gmelch, Robert V. Kemper and Walter P. Zenner, Urban life, Long Grove, Waveland Press
Inc, 2010.



and Jezire, had not been targeted by ISIS or other armed Islamist or pro-Syrian regime
groups. As such, the region received a massive number of IDPs from other conflicted
areas, notably Aleppo. As a result, Efrinis had started to leave Syria well before Efrin
became a zone of armed contflict.

In this sense, Cennet and Weysi’s migratory pasts are similar, as are the displacement
stories of many Efrinis. Originally from Efrin, Cennet and Weysi used to live in Aleppo
until the clashes erupted in the city. Back in Aleppo, Weysi worked as a tailor for at least
ten years, while Cennet used to run a hairdressing salon. Weysi managed the financial
and bureaucratic tasks of the salon behind the scenes, whereas Cennet and her sister
would run the salon. Considering the unequal gender relations in the neighbourhood,
Weysi’s major task was to make this women-run enterprise socially acceptable. The
Syrian Kurds who were interviewed often indicated that the war and displacement
brought about some freedom and empowerment for women, who traditionally did not
join economic activities out of domestic spheres before the war. Yet, this “empowerment”
of women in the non-domestic economic spheres, usually happens in adverse conditions,
as Syrian refugee women and children constitute an even easier source of cheap labour
to be exploited in the informal workplaces. Cennet, therefore, was relatively successful in
her salon business. Yet, in a country where the work permit system for refugees does not
function well, many women did not have such a chance of starting their own business.

Cennet and Weyst both highlighted the generous welcome they received from Demirkap:
residents when they first arrived in the neighbourhood. However, they also sorrowfully noted
how their relations with the local Kurdish residents later changed. Everyone, including
Syrian migrants and Demirkapi residents, initially thought that the settlement of Syrian
Kurdish migrants would be short-term. Cennet and Weysi thought the same. However,
at the time of doing fieldwork, it was already their seventh year in the neighbourhood.

The desire to return was indeed widely shared among the Efrini migrants. That is partly
why some have decided to remain in Turkey or Kurdistan Regional Government instead
of migrating to Europe. From time to time, during Islamic holidays, for instance, they
would visit their homeland, Efrin. They would travel back either with official permits or
through the help of smugglers. However, when the Turkish military started the “Olive
Branch Operation” in early 2018,% these visits became almost impossible for Efrinis.

26 According to a recent report by a civil society organisation called IMPACT- Civil Society Research
and Development (previously known as Citizens for Syria): “(...) the situation in Afrin district, which came
under de facto Turkish control after operation “Olive Branch” (January-March 2018), is characterized
by high levels of instability. There, the displacement of local residents and the resettlement of IDPs have
exacerbated pre-existing ethnic tensions. The situation is characterized by high discrepancies between
local residents and IDPs in terms of access to personal security, livelihood, freedom of movement and

the ability to practice one’s own traditions. Local residents in Afrin district have also been the victims of



Not only did they become too dangerous, but smuggling also became increasingly
expensive. Efrinis’ hope for return shattered, as the distance between their homelands
appeared greater than ever. As such, the families became further fragmented and dispersed.

For different reasons, the Efrinis who remained in Syria were mostly elder parents. The
majority of them could not bear the emotional burden of leaving home, and others could
not take the dangerous journeys that required physical strength. Cennet underlined a
few times that it has been over six years since she has seen her parents. Weysi explained
his 55-year-old mother passed away of “qahr” (great sorrow), witnessing the Turkish
military incursion and being forcibly displaced. He also argued to believe these sorrows
had fatal consequences for many elderly Efrinis. Many of the Efrinis in Turkey lost
their hopes to return to Syria. They feel stuck in Turkey, and therefore left for Europe,
often through dangerous sea journeys, given that chances of formal resettlement are
extremely limited. As a result, the Turkish state had become the actor that exacerbated
their displacement. The Turkish state was an important part of their displacement and
the reason that delayed their return. Moreover, the Syrian migrants had to shoulder
the burden of the impending economic crisis that diminished their employment and
housing options.

On another day of field research in Ceviz Bahgesi park, it was, as usual, filled with
elderly Efrini and Bitlisi men playing chess and checkers on the picnic tables. There,
Apé Heme, a 52-year-old man, who had been living in Demirkapi for the last six years,
explained to earn his livelihood in Damascus until the war broke out. Not being able to
settle down anywhere in Efrin which was overwhelmed by the internally displaced people,
he came to Demirkapi, which he already knew to be predominantly Kurdish, given his
preference to live among people who spoke Kurdish and experiencing similar forms of
anti-Kurdish oppression. Moreover, he expected to find some Kurdish solidarity networks
in the neighbourhood for job and housing possibilities. Although he did get assistance
from such networks it remained limited. Against many expectations, Syrian presence
in Turkey became protracted. In addition, the increasing criminalisation of Kurdish
groups in Turkey since 2015, which marked the end of the peace process between the
Turkish state and the Kurdish political movement adversely affected Kurdish solidarity

serious human rights violations and discriminatory practices imposed by armed opposition groups (AOGs),
who are also seen as giving privileges to IDPs with connections to AOGs.” See: IMPACT- Civil Society
Research and Development, “Socioeconomic Impact of Displacement Waves in Northern Syria,” Berlin,

IMPACT- Civil Society Research and Development 2019, p. 9, available at: https://www.impact-csrd.org/reports/

Socioeconomic_impact_of_Displacement_EN_web.pdf [last accessed on 3 August 2019].



networks. Moreover, recent military incursion in Northern Syria further deepened
senses of isolation and fear in terms of publicly identifying oneself as a Kurd —let alone
of forming solidarity alliances through Kurdishness. Lastly, many Kurdish networks
in Turkey were shut down, causing them to lose resources and capacity for solidarity
action, but rather being in need of support themselves.

In the midst of economic hardships and increasing social and political precarity in
Demirkapi, Syrian Kurdish interviewees indicated to feel atomized and isolated. They
compete with Turkish Kurds and other underprivileged people over scarce resources,
such as housing and employment, and also over poor welfare services such as health
and education. In addition, Apé¢ Heme was crystal clear about the lack of support he
received in the face of difficulties in finding a job, as he said, “We did not and we do
not want anything from the people of Turkey. We are human beings, we are strong,”
However, finding a job proved nearly impossible, especially as a middle-aged Syrian
migrant. Although he used to work as a mechanic in Damascus, there seemed to be no
need for him in Demirkaps, as employers preferred to illegally employ Syrian migrants’
children, who constitute an even cheaper and more exploitable labour force than adult
women and men. Similarly, young migrant women were employed in the informal
labour market, being considered ‘vulnerable,’ ‘disposable,” and therefore cheap labour.
By neglecting the supervision over the functioning of work permits for migrants, the
AKP government abandoned Syrian migrants to the vagaries of the informal, flexible
labour market.

Notwithstanding these hardships and life between super-exploitation and abandonment by
capital, Syrian migrants additionally have been facing rising anti-immigrant sentiments,
fueled by narratives of Syrians undeservedly depleting scarce public resources, and
as job competitors to local subaltern and working-class people. In the midst of all
this perilous scapegoating of refugees, and increasing precarious living and working
conditions, people like Apé Heme struggle to maintain their life by finding temporary
jobs. Solidarity relations between Kurdish people appeared to be difficult to develop
and sustain under those conditions.

Certainly, not every Kurdish migrant from Syria faced this challenge of economically dire
conditions in a similar manner, which, for example, was the case for Semam, a 22-year-
old woman, living with her family in Bayramtepe neighbourhood of Bagaksehir, not
far from Demirkapi. Similar to Demirkapi, Bagaksehir is a low-income neighbourhood,
predominantly populated by Syrian Kurds and Turkish Kurds. It had been seven years
since she and her family left Aleppo. Her family was among the few Efrini families,
which could afford the material expenses of building a new life by themselves, that is,
to rent a liveable house and afford the basic amenities. Furthermore, Semam’s brother
owning a textile workshop enabled the family to accumulate capital.



Similar to Cennet, Semam managed to become relatively “successful” in economic life
in Turkey. When the clashes broke out in Aleppo in 2012, the rest of the family travelled
through the border gate to join Semam’s brother, who arrived three months earlier.
Semam, unlike most Efrinis of her age — who were mostly young and single males— was
well supported by her family. This shaped her whole trajectory of migration. With the
support of her family, she finished the last year of high school in Turkey. Later, she took
private Turkish and English language courses. Her fluency in Kurdish, Arabic, English
and Turkish, allowed her to start working in the last three years as a part time interpreter
and translator in two different leading international NGOs in the field of migration.
In parallel, she studied food engineering at a private university in Istanbul. Aware of
the general hardships and challenges faced by her Efrini fellows, she acknowledged her
privilege of having a family to support her emotionally and financially.

When asked about her initial experiences of migration in Turkey, Semam offered a
straightforward and year-by-year short narrative in Kurdish: “In the first year when 1
came to Turkey, I sank into depression (‘depresyona girdim’).” She elaborated:

“I did not witness much of the Syrian Civil War; no blood and things. But I was displaced
Jrom my city, lefi my friends. Most significantly, I lefi my school. I did not know the language
[heremn Turkey]. I saw people laughing and talking with each other and getting around all the
time, everywhere. [But having fled] you do not know any of them. This is why I suffered from
depression. But the major reason was school. I was fond of my studies. Then, when I had to
leave, I was left with nothing When I was overwhelmed, I used to talk to my mom. We used to
g0 out together. The few friends I had in Turkey were not like minded, even though most of them
were Kurds of Istanbul. They were working anyways. Many of them would say, “You Syrians,
you came here to destroy our country too.” And things like that.”

Through her years of long education and language acquisition Semam struggled hard —
despite her relatively privileged position in comparison to other Syrian Kurdish migrants
—to make a living. As she puts it succinctly, she had to make something out of herself:

“Over time you reach a point and say, ‘I am going to stay here for quite a while with these people.
1 have to make something out of myself- What am I here?” |...] You have to show them that you
are a hard workes; so that they can understand you are a human being, and that you are not just
a Syrian who fled from some war. You are also someone who ts a hard-worker.”

It was an active attitude: nothing could be taken for granted. Semam’s switches in
languages during the conversation were revealing. She has been struggling to remake
her life in Istanbul. It is in a sense a struggle of reclaiming the “normality” of life that
was eroded by the forced displacement and dire conditions of refuge in Istanbul.



All the life experiences, briefly discussed here, offer insight into the different ways Syrian
Kurdish migrants struggle to reshape life trajectories, which has been largely confined
to the situations they are usually portrayed in, that is the condition of being the victim
of an ongoing Civil War and to the temporariness and exceptionality of being a refugee
in Turkey. Semam’s first year in Istanbul, just like that of Meta Cevriye, was marked by
the exhaustion of displacement and depression. While Meta Cevriye could endure that
by spending time in Ceviz Bahcesi with her fellow Efrinis, Semam relied on her family
and “hard work,” as she put it. Recently, Semam was accepted for resettlement by a
European country. With her education background, language skills, and young age, she
is among the small minority of “fortunate” Syrian Kurdish refugees. Meta Cevriye, on
the other hand, despite the life she built anew over the years in Istanbul, counts as an
“Irregular migrant,” as she does not have the required documentation. As such, she is
among the hundreds of thousands of Syrian Kurds waiting for an indefinite future that
is subjected to the whims and interests of international politics, refugee governance,
and proxy wars in Syria. Facing an indefinite future under the increasingly restricting
policies, Gennet had to close down her hair salon recently. Now that Efrin seems more
distant than ever under the de facto Turkish control, Apé Heme, kept his hope of return
to a distant and unknown future.

The different life trajectories of Syrian Kurds in Istanbul shed light on the way they
experience the social differences and hierarchies of class, gender, and ethnicity in the
low-income neighbourhood of Istanbul. Migration experiences thus reveal crucial
insights about the structures of power that play out at different levels in our interlocutors’
lives. They point to border practices that are essential to the making of the state and
capitalism. These borders concern not only the territorial sovereign nation-state borders,
but also the material and symbolic borders of class, race, and gender. Many groups,
Turkish citizens or not, face such dynamics, but because of their legal status, migrants are
particularly vulnerable to different marginalisations and exclusions by border practices.
The ongoing Civil War in Syria ironically brought Kurdish people together in Istanbul
after long years of separation by wars and nation-state borders. In Demirkapa, different
Kurdish groups had the chance to interact and live more closely. However, our study
shows that forming solidarity relations between them is not at all a straightforward
process. It is full of tensions, dilemmas, and challenges that arise out of the precarious
political and economic conditions, the social hierarchies of class, gender, and ethnicity,
which mark the histories and present-day living conditions of Kurdish people. It should,
however, be noted, that the Turkish state and pro-government civil society organisations
contribute remarkably to the migrants’ marginality, invisibility, and vulnerability due
to the ambiguous legal strategies and security measures they have employed, and the
hierarchical relations they have established with the migrants.



Our ethnographic study partly aimed to show that the Syrian migrants are not just passive
recipients of aid or public services, provided by the state institutions and pro-government
civil society organisations, but are also active agents who try to make their living. They
are not mere consumers of these services, but also contribute to the urban social life.
Any progressive social engagement with the migrants, we suggest, needs to work toward
building the conditions for a flourishing common life of citizens and non-citizens.
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Syrian Refugee Men
in Za ‘tari Camp:
Humanmitarianism,
Masculinities, and
“Vulnerabihities™



This paper summarises the findings of a
research project on humanitarian work
with Syrian refugee men, focused on Za‘tari
Refugee Camp in Jordan. It argues that,
for humanitarians, refugee men present a
challenge. They are read in gendered and
racialized ways, as independent, agential,
political and at times threatening, and
thereby disrupt humanitarian visions of
refugeehood as a passive, feminised subject
position. In this paper, these arguments are
demonstrated through an exploration of
some of the key areas the research focused
on: how Syrian men were understood
as objects of humanitarian care, how
humanitarians understood Syrian men’s
(non-)“vulnerability,” and Syrian men’s
attempts to create livelithoods opportunities
in the camp. The paperis based on extensive
ethnographic participant-observation in the
camp, and interviews with humanitarian
workers and Syrian refugees in Jordan,
which was undertaken in 2015-2016.



INTRODUCTION

“I'm really glad that you are asking these sorts of questions,” an NGO program
manager said to me over coffee, as we sat in one of the most popular cafés for foreign
humanitarian workers in Amman, “because there is no-one working on men, especially
single young men.” I told him a story that another NGO worker had told me, that every
six months or so in a meeting, someone would raise the lack of progress on a “men and
boys’ strategy.” This lack of progress would be lamented, briefly, but then the meeting
would end, everyone would be busy, and nothing would happen until the same issue
was brought up again six months later. He looked me straight in the eyes and replied:
“It is exactly like that!”

I'was intrigued by this reaction to my research project, which was framed around refugee
men and masculinities in the Syria response in Jordan. Was it really the case that there
was “no-one” focusing on refugee men? What did “men and boys’ strategies” seck to
achieve? What areas of work did they (not) include? And what did the answers to these
questions tell us about humanitarian workers’ understandings of refugee men and
masculinities? Were these understandings formed from the “transferable” knowledge
that is operationalised across different humanitarian contexts, or were they specifically
about Syrian men? Arab men? Muslim men? These are some of the central questions
that animated my PhD research, which this paper summarises.'

These questions link very closely to the theme of this issue of the Civil Society Review,
which invites us to rethink inequalities and informality in contexts of migration, mobility,
and circulation in the Middle East. In its close-knit examination of the life and governance of
Za'tari Refugee Camp, the largest refugee camp for Syrians in the Middle East, my research
analyses the ways in which humanitarian governance of refugees perpetuates inequalities of
power and social injustices, and reduces the possibility for refugees to exercise agency. My
approach, which centres on an intersectional analysis of gender,” is a particularly appropriate
way to explore these questions, and to shed new light on them through an examination of
a topic that has not typically gained significant attention in research.’

1 Lewis Turner, “Challenging Refugee Men: Humanitarianism and Masculinities in Za‘tari Refugee
Camp”, PhD Thesis, London, SOAS University of London (Department of Politics and International
Studies), 2018, available at: https://eprints.soas.ac.uk/30291/1/4581_Turner_redacted.pdf [last accessed
25 August 2019].

2 Kimberlé¢ Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique
of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,” Unwersity of Ghicago Legal Forum,
1989, Vol. 1989, p. 139-167.

Q

3 Magdalena Suerbaum, “Defining the Other to Masculinize Oneself: Syrian Men’s Negotiations of
Masculinity during Displacement in Egypt,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 2018, Vol. 4 (3), p.
665-686.



In exploring these questions, my work takes as a starting point two crucial insights from
critical, feminist scholarship that has examined humanitarian work with refugees. Firstly,
scholars have documented numerous ways in which central aspects of the refugee regime
have been based on “gender-blind” assumptions that privilege the (expected) experiences
of heterosexual, cisgender men. These include the kinds of persecution included in the
definition of refugeehood in the 1951 Refugee Convention, and the patrilineal models
that have been used in some contexts to establish refugee status.* At the same time, and
consistent with patriarchal assumptions, refugee “womenandchildren become a central
object of concern for humanitarian actors in contexts of displacement.® These valuable
insights, however, do not reveal how humanitarian workers think about or relate to refugee
men in their everyday work, how they conceptualise their responsibilities towards this
demographic, or how understandings of masculinities shape humanitarianism. In this
short paper, I will offer an overview of the arguments offered by this research project.
After outlining the methodology used to conduct the research, and some of the relevant
questions of positionality and ethics, I will subsequently explain the key arguments of the
research, with reference to three themes: refugee men as objects of humanitarian care,
refugee men and “vulnerability,” and refugee men and livelihoods. Finally, I will explain
the contributions this research makes to both scholarship and humanitarian practice.

Methodologically, the research is based on extensive primary fieldwork that was undertaken
in Jordan between September 2015 and August 2016. During this period, I conducted a
total of 70 interviews with humanitarian and NGO workers, security personnel in Za‘tari,
employers, donor agencies, Syrian refugees living in Za‘tari, and in host communities.
I also conducted a group discussion with 12 Syrians at the Questscope Youth Centre in
the camp, as well as extensive participant observation in Za‘tari with the NGO Arab
Renaissance for Democracy and Development (ARDD).’

| Erin Baines, Vulnerable Bodies: Gender; the UN and the Global Refugee Crists, London, Routledge, 2004; Christine
M. Cervenak, “Promoting Inequality: Gender-Based Discrimination in UNRWA's Approach to Palestine
Refugee Status,” Human Rights Quarterly, 1994, Vol. 16(2), p. 300-374; Jane Freedman, “Mainstreaming
Gender in Refugee Protection,” Cambridge Review of International Affairs, 2010, Vol. 23(4), p. 589-607.

5 Cynthia Enloe, The Morning Afier: Sexual Politics at the End of the Cold Wai; Berkeley, University of California
Press, 1993.

6 Jennifer Hyndman and Wenona Giles, “Waiting for What? The Feminization of Asylum in Protracted
Situations,” Gender, Place & Culture, 2011, Vol. 18 (3), p. 361-379; Heather Johnson, “Click to Donate: Visual
Images, Constructing Victims and Imagining the Female Refugee,” Third World Quarterly, 2011, Vol. 32(6),
p. 1015-1037.

7 For a more detailed discussion of methodology, see: Lewis Turner, op.cit., 2018.
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Research in contexts of forced displacement is characterised by power inequalities, which
can readily lead to the exploitation of refugees, and disrespect for their time, needs, and
perspectives.” In my case, as a white man holding UK citizenship, these inequalities
ran along (at least) lines of gender, race, and citizenship, in addition to other resultant
inequalities, such as access to space and territory, which made my research possible in
the first place. Working in accordance with established ethical guidelines,” I attempted
to ensure that I was constructively contributing to humanitarian work and assistance
throughout the research process, by doing volunteer work and giving donations, and
I have continued to contribute to multiple humanitarian organisations in the years
after my fieldwork. In choosing my research topics, I was also cognisant of the broader
political context in which it would be interpreted, and prevailing narratives about
Syrian refugee men, who are often assumed to be (potentially) violent, and a threat to
“western” states and societies.'” This context informed my decision to centre my analysis
on humanitarianism, and thereby to “study up;” that is, to study those who hold power
in a particular context."!

REFUGEE MEN;, “VULNERABILITY,” AND AUTONOMY IN
HUMANITARIAN SPACES

The central argument of this research is that, for humanitarians working in the Syrian
refugee response,'” refugee men present a challenge. They are read in gendered and
racialized ways, as independent, agential, politically active, and at times threatening

8 Manar Bilal, “Our Refugee Camps Are Not Tourist Attractions,” website, The Huffington Post, 6
December 2017, available at: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/manar-bilal/ our-refugee-camps-are-not-
tourist-attractions_b_9041800.html [last accessed 25 August 2019]; Moe Ali Nayel, “Palestinian Refugees
Are Not at Your Service,” website, The Electronic Intifada, 5 May 2013, available at: https://electronicintifada.
net/content/palestinian-refugees-are-not-your-service/ 12464 [last accessed 25 August 2019]; Maissam
Nimer, “Reflections on the Political Economy in Forced Migration Research from a ‘Global South’ Per-
spective,” website, The Sociological Review, 26 June 2019, available at: https://www.thesociologicalreview.
com/reflections-on-the-political-economy-in-forced-migration-research-from-a-global-south-perspective /
[last accessed 25 August 2019].

