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To my Seedo and Tayta, Sameeh and Zahia.

And to the martyrs of Gaza,
May you find a better and more just world in Allah’s heaven.



A bird lands on a branch in Palestine, with the city of Umm al-Fahm in the background.
(Photo taken by Marijke van der Molen in the city of Umm al-Fahm, 2020).



Oh dear bird flying home,
May my eyes protect you,
May the eyes of Allah shield you,
Oh dear traveler,
How jealous am I of you,
O Palestine, my homeland,
O Palestine, very beautiful Mashalla.

Oh dear bird, remember to fly over Safad,
Take a turn towards Tabaria,
Towards Akka and Haifa,

And send my greetings to its sea.
Don'’t forget Al Nasra, our strong Arab fort

And delight Bisan, with the news of its inhabitants’ return.

Oh Al Quds, my tears have fallen,
My people have been dispersed everywhere.
History is proud of us, those displaced,
Proud of how much we have endured.

Oh dear bird,
Fly over Gaza and kiss its sand
That land with strong and brave men,
And Al Quds, our capital,
And Al Agsa, its jewel.
Oh dear Allah, may we reunite with our home.

- From Oh dear bird flying home, a Palestinian folklore song.
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Al Wehdat Camp, like all Palestinian refugee camps, was built in response to Al Nakba
as a space of temporary refuge to generations of Palestinian refugees who were
uprooted from their homes. In this research I have conceptualized home as a multi-
scalar territory that exists in different places and time intervals all at once through

a spatio-temporal simultaneity. This produces Al Wehdat Camp as a transient
territory existing here and there, now and then, at home and in exile. Through the
different chapters of this dissertation, I studied those different scales of home —
the home-land, the home-city, the home-camp and the home-home — through an
interdisciplinary research approach and framework that is built around three pillars:
the body, movement, and territory. I have also studied the socio-spatial relationship
between these different territories and the boundary-demarcating elements that
work on connecting and disconnecting these territories from one another, shaped by
flows of movement and activity.

Through my interdisciplinary research methodology, encompassing methods from
the fields of architecture, anthropology, and the visual arts, I conceptualized my
research methodology as Tag'otat, or a set of spatio-temporal intersections with
both the camp’s spaces and its inhabitants. I used my movement in the camp’s
space along the vertical axis to shift along the different scales of home and also
shift between the symbolic understanding of the camp and its intimate material
reality; as well as my movement along the horizontal axis and my position within

the camp relative to its inhabitants as a way to produce knowledge about the camp,
its inhabitants and its architecture.In my research I studied a number of paths

of displacement that the Palestinian refugees have traveled across during their
uprooting from Palestine, mapping their movement across the landscape and the
different locations they have settled in, to reach Al Wehdat Camp. Through that
tracing of different paths I was able to conceptualize the camp as a point that exists
at the intersection of a number of paths that have led the Palestinian refugees to the
camp and also allowed them to move past it to different locations within the city. This
continuous movement of displaced bodies from Palestine to Al Wehdat Camp, with
the embodied knowledge, memories, culture and traditions that Palestinian refugees
have transferred with them has allowed them to transgress the colonial borders
that have disconnected them from the space of the home-land, and allowed them to
reproduce the space of Palestine in the space of Al Wehdat Camp.
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The Palestinian refugees have also intergenerationally transferred that knowledge
to the younger generations, who have constructed their own versions of an
imagined home-land in the spaces of their home-camp. By tracing these paths

of displacement, I have also been able to conceptualize the camp as a transient
territory that transcends colonial borders and exists beyond its demarcations as a
moving and transformative space which continues to move with the movement and
activity of Palestinian refugees.

I have also studied the home-camp’s socio-spatial relationship with the home-

city, shifting the scale of the investigation closer to the ground and investigating

the boundary that distinguishes the territory of Al Wehdat Camp from the city of
Amman. I created a comparison between the institutional ways of demarcating the
camp, through the formal boundary or the redline, unchanged since the camp’s
establishment in 1955, and the camp inhabitants’ ways of knowing and demarcating
their camp through what I referred to as the informal boundary or the greenline.