9 Christina Clark-Kazak, “Ethical Considerations: Research with People in Situations of Forced

Migration,” Refuge: Canada’s Journal on Refugees, 2017, Vol. 33 (2), p.11-17.

10 Lesley Pruitt, Helen Berents and Gayle Munro, “Gender and Age in the Construction of Male Youth

in the European Migration ‘Crisis,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 2018, Vol. 43 (3), p. 687-709.

11 Laura Nader, “Up the Anthropologist - Perspectives Gained from Studying Up,” in Dell Hymes
(ed.), Renventing Anthropology, 1972, p. 284—311.

12 I use terms such as ‘humanitarians’ and ‘humanitarian organisations’ to refer to individuals and
organisations involved in the wide-ranging provision of aid, shelter, support, programmes and services for
refugees, by a collectivity of United Nations agencies, international organizations, and international and
national non-governmental organisations, under the banner of the ‘refugee response.’



— and thereby disrupt humanitarian visions of refugechood. Syrian men in Za‘tari
refugee camp are often read as troublemakers who are difficult to govern and work
with, for example when they attempt to exercise influence over the spatial organisation
of the camp, when they pursue independent economic activities, and when they protest
humanitarian decisions. Refugee men thus become a problem for humanitarians to
repress, reform, regulate, or ignore, while, in contrast, refugee women, with whom many
humanitarians are more comfortable working, become a canvas onto which humanitarian
agendas can be imposed. In these governance strategies, humanitarian actors rely on
supposedly “global” knowledge, while the knowledge and priorities from both the Syrian
community and the Jordanian context are deemed inferior due to their designation as
“local.” In doing so, humanitarians consistently prioritise their own goals, logics, and
understandings of gender, over those of Syrians themselves, actively disesmpowering their
“beneficiaries.” In the remainder of this paper, I will demonstrate these arguments by
focusing on three key aspects of this research project. Firstly, whether Syrian refugee men
are understood to be objects of humanitarian care; secondly, whether Syrian refugee
men are understood to be “vulnerable,” and thirdly, I will highlight Syrians’ attempts
to create livelithoods opportunities in the camp.

One of the major findings of this research is that, for many humanitarian actors,
Syrian refugee men have an uncertain position as objects of humanitarian care. As
feminist scholars have demonstrated, the vision of the refugee in the “Global South,”
particularly in contexts of encampment, is of a passive, feminised, and de-politicised
subject position."” Syrian men, by contrast, were assumed to be independent, agential,
and in particular to be able to rely on their own participation in the labour market to
provide for themselves. These ideas were based on a racialised vision of masculinity,
in which Syrian men, as 4rab men, were understood to somehow be immune to the
violence and precarity of the labour market in Jordan. Refugee women, on the other
hand, were assumed to need “empowerment” (in the specific ways imagined for them
by humanitarians), even if that “empowerment” ended up increasing women’s burdens,'*
or encouraging women’s participation in initiatives they found exploitative.'

Similar ambiguities and uncertainties emerged in discussions of Syrian men’s positions
within, and relationships to, humanitarian work on “gender.” Humanitarians knew
that their grant and project proposals needed to show “gender awareness,” and that

13 Jennifer Hyndman and Wenona Giles, op.cit., 2011; Heather Johnson, op.cit., 2011.

14 Sarah Tobin and Madeline Otis Campbell, “NGO Governance and Syrian Refugee ‘Subjects’ in
Jordan,” Middle East Report, 2016, Vol. 278, p. 4-11.

15 Katharina Lenner and Lewis Turner, “Making Refugees Work? The Politics of Integrating Syrian
Refugees into the Labor Market in Jordan,” Middle East Critique, 2019, Vol. 28 (1), p. 65-95.



the key way to demonstrate this was to linguistically emphasise accounting for the
distinct needs of “women, girls, boys and men.” However, only rarely were refugee
men considered as people who were themselves living through gendered experiences of
displacement.'® Therefore, as one of my interviewees said, it is difficult for humanitarian
workers to “actually choose to be against” refugee men, because they are part of the
broader population humanitarians are there to work with, but that does not necessarily
mean that they are “for” them either.!” This analysis demonstrates, I argue, that for
many humanitarians, refugee men’s position and status within humanitarian work was
ambiguous. I characterise this ambiguity as Syrian refugee men having an uncertain
position as objects of humanitarian care.

Humanitarian determinations of “vulnerability” were one central field in which these
dynamics played out. In the earlier years of the Syria refugee response in Jordan,
“vulnerability” was often calculated using the “group approach.” For example, according
to a document from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
and International Relief and Development (IRD), refugee populations contain six
“vulnerable” groups: women at risk, elderly/older person at risk, child at risk, single
parent or caregiver, people with disabilities, and people with serious medical conditions.'®
In Jordan, this system was largely replaced, because it generalised groups, and could
not account for the causes of, or changes in, “vulnerability.” The new system was the
Vulnerability Assessment Framework — a large-scale survey designed to measure refugees’
“vulnerability” — but informal understandings of who was, and who was not, “vulnerable,”
continued to be widely shared and influential among humanitarian workers.

Women who were living with children but not with men, in so-called “female-headed
households,” were assumed, by virtue of this family arrangement, to be particularly or
especially “vulnerable.” This same designation of “female-headed household” is used
generically regardless of the reason why the woman is living without a partner. When
a woman is living with a partner who is a man, the household is typically assumed and
understood to not be “female-headed;” that is, women only “head” their households in the
absence of a man. As Susie Jolly argued, this terminology is troublingly heteronormative,
ignoring “the possibility that [the houschold] could be female-headed by choice,” run

16 Lewis Turner, “Syrian Refugee Men as Objects of Humanitarian Care,” International Femunist fournal
of Politics, 2019, Vol. 21 (4), p. 595-616.
17 Interview with Curt Rhodes, International Director of Questscope, Amman, 19 May 2016.

8 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, and International Relief and Development.
“Vulnerability Criteria - English,” website, United Nations High Commussioner for Refugees, n.d., available at: http://

data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/country.php?id=107 [last accessed 25 August 2019].



by a lesbian couple, for example, or by a woman who prefers to live without a husband."

Refugee men, on the other hand, were typically assumed not to be “vulnerable.” The
consensus that refugee women and children were (the most) “vulnerable” appeared to
form part of the “common sense” of the everyday world of humanitarian workers, and
thus not to require explanation or justification. Whether one is deemed to be “vulnerable”
by humanitarian actors (as well as by states and judicial systems) can have important
implications for refugees’ lives and welfare — being recognised as (among the most)
“vulnerable” is often a prerequisite to accessing humanitarian aid and programmes, as
well as resettlement opportunities. Humanitarians, it therefore appeared, were much
more comfortable working with, and far too comfortable holding power over, refugee
women, rather than refugee men.?

Nevertheless, as I have argued at length elsewhere,”' understanding refugee men’s lives
and needs through an analytical framework of “vulnerability” could also have negative
implications for refugee men themselves. Doing so would perpetuate an oppressive
system where resource distribution is done according to humanitarian frameworks, ideas,
and calculations. Researchers and humanitarians alike need to, instead, centre their
analysis of refugees’ lives on the frameworks, concepts and ideas that are meaningful
to refugees themselves.*

The third area through which I wish to explore and demonstrate the central arguments
of this research project, is the attempts of Syrian men to build livelihoods opportunities
outside of the control of humanitarian and state actors. As soon as Za‘tari camp opened,
Syrians began to conduct informal economic activity, exchanging and marketising goods
that were distributed to them by humanitarian agencies. This market grew to contain
approximately 3,000 businesses, which were overwhelmingly set up, run, and staffed by
men. The gendered nature of this activity reflected the centrality of “breadwinning” to
many Syrian men’s understandings of masculinities, broader gendered understandings of
work and responsibility, but also other (often interrelated) factors such as access to capital.

Humanitarian responses to this activity were varied. Humanitarian workers “on the
ground” in Za‘tari were more likely to be relatively sympathetic to Syrians’ actions in

19 Susie Jolly, “Why Is Development Work so Straight? Heteronormativity in the International Devel-
opment Industry,” Development in Practice, 2011, Vol. 21(1), p. 18-28.

20 Lewis Turner, op.cit., 2018.
21 Lewis Turner, “The Politics of Labeling Syrian Refugee Men as “Vulnerable,”” Social Politics: International
Studres in Gender, State and Society, forthcoming,

22 Olivia Umurerwa Rutazibwa, “What’s There to Mourn? Decolonial Reflections on (the End of)
Liberal Humanitarianism,” Journal of Humanitarian Affars, 2019, Vol. 1 (1), p.65-67.



setting up a market, and to recognise the inevitability of informal economic activity in
a camp context. Other humanitarian actors, however, would lament that Syrians were
using resources in ways that humanitarians had not intended, and undertook extensive
efforts to limit Syrians’ capacities to re-shape the space and life of the camp in these
ways. UNHCR’s leadership in the country, and the Jordanian government, were both
troubled by the market, the independence it allowed, and the permanence that they
thought could potentially develop from it. While humanitarians were, at times, happy
to promote Syrians as “entreprenecurs,” Syrians’ activities extensively disrupted the
authoritarian governance strategies that many humanitarian and state actors aim to
employ in refugee camps. In this context too, therefore, refugee men were seen as too
agential, too political, and a “problem” for humanitarians to repress or regulate.

In the broader research project,” these arguments and analysis are applied to a wider range
of topics and humanitarian interventions, including: work that attempted to “engage”
Syrian men as allies in preventing sexual and gender-based violence, humanitarian
“Cash for Work” programmes, refugee camp governance, and the humanitarian
“Innovation” agenda. Taken together, these findings have extensive relevance to both
academic scholarship and humanitarian practice, the most important of which are
summarised below.

In examining humanitarian understandings of refugee men and masculinities, a topic
that has rarely received systematic attention, this research offers substantive new
contributions to scholarship. Existing academic analysis on humanitarian work with
refugee men tends to focus only on gender programmes or gender-based violence work;**
in contrast, my research examines the ways in which understandings of refugee men
and masculinities are sutured throughout, and have a profound influence on all aspects
of humanitarian work. It is thereby of particular relevance to scholars, often working
in feminist International Relations, who seek to explore and uncover the ways in which
gender, and the structures of power and differentiation with which it intersects, are
central to the operations of international power. It will also be of extensive interest to
those working on the Syria “crisis” and responses, and offers a novel vantage point from

23 Lewis Turner, op.cit., 2018.

24 For example, see Barbra Lukunka, “New Big Men: Refugee Emasculation as a Human Security
Issue,” International Migration, 2012, Vol. 50 (5), p. 130—141; Elisabeth Olivius, “Refugee Men as Perpe-
trators, Allies or Troublemakers? Emerging Discourses on Men and Masculinities in Humanitarian Aid,”

Women’s Studies International Forum, 2016, Vol. 56, p. 56-65.



which to analyse and understand these events. Its in-depth and layered exploration of the
life, governance and politics of Za‘tari will be of relevance to scholars of contemporary
Jordan, of humanitarianism, and of gender and refugeehood.

Similarly, this work is of extensive relevance to individuals and organisations working
in the humanitarian and NGO sectors, especially (but not exclusively) those working
with Syrian refugees or in contexts of the Middle East. It offers a new perspective from
which to understand and reflect on humanitarian work. It does not offer a conventional
“evaluation” of humanitarian work, nor does it answer whether it was “successful,”
according to donor or humanitarian criteria. Rather, it follows in a line of critical,
ethnographically-informed scholarship that asks fow such projects and interventions
work.? In doing so, it calls for a deep re-evaluation of the ways in which humanitarian
work with refugees is conducted. A running theme of the argumentation, as discussed
above, how humanitarian actors consistently centre their own — rather than refugees’ —
values, frameworks and priorities, including their own understandings of gender. The
takeaway for practitioners and policy-makers should therefore not be to simply “include”
refugee men more in humanitarian work. Instead, the analysis begs the question of how
humanitarian work can instead genuinely centre refugees — their lives, their understandings,
and their conceptual frameworks — to build a more emancipatory humanitarianism for
those who will need solidarity in the days, months, and years to come.

I am very grateful to my wonderful supervisory team at SOAS University of London —
Laleh Khalili, Rahul Rao, and Tania Kaiser — for their guidance, support and feedback
throughout the PhD process. I am indebted to all of my interlocutors in Jordan, and
am grateful that they shared their time, perspectives, and knowledge with me. I have
a particular debt of gratitude to my colleagues at ARDD, with whom I worked very
closely. I would also like to thank the editors of Civil Society Review for inviting me to
contribute this summary.

25 David Mosse, Cultwating Development: An Ethnography of Aid Policy and Practice, Anthropology, Culture,
and Society, London, Pluto Press, 2005.
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Beyond
Humanitarian
Relief: Social
Networks and the
Role of Shared
Identity in Refugee
Belonging and
Support in Turkey



A considerable body of research explores
the ways in which refugees exert agency and
establish belonging in exile. This scholarship
challenges popular tropes that reduce the
varied experiences of displacement to
generalized themes of crisis, uprootedness,
and suffering. Through exploring refugee
involvement in Islamic communities in
Turkey, this paper considers the role played
by informal social networks and actors in
both helping Syrian refugees to secure their
basic needs, as well as in fostering subjectiv-
ities of belonging. Drawing on secondary
research as well as on participant observa-
tion and interviews conducted with Syrians
living in Turkey, it argues that attention to
social networks built upon shared modes
of identification, such as being devoutly
religious, can offer generative insight into
processes of emplacement among refugees.
These networks not only make visible some
of the problematic aspects of humanitar-
1anism associated with non-governmental
organizations, but also present alternative
models built upon mutual support and
care. At the same time, while recognizing
the benefits of informal social networks,
this paper also considers the potential for
new boundaries and exclusions to emerge
where others recede.



INTRODUCTION

In December 2012, Hisham, then a 20-year-old Syrian, arrived at the Turkish border
province of Hatay to receive medical treatment for wounds sustained while fighting
alongside the Free Syrian Army (FSA). Unlike the many Syrians who sought support
through a network of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) along the border, Hisham
remembered that he had met several Turkish students studying theology in Damascus
while he was pursuing his undergraduate degree. He contacted them and found that
they were eager to support their “Muslim brother.” They travelled to Hatay to assist
him through his medical treatments, and then accompanied him several months later
to Istanbul, where they offered him housing and employment at an Islamic school they
managed. Seven years later, Hisham is still involved with the school. As he explained:

“If it wasn’t for them, my experience in Turkey would have been very different. The people who
were helping me did so based on religious reasons, not any other reasons, such as a humanitarian
reason, or because they had to. It was their own choice. They came to see me, I didn’t go to them.
They came _from Istanbul to Hatay to help me, and they brought me back to Istanbul on their
own account. ... They told me, ‘Don’t worry, we are going lo take you with us. We will take care
of everything” They were like my second family.”"

Hisham’s story offers an alternative focus to policy-oriented scholarship in refugee and
migration studies that emphasises legal, economic, and political precarity as the primary
experience of refugees in Turkey and the Middle East more broadly.? Indeed, while he
complained of many of the same bureaucratic complications that continue to burden
Syrians living in Turkey, he had developed a tight-knit social network and a sense of
belonging in Istanbul.

As Tara Polzer notes, academic scholarship has a tendency to overlook the experiences
of refugees who are well-integrated into their host countries.” While this derives, in
part, from an interest in those who are most vulnerable and a desire to call into account
government policies that disadvantage refugees, it simultaneously operates to reproduce
an image of the refugee as a passive victim out of place and in need of saving.*

I Interview by the author with Hisham, a Syrian refugee in Istanbul, Turkey, via Skype, 15 March 2019.

2 To read about the many legal challenges Syrians face, see: Feyzi Baban, Suzan Ilcan, and Kim Rygiel,
“Syrian Refugees in Turkey: Pathways to Precarity, Differential Inclusion, and Negotiated Citizenship
Rights,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 2017, Vol. 43(1), p. 41-57.

3 Tara Polzer, “Invisible Integration: How Bureaucratic, Academic and Social Categories Obscure
Integrated Refugees,” Journal of Refugee Studies, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2008, p. 477.

b Critiques of depictions of refugees as passive and out of place are common, but are often influenced
by Liisa Malkki, “Refugees and Exile: From ‘Refugee Studies’ to the National Order of Things.” Annual
Review of Anthropology, 1995, Vol. 24(1), p. 495-523.



In this paper, I would like to suggest that, in the context of the large-scale displacements
from Syria, attention to alternative modes of identification, such as being religiously
affiliated, can provide a helpful mode of analysis for scholars seeking to understand
emplacement among refugees. This approach considers forms of identification that
become important in context of displacement, looking beyond national identity as the
sole, or primary, social identifier. Indeed, among the Syrians I met in Turkey, those who
had proclivities toward Islamic action and education often felt secure and confident
about their place in the country. They had connected with informal support networks
that, while assisting with practical concerns, such as finding housing and employment,
also offered spiritual support, companionship, and community.

Much of this paper draws on secondary scholarship in the social sciences, primarily
anthropology, pertaining to displacement and humanitarianism, suggesting approaches
to understanding belonging, identity, and social networks. These secondary sources
are supplemented through accounts from my own ethnographic fieldwork in Turkey
in Summer 2019, as well as several earlier and extended periods of reporting as a
journalist.”® I spent three months in the Istanbul neighborhood of Fatih, where I
attended weekly gatherings organized by an Islamic community. Although institutionally
independent, this community developed out of the larger Nurcu movement — a vast
revivalist movement with various splinter communities that all read the writings of
the Turkish theologian Said Nursi (d. 1960) — with the intention of reading Nursi’s
work in English. The community attracted educated Turks, international Muslims
living in Turkey as professionals or students, and economic and political refugees. My
research, which included participant observation and interviews with around a dozen
Syrians, extended beyond the formal community, and instead considered the personal
relationships interlocutors had built with one another. In light of discourses I regularly
heard which depicted Istanbul as bifurcated between Syrian and Turkish spheres, 1
was surprised to find that many Syrian men’ — sometimes in groups and sometimes as
individuals — attended Turkish religious events and had become involved in Turkish
Islamic communities, even in spite of language barriers. In general, when asked about
their support and connections, they indicated that they did not receive services from
formal NGOs and instead depended upon informal community relationships. Donations
were distributed, not through organised humanitarian bureaucracies intended to aid

9] Note that names have been changed throughout the paper in order to protect the privacy of all

interlocutors.

6 While my experience as a journalist helped me to better understand the lives of my interlocutors,
and to build important connections, this paper is primarily rooted in my recent ethnographic fieldwork.

7 Due to cultural norms, I primarily had access to male gatherings.



refugees, but instead on ad hoc, case-by-case basis intended to help “a brother” in a
difficult situation. I thus treat these religious communities as social networks, which 1
define as the interpersonal relationships through which migrants secure basic needs and
develop feelings of emplacement and belonging.?

In the analysis that follows, I present a broad overview of the situation for refugees in
Turkey and raise questions pertaining to shared identity and Islam. I then explore the
salience of the category of “refugee” and suggest ways in which their experiences align
with, and diverge from, commonly held assumptions about refugees and humanitarian
support. Not wanting to idealise the notion of a shared identity, in the conclusion, I
suggest new problematics, fractures, and boundaries that have emerged in the context
of socio-religious networks built upon shared affiliation. The conflict in Syria and the
subsequent refugee influx has come about at a particularly critical juncture in Turkish
history, insofar as religiosity as a unifying identity (among those Turks who do, indeed,
identify as religious) has become an increasingly important social identifier” under the
Justice and Development Party (AKP).!’ In some ways, Syrians are both the beneficiaries
of the AKP’s commitment to a pan-Islamic vision, one that expresses particular concerns
about fellow Muslims in need and, as such, they are also held up as its evidence.

TURKEY AS A CASE FOR THINKING OUTSIDE THE NGO

Turkey provides an illustrative study into the practices of agency and emplacement
among refugee communities. According to the Center for American Progress, a vast
majority of Syrian refugees in Turkey, some 96 percent, live outside of refugee camps,
in either urban or semi-urban areas. With nearly four million refugees living in Turkey,
Syrian restaurants, cafes, and small businesses have been established throughout major
cities. A majority of Syrians remain in the country’s southern provinces, close to the
Syrian border, but about one million Syrians are living in Istanbul, the economic capital.'

8 Note that I borrow the first part of this definition, relating to basic needs, from Brigitte Suter, but
add to the definition a sense of belonging, in line with how my interlocutors understood the role of these
Islamic communities. Brigitte Suter, “Social Networks in Transit: Experiences of Nigerian Migrants in
Istanbul,” Journal of Immugrant & Refugee Studies, 2012, Vol. 10 (2), p. 209.

9 Ihsan Yilmaz, “Islamic Populism and Creating Desirable Citizens in Erdogan’s New Turkey,”
Mediterranean Quarterly, 2018, Vol. 29(4), p. 52-76.

10 The Islamist-leaning AKP, led by President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, encourages family values
and has overturned many of Turkey’s formerly secular laws. Under the AKP government, many Islamic
organizations and communities have enjoyed widening influence throughout the country.

11 This number is according to the Istanbul mayor, although only 500,000 Syrians are officially regis-
tered in the city, according to figures from the Interior Ministry. See: Sarah Dadouch and Khalil Ashawi,

"Istanbul gives Syrians one month to return to provinces in which they are registered,” website, Reuters, 22



As Turkish authorities attempt to phase out the refugee camps,'? they are also implementing
policies intended to integrate Syrian children into Turkish schools and Syrian workers
into the economic system. As various studies have shown, few refugees have plans to
return home anytime in the foreseeable future.”” While some 75,000 Syrians have
become naturalised Turkish citizens, a vast majority remain in limbo under temporary
protection status.'* The situation of refugees in the country thus represents that of a
refugee population and humanitarian situation that is indefinite and in process of growing
long-term and multi-generational.”

To meet the needs of a diverse, and often economically desperate population, a vast
network of NGOs exists in Turkey today. As of 2017, a Turkish official stated that
48 foreign NGOs had received permission to operate in the country, although some
(including International Medical Corps and Mercy Corps) were shuttered for their alleged
cooperation in providing Syrian Kurds with humanitarian relief.'® Many NGOs and
international associations, including United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR), the United Nation’s refugee agency, remain active in providing educational
services and other programming and services to Syrians. However, a vast majority of
humanitarian endeavours are led by Turkish NGOs, often working in partnership with
international organisations. My interlocutors were most familiar with the work of the
Foundation for Human Rights and Freedoms and Humanitarian Relief (IHH), a Turkish

July 2019, available at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-syrians/istanbul-gives-syrians-one-month-
to-return-to-provinces-in-which-they-are-registered-idUSKCNTUH1Y6 [last accessed 20 August 2019].

12 According to Alan Makoyvky, decisions to close the camps have been influenced, in part, by the
economic success of Syrians residing outside of the camps; UN officials have also cited the importance
of ensuring refugees are integrated into their “host” communities and live self-reliantly. Many refugees
have themselves chosen to settle outside of refugee camps, and the UNHCR provides a stipend to help
support settlement outside of the camps. See: Alan Makovsky, "Turkey's Refugee Dilemma: Tiptoeing
Toward Integration," website, Center for American Progress, 2019, available at: https://www.americanprogress.
org/issues/security/reports/2019/03/13/467183/turkeys-refugee-dilemma [last accessed 15 May 2019].

13 Alan Makovsky, op.cit, 2019.

14 Syrians are able to apply for temporary protection in Turkey, which, while protecting their rights
to remain in Turkey, does not afford them rights laid out in international conventions for refugees. Those
under temporary protection are legally prohibited from traveling to other provinces, unless granted special
permission.

! urkey is just one country in the region that is currently hosting a large population of Syrian refu-
15 Turkey is just try in tl gion that tly hosting a larg lat f Sy f
gees. In Lebanon, there are more than 1.5 million refugees, and in Jordan, 1.4 million. About 20 percent
of refugees in Jordan live in camps, while Lebanon was wary to create camps due to its experiences with
protracted Palestinian displacement. Both countries, as well as Turkey (explored further in the section below,
“Fragmented Belongings”) have experienced growing anti-refugee sentiment.

16 Biilent Aras and Yasin Duman, “I/NGOs’ Assistance to Syrian Refugees in Turkey: Opportunities
and Challenges,” Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies, 2019, Vol. 21(4), p. 478-491.
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Islamic charity that operates globally. Their headquarters is located in the neighbourhood
of Fatih in Istanbul, where my interlocutors primarily lived.

Because this paper focuses precisely on those refugees who “don’t need help” — at
least not from international NGOs — and who are “not immediately distinguishable
from the general population,” quantitative data is difficult to come by.'” That noted, I
do not intend to argue whether or not these experiences of participation in religious
life, or in other forms of social networks, are reflective of a substantial percentage of
Syrians living in Turkey. However, areas where Syrian commercial activities and social
lives thrive, such as in the Fatih neighbourhood of Istanbul, suggest that many Syrians
have built lives for themselves and experience emplacement and belonging in Turkey
— which, of course, is not to suggest that they are content with their circumstances
or the policies that regulate their lives. Rather, I consider these cases of Syrians who
have become involved in Turkish socio-religious life for what they might reveal about
the nature of displacement and identity in the Middle East. That includes how they
might encourage scholars to expand their conception of humanitarianism beyond the
workings of NGOs and to remain attentive to the role played by informal social actors
and networks, whether they are built upon religious identity or other potential modes
of affiliation that transcend that of the nation.

In recent decades, scholars within the social sciences have become increasingly sceptical
of depictions of a generalised “refugee experience,” reducible to narratives of out-of-
placeness.'® In the early 1990s, Liisa Malkki suggested that popular discourse, academic
and policy-oriented literature, and refugee management has produced a ubiquitous way of
thinking about (and conflating) identity/culture and territory/nation. These assumptions
are reflected through the lexicon commonly available to speak about refugees: terms like
“displacement” and “uprootedness,” often associated with crises, insinuating a metaphysical
attachment between place and identity. Malkki’s own work with Hutu refugees, both
within and outside of refugee camps, showed that interpretations of exile and home, as
well as notions of identity and nation, varied depending on the circumstances of one’s
exile."” Since then, anthropology has seen a proliferation of studies exploring the ways
through which the category of “refugee” can be a malleable one — sometimes providing
the grounds upon which people stake political and historical claims, construct senses of

17 Tara Polzer, op.cit., 2008, p. 477.

18 Liisa Malkki, “National Geographic: The Rooting of Peoples and the Territorialization of National
Identity Among Scholars and Refugees,” Cultural Anthropology, 1992, Vol. 7(1), p. 24-44.

19 Ibid., p. 34-37.



belonging, and build solidarities.”” This has, in many ways, weakened an emphasis on the
“refugee” as the paradigmatic case of “bare life” to whom Giorgio Agamben referred,
and instead encourages scholars to view refugees as agentive subjects. ?!

As Giulia El Dardiry observes, within studies of the Middle East, scholars have often
highlighted a regionalist paradigm to counter a discourse that assumes refugees to be
people out of place. This approach instead focuses on local and regional affiliations (often
times Arabism and Islam) that become important in cases of mass-scale migrations and
displacements. In a context of neoliberal restructuring programs, scholars also point to
the relevance of socioeconomic relationships.”” In the Turkish case, there remains a fairly
clear division in public discourses between Syrians and Turks — especially, perhaps,
given their linguistic and ethnic distinctions. Rather than reject difference, interlocutors
often reproduced (and idealised) ethno-national diversity, expressing a cosmopolitan
intrigue with culinary, linguistic, and other cultural practices. At the same time, they
emphasised the importance of another, unifying identity: belonging to a global Muslim
community, which they referred to as the umma.”

In many respects, the umma was spoken about in aspirational terms — something that
Muslims must strive to realise. Participants of the religious communities (which, as a
broad category, are referred to as the cemaat) often referred to Syrians as muhacir, invoking
the early Muslim emigrants who fled persecution with the Prophet Muhammad from
Mecca to Medina.? Turkish interlocutors often said that Turks should act like the ansar,
referring to those Muslims already living in Medina who welcomed and sheltered the
Muslim emigrants. The analogy was explained to me as an attempt to recognise and

20 This 1s a theme explored in anthropological literature pertaining to Palestinian refugees especially,
given the protracted nature of their displacement. See, for instance, Julie Peteet, Landscapes of Hope and
Despair: Palestine Refugee Camps, Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005; Ilana Feldman, Life Lived
in Relief: Humanitarian Predicaments and Palestinian Refugee Politics, Oakland, University of California Press, 2018.

21 Giorgio Agamben, “We Refugees,” Symposium, 1995, Vol. 49(2), p. 116.

22 Giulia El Dardiry, ““People Eat People’: The Influence of Socioeconomic conditions on Experiences
of Displacement in Jordan,” International jJournal of Middle East Studies, Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press, 2017, p. 703.

23 In her ethnography of migrants’ conversions in Kuwait, Attiya Ahmad explores the relationship
between Islamic da’wa movements, cosmopolitanism, and the wmma concept. See: Attiya Ahmad, Everyday
Conversions: Islam, Domestic Work, and South Asian Migrant Women in Kuwait, Durham, Duke University Press, 2017,
p. 165-169.

24 While deployed here as a form of camaraderie and solidarity; it is worth noting that the term muhacir,
as the term musafir (guest), has been mobilised by politicians as a strategic alternative to referring to Syrians
as refugees. As noted earlier, Syrians are granted temporary protection status, but are denied recognition
as refugees, which would entitle them to certain rights.
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negotiate ethno-national distinction, while understanding that Turks held a special
responsibility to embrace their “Muslim brothers from Syria,” just as the early Muslims
had done with those fleeing Mecca. Within the religious communities in Fatih, usage
of the term muhacir was seen as standing in contradistinction to terms like “refugees”
or “guests” — terms viewed as alienating. It signalled an implicit critique of the wider
Turkish public for failing to uphold their Islamic duties to support their co-religionists.

Much literature in migration studies has focused on the role of shared identity with
regards to the proliferation of Islamic NGOs.” These NGOs interweave a discourse of
both Islamic solidarity and compassion and of neoliberal humanitarianism. While much
of this literature offers generative insight into the way shared identity can be mobilised,
and the multiplicity of forms humanitarianism can take, these studies tend to uphold
the stark dichotomy between those “being saved” and those doing the saving — that
1s, humanitarian actors. They thus reproduce a generalisable image of the refugee-as-
helpless-victim. Attention to social networks, on the other hand, reveals how refugees
are simultaneously the recipients of support, while also participants and contributors
to a community — thereby challenging the challenges of paternalism that, as many
scholars note, are often associated with humanitarian endeavours.?

Within the socio-religious communities, interlocutors understood themselves as both
recipients and providers of support. Those who provided them with help were not
impersonal bureaucratic aid workers, but instead participants in their own communities.
Tarek, a Syrian man in his early 30s, who is involved with one of the communities in
Fatih and works as a teacher, explained how support within the religious communities

functioned:

“My situation in this country s difficult. 'm having difficulty with my kimlik [an identification
card] so sometimes I need help. I can ask [a respected person in the community] to help me and he
will [ask the others]. They helped me to find an apartment that way, and helped me pay it when
1 didn’t have work. "I hen someone else will need some help. [A respected person] will come to me,
he will say ‘this brother needs help’ and then I can help him.”*’

25 See, for instance: Mayka Kaag, “Iransnational Islamic NGOs in Chad: Islamic Solidarity in the
Age of Neoliberalism,” Africa Today, 2008, Vol. 54(3), p. 3-18.

S

26 Estella Carpi, “The Political and the Humanitarian in Lebanon. Social Responsiveness to Emergency
Crisis from the 2006 War to the Syrian Retfugee Influx,” Orente Moderno, 2014, Vol. 94(2), p. 409.

27 Interview by the author with Tarek, a Syrian refugee, in Istanbul, Turkey, 13 July 2016. Interestingly,
Tarek’s kimlik issue resolved shortly following our initial interview, and he managed to secure semi-reliable
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The cyclical nature of giving reflects that which Marcel Mauss described as a cycle of
reciprocity, helping to bind a community together.? Mauss suggests that individuals engage
in acts of gift-giving that, although feeling to be voluntary, are circumscribed by social
obligation, engaged in reciprocal cycles of giving, receiving and returning gifts. At the
time of my fieldwork in Summer 2019, Tarck was renting out a room in his apartment
at a low cost to a Turkish friend who had fallen on difficult financial circumstances —
further reflecting the cycle of reciprocity that occurs within this context. Apartment
sharing was one common way Syrians, and others, found support through the network.
Several interlocutors who were struggling financially were given affordable housing
through dormitories associated with religious communities.

Tarek’s role as both receiver and giver of support reflects what Noga Malkin, writing in a
context of formalised humanitarian endeavours, describes as “a more fluid understanding
of refugees as people located in various, fluctuating, positionalities.”* Indeed, Syrians
like Tarek who had been involved in a community for extended periods of time often
served in multiple symbolic and practical capacities and had gained a level of respect
that they often did not feel in other spaces. Because Syrians were often viewed as being
well educated in traditional Islamic studies, including Qur’anic recitation, they were
often called upon to lead the community in prayers. This was the case not only within
the weekly gathering I attended, but also within the other Sufi communities I observed,
where the leaders of the religious orders would occasionally step aside to allow a Syrian
theology student or elder to lead.

In terms of serving in functional humanitarian roles, Syrians who had strong networks
with both Turks and Syrians were often called upon as intermediaries in charitable giving.
Shadi, another long-time participant in the community, said that Turkish friends would
often ask him if he knew of families that needed support, especially around holiday times.*
“It has become about people you trust,” Shadi said, explaining why people elected to
donate their charity through his social connections, rather than through NGOs. “It’s
moved away from giving to [humanitarian organisations] to more private and personal
giving. They [Turkish people] want to know that you know the person.” He, as the
majority of my Syrian interlocutors, voiced critiques of how NGOs were thought to
distribute their funds. Knowing that I was studying humanitarianism, Syrians would
frequently engage me with questions (and opinions) along the following lines: “Do you
think that [specific NGO] is really doing anything? Maybe they rarely do projects, but

28 Marcel Mauss, The Gifi: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies, Chicago, Hau Books, 2016.

29 Noga Malkin, “My Brother’s Keeper: The Double Experience of Refugee Aid-Workers,” Journal of
Peacebwilding & Development, 2015, Vol. 10(3), p. 47.

30 Interview by author with Shadi, Syrian refugee, Istanbul, 5 August 2019.



there’s lots of media and photographs. They exaggerate I think.” !

These religious networks also provided Syrians with important social relationships that
helped them feel grounded in Turkey. While Shadi appreciated the theological teachings,
he spoke about the Nurcu community, and other religious involvements, primarily as
fulfilling social and practical needs that helped him feel more comfortable in Turkey:.
He maintained a certain pride in being familiar with Turks, and believed that it would
help his upward mobility. He explained:

“You need some way to meet new people. In Istanbul, it’s either mosques during prayer services, or
the cemaats. Or you go and have coffee or something, but at a café, but practicing Muslims will
not go there, for people who don’t want to be seen in that climate.”” Cemaat is the best substitute
that there is now ... It’s because of the cemaats that I know the Turkish community here more
than the Syrians. I wanted to know the Turkish [people], so I know how they act and so that 1
could learn Turkish.”

For many Syrians, the Turkish language posed a major barrier to feeling comfortable in
the country. Shadi, having learned Turkish by living with Turkish-speakers and involving
himself in religious communities, emphasised that he held a certain attachment to Turkey
that many other Syrians he had met did not experience. In general, the Syrians involved
with the Islamic communities in Fatih had achieved basic proficiency in Turkish and
also spoke of along-term future for themselves in Istanbul.

Feelings of belonging were often brought into question by discrimination and discomfort
Syrians faced in other contexts. In recent years, anti-refugee sentiment has grown
increasingly pronounced in Turkey. While Turks initially believed that Syrians would
return to their homes shortly after they began arriving to the country in 2011, their
protracted presence has brought under scrutiny the AKP’s ostensibly hospitable policies,
as well as its support for Syrian rebels fighting Bashar al-Assad. Increasingly, opposition
parties have framed the AKP’s policies in Syria as entrenching Turkey in conflict with
its neighbours and contributing toward an overburdening refugee crisis. In political
discourse, the refugee situation has been blamed for a worsening economy and many
secularists argue that Syrians are turning the country more conservative. Referring to
“Integration” in the public discourse is now politically untenable; politicians instead

refer to “harmonisation.”?

Informal discussion between author and Syrian refugee, Istanbul, 25 June 2019.

He later explained that he preferred social spaces that were gender segregated.

33 Alan Makovsky, op.cit., 2019.



The latter accepts Syrian presence within the country, while recognising them only as
“guests” who, as a generalised collective, will eventually return home.

In the increasingly tense and polarised political climate, feelings of belonging were
fragmented and spatialised. Walking through the streets days after the Istanbul governor’s
office announced heightened regulations on Syrians, Musaib, who settled in Istanbul
in 2017, looked around vigilantly for police patrols. Without being registered legally
in Istanbul, he was susceptible to detention and deportation to the province where he
initially registered for his residency.** As soon as we reached a café, where a table of
Turkish friends, Syrians, and several other internationals waited, Musaib grew visibly
at ease, his body relaxed. His dichotomised feelings — between fear/alienation and
comfort/belonging — were reflected in Musaib’s very understanding of the country
and its demographics. He believed that the Turkish society was “split in two halves.
One half is accepting us, and loving us, and compassionate with us, they are from
the same religion... but the other half, let’s say, the secular Turks are not accepting
us.”® I challenged him, noting that conservative politicians have pushed for tightened
restrictions on Syrians lately and that many leftists supported Syrian rights. He added
nuance to his position, explaining that some of the religious Turks did not like Syrians
either, but that they must be distinguished from those who believe that “all the people
are the same, because we are Muslims.” He defined these people as belonging to the
religious communities.

Musaib’s experiences and interpretation here counters the notion of religious identity as
a generalised and shared affiliation. Not all Turks — even those who might be labelled
“religious” in Turkish discourse (a dichotomy Musaib had adopted) — were understood
to be welcoming simply because they shared a Muslim identity. And yet, a shared identity
held acute salience in his experience, helping to build selective spaces and networks of
fraternity and support where shared modes of association — in this case, Islamic identity
— were emphasised. In other words, shared religious identity provided the potential
for connection, but it did not guarantee it. This serves to complicate discourses that
treat integration as either-or, suggesting that one might feel at place in one space, while
alienated elsewhere. It seems worth noting that, despite his anxieties in Turkey — and
perhaps as much because of those anxieties — Musaib has AKP flags hanging throughout
his apartment. He would like to get married in Istanbul (“maybe to a Turk”) and has
recently begun the lengthy process of applying for citizenship.

34 Sarah Dadouch and Khalil Ashawi, op.cit., 2019.

Interview by author with Musaib, Istanbul, 28 July 2019.



Scholars in migration studies have widely praised the role of informal social networks in
helping to integrate migrants into their new country. Yet, as Brigitte Suter argues through
her study of African migrant networks in Istanbul, scholarship has often overlooked
the nature of exploitation that occurs within such networks. She suggests that legal and
economic difference, in addition to the different lengths of time and acquired knowledge
among migrants, produced new forms of stratification that encouraged jealousy and
distrust. She further highlights stratification based on pre-existing divisions, especially
ethnic differences that existed among the migrant communities she studied. *

Among the social networks I studied in Fatih, emergent hierarchies were subtle. The
Nurcu community actively sought to eschew formalised positions of authority, and instead
intended the space to be one where “brothers come together and just read.”” There
was no formal membership. Nonetheless, within a network where, as I have argued,
reciprocity is essential, being able to contribute (whether materially or immaterially) served
as a form of social currency. This meant that those with much to contribute — whether
through contributing, for instance, knowledge, or who were well-connected — found
considerable respect. Those with little to contribute — namely, the most needy and
“under-educated” — were unlikely to find a place within the community. Interlocutors
accepted that they could not accommodate everyone, and that they did not want people
to start attending merely in hopes of finding practical support — something they said
occasionally occurred, especially when refugees first began settling in Fatih. One of the
long-time participants said, “We have tried to do our part for our brothers, but our part
is little. We cannot help everyone.”* In this sense, this community could not, and did
not intend to, replace the role of the NGO.

Further, the refugee crisis has come at a particularly critical moment in Turkish politics
and history — at a time when the Turkish government, under the AKP, has sought to
promote a pan-Islamic vision. Indeed, under the AKP, the Turkish government has
sought to extend its political reach beyond its own nation, especially in an effort to
support disenfranchised and struggling Muslim communities globally, through what

2539

many label a form of “soft power™.

36 Brigitte Suter, op.cit., 2012, p. 220.

37 Interview by author with falaga founder, Istanbul, 30 July 2019.

38 Interview by author with Turkish organiser of the halaga, Istanbul, 11 July 2019.

39 Sinem Adar and Halil Ibrahim Yenigun, “A Muslim Counter-Hegemony?: Turkey’s Soft Power Strat-
egies and Islamophobia,” website, Jadaliyya, 2019, available at: https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/38646.

[last accessed 8 December 2019].



As such, it is no surprise that Syrian refugees — given the presence of nearly 4 million
in the country — are often held up in public and political discourses as the paradigmatic
beneficiaries of Turkish hospitality and humanitarianism. Following the coup attempt
in Turkey in July 2016, for instance, Turkish media outlets were quick to point out that
many Syrian refugees were “among the strongest supporters of the Turkish government.”
“Due to the fact that much of Turkey’s conservative population is proud of the AKP’s
positioning as a humanitarian government, it is worth considering further how discourses
of humanitarianism and cultural openness are mobilised, potentially pressuring Syrians
to perform certain forms of gratitude and express contentedness with their situation
in Turkey.

Syrians were generally wary to complain about their situation in the country near
Turks. They proceeded into political discussions cautiously and generally emphasised
their loyalties to Turkey. When I asked a Syrian interlocutor whether he and his Syrian
friends complained about their situation in Turkey amongst themselves, he told me, as
others, that “they do, but they wouldn’t want Turks to hear.” I could not help but noting
that he distanced himself from those who express criticisms, using the pronoun “they”.
H'This raises questions: What sorts of acceptable speech and expressions are accepted
within these social networks? What forms of compromise and censorship are expected
to make such spaces “work™?

Refugees living in protracted contexts of displacement frequently encounter bureaucratic,
legal, economic, and political issues. While much policy-oriented literature tends to focus
on these challenges, many scholars have begun to consider the relationships, new forms
of identities, and the various solidarities and mutual support produced through processes
of emplacement. In this paper, I have suggested that shared modes of association,
and religion in particular, provide helpful modes of analysis for the investigation and
understanding of inclusion and refugee support. While a focus on shared affiliation
risks overstating religion’s role as a unifying social force, this paper instead shows that
identities such as being Muslim emerge as important and unifying identities in limited
spaces — analysed here through an interest in the role of Islamic social networks —
rather than broadly among a population.