I was able to conclude that when putting Al Wehdat Camp in comparison with

itself, moving the investigation inwards and studying the camp as a network of
nodes, landmarks, streets, edges and districts, it becomes clear that it is neither
homogeneous nor uniform, but rather, it is characterized by a multiplicity of spaces
and lived realities that are the result of the interplay of power relations that continue
to shape the camp’s lived reality and architecture. By stepping into the interiors of
the lives of the Palestinian refugees, into the homes of the inhabitants, I was able to
conclude how different and heterogeneous the camp inhabitants were and challenge
the ways Palestinian refugees are represented as one homogeneous group with the
same values and attitudes.

Through this dissertation, I have conducted a thorough investigation into Al
Wehdat Camp, taking it as one example which, when studied, can help me better
understand the political, the social and the economic factors that have influenced
and transformed Palestinian camps in Jordan over the years. This investigation was
carried out by studying its architecture as an expression of the shifts between these
different factors, on a local and international scale. Through the work that I have
produced in this research, I do not claim to have reached a conclusive and concrete
understanding of what a Palestinian refugee camp is, and what makes a camp a
camp, but I have worked on deconstructing the different material and immaterial
layers that produce Al Wehdat Camp as a transient territory that transcends time,
space and borders.
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Net als alle andere Palestijnse vliuchtelingenkampen werd het kamp Al Wehdat in
Amman gebouwd als reactie op Al Nakba, als een ruimte voor tijdelijk onderdak voor
Palestijnse vluchtelingen die van huis en haard verdreven waren. In dit onderzoek
conceptualiseerde ik ‘thuis’ als een territorium dat meerdere schalen omvat en

dat bestaat op verschillende plaatsen, in verschillende tijdsintervallen, allemaal
tegelijk. Deze spatio-temporele gelijktijdigheid produceert Al Wehdat kamp als een
territorium van voorbijgaande aard, dat zowel hier als daar bestaat, nu en toen,
thuis en in ballingschap. In de verschillende hoofdstukken van dit proefschrift
bestudeerde ik die verschillende schalen van dit begrip ‘thuis’: het thuisland, de
thuisstad, het thuiskamp en het thuis-thuis, door middel van een interdisciplinaire
onderzoeksbenadering. Het onderzoekskader voor dit proefschrift was opgebouwd
rond drie pijlers: het lichaam, beweging en territorium. Via deze begrippen
bestudeerde ik de sociaal-ruimtelijke relatie tussen deze verschillende territoria en
de elementen van begrenzing die deze territoria met elkaar verbinden en van elkaar
scheiden, gevormd door stromen van beweging en activiteit.

Door middel van mijn interdisciplinaire onderzoeksmethodologie, die gebruikt maakt
van methoden uit de architectuur, antropologie en beeldende kunst, heb ik mijn
onderzoeksmethodologie geconceptualiseerd als Tag'otat: een reeks ruimtelijk-
temporele ontmoetingen met zowel de ruimten van het kamp als zijn inwoners.

Ik gebruikte mijn eigen beweging in de ruimte van het kamp, als een manier om
kennis te produceren over het kamp, zijn inwoners en zijn architectuur. Deze vond
enerzijds plaats langs de verticale dimensie die me in staat stelde om van schaal te
veranderen tussen de verschillende schalen van ‘thuis’ en tussen het symbolische
begrip van het kamp van veraf en zijn intieme materiéle realiteit van dichtbij, en
anderzijds bewoog ik binnen de horizontale dimensie om mijn positie binnen het
kamp en zijn inwoners te duiden. In mijn onderzoek bestudeerde ik een aantal
routes die de Palestijnse vluchtelingen hebben afgelegd tijdens hun ontworteling uit
Palestina. Ik bracht hun beweging door het landschap in kaart en de verschillende

locaties waar ze zich vestigden alvorens om in het kamp Al Wehdat terecht te komen.
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Door deze verschillende routes te volgen, kon ik het kamp conceptualiseren als

een punt dat bestaat op het kruispunt van een aantal paden die de Palestijnse
vluchtelingen naar het kamp hebben geleid en hen ook in staat hebben gesteld om er
voorbij te trekken naar verschillende locaties in de stad.