' online video,

10 TRT World, "Syrians in Turkey celebrate government triumph over coup attempt,'
Youtube, 21 July 2016, available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FZhIsBSgRDo [last accessed 15

May 2019].

3| Informal discussion between author and Syrian refugee, Istanbul, 15 July 2019.



These social networks offer refugees support that they otherwise are likely to receive
only through humanitarian agencies, and thus, present an alternative form of support
and care. Rather than reproducing divisions between aid-provider and aid-receiver,
or, put differently, between saviour and victim, these social networks present cases of
mutual support, where roles and responsibilities fluctuate. As presented in the case of
Hisham, he contrasted the motivations of those with whom he received support “based
on religious reasons” to those who did so impersonally for “humanitarian reason or
because they had to.”*? The former he spoke about in terms of fictive kinship — that is,
as his “second family.”* While providing practical support, these cases reflect how social
networks can provide forms of camaraderie and community, thereby helping refugees
to feel a sense of belonging in their ostensible “host” nation.

At the same time, there exists a risk in narrowly focusing on the beneficial outcomes of
social networks that are built on shared modes of identification, insofar as it ignores the
role of class, ethnicity, and politics.
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Faith-Based
Actors in Sanhurfa,
Turkey: Reducing

Tensions
Between Host
Populations and
Syrian Refugee

Communities



Preventing possible tensions between refugees
and the host population has become a policy
priority for countries hosting large numbers
of refugees. In addition to local, national and
international humanitarian actors, faith-based
actors from both host and refugee communities
attempt to prevent any tension, as it may
disrupt public order, migrant integration
and social cohesion. However, little is known
about the mechanisms and strategies used by
refugee-led faith-based actors to take a role in
reducing tensions between host-community
and refugees. This article examines refugee-
organised faith-based actors’ capabilities,
limits and interactions with host city actors
in conflict prevention, by drawing from the
case of Sanhurfa, a Turkish border province
which hosts half a million Syrian refugees.
Based on ethnographic field research, including
interviews and participant observation, as
well as the analysis of local media outlets, the
paper focuses on the engagements of faith-
based actors of Syrian refugee community
with the local actors of Sanlurfa. Findings
illustrate that faith-based actors are able to
prevent escalation of social tensions in early
stages when they coordinate and cooperate
with local political and humanitarian actors.
However, their effectiveness in preventing
tensions in later stages remains limited and
does not fully eliminate the risk of violence,
as such tensions are often underpinned by
socio-economic factors. Finally, the case shows
that faith-based actors’ engagement in refugee-
host community relations lead to small but
significant contributions that come with risks
and challenges.



Preventing conflict between refugees and host populations is a pressing policy issue in
refugee host countries. Each country witnesses complex interactions between actors
using varying strategies and resource capabilities to prevent potential conflict. Host state
authorities often implement immediate security measures, while local associations and
international non-governmental organisations focus on conflict prevention by adopting
small-scale social cohesion projects. Faith-based actors from both host and refugee
communities are often also involved in conflict prevention.

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) underlines the
importance of partnering with faith-based actors — grouped under three types: faith-
based organisations, local faith communities and faith leaders.! Faith-based organisations
encompass religious and religion-based organisations or networks, communities
belonging to a place of religious worship, specialized religious institutions and religious
social service agencies, and registered or unregistered non-profit institutions that have
a religious character or mission.”” Local faith communities are not organised, rather,
they are composed of people who share common religious beliefs and values. Local
faith communities mobilize and provide support through their membership and faith
networks, often voluntarily, considering it a tenet of their faith to do so in humanitarian
emergencies. Though, they do not necessarily act by referring to humanitarian principles.
Faith leaders, drawing power from trust and moral authority over members of their local
faith community, are those “who play influential roles within their faith communities and
the broader local community.” They shape public opinion in the broader community.?
It is worth noting that “a refugee who regularly attends a church or mosque does not
necessarily identify themselves with the label ‘local faith community member,” as current
humanitarian language tends to capture them.”*

When responding to humanitarian crises and providing relief and assistance to vulnerable
P g P g
people,” faith-based actors sometimes have advantages over secular organisations.

1 UNHCR, “Partnership note: On Faith-based organisations, Local Faith Communities, and Faith
Leaders,” Website, UNHCR, 2014, available at: https://www.unhcr.org/539¢f28b9.pdf [last accessed 20
April 2018].

2 Ibid.

3 Ibud.

1 Estella Carpi, “Does Faith-Based Provision Always Localise Aid?,” Website, Refugee Hosts, 22 January
2018, available at: https:/ /refugechosts.org/2018/01/22/ does-taith-based-aid-provision-always-localise-aid /
[last accessed 25 April 2019].

5 For discussions about faith and humanitarianism see: Elizabeth Ferris, “Faith and humanitarianism:
It’s complicated,” Journal of Refugee Studies, 2011, Vol. 24 (3), pp.606-625.



These derive from their ability to respond faster through social networks, mobilisation
experience and financial capital. Iurther, their religious affiliations may create affinity
with the affected communities.

However, there are also concerns about the neutrality and objectivity of these actors as
well as donor expectations, as they often fail to comply with international humanitarian
standards.® For example, Gulf-funded humanitarian organisations providing aid to Syrian
refugees in Lebanon often make “ad foc deliveries with few administrative procedures
and lack of transparency.”’ Despite this, acknowledging that their advantages outweigh
their disadvantages, the UNHCR cooperates with some faith-based actors in forced
migration responses, particularly in the global South.?

Faith-based actors occupy a range of roles dealing with population displacement, mainly
centred around provision of basic needs and protection. These actors operate with diverse
motives, donors and actor networks. Faith-based actors can also originate from within
refugee communities that self-organise after displacement.” Self-organised faith-based
refugee groups share similar characteristics with other faith-based humanitarian actors,
although they may have less resources and capacities. In refugee protection, faith-based
actors present some benefits, such as providing shelter in places of worship, assisting
individual vulnerable cases, and ensuring access to healthcare and employment through
their networks, and even accompanying detainees. "

Moreover, these actors engage in community outreach and advocacy. They conduct

6 See: Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, “The pragmatics of performance: Putting “faith’ in aid in the Sahrawi
refugee camps,” Journal of Refugee Studies, 2011 3, Vol 24 (3), pp. 533-547; Kathryn Kraft and Jonathan D.
Smith, “Between international donors and local faith communities: Intermediaries in humanitarian assistance
to Syrian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon,” Disasters, 2019, Vol 43 (1), pp. 24-45.

7 Susanne Schmelter, “Gulf States’ Humanitarian Assistance for Syrian Refugees in Lebanon,” Gl Society
Knowledge Center; 2019, p.15, available at: https://civilsociety-centre.org/ paper/ gulf-states®/o0E2%80%99-hu-
manitarian-assistance-syrian-refugees-lebanon. [last accessed 15 May 2019].

8 UNHCR, op.cit.,2014.

9 For discussions about faith-based humanitarianism in the migration situations. See: Elena Fiddian-Qa-

smiyeh (ed)
Refugee Studies, 2011, Vol. 24 (3), pp. 429-439.

10 For specific examples where faith-based actors provide services to refugees see: Jessica Eby, Erika
Iverson, Jenifer Smyers, and Erol Kekic, “The faith community’s role in refugee resettlement in the United
States,” Journal of Refugee Studies, 2011, Vol 24 (3), pp.586-605; Alexander Horstmann, “Ethical dilemmas
and identifications of faith-based humanitarian organisations in the Karen refugee crisis,” Journal of Refugee
Studies, 2011, Vol 24 (3)

in Jos, Nigeria: An analysis of the role of Christian and Muslim organisations,” Journal of Refugee Studes,

, pp- 513-532; Nkwachukwu Orji,“Faith-based aid to people affected by conflict

2011, Vol 24 (3), pp. 473-492; Victoria Palmer, “Analysing cultural proximity: Islamic relief worldwide and
Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh,” Development in Practice, 2011,Vol 21 (1), pp. 96-108.

“Special issue: Faith-based humanitarianism in contexts of forced displacement,” Journal of
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activities supporting social cohesion between refugees and host communities. They
contribute to mediating tension between refugees — or internally displaced persons —
and host communities through reconciliation and peace-building activities that combat
xenophobia and discrimination.!’ Due to their capacity to promote social cohesion, host
countries, national actors and international non-governmental organisations (INGOs)
may work with faith-based actors.

However, the implications of cooperation with faith-based actors have not been adequately
addressed in existing literature, providing only incomplete analysis on faith-based actor’s
roles in reducing tension. This paper addresses this gap by exploring recent examples of
faith-based actors involved in conflict prevention. The focus of the study is Sanlurfa, a
Turkish border province which hosts almost half a million of Turkey’s current total of
3.6 million Syrian refugees.'”” This paper explores the mechanisms and strategies used
by faith-based actors to reduce tensions in Sanlurfa, with reference also to Gaziantep.
Further, this paper focuses on faith-based actors’ interactions with host city actors and
assesses the limits of refugee-organised faith-based organisations’ capacities.

The research uses qualitative research methods, consisting of 45 semi-structured interviews
conducted throughout 2018 with Syrian refugees, provincial Turkish authorities, and
representatives from both international and national humanitarian organisations
operating in Sanhurfa."”® Additionally, field observations, informal conversations with host
community members, researchers and native volunteers serving the refugee community,
as well as discourse analysis of local and national news helped to inform this paper.

The paper argues that faith-based actors are able to prevent escalation of social tensions
in early stages, when they coordinate and cooperate with local political and humanitarian
actors. However, their effectiveness in preventing tensions in later stages remains limited
and does not fully eliminate the risk of violence, as these tensions are often underpinned by
socio-economic factors.

11 UNHCR, op.cit., 2014.

12 Republic of Turkey Ministry of Interior, “Yillara Gére Gegici Koruma Kapsamindaki Suriyeliler,”
Republic of Turkey Munustry of Interior; 18 April 2019, available at: http://www.goc.gov.tr/icerik3/gecici-ko-
ruma_363_378_4713. [Last accessed 29 April 2019].

13 Field research for this paper was funded by RESPOND: Multilevel Governance of Mass Migration
in Europe and Beyond Project- Horizon2020 (#770564), European Commission. This paper was written by
the author during her fellowship at the Kate Hamburger Kolleg/ Centre for Global Cooperation Research,
University of Duisburg-Essen Germany (03/2019-02/2020). All opinions expressed are the responsibility
of the author.



SANLIURFA: FROM QUIET HOST TO A TENSE COMMUNITY

Since 2011, Sanhurfa, a Turkish province bordering Syria, has become a transit and
settlement location for Syrian refugees. At the time of writing (April 2019), Sanhurfa
hosted Turkey’s second largest Syrian population at 451,434 — 22% of the province’s
population of 2,035,0893." Sanliurfa is also one of the ten poorest provinces in Turkey,
where average family income is approximately half of the Turkish average."” The province
has limited job opportunities, is largely un-industrialised and relies on an agricultural
economy. Seasonal agricultural jobs are the primary economic activity of many locals.
Many rely on secondary income from construction, service sectors, state social security,
and NGOs. The geographic proximity, ethnic and social dynamics of Sanlurfa are
significant factors in why nearly half a million Syrian refugees remain in the province.

Sanlurfa occupies 250 km of Turkey’s 911 km Syrian border and many Turkish citizens
live within 100 km of the border. The provincial capital is 55 km away from the border
and there are official border crossings in three different towns, namely Akcakale,
Mursitpinar, and Ceylanpinar. These remained relatively open to Syrians until 2014,
with intermittent closures following Turkish security concerns. Turks and Syrians in this
area are also culturally, ethnically and linguistically close. Half of Sanlurfa’s Turkish
population speak Arabic and Kurdish, in addition to Turkish, and there are many kinship
ties between Syrians and Turks in the area.'

The Turkey-Syria border can be defined as a “geopolitical” and “national border ”
in William Walter’s categorisation. This means that it is a border marking both the
limit of state control over territory, and the limit of the state’s ability to homogenise
national identity. Despite efforts since the early 20" century,'” the borderlands in the

14 Republic of Turkey Ministry of Interior, “Gecici Koruma,” Republic of Turkey Ministry of Interion;
11 April 2019, available at: http://www.goc.gov.tr/icerik6/gecici-koruma_363_378_4713_icerik. [Last
accessed 20 April 2019

15 Thrkiye Istatistik Kurumu (TUIK), “Gelir ve Yagsam Kosullar1 Aragtirmasi Bolgesel Sonugclari,”
27 September 2016, Turkish Statistical Institute file:///C:/Users/hp/Downloads/Gelir_ve_Ya%C5%o-
9Fam_Ko%C5%9Fullar®%C4%B1_Ara®%C5%9Ft_27.09.2016.pdf. [Last accessed 20 April 2019].

16 Current borders of Turkey were drawn by Treaty of Lausanne in 1923 after Turkey’s War of

Independence. During the Ottoman Empire, borders were more permeable, there were strong kinship,
tribal, religious, ethnic ties. Due to Turkey’s national security related concerns and territorial disputes with
neighbouring countries ( e.g. Syria over Hatay). The southeast borders remained important and subject to
securitisation until the 2000s.

17 Hatice Pinar Senoguz, “Border Contestations, Syrian Refugees and Violence in the Southeastern
Margins of Turkey,” Movements. Journal for Critical Magration and Border Regime Studies, 2017, Vol. 3 (2), pp.165-178;
William Walters, “Mapping Schengenland: Denaturalizing the Border,” Environment and Planning D: Society
and Space, 2002, Vol. 20 (5), pp.561-580.
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southeast of Turkey and northern Syria have not been fully homogenised with the rest
of their respective nation states due to the continuation of cross-border cultures after
the demarcation of national borders. Cross-border social and economic relations have
continued in different forms from marriages to trade and smuggling, and even daily
visits as border regulations have allowed.

In the words of sociologist Mahmut Kaya, “although a border is a physical fixed durable
entity,”'® this border has never been accepted in the sociological imagination of local
people who consistently say that “these political borders were artificially and forcibly
drawn by nation-states on the territories of the Ottoman Empire, divided families and
tribes, while the same border communities continued their relations in various forms.”!"”
These ethnic, linguistic, religious, kinship, and tribal ties between locals and Syrians
initially provided welcoming attitudes to refugee arrivals. Community leaders drew on

social capital to self-initiate mediation when problems arose.

TENSIONS EMERGE BETWEEN HOST COMMUNITIES AND
SYRIAN REFUGEES

Sanhurfa is one of the most highly concentrated Syrian-hosting provinces after Istanbul.’
According to media reports, fieldwork observations and interviews with key informants,
the overall experience has been relatively peaceful between Syrian refugees and locals
— compared to neighbouring province, Gaziantep — without major violent episodes
until 2018. It should be noted that, in general, Turkey has witnessed only occasional
outbreaks of tension with Syrians, with few incidents of heavy violence.?' In May
2015, a protest marching under the banner of “We do not want Syrians” was planned
by locals in Sanhurfa. However, the provincial government did not allow it, and even

18 Turkey-Syria border formation went through different stages, including placing border markers
(1923), launching wires and land mines (1950s-1980s), removing physical barriers at certain parts of the
Turkish-Syrian border (2008), mutually lifting visa requirements (2009), and erecting a security wall (2016-
2018). See: Aras Ramazan,“T’he Wall: (dis)continuities of the state making practices on the Turkish-Syrian
border,” The American Anthropological Association Annual Meeting, 29 November — 3 December 2017, Washington

DC., USA.

19 Mahmut Kaya Speech, RESPOND Project 1st Roundtable Meeting, 17 December 2018, Istanbul.
20 Republic of Turkey Ministry of Interior, “Gecici Koruma,” Republic of Turkey Ministry of Interion; April
2019, available at: http://www.goc.gov.tr/icerik6/gecici-koruma_363_378_4713_icerik. [Last accessed
20 April 2019]

21 Al-Araby, “Turkey jails two for life over murder and rape of pregnant Syrian refugee,” Website,
Al-Araby, 17 January 2018, available at: https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2018/1/17/turkey-jails-
two-for-life-over-syrian-refugee-murders [Last accessed 20 April 2018].



arrested those disseminating similar slogans through social media.” Despite government
warnings, some locals still went to protest. However, many were immediately detained
by security forces. **

Tension escalated into violence between locals and Syrian refugees in October 2018. The
trigger was the murder of two Turkish brothers, and the wounding of another two, by
Syrians.* Social media news of the event spread rapidly and hundreds of locals (Ufahlar)
gathered in front of the municipal town hall. The angry crowd mobilized to terrify Syrians
and attacked some, chanting “We do not want Syrians.” Many Syrian stores were stoned
and heavily damaged.” Security forces intervened to stop protestors attacking Syrians and
arrested eight Syrians allegedly involved in the fighting and the murders, while detaining over
20 Turks who disseminated provocative messages on social media. They also placed extra
security measures in neighbourhoods where Syrians lived i large numbers. Calming down
the protestors took nearly a week,” and many Syrians were afraid to leave their houses or
open their stores for days. %/

Several months before the incident, during fieldwork, escalating tension was tangible through
the anti-Syrian discourse among locals, including the key authorities such as muhtars* public
bureaucrats, and directors of line ministries’s provincial branches, e.g. Ministry of Interior,
Ministry of Education, Ministry of Labor, Family and Social Policies, and Ministry of Health.
In communication with locals, often the first topic on the table was the high number of Syrians

22 Gobeklitepe Haber, “Suriyelileri Istemiyoruz Provokasyonu Yasaklandi,” Website, Gobeklitepe Haber;
15 May 2015, available at: http://www.gobeklitepechaber.com/haber/9883/suriyelileri-istemiyoruz-pro-
vakasyonu-yasaklandi.html, [Last accessed 20 April 2018].

23 Gobeklitepe Haber, “Urfa’da Suriyeli Protestosu Gerginligi,”Website, Gobeklitepe Haber, 17 May 2015,
available at: http://www.gobeklitepehaber.com/haber/9909/urfada-suriyeli-prostesi-gerginligi.html [Last
accessed 20 April 2018].

24 The murders happened as a result of fighting between a Turkish and a Syrian family, which began
with the fights among children in a neighborhood where mainly poor Syrians and locals live together. Two
young sons of Turkish family died. See: Urfahaber,”Urfa’da 2 kiginin 6liimiine karigan 8 Suriyeli tutukland,”
Urfahaber; 30 September 2018, available at: https://www.urfahaber.com/urfa-da-2-kisinin-olumune-kari-
san-8-suriyeli-tutuklandi/ 1892/ [Last accessed 20 April 2018]; Alinteri, “Urfa’da Suriyelilere saldirilar
baglads,”, Alinters, 29 September 2018, available at: https://gazete.alinteril.org/urfada-suriyelilere-saldiri-
lar-basladi [last accessed 20 April 2018].

25 Tuba Cameli, “Vallahi Billahi Suriyeli Degiliz!,” Birartibi; 3 January 2019, available at: https://www.
birartibir.org/ goc-ve-multecilik/227-vallahi-billahi-suriyeli-degiliz [Last accessed 20 April 2018].

26 Ihid.

27 Mahmut Bozarslan, “Sanliurfa’da neler oluyor,” Vouwe of America (Turkish Edition), 30 September 2018,
available at: https://www.amerikaninsesi.com/a/sanl%C4%3Blurfada-neler-oluyor/4593584.html [Last
accessed 20 April 2018].

28 Muhtar means the elected head of a village and neighbourhood.
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in the province and narratives around Syrian “wrongdoings.” Anti-Syrian statements included

bbl

“Syrians are taking our jobs,” ““I'hey use the public buses freely,” “There is no space for us in

the public parks, because all are filled by them,” and “Syrians do not behave properly as guests.”

Some statements were highly gendered such as “Syrian men are shameless, they sit in front
of their houses and smoke water pipes,” “Syrian women wear a lot of make-up, spend all of
their money on coiffeur and cosmetics, they marry with our local men, often as a second wife.”
Other negative statements contained prejudices, and discrimination. * I saw a restaurant in
the main market with a sign saying “This store is not a Syrian store, it is Uyfal” protesting
that Syrians opened their own stores on this shopping street. Along with other statements,
this signalled that sharing economic resources had become a point of tension between the
host and refugee communities.

As Senoguz notes “reactions among the local population at the border have been shaped and
turned into struggles over the definition and meaning of society — over the question of who
belongs and who does not.”*” According to the people of Sanhurfa, Syrians do not belong
to the city, thus they should not be too visible in urban space. Syrians’ “intense” usage of
parks, pavements, public buses and markets made the host community concerned about the

perceived changing ownership of the city.

Many interviewed Syrians were aware of increasing anti-Syrian sentiments. They recalled
incidents of discrimination and assault experienced in public buses, work places, and
neighbourhoods. However, none reported physical violence by locals against Syrians until
June 2018. Gradually, anti-Syrian attitudes in the city became more widespread and violent,
leading to multiple deaths of Syrians in the city.

As mentioned earlier, the level of communal conflict remained relatively low untl 2018,

29 For a survey results about local’s perception of Syrians. See: Ahmet Dogan, Sanlwrfa'daki Yerel
Halkin Suriyeli Sigimmacilara - Miiltecilere Vonelik Algist, 30 March 2019, available at: https://www.raporlar.org/
urfadaki-yerel-halkin-suriyeli-siginmacilara-yonelik-algisi-ahmet-dogan/. [last accessed 05 February 2019].