Die voortdurende beweging van ontheemde lichamen van Palestina naar het kamp

Al Wehdat, tezamen met wat de Palestijnse viuchtelingen hebben overgedragen aan
belichaamde kennis, herinneringen, cultuur en tradities, hebben hen in staat gesteld
de koloniale grenzen te overschrijden die hen hebben losgemaakt van de ruimte van
het thuisland, en hen in staat gesteld de ruimte van Palestina te reproduceren in de
ruimte van het kamp Al Wehdat.

De Palestijnse vluchtelingen hebben die kennis ook intergenerationeel overgedragen
op de jongere generaties, die hun eigen versies van een verbeeld thuisland hebben
gebouwd in de ruimten van hun thuiskamp. Door deze verplaatsingsroutes te volgen,
heb ik het kamp ook kunnen conceptualiseren als een voorbijgaand territorium

dat de koloniale grenzen overstijgt en voorbij zijn fysieke grenzen bestaat, als een
bewegende en transformerende ruimte die in beweging blijft - meebewegend met de
Palestijnse viuchtelingen en hun activiteiten.

Ik heb ook de sociaal-ruimtelijke relatie tussen het thuiskamp en de thuisstad
bestudeerd, door de schaal van het onderzoek dichter bij de grond te brengen en de
grens te onderzoeken die het grondgebied van het Al Wehdat-kamp onderscheidt
van de stad Amman. Ik vergeleek de institutionele manieren om het kamp af te
bakenen, via de formele grens of de rode lijn, die sinds de oprichting van het kamp
in 1955 onveranderd is gebleven, met de manieren waarop de kampbewoners zelf
hun kamp kennen en definieren via wat ik de informele grens of de groene lijn heb
genoemd. Ik kon concluderen dat wanneer ik het kamp Al Wehdat als het ware met
zichzelf vergelijk, het onderzoek naar binnen verleg en het kamp bestudeer als

een netwerk van knooppunten, herkenningspunten, straten, randen en wijken, het
duidelijk wordt dat het kamp niet homogeen of uniform is, maar eerder gekenmerkt
wordt door een veelvoud aan ruimtes en geleefde realiteiten die het resultaat zijn
van het samenspel van machtsrelaties die de geleefde realiteit en architectuur van
het kamp blijven vormgeven. Door binnen te stappen in de interieurs van het leven
van de Palestijnse vluchtelingen, in de huizen van de bewoners, kon ik vaststellen
hoe verschillend en heterogeen de kampbewoners waren. Dit inzicht daagt de
gebruikelijke manier uit waarop Palestijnse viuchtelingen worden voorgesteld als één
homogene groep met dezelfde waarden en houdingen.
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Door middel van dit proefschrift heb ik een grondig onderzoek uitgevoerd naar het
kamp Al Wehdat. Het kamp diende voor mij als exemplarische casus om de politieke,
sociale en economische factoren die de Palestijnse kampen door de jaren heen
hebben beinvloed en getransformeerd beter te begrijpen, waarbij ik de architectuur
bestudeer als een uitdrukking van de verschuivingen tussen deze verschillende
factoren, op lokale en internationale schaal. Ik beweer ik dat ik met dit onderzoek ik
een sluitend en concreet begrip heb bereikt van wat een Palestijns vluchtelingenkamp
is, en wat een kamp tot een kamp maakt, maar door het deconstrueren van de
verschillende materiéle en immateriéle lagen heb ik een inzicht kunnen bieden in hoe
deze lagen Al Wehdat kamp maken tot een voorbijgaand gebied dat tijd, ruimte en
grenzen overstijgt.
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In search of Al Wehdat Camp, in search of Palestine

The first time I visited Al Wehdat Camp was when I was 12 years old, in July

of 2001. I specifically recall the date because my mother took my sisters and I to

Al Wehdat Camp to buy dresses for my uncle’s wedding from Al Wehdat Market.

In my head, that visit stood in isolation from what shaped my understanding of
Palestinian refugee camps later on in life. These were two different places; Al
Wehdat was one thing and Palestinian refugee camps were another.As an adult, I
thought of Palestinian refugee camps as abstract notions, places that were defined
by the events that produced them. Al Nakba or the Catastrophe of 1948 happened,
Palestinians became refugees, and then the camps were built to shelter them until

a political resolution was reached. The limits of my knowledge ended there, where
the camp began. What did it look like, how was life in it? These were questions that

I had no answers for, despite my visit to one when I was a young girl. Very vague
images have survived from that visit. What I did manage to recall was my confusion
with the name, Al Wehdat, which is an Arabic word that translates to, The Units.

I remember asking my mother about the name, why was it called the units? What
units? I remember how the name gave me the impression that the camp was built out
of Lego pieces assembled on top of each other, units that divided the space of the
camp, with each Lego piece resembling a house that people lived inside. She briefed
me about the camp’s history in a way that did not help clear my confusion. Who built
those units?

Reflecting on it now, I can say that the memories that I have of that trip back

in 2001 were very vague, lacking any spatial qualities. I remember us being inside
the shop, looking at a selection of different dresses. I do not remember how we got
there, I just remember following my mother from the taxi to the market. The fact
that I was following her might have played a role in my lack of engagement with
the surroundings. I was not paying attention to the place because I knew that I
would not need to memorize any directions. It might have also been because there
was nothing that stood out about the journey of getting there that was remarkable
enough to a 12 year old, remarkable enough to retain its space in my memory.

I just remember that the dress that I bought was blue.

Growing up, I had heard several stories about Al Wehdat Camp, because my second
aunt used to live there and my mother and her parents would occasionally visit
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her. My mother was also a frequent visitor of Al Wehdat market as a young woman,
given how the camp was one of the big commercial centers in the area of southeast
Amman, and it was relatively close to where she lived, in an area called Al Mahatta.
Al Mahatta is an Arabic word that translates to, The Station, and it is an area that
earned its name from the presence of the former Hejaz railway station. I later learned
from my mother that she had also bought her wedding dress from Al Wehdat market.

After getting married, my parents, Abdullah and Buthaina, moved to Saudi Arabia,
where my family lived for 35 years. I grew up and spent the first 18 years of my life
there. We used to return to Amman during summer and, during those visits, my mom
would be keen on visiting some of the places she frequented as a young woman.

She used to feel nostalgic for the places of her childhood and the places she visited
when she was in university, having completed her degree in the University of Jordan
in Amman. Al Wehdat Market/Camp was one of these places that she returned to,
taking us with her. She used to tell us, “Al Wehdat Market has everything! Whatever it
is you are looking for, you will find it there.”

Al Wehdat Camp was a ‘site of memory’ for my mother, as the French historian,
Pierre Nora (1997), would call it. My mother’s memories of that lieu de mémoire were
transmitted to me throughout the years in a way that might have, alongside other
factors, inspired the selection of Al Wehdat Camp as the focus of my research. In
retrospect, my mother’s memories and stories of Al Wehdat Camp were simple and
ordinary in their everydayness, but there was something about the way she had told
them that made them remarkable. Her attachment to the place might have been what
led us back to Al Wehdat Camp to buy the dresses when I was 12, and it might have
been what brought me back to it in 2019 to conduct my doctoral research.

That attachment is what inclined her to accompany me on several of my field visits
after, proudly presenting herself as an expert of that area, insisting that with her help
I would be able to better navigate the camp and conduct my fieldwork. She too was
an architect; we two had a lot in common, or perhaps, in so many ways, I wanted

to be like her, following in her footsteps, to several destinations in my life, including
Al Wehdat Camp.Al Wehdat Camp’s central location within the city of Amman was
another factor that made me decide to choose it as the focus of my study.