30 Hatice Pinar Senoguz, op.cit., 2017

31 Reported fighting and lynching attempts shared on the local and national media between Syrians
and locals in which police intervened (chronologically): 1) Fighting between a local and Syrian group in
a Syrian store, galvanised stoning of Syrian houses and stores in the neighborhood on 20 August 2018.
See: Urfadasin, “Sanliurfa’da Suriyeli ve Tiirk Iki Grup Birbirine Girdi!” Website, Unfadasin, 20 August
2018, available at: https://www.urfadasin.com/S$anlhurfa-da-suriyeli-ve-turk-iki-grup-birbirine-girdi [last
accessed 15 April 2019]; 2) Quarrel between groups in the city center market on 26 March 2017. See:
Sanhurfa 63 TV, “Sanhurfa'da Sanhurfalilar ve Suriyeliler kavga etti,” Video, Joutube, 26 March 2016,
available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PPpBxFMIRS8 [last accessed 15 April 2019]; 3) Lynch
attempts against Syrian stores in parallel to the rumors about a Syrian man attacked Turkish police, on 5
April 2017. See: Ali Guzel, “Urfa’da Suriyeliler yine hedefte,” Evrensel, 5 April 2017, available at: https://
www.evrensel.net/haber/314771/urfada-suriyeliler-yine-hedefte [last accessed 15 April 2019]; 4) Fighting



unlike the neighbouring province of Gaziantep, which hosts less Syrians. It experienced violent
riots on August 11, 2014, after the alleged murder of a Turkish landlord by his Syrian tenant.
Syrians were lynched and their shops, cars and houses were vandalized by Turkish locals.”
Anti-Syrian riots occurred on_July 15, 2016 in Ankara’s Onder neighbourhood, where more
than 40,000 Syrians live, and houses and businesses of Syrians were damaged.”

In addition, there are no legal deterrents imposed by state authorities. It is not yet fully
understood which actors, factors, and mechanisms played roles in preventing the escalation
of violence in Sanhurfa, before the end of 2018.

SYRIAN REFUGEE ORGANISATIONS AND RELATIONS WITH
LOCAL ACTORS

Formal and informal organisations established by Syrians have flourished in Sanhurfa since
2012. Although there are no firm numbers about such organisations due to a lack of registration,
experts from Sanhurfa estimate there are between 100 and 150 civil society organisations
established by Syrians in the province, almost half’ of which are faith-based. Legally, only
Syrians who have a residence permit are allowed to establish, and become members of,
registered associations.

Thus, many organisations do not register because most Syrians are neither holders of Turkish
passports nor of residence permits, and some even lack temporary protection status.** The
organisations which are legally registered are often established in partnership with Turks and

triggered by children’s quarrel on the Street, became large with the participation of reportedly 100 people
(beatings, stonings, wounding) on in a public park in Haliliye on 31 May 2017. See: NT'V, “Sanlurfa'da
Suriyeliler ile mahalleli arasinda kavga,” NTT/31 May 2017, available at: https://www.ntv.com.tr/ turkiye/
sanliurfada-suriyeliler-ile-mahalleli-arasinda-kavga, 7BWO 1 Yeui0O_4wDOa9xiHQ) [last accessed 15 April
2019]; 5) Fighting between local and Syrian family, wounding, on 8 September 2016. See: Yenisafak,
“Sanhurfa’da mahalle karisti; 3 yarah - Urfa haberleri,” Yenisafak, 8 September 2016, available at: https://
www.yenisafak.com/Sanhurfada-mahalle-karisti-3-yarali---urfa-haberleri-h-2528211 [last accessed 15 April
2019]; 6) Street fighting between locals and Syrian groups in Haliliye, stoning of stores and houses by two
groups on 1 August 2014. See: Al Jazeera Turk, “Urfa'da Suriyeli gerginligi,” Al Jazeera Turk, 1 August 2014,
available at: http://www.aljazeera.com.tr/haber/urfada-suriyeli-gerginligi [last accessed 15 April 2019]; 7)
Fighting between locals and Syrians in a local store with the involvement of 20 people, many wounded on
20 October 2013. See: Dogru haber, “Urfa’da halk ile Suriyeli miilteciler kavga etti: 20 yaral,” Dogru habes;
10 October 2013, available at: https://dogruhaber.com.tr/haber/102110-urfada-halk-ile-suriyeli-multe-
ciler-kavga-etti-20-yarali/ [last accessed 15 April 2019].

32 Hatice Pinar Senoguz, op.cit., 2017.

33 Feyzi Baban, Suzan Ilcan and Kim Rygiel, “Playing Border Politics with Urban Syrian Refugees.

Legal Ambiguities, Insecurities, and Humanitarian Assistance in Turkey,” Movements Journal for Critical Maigration
S S b 5 pal . S
and Border Regime Studies, 2017, Vol. 3(2), pp. 81-102.

34 Mahmut Kaya, “Komsuda misafirlik: Suriyeli siginmacilara kurulmus milteci derneklerinin
perspektifinden Turkiye’de yasamak,” The Journal of Academic Soctal Science Studies, 2015, Vol 39, pp. 263-279.
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Syrians who are in possession of a passport or who have obtained Turkish citizenship. The
founders of these organisations are usually highly educated Syrians with political, economic,
and social capital.

Refugee-created organisations carry out several services, and their functions are shaped by
Syrians’ needs. Their primary service areas include education, vocational training, providing
socio-psychological support, and caring notably for orphans and people with disabilities.

For example, the Rakkaevi Association accommodated thousands of newly arrived Syrians

between 2013 and 2015, while the Yasmin Sham Association supports disabled Syrians.*> Some

cultural centres such as Nofara Syria Cultural Centre serve as both shelters and platforms for
organising panels, seminars, celebrations, conferences, and theatre activities.” In recent years,

due to increasing needs and funding conditionality, newly established Syrian organisations
focused on employment and integration-related activities. For example, the Usame bin Zeyd
Cultural Center — established in 2017 with the financial support of Kuwaiti businessmen?’
— provides vocational training to Syrians.*® Organisations and businessmen from the Arab
states of the Persian Gulf, particularly those from Qatar and Kuwait also distribute cash and
aid in-kind to Syrian refugees through Quranic courses and local faith associations. Funding
from Gulf countries is also used to finance educational facilities for Syrians. However, none of
the Syrian associations interviewed indicated Gulf countries as their sponsors. In Turkey; as in
Lebanon, “these organisations function largely outside the United Nations’ response and rely
on their own coordination structures,” nevertheless they coordinate with some state agencies.”

Some Syrian associations mediate between the Turkish state and Syrian communities,
helping Syrians access public services such as civil registration, schooling, and making business
investments. Beside their philanthropic priorities, some, such as /nsan Foundation, organise
activities for raising awareness about Syrian rights in Turkey. Local rights-based NGOs often

35 Ihid., p.269.
36 Ibd.

37 The Said PhilanthropyAssociation of Kuwait also opened orphanages for Syrian girls and plans to
open a school in addition to its regular food aid deliveries. The Governorate of Sanlurfa and Provincial
National Education directorate signed a protocol with the association and cooperated with its educa-
tional aids. See: The Ministry of Education, “Kuveyt Said Yardim Dernegi Sanhurfa’da okul yapacak,”
Website, The Munistry of Education, 9 December 2017, available at: https://Sanhurfa.meb.gov.tr/www/
kuveyt-said-yardim-dernegi-Sanliurfada-okul-yapacak/icerik/1750 [Last accessed 20 April 2019].

38 Gobeklitepe Haber, “Kuveytlilerden Suriyelilere Kiltiir Merkezi,” Website, Gibeklitepe Haber, 04
April 2017, available at: http://www.gobeklitepehaber.com/haber/ 14419 /kuveytlilerden-suriyelilere-kul-
tur-merkezi.html. [Last accessed 20 April 2019].

39 Susanne Schmelter, op.cit., 2019.



collaborate with international NGOs.* There are also some Syrian NGOs organising cultural
activities, religious courses, and publishing in Arabic to maintain refugees’ Syrian identity.*!
Such organisations also serve as community platforms for mediating problems between Syrians,
including intra-family problems and divorce cases.* While some are self-funded or receive
grants from INGOs, international remittances from Syrians in Europe or Arab Gulf countries
also finance such associations and cultural centres.* Some of these actors among the Syrian
refugee community are faith-based actors from Syria. Social recognition of religious leaders
persists after community disruption. In Sanhurfa, substantial numbers of Syrian religious
figures* run madrasas (schools) — often with orphanages or dormitories — which are mainly
attended by Syrians. It is estimated that there are around 20 courses, with no precise figures
on participant numbers. Course organisers and religious teachers serve as community leaders
and have regular audiences participating in activities.” With regular courses and interaction,
they shape public opinion of sections of the Syrian refugee community in Sanhurfa.

Moreover, these community-based faith leaders often seek to create specialized religious
institutions and religious social service agencies. Unlike the associations mentioned above,
they are “unregistered non-profit institutions that have a religious character and mission.”*
In Sanhurfa, in 2014, a number of Syrian religious scholars created an informal assembly
called the “Sanlmrfa Sharia Assembly" (Suriyeli Alimler Buligi). They aimed to solve the problems
of Syrian refugees in civil issues such as marriage, divorce, and inheritance, which marked
early signs of religious legal pluralism for Syrians in Turkey. This was necessary given that
many Syrians lack legal refugee status in Turkey and are unable to apply to Turkish courts for
family-related issues. The members of the Assembly also issue falawa (Islamic rulings) when

needed and reconcile conflicting parties.

10 Interview with the director of Insan Foundation, Sanhurfa, 18 July 2018.
t1 Interview with the director of Akim Foundation, 17 July 2019.
42 Interview with the Syrian religious scholar and manager of the religious course for Syrians, San-

lurfa, 19 July 2018.
13 Mahmut Kaya, op.cit., 2015, p.270.

44 They are called alim. They do not call them as molla, as they are from Sunni tradition. The concept
of molla is attributed to Shia tradition.

15 Author’s interview with the Syrian religious scholar and manager of the religious course of Syrians,
Sanhurfa, 19 July 2018; Author’s Interview with a teacher running three religious courses, 19 July 2018,

Sanhurfa, Turkey; UNHCR, op.cit., 2014-..
16 Ibd.
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In Sanhurfa, provincial state authorities have taken a flexible approach to the activities of
formal and informal faith-based Syrian actors. However, they do not directly cooperate due to
concerns about their legality. That is, although Syrian stakeholders often have legal status, their
collectives — such as Quranic courses, magjids (praying places) or associations — often remain
unregistered with state authorities. Instead, local NGOs which work closely with provincial
state authorities build direct relations with Syrian NGOs. Thus, Turkish local NGOs became
able to coordinate activities with Syrian faith-based organisations on behalf of state authorities.
For example, national organisations such as the Humanitarian Relief Foundation (IHH) and
Insam Yardim Platformu?” — an umbrella forum bringing together 183 local NGOs — operate in
Sanhurfa. The same local NGOs are also supported by provincial and municipal governments.
In fact, actors in those local NGOs, provincial and municipal governments are often from
similar networks. They know each other well and worked together before the Syrian crisis.
The forum coordinates the interactions of some formal and informal Syrian organisations
with the provincial and municipal governments.

Thus, provincial state authorities collaborate with Syrian religious community leaders via
this local forum. They established close relations with Syrian faith-based organisations, using
religious solidarity as a point of reference for building on trust networks. Islamic references
to migration experiences such as “ensa;” (host community) “muhacy;” (migrant) and “hucra™
(migration) enhance solidarity among Muslims. Their narratives centre around the idea
that “any tension is because of provocations aimed at dividing the Muslim community.”*
This provocation-focused narrative aims to build conflict prevention mechanisms among
locals and Syrians. The reactions to the anti-Syrian protests of July 2017 typify interactions
between faith-based refugee organisations and host community actors with regards to conflict
prevention at the provincial level. In that month, anti-Syrian discourse started to be widely
disseminated through social media, escalating tensions in the province. It followed a tragic
event in which a pregnant Syrian was raped and bludgeoned to death by Turkish attackers
in Turkey’s north-western Sakarya province.*

The province saw the emergence of a grassroots initiative — the self-titled Akiller/Alimler Girigimu

47 Author interview with the director of Insani Yardim Platformu, Sanlhurfa, 25 July 2018.

18 Cinar’in Sesi, “Suriyeli alimler: hep birlikte sevgl ortamini olustrumamiz gerekiyor,” Website,
Cinar’in Sest, 14 July 2017, available at: http://www.cinarinsesi.com/suriyeli-alimler-hep-birlikte-sevgi-or-
tamini-olusturmamiz-gerekiyor-126770h.htm. [Last accessed 20 April 2019

19 Al-Araby, “Turkey jails two for life over murder and rape of pregnant Syrian refugee,” Website,
Al-Araby, 17 January 2018, available at: https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2018/1/17/turkey-jails-
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(Wise Men Initiative) that comprised mainly local organisations who invited refugee-created
faith-based organisations. The Initiative was composed of representatives from the umbrella
forum Humanitarian Aid Platform and of Syrian religious scholars and leaders. They organised
aworkshop called “Civic Prevention Mechanisms Workshop for the People’s Peace™ to discuss
how to prevent rising anti-Syrian sentiments from disrupting social cohesion in the city.

The workshop also included Iraqi and Palestinian migrant associations and religious figures.”
Participants in the workshop referred to themes such as ensar; muhacy; and Islamic brotherhoods.
Turkish NGO representatives underlined the need for caution against provocateurs who try
to “mess up Turkey.”' The workshop produced a public statement warning Syrians not to
disrupt the public order and norms of locals. The statement contained seven points of advice
to Syrian refugees living in the city.

PUBLIC STATEMENT OF THE WISE MEN INITIATIVE: ADVICE TO
SYRIAN REFUGEES IN SANLIURFA
1. Develop social relations with local neighbours in a kind manner.

2. The most common complaint about Syrians in the city is about Syrians’ noisy
lifestyle bothering locals in the same building. Be careful about the sensitivities of
your neighbours, respect them. You will see that they will reciprocate with respect.
The worldwide norm is that guests comply with the rules of the host. We should be
grateful to the people of this country, the people of this city and the government
which opened their arms to us like ensar in our hardest times. If it is not urgent, please
do not go out after 23.00.

3. Do not smoke water-pipe tobacco, play, lay down to relax, listen to music and speak
on the phone in high volume in public places such as parks, squares, and streets. Do
not laugh loudly and make a mess in your neighbourhood. Do not loiter if there 1s
no need to. Please warn Syrians who do not behave properly.

4. Do not hang around as a sole individual or as a big group of Syrians. Hang around
as 2-3 persons. If possible, hang around with your local neighbours. This is important
for your security and to have a witness if something happens.

5. Do not respond if someone teases you in provocation. If this person insults you badly,
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call the 155 police line to ask for help.

6. As provincial security forces informed us, Syrians involved in crime and those who
encourage others in crime will be immediately deported in order to protect innocent
Syrians.

7. We hope that you will take our warnings into account for the security of the Syrian
and Turkish publics. We hope that better days await the peoples of Syria and Turkey
and that God will help us as muhacir and Urfa people as ensar. We hope that God will
not give opportunities to people with bad intentions.

In addition to sharing this statement with the media, representatives from the workshop
made house visits in neighbourhoods with large Syrian populations. During these visits, they
communicated the aforementioned statement.” Recognising locals’ increasing hostility and
secking to avoid further tensions, Syrians seemed to accept these measures. However, it was
difficult to assess the exact impact of such statements on the Syrian refugee community. As
such, there is not sufficient evidence to argue that this initiative alone reduced the tension.
Nevertheless, this statement is worth analysing as an instance in which Syrian and local faith-
based actors came together to reduce communal tensions.

Although the initiative seemed promising for also including Syrian faith-based actors in activities
aimed at preventing tension, its advice is problematic. This, as it reinforces the hierarchical
relationship between locals and Syrians, putting the Syrians in an inferior position. Itis based
on the premise of the “guest” status of Syrians vis-a-vis the “host” status of local people. The
recommendations are problematic for rights-based approaches to Syrian refugees as they imply
limiting Syrians’ freedom and basic rights. Most of the advice urges Syrians to maintain a low
profile and avoid disrupting the lifestyle of locals. Additionally, warnings about deportation
feed into a constantly looming threat. Moreover, the advice of calling the police if a Syrian is
mnsulted seems unrealistic, considering that Syrians suffer mistreatment from security forces
and that some lack legal documents. The last point, inferring ensar and muhacir, has a strong
religious connotation and reproduces Turkish state discourse about refugee governance.

Despite its highly controversial content, the implementation of this initiative through collaboration
between local and refugee faith-based actors makes it a significant tool for conflict prevention.
As such, it was an underdeveloped conflict prevention mechanism in border provinces
hosting large numbers of Syrians like Sanhurfa. Furthermore, it was a promising example
of collaboration between Syrian and local associations, as well as indirect cooperation with

52 Gobeklitepe Haber, “Suriyeli aydmlar uyards,” op.cit., 2017.

53 Interview by the author with a local informant who was involved in the workshop and house visits
(phone interview), 5 April 2019.



state authorities. These characteristics gave it potential for increasing Syrian participation
in refugee governance at the local level. However, it should be noted that in this particular

.00

instance, “participation” in reality came down do “compliance” with the “other’s” terms.

After a year and half] tensions in the province worsened and became more violent. State
authorities then bypassed faith-based Syrian actors, which kept a low-profile. The response
to a second incident is helpful in better understanding the interactions between refugee faith-
based organisations and host province authorities. In October 2018, Sanhurfa saw the murder
of two Turkish citizens by Syrians, sparking long-running protests and lynchings that targeted
all Syrians living in the city. Provincial state authorities took a strict stance against all forms of
violence. The provincial government made announcements to calm the public by attributing the
escalation to acts by isolated provocateurs. This narrative of provocation appeased parties who
feared that the escalation would reach uncontrollable levels. Moreover, such announcements
aimed to demonstrate that the provincial government had taken decisive action. It stated that
“eight Syrians involved in criminal activities were under judicial investigation, and around 639
Syrians were deported due to criminal ties.”* Nevertheless, many locals did not believe such
explanations, feeling they were designed to threaten Syrians and appease locals.”

Unlike the 2017 incidents, provincial authorities did not seek collaboration with “Wise Men
Initiative”, despite its recent establishment to enhance collaboration. Rather, they specifically
targeted local tribal actors for cooperation because of the context that triggered the tensions.
The family of the murdered sons belonged to a large Arab tribe in the city. Thus, there was
arisk that the members of the tribe would become involved in fighting and escalate tensions.
The governor talked to leaders of the tribe about calming down and not seeking revenge.
To assist, tribal leaders made a public announcement noting that “security forces took all
necessary measures. We invite people of our city to calm down. We announce that we are
with our state and we will not take part in any provocative events against Syrians.”*® This
announcement implied that these leaders supported the measures taken by the governorate
and security forces and that they would discourage their communities from becoming involved
in protests and violence.

Syrian community and faith leaders came together with the governor in consultations. The
governor warned Syrians to respect the lifestyle of locals, specifically by avoiding noise at
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night in their neighbourhoods and public places. Syrian community leaders agreed that the
measures were appropriate. They also expressed their sorrow at the murders. Recognising their
limitations, they stated that “it is impossible for them to access all Syrians in the city, nevertheless
they would do whatever they could do to prevent further escalation.”’ They again expressed
gratitude to locals, their support of the Turkish state, and to help assist implementation. **

As in Gaziantep, community perceptions are not static. They can be “quickly upended by
nationalist violence and trans-border ethnic ties.” Despite strong familial and tribal ties across
the border, Sanliurfa has seen major violence at least twice. Although local non-state authorities
carried out preventive roles, it was again the state, represented by the provincial government
and security forces, that exercised the largest influence in stability and assimilation of Syrian
refugees into the host community. It did so by supporting a framework of compliance with
host community norms.

Though provincial authorities seek stability and the compliance of the Syrian refugee community
with the terms of the local population, I was told by a state officer directing a Youth Center
in the province that state authorities tacitly allowed protestors to terrify Syrian refugees for
several days without intervening fully. The goal was to “teach” Syrians their limits and that
the city belongs to locals. Sanhurfa, like other cities, saw the rioters occasionally set the limits
of spatial control over the refugees. Additionally, “emergency responses to the anti-Syrian
riot reinforced ‘national’ boundaries between locals and refugees.”® It is inevitable that these
boundaries also set limits for Syrian faith-based actors.

According to local experts, sharing economic resources and opportunities was a major cause of
violent incidents between Syrians and Turks.®' Faith-based actors have far less influence over
this factor. In 2018, Turkey experienced a currency and debt crisis that led to the closure of
many companies, including small- and medium-sized businesses. The crisis saw the price of
imported items and some foods rise along with higher unemployment. In Sanhurfa — where
economic development is relatively low and unemployment was already high — the crisis
hit strongly. Increased food prices and unemployment negatively influenced the majority
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of the population, who already lived under the poverty line. Sanhurfa shopkeepers had to
close their shops due to accumulating debts worsened by the currency collapse.® Within this
environment, refugees’ high visibility, increasing businesses ownership and labour market
participation made them an easy scapegoat.

Analysing the two episodes illustrates how faith-based actors, despite their good intentions, can
implicitly serve the Turkish state priority of controlling Syrians’ presence through a narrative
of social cohesion-social and harmony. Rather; it is an act of token inclusion of the Syrian
community to local affairs because they are mainly expected to comply, but the relation is not
regarded as one of mutual cooperation.