I was interested in studying the social, the economic, the political and the spatial
relationship between the camp and the city and the different ways each influenced
the other, without necessarily putting them in comparison to each other. Rather,

I wished to study the networks and the flows of activity and movement from the
camp to the city and from the city to the camp as a way of understanding each one’s
growth and development.
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Before having started this investigation into Al Wehdat Camp, I used to think of
Palestinian refugee camps as abstract concepts, existing in many cities around the
region as political symbols that represent Palestine and act as custodians of the
Palestinian refugees’ right to return. Almost six decades after their establishment,
that level of abstraction made me think that these camps have remained intact and
preserved, as waiting terminals which have not changed nor transformed, stuck in
time and place in isolation from their surroundings. In my head, a camp was more
of an idea than a place, flat and two-dimensional. I started this research wanting

to step into the third dimension, to understand the space of camps and understand
camps as spaces by setting foot into the flows of their everyday life, to know them
better through my own bodily movement and experiences of navigating their spaces
from the ground. I also wanted to know whether camps were still camps. And if so,
what about them that makes them camps? Is it the architecture? Is it the political
identity? Are they the social networks? Are they the legal boundaries?

Established as temporary spaces of refuge for Palestinians after Al Nakba of 1948,
are Palestinian refugee camps still camps, or did they socially and spatially integrate
with their surroundings, becoming neighborhoods in the cities where they were
located? More broadly, what makes a territory? What produces its boundaries and
distinguishes it from its surrounding context?

With my research focused on Al Wehdat Camp, in Amman, Jordan, I wanted to study
the space of the camp and understand its spatial relation with the city, beyond

my initial understanding of it as a political symbol. I wanted to do so while also
understanding its spatial production and transformation through time, investigating
it as a dynamic and shifting spatial setting that is continually shaped by the political,
economic and social influences that are both transforming the immediate context of
Amman and the larger context of the region.

Was Al Wehdat Camp still a camp?

With more reading, thinking and reflecting, I realized that for me, this pursuit was
no longer about only finding an answer, but also about understanding the processes
through which the architecture of the camp was produced. I wanted to understand
why the camp, as a spatial setting, looked the way it did, and what were the social,
economic, and political factors that drove that spatial transformation? Instead

of moving from point A to point B, a question and an answer, I wanted to use the
distance between the two, the length of this dissertation, to understand why things
were the way they were.

That process resonated with the German political philosopher, Hannah Arendt
(1964), who described her process and the influence of her work in an interview with
Gunter Gaus.
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She started by saying, “I would like to say that what is important to me is that I must
understand. This understanding for me also entails writing. Writing is part of the
process of understanding.” She further elaborates by saying: “What is important to

me is the process of thinking itself. When I have that, I am personally totally satisfied.
And then, if I succeed in expressing it adequately in writing, then I am satisfied again.

Now, you asked about the effect of my work. This — if I may speak ironically —is a
masculine question. Men always want to be tremendously influential; but I see it from
outside, so to speak. Do I see myself as influential? No, I want to understand. And

if other people understand in the same sense as I have understood, this gives me
satisfaction, a sense of being at home.” (Gaus & Arendt, 1964).

In line with the sentiments expressed by Arendt, I decided to use the process

of conducting this research to better understand and hope that those who read
and engage with it will also begin to understand Al Wehdat Camp and Palestinian
refugee camps better. With that, I began an investigation of the existing literature
on Palestinian refugee camps to form a better understanding of the contemporary
discourse and also to highlight the gaps in knowledge, ones that I will, through this
research, attempt to address.

The History, Architecture and
Transformation of Palestinian
Refugee Camps

34

The paradoxical nature of the refugee camp is a very prominent feature of its
identity, a juxtaposition between “formality and informality, mobility and immobility,
permanence and impermanence.” (Grbac, 2013). To Diken and Laustsen (2005),
Turner (2005), and Agamben (2005), refugee camps are viewed as sites of
exclusion, controlled by processes of confinement and alienation at the margins

of society. To Lybarger (2005), Bshara (2012) and Ramadan (2012), on the other
hand, refugee camps are perceived as islands of political and social activism, built
around pillars of resistance and identity formation.

Ramadan (2012) rejected the notion that reduces the life of refugees to ‘Bare Life,’
with reference to Agamben’s (2005) notion of the zoe, given their high level of
engagement in the political discourses that shape their lives.

Ramadan contends that refugees are a paradigm of a new historical consciousness
and refugee camps are the paradigm for future human settlements. In such
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settlements, the geopolitics cannot be separated from everyday life and power
relations don’t only operate through a top-down approach, but also through bottom-
up approaches. To Petti (2013), if cities are considered spaces of democracy where
citizens use public space for their political representation, then the birth of camps
stands in contradiction with that notion; expressing what could be described as an
anti-city, where refugees’ political representation is challenged and continuously
fought for. By putting the space of the camp within its context inside the city, the
effects of the anti-democratic model are consequential for the political and public
space of the city in general. The emerging political and social configurations of the
‘camp condition’ have introduced new ways of understanding the relation between
people, space, and territory (Petti, 2013). Moreover, Ramadan (2012) further
extended the argument by stating that refugee camps are manifestations of the
different geopolitical shifts that shape their space and the different apparatuses of
power that manifest in their settings. Refugees, on the other hand, are members of
a political agency that come in response to those power relations, rather than being
mere objects of its mechanisms.

Within the existing literature, the notion of identity formation is an extensively
researched theme in the context of Palestinian refugee camps. With Al Wehdat Camp
as the focus of his doctoral dissertation in Social Anthropology, Luigi Achilli (2014)
discussed the political identity that developed in Al Wehdat Camp in response to
what is known as Black September, during the armed clashes between the Jordanian

Army and the Palestinian guerrilla fighters between the late 1960’s and early 1970’s.

Achilli also wrote on the development of the hyper-masculine identity (mukhayamiji)
among the camp’s youngsters and the performativity of that gender identity in

the camp space in relation to the different political and social shifts in the camp’s
context. Also in relation to gender, Reem Abu Lughod (2010) focused on the female
inhabitants of Al Wehdat Camp, specifically those who were victims of domestic
violence in the camp households, assessing the impact of the social, economic and
cultural norms on the society in Al Wehdat Camp, and how these factors play a role
in increasing domestic violence practiced on some women in the camp.

The meanings ascribed to the Palestinian refugee camps by their inhabitants were
studied by Ilana Feldman (2015) in her comparative analysis of three different
camps: Al Yarmouk Camp in Syria, Deheishe Camp in Palestine, and Al Wehdat
Camp in Jordan. Through her research, she studied the significance of each camp in
relation to each camp’s establishment, its transformation and the historical events
that influenced each camp’s social and political context.
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As a result, Feldman (2015) considered Al Yarmouk Camp a humanitarian space,
due to the significant role humanitarian actors played in it; and Deheishe Camp as a
political space, given its inhabitants’ political activism and the significance of their
agency in shaping their camp. On the other hand, Feldman considered Al Wehdat
Camp an emotional space, given the deeply rooted sentimental notions carried by its
inhabitants towards their camp. This is linked to the inhabitant’s place attachment
and sense of belonging to the camp, reflected in their self-identification and where
they placed themselves in relation to the city and their place of origin.

Studying Al Wehdat Camp, Jordanian scholar Ala Hamarneh (2002) traced the major
local and international events that have influenced Al Wehdat Camp, with emphasis
on the transformation of the camp from a “Factory of Return illusions” to a more
urbanized setting. This development is in line with a process of depoliticization

of the camp in general, mirrored in the change in the buildings’ regulations in

the past few decades that has transformed the camp space in the direction of
material permanence.