The 2018 incident made it clear that the once welcoming attitudes and narratives of Sanhurfa
locals are no longer valid and that the refugees’ presence had been challenged, or even
criminalized. A local researcher studying Urban Sociology noted that “Even if the war ends
in Syria, a socio-economic war will continue in Turkey.”* He adds that “right now Syrians
are afraid, but the anger of locals is not over.”*" It seems that the murders in Sanhurfa may
worsen already-poor local perceptions of Syrians. Moreover, scarce economic resources mean
that the economy will remain a potential factor influencing communal tension. Such incidents
and responses show that Syrian refugees face tenuous insecurity in all Turkish urban centres
regardless of initially welcoming approaches. *

Despite promising initial efforts, including Syrian faith-based actors in the context of economic
crisis and escalating communal tensions, their role was limited. Furthermore, their efforts,
mntentionally or not, seemed to rather comply with the Turkish state’s efforts to control Syrian
presence, under the guise of “social cohesion.” The precarious position of Syrian refugees
in Turkey is furthered by their temporary protection status. As such, Syrian refugees in
Turkey appear to have gradually lost their ability to claim some rights, and remain objects
of humanitarian assistance and other means of civil assistance from national actors. Until
now, faith-based actors seem unable to eliminate inequalities and limited access to rights and
freedoms for Syrians.
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In light of this case study, further research is necessary to investigate ways in which faith-
based actors attempt to prevent violence between refugees and host communities in countries
hosting large refugee populations. It is crucial to explore mechanisms for tension reduction,
peace-building activities, and advocacy combating xenophobia and discrimination. It is also
important to understand their coordination, cooperation and competition with other local
actors in the refugee protection and integration fields. While faith-based actors form an
important part of the context “involving local and religious actors should become neither a
quick recipe for success nor a standardized strategy of action that separates out the local from
the international, the religious from the secular.”®

66 Estella Carpi, op.cit., 2018.
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Knowledge about the stateless Palestinian
population of Syria is limited, and
the experiences of Palestinian women
particularly remains uncovered. This
paper argues that the loss of Syria as a
safe home affects Palestinian woman born in
Syria in several ways. The paper explores
twelve constraints that bear an impact on
women’s lives, including female experiences
of statelessness, denial of “the right of
return,” forced family separations and lack
of access to uninterrupted family life, lack
of freedom of movement, the inability to
pass nationality onto children, denial of
UNRWA services, lack of rights to political
participation, unemployability; lack of access
to protection as refugees, lack of rights to
belong via citizenship, and experiences of
racialisation. The structural constraints have
disproportional implications with regards to
the women’s age, education level, marital
status, maternity status, and their current
place of exile. The results presented here
are based on women’s oral history as part
of a decolonial intersectional feminist
epistemology centralised in Palestine
Studies. This paper illustrates a prolonged,
transgenerational, and cross-continental
marginalisation of Palestinian women
from Syria, while also documenting their
endeavours to speak up for their right to
belong where they are, as well as to return
to Palestine.



INTRODUCTION

Scholars and activists alike have argued that Palestinians in Syria have experienced a
“unique integration” into Syrian society since 1953' unique due to the level of civic
rights such except political and citizenship rights, as rights to education, integration into
the workforce, adult Palestinian men’s right to own real estate and establish intellectual
institutes, and for males compulsory military services. Some of those, who had arrived
before 1956, had more civic rights in Syria than those who were registered later; those
who arrived before 1956, for instance, were granted Syrian travel documents. Today many
Palestinians from Syria miss their homes in Syria yet also describe the unique integration
as a “unique form of oppression and containment.”” The uniqueness of Palestinians’
experiences in Syria came to a stark rupture with the outbreak of the Syrian conflict
in 2011 and the vulnerabilities of the stateless population were once again targeted.
Those who had inherited travel documents could flee the warzone, while those who
had not, became caught in the crossfire. In June 2019, the Institute on Statelessness and
Inclusion (ISI) stated that there is an urgency in acquiring and analysing knowledge on the
situated, intersecting, and gendered consequences of statelessness.” Oppression against
women is found to be aggravated by statelessness and displacement, as evidenced by
their unequal access to resources, gender segregation in labour markets and education
systems, a gender and ethnicity pay gap, violence against women and girls, reproductive
rights, health conditions, and gendered social norms. Stateless women are specifically
targeted by being prohibited from passing their nationality onto their children, as well
as by being denied the right to political participation and free movement.*

This paper presents a transgenerational selective analysis of stateless women’s lived

1 Laurie A. Brand “Palestinians in Syria. Politics of Integration,” The Middle East Journal, 1988, Vol.
12(4), p.621-637; Nidal Bitari, “Yarmouk Refugee Camp and the Syrian Uprising,” Journal of Palestine
Studies, 2014, Vol. 43(1), p. 61-78.

2 Conversation with Amal Wissam February 2018.

3 Nina Murray, “Join the feminist revolution in work to address statelessness,” Website, European Network
on Statelessness, 18 July 2019, available at: https://www.statelessness.cu/blog/join-feminist-revolution-work-
address-statelessness [Last accessed on 22 November 2019]; Institute on Statelessness and Inclusion, “World
Conference on Statelessness,” The Hague, Institute on Statelessness and Inclusion, 2019, available at: https://
www.institutesi.org/ conference [Last accessed on 27 February 2020].

b Nira Yuval-Davis, “Women and the Biological Reproduction of “the nation™,” Women’s Studies
International Forum, 1996, Vol. 19(1-2), p. 17-24; Suad Joseph, Gender and Citizenship in Middle Eastern States,
New York, Syracuse University, 2000; Nadje Al-Ali, Secularism, Gender & the State in the Middle East: The
Egyptian Women’s Movement, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2000; Islah Jad, “Rereading the British
Mandate in Palestine: Gender and the Urban — Rural Divide in Education,” International Journal of Maiddle
East Studies, 2007, Vol. 39, p. 3

Citizenship Studies, 2010, Vol. 14

38-342; Rania Maktabi, “Gender, Family law and Citizenship in Syria,”
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experiences, with a focus on structural continuous constraints and the meaning of the
loss of Syria to Palestinian women born in Syria.” The four generations of women
interviewed 1in this study echo the same sentiment: despite thorough integration into
the Syrian society, they have all experienced continuous constraints as stateless women.
The phrase “structural continuous constraints” refers to multi-layered and interlocking
forms of oppressions that are shaped by structural power mechanisms, both colonial
and post-colonial. These constraints have occurred in women’s lives repeatedly, and
cross-generationally, in three different contexts: Palestine, Syria, and Europe. They
are linked to the history of British colonial rule in mandate Palestine and to Al-Nakba.”

Between 1947 and 1949, some 800,000 people were evicted from Palestine. The war
razed 531 villages to the ground and depopulated 11 towns.” The vast majority of
exiled Palestinians were forced to live in refugee camps of Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan.®
Approximately 80% of the displaced population to Syria were women and children.’
At least 82,000 Palestinian people fled Palestine to the newly established nation-state of
Syria. The rights that the Palestinians had lost in Palestine during the British occupation
and the escape from Palestine between 1917 and 1948, were transferred into exile,
where they became third range inhabitants of the host country, enjoying fewer rights
than Syrian nationals.

5 Throughout this paper, the different terms used to describe the participants — “Palestinian from
Syria,” “Palestinian of Syria,” “Palestinian Syrian,” and “Palestinian born in Syria” — reflect the preferred
use of each participant.

6 Al-Nakba is an Arabic term that means “the catastrophe”. It refers to the catastrophe of war,
displacement, eviction, and occupation of Palestine.

7 Nur Masalha, Expulsion of the Palestinians. The concept of Transfer in Sionist Political Thought, 1882-1948,
Beirut, Institute for Palestine Studies, 1992; Nafez Nassal, The Palestinian Exodus from Galilee, 1948, Beirut,
Institute for Palestine Studies, 1978; Rosemary Sayigh, “Women’s Nakba Stories: Between Being and
Knowing, ” In Ahmed Sa’di and Lila Abu-Lughod (eds.), Nakba: Palestine, 1948, and Claims of Memory, New
York, Columbia University Press, 2007, p. 135-160; Rosemary Sayigh, “The Nakba’s Exclusion from the
“Trauma Genre”,” Journal of Palestine Studies, 2013, Vol. 43(1), p. 51-60; Ahmed Sa’di and Lila Abu-Lughod,
NAKBA: Palestine, 1948, and the Claims of Memory, New York, Columbia University Press, 2007; Anaheed
Al-Hardan, “Remembering the Catastrophe: Uprooted Histories and the Grandchildren of the Nakba,”
PhD Dissertation, Dublin, University of Dublin, 2011.

8 Elise G. Young, Gender and Nation Building in the Middle East: The Political Economy of Health from Mandate
Palestine to Refugee Camps in fordan, London, Bloomsbury Academic, 2012.

9 Hamad Said Al-Mawed, The Palestinian Refugees In Syria Their Past, Present and Future, Ottawa, International

Development Research Centre, 1999; Rosemary Sayigh, Palestinians: From Peasants to Revolutionaries, London,
Zed Books Ltd, 1979.
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This subsequently marginalised the indigenous Palestinian women'’ as they were
denied equal access to education, equal access to women-oriented healthcare, political
participation, and employment in Palestine and beyond."

Gendered aspects of the occupation and A-Nakba have been revisited by a number of
feminist and decolonial scholars.'? They argue that Al-Nakba is not a single dated event
— 15 May 1948 — but a collection of crucial events that began prior to 1948. Several
historians trace A/~Nakba back to three settler colonial historical events and plans for
population transfer: the 1882 Zionist summit;"* the 1914 British-French Sykes-Picot
Agreement; and the 1917 Balfour Declaration, which led to the British occupation of
Palestine and the incremental settler colonialism." Furthermore, experiences of Al-Nakba
continue to seep into the present through prolonged displacement, statelessness, and
rejection of the United Nations’ (UN) stipulated “right of return of all displaced persons
and their descendants to their homeland in Palestine.”'” A/~Nakba is thus past, present,
and future, all at once.

This paper explores how structural constraints intersect with the categories of age,

10 Islah Jad, op.cit., 2007; Nadera Shalhoub-Kevorkian, “Palestinian Women and the Politics of
Invisibility: Towards a Feminist Methodology,” Peace Prints: South Asian jJournal of Peace building, 2010, Vol.
3(1), p.1-21; Nahla Abdo, Women in Israel Race, Gender and Citizenship, London, Zed Books Ltd, 2011; Nahla
Abdo and Nur Masalha, An Oral History of the Palestinian Nakba, London, Zed Books Ltd, 2018.

11 Elise G. Young, “Irom Data to Doctor. Health, Gender, and the Race for Control of Knowledge-
Making in Mandatory Palestine,” Thamyris, 1997, Vol. 4 (2), p.347-58; Islah Jad, op.cit., 2007.

12 Rosemary Sayigh, “Nakba Silencing and the Challenge of Palestinian Oral History,” In Nahla Abdo
and Nur Masalha (eds.), An Oral History of the Palestinian Nakba, London, Zed Books, 2018, p.114-135; Elise
G. Young, Reepers of the History: Women and the Israeli Palestinian Conflict, New York, Teachers College Press,
1992; Annelies Moors, “On Appearance and Disappearance. Representing Women in Palestine under
the British Mandate,” Thamyris, 1996, Vol. 3(2), p.279-310; Ellen L. Fleischmann, The Nation and Its “New”
Women: The Palestinian Women’s Movement 1920-1948, Los Angeles, University of California Press, 2003; Islah
Jad, op.cit., 2007; Nahla Abdo and Nur Masalha, gp.cit., 2018; Nur Masalha, The Palestine Nakba: Decolonising
History, Narrating the Subaltern, Reclaiming Memory, London, Zed Books Ltd, 2012; Anaheed Al-Hardan, op.cit.,
2011; Anaheed Al-Hardan, Palestinians in Syria: Nakba Memonies of Shattered Communaties, Columbia, Columbia
University Press, 2016; Ruba Salih, “Bodies That Walk, Bodies That Talk, Bodies That Love: Palestinian
Women Refugees, Affectivity, and the Politics of the Ordinary,” Antipode, 2016, Vol. 49, p.742— 760.

13 Nur Masalha, op.cit., 1992; Nur Masalha, op.cit., 2012.

14 Nur Masalha, op.cit., 2012; Lorenzo Veracini, Settler Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview, Hampshire,
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010.
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of Return” In Michael Lynk, Michael Dumper, Susan Akram, Iain Scobbie (eds.), International Law and the
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education, employment, marital status, maternity status, and place of living.'"® The
constraints that affect women’s daily lives in Syria and the grief resulting from the
loss of Syria are paramount to understanding the complexity of these women’s lived
experiences. This is why the analysis conducted here includes constraints in addition to
experiences of loss. Though the participants have reached safe havens, they continue
to experience aggravated oppression, whether in Europe or in war-torn Syria, which is
why speaking of Syria “muthl maa kaanat [as it was]” tends to be sentimentalised in light
of this loss. Jescala Al-Homsia,'” a young female participant displaced from Al-Aidin
camp in Homs (Syria) to Denmark, eloquently articulates the continuousness of complex
displacements and gendered statelessness:

“My grandmother was Palestinian_from Palestine, made stateless and a refugee; my mother is
a stateless Palestinian refugee from Syria; I am a stateless Palestinian refugee from Syria in
Denmark. I can never imagine calling myself a Palestinian_from Denmark. I wonder what my
daughter will be.”"*

This paper is based on my doctoral dissertation (to be completed in 2021), which provides
a thorough understanding of cross-generational continuities, and an in-depth analysis
of the ongoing war in Syria, seen through the lens of the women of the Palestinian
communities in Syria. This is achieved through recorded oral histories with 21 Palestinian
women from four generations, and conversations with 29 additional individuals — all
originally Palestinians but born in Syria. Moreover, five participants, which I refer to
as “public participants,” were interviewed for background information. Three public
participants are represented in this paper as informants with significant background
knowledge: Leila Al-Shami, a Syrian-British author and human rights activist; Hady
Ibrahim, a Palestinian activist and freelance journalist born in Syria, and Buthaina
Shaheen, a Syrian-Palestinian activist and the director of the Syrian Cultural Institute
in Denmark. These public participants’ in-depth knowledge about the topics investigated
and the different research fields helped to fill various gaps in the existing literature on
the history of Palestinians from Syria.

16 “Place of living” is a sociological term that denotes the place in which a person is physically present,
even if he/she does not have a permanent or legal residency in this specific place, meaning that they might
be residing there temporarily. Anthropologist Julie Peteet used the term “place of living” to describe the
places in which Palestinians in Lebanon live, e.g. a refugee camp, a temporary home, or a territory where
you do not have any rights, but in which you still exist. The term is used here instead of “country of
residence.” See: Julie Peteet, Landscape of Hope and Despair: Palestinian Refugee Camps, Philadelphia, University
of Pennsylvania Press, 2005.

17 Participants have been anonymised by self-chosen pseudonyms.

18 Reflexive notes and conversation with Jescala Al-Homsia, January 25 Feb 2018.
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The oral history participants identify as cis women from low-income families, born
into three different Palestinian communities in Syria, all of which have been targets
of sieges, bombardments, artillery attacks, and starvation since 2012. The women
were born and raised during four different historical junctions: the period in time that
immediately followed 4/-Nakba; the period that is marked by the Palestinians’ resistance
to the occupation of Palestine after 1967; the Lebanese Civil War (1975-1990), when
Palestinians from Syria fought alongside either the Palestinians in Lebanon or the Syrian
army in the PFLP-GC; and the beginning of the 21st century, which saw a change in
the Syrian regime, with Bashar al-Assad becoming president.

The four generations are named and defined by the participants via the political
events that have unfolded the past 70 years.!” This paper investigates twelve continuous
constraints faced by the participants: female experiences of statelessness and the denial
of “the right of return” to Palestine; forced family separations at borders/checkpoints;
the inability to pass down nationality to children; access to political participation across
continents; employment; access to UN services; access to the human right of uninterrupted
family life,”experiences of racialisation affected by the intersections of age, education,
employment, marital status, maternity status, and place of living

The socio-historical experiences of Palestinian women from Syria living in exile in
Europe, or internally displaced in Syria, remain under-documented. Some scholars
have, however, highlighted the lived experiences of Palestinian communities in Syria.?!

19 The conceptualisation of generations will be unpacked in the section “Renewing Women’s Oral
History.”
20 As defined by Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights (1953), the ability of families

to live habitually together as an entity without interference from state authorities.

21 Laurie A. Brand, op.cit., 1988; Hamad Said Al-Mawed, op.cit., 1999; Age A. Tiltnes, “Palestinian
Refugees in Syria: Human Capital, Economic Resources and Living Conditions”, Borggata, /450, 2006,
available at: https://www.fafo.no/index.php/en/publications/fafo-reports/item/palestinian-refugees-
in-syria-human-capital-esconomic-resources-and-living-conditions [Last accessed on 27 February 2020];
Anaheed Al-Hardan, op.cit., 201 1;Anaheed Al-Hardan, “Decolonizing Research on Palestinians: Towards
Critical Epistemologies and Research Practices,” Qualitative Inquiry, 2013, Vol. 20(1), p.61-71; Anaheed
Al-Hardan, op.cit., 2016; Salah Hassan, “Palestinians in Syria and the Syrian Uprising,” Doha, Arab
Center for Research and Policy Studies, 11 October 2012, available at: https://www.dohainstitute.org/en/lists/
ACRPS-PDFDocumentLibrary/Palestinians_in_Syria_and_the_Syrian_Uprising.pdf [last accessed 27
February 2020]; Nell Gabiam, The Politics of Suffering: Syria’s Palestinian Refugee Camps, Bloomington, Indiana
University Press, 2016; Buthaina Shaheen, “Yarmouk Minors: Their Situation and Displacement... Their
Agency through Cultural Forms, Psychosocial Activities and through Daily Life Actions,” British Journal
of Middle Eastern Studies, November 2018, p.1-16; Rafeef Ziadah, “‘Journeys of Dispossession: Palestinian
Refugees from Syria Confronting Fortress Europe, ” Website, Darkmatter; 2016, available at: http://www.
darkmatter101.org/site/2016/05/16/journeys-of-dispossession-palestinian-refugees-from-syria-confronting-
fortress-europe/ [Last accessed on 27 February 2020].



Most recently, Al-Hardan recorded the recollections of Al~Nakba of three generations
before the war broke out in Syria, with a specific focus on generations one and three;*
Gabiam created a unique ethnography of the Neirab and Ein Al-Tal camps;* and
Shaheen documented the experiences of Palestinian minors from the Yarmouk camp.*
Finally, Ziadah analysed the struggles and hardship of Palestinians from Syria as they
have been on the move towards Europe, and the challenges within European asylum
systems.”

This paper consists of three main sections. The first section outlines the methodology
used in this paper. The second section presents an analysis of gendered statelessness and
women’s rights in Syria, focusing on the structural constraints and their implications
on the contemporary experiences of Palestinian women in Syria. The third and final
section draws the attention to the different combinations of loss, which participants
across generations highlight in their oral histories. Each generation of Palestinian
women experiences loss in a different way; the categories of age, level of education,
marital status, maternity status, and the place of living, shape the means through which
memories of what was lost connects the participants to Palestine. T#e loss of Syria as a
safe home marks a new period for the participants, which started with a call for freedom
and dignity, that remains unheard.

RENEWING WOMEN’S ORAL HISTORY
This research unfolds based on women’s oral history as a tool to document the history
of arecent past.”® The recordings of their oral histories are collected through numerous

one-on-one recordings of conversations that took place between January 2018 and
January 2020.

22 Anaheed Al-Hardan, op.cit., 2011; Anaheed Al-Hardan, op.cit., 2016.
23 Nell Gabiam, op.cit., 2016.

24 Buthaina Shaheen, op.cit., 2018.

25 Rafeef Ziadah, op.cit., 2016.

26 Kristina Minister “A Feminist Frame for the Oral History Interview,” In Sherna B. Gluck and
Daphne Patai (eds.), Women’s Words, New York, Routledge, 1991, p. 27-42; Ronald J. Grele and Studs
Terkel, Envelopes of Sound: The Art of Oral History, London, Praeger, 1991; Susan H. Armitage, “The Stages
of Women’s Oral History,” In Donald A. Ritchie (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Oral History, Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 2012, p.169-185; Lynn Abrams, Oral History Theory, New York, Routledge, 2010; Anne
Valke and Leslie Brown, Leslie Living with Jim Crow: African American Women and Memories of the Segregated South,
New York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2010; Sherna Gluck, “What’s so Special about Women? Women’s Oral
History.” Frontiers:A Journal of Women Studies, 1977, Vol. 2(2), p.3—17.
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In addition, “speaking back sessions” were developed:* participants were re-invited to
listen to their own recordings, reinterpret them, and decide which themes are relevant
for further publication, in order to create a space of shared authority.?® The intention
was to make a conscious effort to think otherwise and write with people rather than about
people, while asking how this research makes a difference.?” In practice, this means that
a longitudinal aspect is built into the research design, which maintains the connection
between the researcher and the participants, and helps to document fluidity and changes
within the narratives of the participants. As such, the societal changes that affect the
participants’ daily lives are also documented, such as discussions around “repartition and
deportations of Syrian refugees to Syria,” a debate that took sail during the field research.