As per the discussed literature, one can argue that the politics of refugee camps and
the meanings ascribed to them have been more extensively investigated than the
physical architecture of camps, which remains a field that is relatively understudied.
Even in the discussed literature which concerns the architecture of Palestinian
refugee camps, more emphasis is put on the spatial practices of the inhabitants

that have transformed the camp rather than the actual buildings and their different
architectural qualities, such as spatial layout, materiality, form and morphology. One
argument that could explain this tendency would be that camps have been perceived
as temporary spaces due to their political and contractual impermanence; this could
questionably undermine their architecture, given that their structures were built out
of pure necessity through mass production in response to a humanitarian emergency
(Hailey, 2009). The existing literature also tends to adopt historical trajectories

to explain camp transformations (Al Daly, 1999; Hamarneh, 2002; Maraqa, 2004;
Abreek-Zubiedat, 2014) in a manner that investigates the camp through a sequential
and linear approach, which this research argues is an approach that eliminates the
rather dynamic and multidirectional nature of the camp’s transformation.

When it comes to the architecture of camps in particular, three important works
were produced in recent literature, all of which were set in Palestine, specifically

in Deheishe Camp in the West Bank. The first was conducted by Palestinian

scholar Fatina Zubiedat (2014), who studied the spatial violations of the camp
inhabitants and the spatial practices that gradually transformed the camp layout,
which was initially planned and designed by European planners and architects

for UNRWA, transgressing the building regulations and the institutional control.

The top-down approach of designing the camp’s layout was used to regulate the
use of land, organizing what started off as a set of temporary scattered tents and
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reordering them into permanent housing units that were planned around a grid
layout. According to Zubiedat, the State was informally supportive of that camp’s
transformation into a more urbanized setting because that aligned with its unspoken
resettlement strategy of the refugees in their current locations. Italian architect

and scholar, Alessandro Petti (2013), worked on mapping Al Deheishe Camp’s

new public buildings, amenities and cultural projects to challenge the notion that
necessitated that Palestinian refugees continue living in poor living conditions as

a way of emphasizing their camp’s temporariness and their preservation of their
“right to return”. Petti challenged that notion by documenting the ways through
which the newly built projects helped empower the camp community and equipped
the inhabitants with the knowledge and the skills that would theoretically better
serve their fight for liberation. The third work is by Palestinian scholar Nasser
Abourahme (2014), who criticizes the way that existing literature is divided between
two binary approaches that either investigates camps as material or lived settings,
or investigates camps for their symbolic or political role in representing Palestinian
national discourses in @ manner that is pragmatic and through a division that is not
very expressive of the camps’ fluid reality. Instead, Abourahme proposes a study of
the camp’s architectural environment as a mediator of human action; one that spills
over the lived into the symbolic, instead of segregating the two. To do so, Abourahme
conducted an ethnographic study of cement in Deheishe Camp, investigating the
camp as a material assemblage whose materiality reflected a transformation of

the camp towards permanence, and whose buildings were the mediators of the
inhabitants’ actions and everyday practices which in their ordinariness and repetition
gave a better spatial understanding of the camp’s urban condition. By conducting
an ethnographic study of cement as a mediator of life in the camp and how notions
of the quotidian life spill over into the political, Abourahme aimed to capture the
tension between the temporary and the permanent, between aspirations of return
and the built reality.

What follows is a review of the various literature to gain insight into the ways
refugee camps have been analyzed and what their key findings are.In the Gaza
Strip, specifically Jabalia Camp, an environmental investigation of the camp’s
shelters assessed their users’ thermal comfort in relation to a number of physical
and environmental factors such as the shelter’s envelope, window to wall ratio,
orientation and materiality. Recommendations were also given to improve users’
thermal comfort against the hot climate of the area and the camp’s very high levels
of compactness and overcrowding (Saleh and Gadi, 2016).