The recordings and observations were collected across a scattered and porous field
in Denmark, Germany, Lebanon, and Syria. The lived experiences recounted by the
women are told as a mix of linear, circular, and repetitive events, a process that merges,
pauses, and rebuilds memories. They are documented via oral history recordings,
discussed and reorganised with and by the women themselves, in cooperation with
the author, through several processes. These include informal meetings, informal
hangouts,” recording sessions, online conversations, sharing of pictures, items, and
official oral history recordings, interviews, and post-recording sessions called speaking
back sessions. Divided into two groups, seven participants are represented. Four main oral
history participants are presented here through pseudonyms they allocated to themselves:
Teta Loubia, Amal Wissam, the Pharmacist, and Jescala Al-Homsia. These women
are of Palestinian heritage and were born in Syria. They resided in Syria’s Palestinian
communities Yarmouk camp (Damascus), Khan Es-Sheih camp (south of Damascus),
and Al-Aidin camp (Homs). Moreover, three “public participants” contribute to the
research with their knowledge on the field(s) through their positions as human rights
activists, authors, and intellectual activists.

27 Bell Hooks, “Choosing the margin as a space of radical openness.” Framework: The Journal Of Cinema
and Media, 1989, Vol.36, p.15-23.

28 Anne Valk and Leslie Brown, op.cit., 2010; Anne Valk et al., “Engaging Communities and Classrooms:
Lessons from the Fox Point Oral History Project,” The Oral History Review, 2011, Vol. 38 (1), p. 136-57;
Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority. Essays on Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History, New York, State
University of New York Press, 1990.

29 Ghassan Hage, “Towards a Critical Arab Social Science,” Website, Critical Legal Thinking, 8 April
2013, available at: http://criticallegalthinking.com/2013/04/08/towards-a-critical-arab-social-science/
[Last accessed on 27 February 2020].

30 Janelle L. Dance, Mary Hermes and Gutierrez Rochelle, “More Like Jazz Than Classical: Reciprocal
Interactions Among Researchers and Respondents,” Harvard Education Review, 2010, Vol. 80(3), p. 327-352.



The oral history participants come from low-income backgrounds and range from 22
to 70 years of age. Recordings were made in colloquial Arabic and were subsequently
translated by the author into English. The different generations are conceptualised
through the labels used by the participants to describe the one they believe they belong
to and they were divided accordingly. The first generation studied in this paper, is born
in Palestine or Syria between 1947 and 1953, and is known amongst Palestinians as “the
Generation of the Nakba” [jil al-nakba).*' The second generation, born between 1964 and
1985, is known amongst Palestinians as “the Generation of the Revolution” [ji al-thawra)
named after the Revolution of 1965.7 The third generation, born between 1985 and
1995, is referred to by participants as “the Generation which fuelled the Uprisings and
lost Syria” [jil wuqud al-thawra wa faqd siwrza]. Finally, the fourth generation, born between
1995-2000, is known as “the Generation of the Struggle and the Return... to Palestine”
[l al-kafah wu al-‘awda. .. ila filastin).

STATELESS, WHILE WOMAN, AND REFUGEE

The legal status of “stateless” was created as a legal label for “Palestine refugees” world-
wide between 1948 and 1951.% The refugee status legalises a lack of political and civic
rights such as equal access to education, employment, health services, and aid throughout
the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East
(UNRWA) mandate area. The temporariness of these statuses for Palestinians has endured
almost perpetually, calcifying into “statelessness.” The same is true of Palestinians in
Syria, even though Syrian nationals who hold Syrian citizenship had a larger extent of
pro forma participatory citizenship than women in neighbouring countries in the region,**
and opposed to Palestinians in Lebanon,” and modern-day Israel,”® who have fewer
political rights than their female counterparts in the region.

31 The youngest generation born in Palestine in the beginning of the 20th century has been named
5Q.

“the Generation of Palestine” [yl filastin]. See: Rosemary Sayegh, op.cit., 1979, p.58; Rosemary Sayegh,
op.cit., 2018.

32 Rosemary Sayegh, op.cit., 1979, p.58; Rosemary Sayegh, Too Many Enemies. The Palestinian Experience
in Lebanon, London, Zed Books Ltd, 1994.

33 Susan M. Akaram, op.cit., 2011.

34 Suad Joseph, op.cit., 2000; Susanna Ferguson,*“Listening to Rights Talk in Damascus,” Comparative
Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Muddle East, 2015, Vol. 35(3), p. 557-574.
35 Rosemary Sayigh, “Palestinian Camp Women as Tellers of History,” fournal of Palestine Studies, 1998,

Vol. 27(2), p. 42-58; Ruba Salih, op.cit., 2016.
36 Nadera Shalhoub-Kevorkian, op.cit., 2010; Nahla Abdo, op.cit., 2011.
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Nevertheless, Palestinians in Syria were granted some formal rights, such as employment
and education, though they did not have the right to vote or run for office. They can
organise themselves through workers’ unions, but they cannot do so independently from
the government, the way that Syrian citizens can.”” Palestinian women thus experience
both structural and personal limitations within the society they lived in. The greatest
threat to women’s political activism in Syria today, remains the Syrian regime.” The
women who participated in this study spoke of the regime’s authoritarian oppression,
which further deprived them of their right of freedom of speech and movement due to
statelessness and gender. Amal Wissam said that “everyone who argues that Palestinians
in Syria are not discriminated against, is lying. We all know this. As Palestinian women,
men, and children, what we lost in Syria, we had already lost in Palestine; and we never
got it back.”® She went on to describe the discrimination that women face in terms
of salaries, job opportunities, and freedom of movement. When she says that “what
was lost in Syria, we had already lost in Palestine,” she refers to women’s right to be
equal citizens with equal opportunities, equal protection for their children, the ability
to transfer citizenship to their children, freedom of movement, and the ability to return
to Palestine and to leave Syria.

Four women in this study reveal twelf constraints that they still face following their forced
escape from Syria (4-5 years ago), all of which will be elaborated on in this section. The
theme — loss of Syria — echoes the experiences that are encapsulated in the title of this
paper, “What we lost in Syria we had already lost in Palestine.” This phrase evokes a
sentiment that all participants have: the fact that Syria was a safe home for them for a
significant amount of time, but that the rights which they were denied in Syria, both
as women and as stateless Palestinians, were aggravated through their experiences as
refugees, whether in Europe or through internal displacement in Syria. The different
generations that these women belong to; their level of education and employment,
their ability to learn a new language, their country or place of living; marital status;
and maternity status are all factors that affect the participants differently, and often in
a disproportionate manner. Gendered statelessness is a dark cloud that impacts and
obscures various aspects of women’s lives. They carry the burden of statelessness (1);
are denied the right of return (2); have been the target of forced family separations and
been denied family unification (3); and cannot pass citizenship onto their children either
because they have no legal citizenship or because they are women (4). They can only
pass their statelessness. This has been the case across the four generations of women

~
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whose oral life stories have been recorded here. It goes back even further in time, and
has also been extended into the European context. Women in Denmark with citizenship,
for example, can pass their citizenship onto their children, but children in Denmark
born to women with refugee status and stateless status will not automatically be granted
Danish citizenship. This applies to stateless children, making them equally stateless by
birth unless their parents apply for citizenship, which can only be done after birth, and
is not guaranteed.*

The specificities of displacement and statelessness in Syria changed the narrative of Syria
as a safe home for Palestinians. During the early days of the uprising in Syria, families’
freedom of movement became limited fairly quickly (5), and the country became “a
world of checkpoints” overnight.* Women on the move alone without their fathers,
husbands or brothers would be detained and harassed due to a Syrian Family Law
which makes it illegal for women to move without their legal male guardian i.e. their
wali.** Many women describe how they before the war could move alone, but after the
escalation of violence this law was suddenly effectuated. Furthermore, Palestinians
were denied access to UNRWA services (6), and upon attempting to cross the borders
to Jordan, Turkey, or Lebanon, they were completely stripped from their rights (both as
stateless citizens and as refugees) due to the UN “protection gap” (7). This meant that
stateless Palestinian refugees staying in the UNRWA mandate area would be ineligible
for UNHCR services as refugees, while also being excluded by national laws.* Some
were pushed back due to their Palestinian identity documents and were not allowed
to flee the war zone. At borders/checkpoints, all women describe being discriminated
against with regards to their gender, nationality, and statelessness. They were subjected
to slurs, racialised as Palestinians, presumed to be sex workers, and ultimately denied
access, or forcefully separated from their family members. While some of them were able
to cross the border, others were pushed back. The women described clandestine border
crossings where they were divided into male and female groups, and during which their
young male children or grandchildren were forcefully taken from them. It was often
the case that the female group would be able to cross the border, while the male group
would not, resulting in the separation of mothers, daughters and grandmothers from

10 Anja Kublitz, “From Revolutionaries to Muslims: Liminal Becomings Across Palestinian Generations
in Denmark,” International Journal of Muddle East Studies, 2016, Vol. 1, p. 67-86.

3! Walid in: Mette Heide-Jorgensen Lundsfryd, “Speaking Back to a World of Checkpoints: Oral
History as a Decolonizing Tool in the Study of Palestinian Refugees from Syria in Lebanon,” Middle East
Journal of Refugee Studies, 2017, Vol. 2(1), p.73-95.

12 Rania Maktabi, op.cit., 2010.

13 Susan M. Akram, op.cit., 2011.



their husbands, brothers, sons, fathers, and male friends.

As a consequence of the limitations of free movement and family separations, the women
who participated in this study, regardless of their age, had all suffered from a lack of
uninterrupted family life (8). This is caused by the forced separations described earlier,
as well as by European host countries’ denial of family reunifications. The generation of
the Nakba (the first generation), is particularly vocal about this. In many cases, the elderly
had either been left behind in Syria, or had travelled alone and been separated from the
rest of their families. This means that grandmothers from the generation of the Nakba live
by themselves in Syria or Europe, while their daughters and granddaughters have been
reunited in a new setting. Women, in general, suffer from severe interruptions in their
family lives. Their families become scattered globally. Though they used to live closely
together in Syria, family members ultimately disperse across Syria, Palestine, Denmark,
Germany, Sweden, Austria, Canada, and Australia. Several families had lost family
members; some have passed away, and others remain as disappeared persons. Others
are separated and the ability to communicate with or travel to see family members in
other countries is severely restricted, due to travel bans for refugees and asylum seekers
and the lack of financial resources.

These constraints lead to the lack of rights to belong as legal citizens or even as counted
within national statistics (9). The structural constraints that women face in Syria are
reproduced in the European context. In various European national statistics, there is
insufficient documentation on the figures of stateless populations.** The exact number
of Palestinians from Syria in Europe remains unknown due to challenges in the
documentation process. Over the past few years, few efforts have been made by European
official institutions and statistics departments to provide a well-studied database.* For
example, it is impossible to determine the number of Palestinian women from Syria in
Denmark or Germany. According to Statistics Denmark, the central bureau on Danish
statistics on in-migration, Palestinians who arrived from Syria are either registered as
“stateless” or as “stateless arriving from a third country” (outside Europe), e.g. Turkey or
Lebanon. This means that their historical trajectory as being “Palestinians from Syria”
remains unlabelled and unregistered, and the statistics do not show that they come from
Syria or Palestine, but rather, that they are “stateless”.*® This affects the women and

4 Action Group for Palestinians of Syria and The Palestinian Return Centre, “Palestinians of
Syria and the Closed Doors”, London, Action Group_for Palestinians of Syria and ‘The Palestinian Return Centre,
2017,p.41, available at: https://www.actionpal.org.uk/en/pdf/closeddoor2016.pdf [last accessed on 27

February 2020]; Anja Kublitz, op.cit., 2016.
15 Action Group for Palestinians of Syria and The Palestinian Return Centre, op.cit., 2017, p.41.

16 Email correspondence with Anna Dorthe Bracht from Statistics, Denmark, April 16 2019. When



their children, should they choose to claim a legal place of belonging at a later stage.

The women who participated in this study were denied the right of political participation
(10) through a denial of their right to vote, and the oldest generation talk of their mothers
and grandmothers also being denied the right to vote in Palestine during the mandate
and Zionist settlements. Essentially, the political voices of these women, men, and
children residing in Europe continue being silenced, since they still live under stateless
circumstances, with no access to political participation, whether as refugees or asylum
seekers, in Europe. None of the women in this study had the right to vote in any of
the countries in which they took up residence. They spoke of the harrowing effect that
non-participation had on their lives. Shaheen explained: “Not being able to participate
politically in a society to which I contribute so much on a daily basis, in a country in

which my children are citizens, but I am not, is one of the greatest injustices.”*’

The women belonging to the first and second generations (respectively, the generations
of the Nakba and of the Revolution) find themselves in a limbo-like state of permanent
temporariness, unemployment, and ostracism. They spent most of their lives in Syria,
where they were doubtlessly discriminated against, at least to some degree, as stateless
women. Nevertheless, it was a place in which they had a home and belonged to a
community — they spoke the same language as the rest of society and were familiar
with the local culture and societal norms. The women in exile further away from Syria
report that the prolonged nature of the temporary status keeps them from living together
as families and communities. Unemployability, the level of education, and the lack of
political rights permeate the three eldest generations (the generations of the Nakba, of
the Revolution, and the generation fueling the Uprisings) and crosscut countries, from
Palestine and Syria to European territories. Unemployability (10) seems to antagonise
the second generation of women the most, as they had lost their full-time jobs in Syria,
thus compromising their position as co-breadwinners. As a consequence, they are either
jobless, working internships, which are in fact unpaid work, or doing low-skilled work
that includes cleaning and organising the storage facilities of supermarkets. In Europe,
much like in Syria, the second generation of women recounted being denied the ability
to stay in their line of work because they were both Palestinian and women. Their
foremothers were denied work as midwives and nurses in Palestine during the British

asked how many Palestinians from Syria (men, women and children) have arrived in Denmark since 2011,
she responded: (translated from Danish): “Unfortunately, Statistics Denmark does not have information on
Palestinians in Denmark. Most Palestinians will be included in our population statistics with the country
of origin Lebanon. But unfortunately, we cannot say what proportion of Lebanese people the Palestinians
make up.” Also see: Anja Kublitz, op.cit., 2016.

17 Interview with Buthaina Shaheen, Copenhagen, 13 February 2018.



occupation; today, they are being denied work within their specialised fields as refugees
in Denmark and Germany.*

In contrast, the younger generation of women, now settled in Europe, have been given
access to formal education and have successfully passed national language tests and
high school exams; those of them who are now settled in Denmark and Germany have
learned their host country’s language, and passed preparatory courses for university.
As such, they venture into a new period of their lives, metaphorically pregnant with
hope, while their mothers remain unemployed, struggle to learn a new language, and
grapple with severe depression. These women’s grandmothers live in different countries
and find themselves cut off from their new society in relation to language, cultural
dissimilarities, and (un)employment. The eldest generation of women from Syria,
who have little or no education, are perceived by their host countries as being unable
to contribute to their new setting and are often left to their devices as a consequence.
The women who participated in this study reported that the fathers in their families
used to be the family’s co-breadwinners in Syria. Currently, however, these fathers hold
different positions. Many are severely ill, unemployed, have become unable to speak
due to post-traumatic stress disorder or injuries to the brain, have been captured by the
Syrian regime, or suffer in other ways leaving their wives and older children to become
the family’s main breadwinners. Members of the younger generation, who have become
adept at new languages and skills, are now students, and have to work up to three side
jobs to be able to provide for their families. Meanwhile, the mothers feel destitute and
ostracized. Many of them search for any job they can get, but feel that they have been
misguided by their host country (Shaheen 2020), landing jobs as dishwashers, storage
workers in supermarkets, and cleaning ladies, all under the flag of “language training”

and “internships that will benefit integration.”*

Finally, the women found it crucial to include their experiences of racialisation in exile
(12). Though they all express gratitude to their host country and the local population,
the women pinpointed several instances during which they experienced racism. They
perceive statelessness and the denial of return to Palestine as racial structural laws that
keep them away from their homeland and from citizenship rights in their new host
country, while also giving way for further ostracization and stereotyping. They describe,
for instance, being physically and verbally abused because of their headscarves,” the men
in their families being targets for arrests, and their narratives being deemed unworthy:.

18 Elige G. Young, op.cit., 2012.

19 Buthaina Shaheen, “Ambivalences of Citizenship: Syrians with Refugee Status Responding to
Ambivalences of Citizenship in Denmark,” Journal of Refugee Studies, 2020, tez107.

50 Not all women in this study wear a Azab (headscarf).



The women of the fourth generation maintained that, in Europe, they are often treated
as if they were “ignorant” and “backwards” because of their nationality or accents.
These experiences differ from the ones they had in Syria, and from the memories
recounted to them by the Palestinian women of the first generation. In Syria, however,
the women indicated that Palestinians are generally perceived as “intelligent” and “well
educated,” while contrastingly, in Europe, they are perceived as “thugs,” “ignorant,”
backwards,” “dirty,” “submissive,” and “promiscuous.” As a participant said, “in Syria
I am Palestinian, in Denmark I am Syrian”. Such experiences affect their daily lives and

tasks, such as walking on the street, sitting in a classroom, or taking the bus.

These constraints affect all women in this study, regardless of their age, marital status,
maternity status, and level of education. Still, not everyone experiences unemployability;
mothers of the second generation are affected the most. Being denied the freedom of
movement, and uninterrupted family life, political participation, and civic rights impacts
all the participants. It is striking, therefore, that they all find that they are subjected to no
less than twelve different continuous structural constraints (as outlined in this section),
which have not been resolved as they have moved to a “safe place” in more “democratic”
countries, such as Denmark and Germany, where they have now resided 5 years. Their
statelessness feeds into every part of their everyday lives, whether in Europe or in Syria.

The specificities of what each individual, who once lived in Syria, had lost, is seldomly
public knowledge. The women who participated in this study had lost their homes, and
the trauma they had been subjected to made them lose some of their memories.”! One
lost a son, another lost her friends, and all of them lost the feeling of freedom. One
young woman described how she never felt like a refugee until she arrived in Denmark.
“Before that, I never knew what it was like, even though I was born a stateless refugee
in Syria,” she said. Much more than could be captured here has been lost and remains
unbeknownst to anyone apart from those who have experienced this loss.

51 Didier Fassin and Richard Recthman, 7he Empure of Trauma: An Inquiry into the Condition of Victimhood,
New Jersey, Princeton University Press, 2009; Veena Das,“The Act of Witnessing: Violence, Poisonous
Knowledge, and Subjectivity” In Mamphela Ramphele, Arthur Kleinman, Pamela Reynolds, and Veena
Das (eds.), Violence and Subjectivity, Berkeley, University of California Press, 2000, p.215-225; Rosemary

Sayigh, op.cit., 2013.



All participants said that they had lost the right to be connected and unified as families
and as communities. They have repeatedly and agonizingly used the expression rahat
surya [“Syria is lost” or “Syria has gone away”], whether they are reflecting on their
memories of Syria, speculating about the future, where to go next, or where they risk
being deported to.

At the same time, participants revealed that displacement had allowed them to redefine
themselves, leading to “liberating experiences” or “improved circumstances,” through
new avenues of education and new skills learned. They have come to have a strong
sense of independence; yet these newfound freedoms do not eclipse the affection they
still feel towards Syria. They, at once, value the new experiences and miss the life they
had in Syria.

In Europe, the second generation of women who participated in this study lead a more
domestic life due to unemployment and to the fact that they now live in more isolation.
Work-life balance is radically different from the way it was before. This is due to limited
access to education, language barriers, mental and physical health issues, post-traumatic
stress disorder symptoms, mourning both the loss of Syria and the death of family
members and friends, and feelings of confinement after having been detained by different
authorities.” More optimism awaits the fourth generation of women, who have had
better access to education, and have thus expanded their networks and language skills
at a much faster rate than their mothers and grandmothers. For the fourth generation
of women, the future holds more promise with regards to both employment and
relationships, romantic or otherwise.

As was mentioned previously, all participants expressed a heartfelt melancholy at the
“loss of Syria.” In order to document this feeling of loss, which is experienced by the
different generations of Palestinian women born in Syria, researchers need to understand
what the participants /ad in Syria. In the following section, I will present Teta Loubia
from the first generation (of the Nakba) and Amal Wissam from the second generation (of
the Revolution). Teta Loubia™ is a 65-year-old woman who used to live in the Yarmouk
camp near Damascus who had been separated from the rest of her family when they
attempted to leave Syria together in 2013. She was born in Syria shortly after her

52 Maya Abyad, “Imprisoned By The Regime, And Ostracised By Society. Consequences
of detention for Syrian women,” Website, Syria Untold, 2019, available at https://syriauntold.
com/2019/10/07/imprisoned-by-the-regime-and-ostracised-by-society /?thclid=IwAR03V5ql_
mEWQ4 TpsTsiKWXOEsGiQTpfi3tsDRNH 7hFaUMs4y9Sp_AcNg_A [last accessed 27 February 2020]
53 Teta is a common phrase used to refer to one’s grandmother in colloquial Arabic. Loubia is the
name of her village in Palestine and a nickname she gave her granddaughter. Teta Loubia is a pseudonym
chosen by the participant .



mother’s arrival to the country; she had left Haifa for Syria during the Nakba of 1948,
and was already pregnant then. In 2013, Teta Loubia was separated from the other
members of her family — as they were fleeing the Yarmouk camp near Al-Tadamon
— by Syrian soldiers, who had installed spontaneous checkpoints all over the country.
She managed to get to the Lebanese-Syrian border, where she was allowed to cross to
Lebanon. The rest of her family, however, was pushed back by the Lebanese General
Security at Al-Masnaa border crossing.’* Teta Loubia could not expound on what she
had in Syria without shedding more light on what she had lost. She said that she had
one daughter and one grandson in Syria, another daughter in Denmark, two sons in
Germany, and her only granddaughter was traveling to Denmark on her own. Teta
Loubia was stuck in Lebanon, unable to go back to Syria, and did not have the means
to fly out of Lebanon. Her 24-days tourist visa in Lebanon was long expired. Like the
majority of Syrians and Palestinians from Syria in Lebanon, she was without legal status.”
I met Teta Loubia again in 2016 when she had finally made it to Germany, three years
after being separated from the rest of her family.

“My husband died of cancer in Syria in 2011, before the war. Allah yarhamuhu [may God
protect lam]. He did not lve to see the destruction and forced separation we have had to endure.
Sometimes I think it’s better that way; it would have broken his heart. We used to all live very
close to one another in the same building We had a home. Now, I have a daughter in Syria, a
daughter in Denmark, and two sons in Germany, and we will never be united in the same place
Jor Exd al-fitr [Festival of Breaking the Fast] again. We see each other on the phone [video call]
when we have internet and electricity, and that’s it. I can’t read or write, so I only communicate
with them using pictures, flowers and hearts emojis, and voice messages.”

Teta Lubia went on to explain that the loss of her home in Syria affects all aspects of
her life today. The new place of living is neither a home nor a safe place. She explained,
“I sleep, eat and shower here, but it is not a home”. Her adult children used to be a
big part of her house but now they are scattered across Europe and Syria. She further
explained that she had been found ineligible to take German language classes because
she was “too old” to work and this prevented her from building real connections with
the new local community and new friendships. In Syria, her Yarmouk apartment was
a hub for the entire extended family. Teta Lubia was preoccupied with domestic work,
taking care of her grandchildren and other children in the £ara (neighbourhood).

54 Lebanese border patrols officially closed the borders for Palestinians from Syria in May 2014. Since
2013, Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch have reported push backs of Palestinians from Syria
fleeing the war. See: Mette Heide-Jorgensen Lundsfryd, op.cit., 2017.

55 Ibid.

56 Oral History Recording, Teta Loubia, March 2018.



She also helped to run errands for her daughter’s shop, which was placed just under
her apartment in the three stories building. “I used to be like the rawda (daycare) for the
children in Yarmouk, so everyone knew me there, here in Germany, no one recognises me
in the neighbourhood,” she said. In Syrian, she also used to feel at home because her late
husband’s grave was nearby, in the burial ground of Yarmouk Camp. Today, her children
are alive, but she lost her husband and a grandson, and their graves are in Syria. The graves
symbolise the loss of a relative, a part of one’s family, and collective history, all at once.

Amal Wissam,”” a 48-year-old woman belonging to the second generation of stateless
Palestinians, first left Syria for Denmark in 2012. Her grandparents had left the coastal
town of Jaffa in Palestine for Syria during the Nakba of 1948. She reminisced about her
home in Syria, showing me pictures of her house on her phone; she had been renting
a newly refurbished apartment, with a kitchen full of plastic flowers and marble, and a
veranda full of natural orange flowers. For Amal, the loss of Syria is equated with the
loss of a real home. She explained that Denmark is like a beit amen [a safe house], but not
a beit hagigt [a real home]. She misses the feeling of being recognised on the street and
knowing every area and person in the neighbourhood. Amal tragically lost her teenage
son during the early days of the Syrian uprisings in 2011. Mourning his death, and
being forced to leave behind his grave in the Yarmouk camp, weighed heavily on her.
Her life is a testament to the countless catastrophes that exist within the prolonged Nakba
narratives. In the spring of 2011, the Assad regime made it possible to play the young
Palestinian protesters out against their primary enemy, the Isracli army, at the Golan
Heights for the commemorations of Al-Nakba Day”® and Al-Naksa Day**®

“I went into my son’s bedroom, shortly afler he was killed on the Syrian-Palestinian border. 1
came across several notebooks fulled with handwnitten poems to and about Palestine, as though they
were love letters to a secret girlfriend. He died in 2011, at the age of sixteen, while protesting for
our right of return to the land we had lost in 1948. He was shot in the eye at the Golan Heights
by Israeli snipers. He was buried in the Yarmouk camp in Syria. The cemetery of Yarmouk was
destroyed by Daish® and the Syrian regime. In Denmark, 1 have nothing but my memories of
him, and his martyr pictures on the wall. I called my sister; who is still in Damascus, and she
showed me his destroyed grave.””

57 Amal Wissam is a self-chosen pseudonym. Amal means hope in Arabic.
58 Al-Nakba Day is the annual public commemoration of the eviction from Palestine.

59 Al-Naksa Day is the annual public commemoration of the 1967 war and the military occupation

of Palestine.
60 Nidal Bitari, op.cit., 2014; Salah Hassan, op.cit., 2012; Skype interview with Leila Al-Shami, op.cit., 2018.
61 da ‘ish Arabic abbreviation for the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant.

62 Oral History Recording #2 with Amal Wissam, March 2018.



The quote above shows both the complexity of regional conflicts and the prolonged
displacement of the Palestinian population. Despite Amal’s grandparents’ forced
expulsion from Jaffa in 1948, her son was killed by Israeli snipers in Syria 63 years later.
Twelve to eighteen® young Palestinians from the Yarmouk camp were killed that same
day. Amal’s son did not live to see the uprisings, the war, or his family’s separation and
escape. He never met his youngest sister, who was playing on the floor next to me, as
his mother told me his story. His funeral, which took place on 6 June 2011, became
the first big anti-regime protest in the Yarmouk camp, initiated by the Palestinians of
Yarmouk.® The Palestinian community was furious that the young protestors were
scapegoated by the Syrian regime, and that Israeli snipers had been allowed into Syrian
territory, shooting live ammunition and throwing tear gas bombs. Amal had lost both
her home and her son. On her way to Denmark, Amal had lived in temporary exile in
Lebanon from 2012 to 2014 in the camp of Ein El-Helweh, near Saida. Her husband
travelled to Sudan by boat, and she separated from him as well as her eldest daughter
until they were united in 2014 in Copenhagen. In Lebanon, Amal was pregnant and
gave birth to her daughter in Ein El-Helweh. Despite the tragedy of losing her son and
having to leave Syria, she managed to set up a life for her family in Denmark. She is
now attending language classes, and her husband, with whom she was reunited, has
a job and shares the daily chores of cooking, cleaning, and picking up their youngest
daughter from nursery school.

Amal Wissam’s and Teta Loubia’s stories show the complexity of their experiences of
loss, despite belonging to different generations of Palestinian women. Both women are
daughters, mothers, and grandmothers. They now live in separation from their mothers
and grandchildren, and both have lost family members whose final resting place is in
Syria. Yet, the two women speak of Syria in different ways. For Teta Loubia, who belongs
to the first Generation, namely that of the Nakba, Syria is a temporary home and her
first place of refuge as an infant. She recalls Palestine as her mother’s home and her
own place of connection.

“Io be able to return to Palestine is a dream. Palestine is my home country; it’s where my mother
and father were born. I was still in my mother’s womb when she left Palestine. But now that
both my parents, my husband, and my grandson, are buried in Syria, home can only be where
their final resting place is.””

63 Sources give conflicting numbers, Amal Wissam and newspaper outlets say 18 while Bitari writes

of twelve persons killed that day. See: Nidal Bitari, op.cit., 2014.
64 1bid.

65 Oral History Recording with Teta Loubia, March 2018.



In the present, the loss of her beloved eclipses the loss of Palestine, and somehow makes
what was lost in Palestine and what was lost in Syria merge in a single narrative of home;
a home that is neither Palestine, nor Syria. “I mean, my grandchildren might one day
be able to see Haifa if they are granted European passports [inshallak], but we will never
return to Syria. Syria is lost, and for me Palestine is also lost,” said Teta Loubia.®

Amal Wissam, who belongs to the second generation of Palestinian women (#he generation
of the Revolution), views Syria as her real home, and Denmark as a “safe house.” When
she spoke of Palestine, she recalled her grandfather’s narratives of the country, and of
Jaffa in particular. The coast in her own narrative holds a symbolic value and is a very
physical element that shows the simultaneous connection and disconnection.

“If I had been born in Palestine like my parents and grandparents, I would have known the sea
of Jaffa. We call it “ariis al salul [The bride of the coast]. Ever since I was a little girl, my
Jather would talk about Palestine and how he used to play on the beach... because we had never
seen the sea. He told me he used to play along the beach, but also in the sea. He knew it by heant.
[...] I grew up never knowing Palestine, but I have told my children about Jaffa, the same way
1 had learned about it from my own father. [...] In Syria, we had a place to call our home. We
built a life for ourselves there. I still dream of being able to return to Palestine, but I don’t think
LIl be able to or even have the right to in my lifetime.””

There is a stark difference when it comes to the narrative of return to Palestine among
the generation of women born between 1985 and 1995 (The Pharmacist) and those
born between 1995 and 2000 (Jescala Al-Homisa). For women belonging to the third
generation, such as in the case of The Pharmacist, anger and frustration prevail over
the failed revolutions and the ongoing war. Women of the fourth generation, such as
Jescala Al-Homsia, seem to be hopeful that a brighter future awaits them, and that
returning to Palestine will be feasible through the persistent demand of the right of
return and citizenship, political participation, education, and being granted passports
in European countries. “Europe is the door leading to Palestine. Though it would take
less than an hour to drive from Damascus to Palestine, the road to Palestine today goes
through Europe.”® As will be shown in the next section, however, differences within
cach generation dictate how past events and the current place of residence colour and
contour these women’s views of the future.

66 Oral History Recording with Teta Loubia, March 2018.

67 Oral History Recording with Teta Loubia, February 2018.
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HOPE AND HOPELESSNESS: DIVERGENCE AND CONVERGENCE
BETWEEN THE TWO YOUNGEST GENERATIONS

This section presents the narratives of two women belonging to the two youngest
generations of Palestinians. They are both single, have no children, and grew up in
different parts of Syria. The first woman was born in 1986, and educated as a pharmacist
in Syria. She belongs to the third generation of Palestinians, which she called “the
Generation which fuelled the Uprisings and lost Syria.” The name matches the one
attributed to this generation by public participant Hady Ibrahim from the Palestinian
Refugees Portal.” The second woman is Jescala al-Homsia, who belongs to the fourth
and youngest generation of Palestinians. She called her generation “the Generation of
the Struggle and the Return... to Palestine.” The ways in which the women belonging
to these two generations diverge and converge are compelling because they have both
undergone crucial personal developments since 2011, albeit in different directions: the
first through political activism and the second through education in exile. Their lives are
shaped by the milieu that they inhabit, and the destruction of their former communities.

The Pharmacist,” the only participant in this study who remains in Syria, has a significantly
different narrative from the three other women. There is a difference between remaining
in the warzone and the experiences of escape, resettlement, and integration into a
new society, away from war. In the literature, few scholars have engaged with women
who remain in Syria, due to their inability to travel to Syria and the risk of deterrents.
Author Samar Yazbek’s novels and nonfiction work resonate with women’s narratives
from Syria.”! Some of Yazbek’s narratives resemble the Pharmacist’s. The Pharmacist
calls Syria a “country of war.” Her activism prompted her to stay in Syria even when
the borders were still open, and though she had hoped to leave, she told me that doing
so was no longer an option for her, since she was so politically involved. As a medical
professional, she felt that she had a crucial role to play in her community. The shortage
in medication for the treatment of war injuries and other health issues is tremendous,

69 Interview with Hady Ibrahim, April 2018; Palestinian Refugees Portal, Website, Palestinian Refugees
Portal, available at: http://palref.com/. [Last accessed on 27 February 2020]

70 The Pharmacist is the participant’s self-chosen pseudonym. To learn more about the challenges
connected to anonymity and representation in small communities. See: Dheeba Moosa, “Challenges to
anonymity and representation in educational qualitative research in a small community: a reflection on my
research journey,” Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education, 2013, Vol. 43(4), p. 483-495.

71 Women Now for Development, Website, Women Now for Development, available at: https://women-now.
org/ [Last accessed on 27 February 2020]; Samar Yazbek, Al-Mashaa [The Walker], Beirut, Dar Al-adab
Al-Aula, 2017; Samar Yazbek, 19 imra’a: souriyyat yarwayn [19 women: Tales of resilience from Syria/, Milano,
Manshurat al Mutawassit, 2018.
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and she has spent years creating a women-led network of pharmacists who can provide
access to medications for elders, new-born children, pregnant women, mothers, and

disabled people.

The Pharmacist went from being a religious graduate student about to get married, to
becoming a revolutionary feminist within eight years. She said that women have been very
present on the field in Syria, fighting the forces of the regime, Da sk, and other Islamist
rebels and male revolutionaries who do not wish to empower their female counterparts
in the patriarchal society. She remains hopeful that the regime will fall; for her, “a Syria
for all free Syrians” is the future. She has been evacuated to different locations over ten
times in the past five years. She named her generation “the Generation that Fuelled
the Uprisings and Lost Syria,” and described the social structures and the role they
played in the failure of the popular uprisings. She sees how the world and the regime
are silencing women in Syria. For her, being Palestinian in war-torn Syria is at once a
major issue and yet it seems to be less pertinent than her daily struggles with the Syrian
regime. She emphasises the solidarity between the different ethnic and religious groups
in Syria, as they all share a common goal: freedom from oppression. She has witnessed
Palestinians being rejected after standing in line for hours, waiting for aid supply (the
aid kartone [box] distributed by UNRWA), or medical care. She has seen the Palestinian
communities in Syria living under siege and being treated like fugitives. She expressed
concern over Palestinian children’s lack of access to education and proper health care
and fears that the next generation will be unable to stand up to oppressive forces due to
the lack of education and increasing poverty. The Pharmacist cannot access her home
or see her siblings and parents, because of military checkpoints surrounding the area
and the need for permits from the regime. She avoids checkpoints in fear of persecution.
The Pharmacist explained that “the Syria that we [the Palestinian communities] had
is lost.” There i3 an urgent need for rebuilding the Palestinian communities in Syria, so
that both Syrian and Palestinian communities can flourish again.

Jescala Al-Homsia,”” who belongs to the fourth generation of Palestinian women, lives
near Copenhagen. When we first met in 2018, Jescala was 22 years old. She had just
finished her first term at the University of Copenhagen. She arrived with her father in
Denmark in 2014. Jescala’s family is from the village of Al-Jish in northern Palestine. The
village was occupied on 29 October 1948 and has been under Israeli occupation since.
Jescala’s grandparents escaped to Lebanon, travelled to Syria by train, and re-settled in

72 Jescala Al-Homsia is a self-chosen pseudonym. Jescala is the female version of the noun and village
name Al-Jish. Al-Homsia (female adjective) is the female adjective derived from the noun Homs; it means

“woman hailing from Homs.”



Al-Aidin camp in the Syrian city of Homs.” Before fleeing Syria, Jescala had witnessed
siege, shelling, and massive destruction. She said that an entire generation of young
people were either killed or had left Al-Aidin camp. Jescala thought that it was very
important to hold on to Syria the way she remembered it — the same Syria she would
want her future children to know about:

“If my chuldren should know anything about Syria, I wouldn’t want them to be bombarded with
stories about the war: [...] I want to share with them the pleasant memories I have about that
Dplace; the way we lived together, and what our lves were like in Syria. [...] I want to tell them
about what the schools were like, and how the school system was, because it’s very different from
the way it is here. [...]. Especially for me as a muhajaba (veiled woman) [...] to me that was
like freedom, because I used to go to an all-girls’ school in Syria, and many other students wear
the veil. [...] At my old school, there were many festivals that focused on Palestinian heritage, the
Palestinian time [ zaman filastin/, Palestinian dances, like dabka, it was really beautiful. [...] We
took classes that focused on several topics relating to Palestine; we would make dresses and learn
embroidery, or study Palestinian listory. .. things like that. But that is lost now. [Deep sigh].””*

In the quote above, Jescala is talking about Homs, the city she is from in Syria, and how
it gave her and her schoolmates a way to remember and learn about Palestine. The
quote also shows how Jecsala connects these memories to her new life in Denmark, and
how different life is there. At the same time, it is clear that she does not wish for the
next generation to become familiar with her own experiences and memories of the war.
Like Amal Wissam and Teta Loubia, it was difficult for Jescala to talk about the war in
Syria, often avoiding the topic altogether. However, when speaking about her childhood
memories she explained that she had gotten access to a part of her life that she had left
behind. Knowing that war and armed conflict exist and can be part of life is one thing,
and experiencing war, especially on a sensorial level, is another: its smells, sounds, and
sights. As Jescala fittingly says: “I will never forget [the war], and at the same time I
don’t want to remember it. So it’s actually nice to remember the camp in which we lived
and the school I used to go to as a child — and my old teachers; I wonder where they
are now. No one has asked me these questions before.”” The loss that Jescala describes
echoes through the four generations. But Jescala’s narrative bears more hope, and she
believes that her education and volunteering as a medical professional in an NGO can
help her travel to Palestine.

73 The city of Homs was severely bombarded since 2013. See: Action Group for Palestinians of Syria,
“Shelling Targets Al-Aedein Camping Homs and Khan Al Shieh in Damascus Suburb and Clashes Continue
in Yarmouk”, London, Action Group for Palestinians of Syria, 8 June 2015, available at: http://actionpal.co.uk/
en/reports/daily/08-6-2015.pdf [last accessed on 27 February 2020].

74 Oral History Recording #1 Jecala Al-Homisa, Copenhagen, 16 February 2018.

75 Ibid.



“I left Syria as a girl. Now, I am a woman, and I have to provide for my parents and siblings.
Education is my only weapon against further oppression as a stateless Palestinian. [...] I remember
that my Jeddoh (grandfather) in Syria once said to me: ‘Let education be your weapon, and that
will be your resistance [muqawamal to oppression.” [...] So, when we were young, we thought
that we could contribute to Palestine’s growth through education.”

The two young women in this section have different views of the future. While Jescala
sees hope in education and has no wish to be politically active, The Pharmacist is wary
of the next generation’s lack of access to education and fears that it will affect the
Palestinian community in Syria. For her, political activism is the only way to free Syria
and to ultimately return to Palestine. Despite the discrimination that Palestinians are
subjected to in Syria, the loss of Syria is for the participants perceived as catastrophic,
and bears both emotional and practical consequences on the Palestinian community,
as this paper has shown.

Based on women’s oral history, this paper presented glimpses of transgenerational
narratives of Palestinian women born in Syria. By including women from four different
areas and generations in this study, it becomes clear that there is no single category of
“Palestinian women from Syria” that fits all women. The women talk about the lives of
the people in their communities, families, children, fathers, husbands, other women, and
about their own struggles and endeavours. This paper has shown that the literature on the
socio-historical experiences of Palestinian women residing in Syria since 1948 is limited,
and that these narratives should be uncovered in order to gain a better understanding of
global systems of oppression and to argue for change. It also argues that the structural
discriminative settings created over the past 138 years still affect Palestinians from Syria
today, whether they currently reside in Syria, Europe, or elsewhere; being both a stateless
refugee and a woman has engendered structural oppressive continuities across more than
four generations. Twelve constraints in total have been identified by the women. The
participants of the oral history project helped to fill some of the knowledge gaps as they
countered misrepresentations, recounted several of their experiences. Their narratives all
together emphasise their strengths and their active presence in this world, in opposition
to what is often seen as a forgotten past.

The results of the research show that experiences of loss crosscut generations. There
are diverse experiences of the present across the four generations, including both new
avenues of opportunity for the women and several kinds and combinations of loss e.g
loss of identity, family members, job loss, loss of free movement, and loss of Syria as a

76 Ihid.



safe home. The loss of Syria reveals the prolonged temporariness of the participants’
statelessness. It also reminds the younger generations of the differences between what they
have had to live through today, and what their grandparents lived through before, during
and immediately after 1948. I argue that it is only through listening to the experiences
of these groups of women, that we can begin to learn more about the past. By taking
the responsibility of listening and knowing, researchers can gain insight into the plight
of the stateless Palestinian women in Syria, who have been displaced within Syria, or
relocated to Europe. As oral historian and anthropologist Rosemary Sayigh writes: “It
is in this battleground that we need to situate these Palestinian women’s narratives, and
ourselves as listeners: first as challenging the silencing of Palestinian history, second as
challenging colonialist constructions of Arab/Muslim women that are part of a larger
enterprise to dominate and exclude; and third, as challenging a social structure and
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attitude that would limit their speech and agency.

The women in this project are compelled to navigate between East and West, Europe
and West Asia, European languages and Arabic. Social-nationalistic, settler colonial,
and totalitarian state efforts deny them the right to return to their homeland, while also
prohibiting them from fully belonging in their new host communities. The experiences
and histories of Palestinian women born in Syria are hence both local and global. The
women uphold that despite being discriminated against in Syria, the country must also be
understood as a real and good home, in contrast to a temporary safe space that they inhabit.
What was lost, must not be reduced to a discourse of “good versus evil.” The women
who participated in this study lost their former homes, the graves of their loved ones,
their lives, communities, and founding years. The important task that lies ahead is to
avoid demonising these communities, while highlighting that these women experience
new and aggravated kinds of oppression in Europe, in the form of islamophobia and
xenophobia, among others. The oral histories collected here are narrated by stateless
refugee women who have been separated from their families and homeland under the
current-day war, asylum, and refugee regimes. It is crucial to notice how in the midst
of loss, these women insist on their right to return to Palestine, while arguing for the
right to fully belong in their host country. In order to reach real social change, we need
to listen to these narratives as reasonable political demands.

77 Rosemary Sayigh, op.cit., 2007, p.154.
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