In Jordan, the architecture of Al Baga’a Camp was the focus of two dissertations. For
her master’s thesis in architecture, Hania Maraga (2004) mapped the inhabitants’
various spatial practices that collectively aimed to recreate inhabitants’ lives before
displacement in their more recent space of exile.
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The focus was on notions of village life in Palestine and how those notions were
recreated in the context of Al Baga’a Camp in Jordan. One example of this was

the way the spatial organization of the camp was according to kinship and village
of origin, mirroring the way extended families resided in clusters of houses in the
villages of Palestine. As part of her doctoral dissertation in architecture, Samar
Magqusi (2017) conducted a comparative analysis between Al Baga’a Camp and
Burj Al Barajneh in Lebanon, mapping what she termed the ‘spatial violations’ of
the inhabitants of both camps and the different ways they transgressed the legal
and physical boundaries of the institutional building regulations. Through her
research, Maqusi argued that these spatial violations have come in response to
the Palestinian refugees’ protracted displacement and that these violations helped
inhabitants reclaim the space of their camp and resist the State’s measures of
spatial and political control. Maqusi also introduced the notion of ‘the Palestinian
scale,” correlating the urban form of the two camps to their respective everyday
life practices that helped produce them, all in relation to scale, compactness and
building heights. Together, these factors affected mobility, perception of space, and
connectivity of the camp space with the surrounding context.

As for Alnsour and Meaton (2014), their research assesses the physical condition of
houses in Al Baga'a Camp, Jordan, and the living conditions these houses provided
to their residents, thereby linking the deterioration of the camp’s neighborhoods

to the building regulations that maximize compactness and limit maintenance

and rehabilitation.

To Palestinian architect and scholar, Khaldun Bshara (2014), the transformation of
the Palestinian refugee camps came as the result of, what he refers to as, “processes
of making and unmaking of the camp space”. The making of the camp includes
processes of construction, development and urbanization, while the unmaking of the
camp includes the processes that dismantle its status as a temporary humanitarian
space and reverse the status of the refugees as humanitarian subjects. As such,
what was made into a space of habitation is unmade into a space of refuge, and
what were made as permanent living spaces are subsequently unmade as temporary
shelters. According to Bshara, the simultaneous processes of making and unmaking
the camp were guided by a set of spatial practices conducted by both institutional
and communal bodies, by both formal and informal groups, both consciously

and unconsciously. As such, the simultaneous production of the camp space by
numerous bodies resulted in producing a camp space that “is simultaneously
imaginary (symbolic) and real (material), oscillating between two discrete, yet
interconnected, temporal and spatial worlds”(Bshara, 2014; p.15). Along these
lines, Bshara argues that the Palestinian identity was constructed in camps through
memory and spatial practices (e.g. the way Palestinian refugees have self-organized
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in their neighborhoods according to the village of origin) in a manner that led him

to conclude that the Palestinian national identity is distinctly made in the space of
refugee camps.

Moreover, a number of other scholars worked on studying Palestinian refugee camps
with their surrounding contexts and the different social and spatial levels of their
integration with the cities they are built in. In Lebanon, scholar, Diana Martin (2015),
used the term ‘campscape’ to describe the informal settlements that grew around
Palestinian refugee camps, primarily Shatila Camp in Beirut which was the focus

of her study, due to patterns of activity and natural population growth around the
camps in the six decades following their establishment. Studying the campscapes,
Martin traced the different ways the physical and symbolic boundaries between the
camp and the city were blurred, rendering the campscapes as a threshold where

the inhabitants of the camp and the city get to meet. Also in Lebanon, scholar Adam
Ramadan (2012) argues that Palestinian refugee camps are characterized with a
spatial and temporal liminality that comes as a result of their politics and history,
particularly due to their exceptional sovereignty that never allows them to fully
integrate with the city or the host country they are located in. Palestinian refugees
and their camps, to Ramadan, have been produced through social, political and
cultural dimensions that come from elsewhere, connected to a different time and
place that exists in Palestine. In Gaza, Palestinian scholar, Shadi Saleh (2020),
argued against conceptualizing Palestinian refugee camps as spaces of exception by
highlighting the different ways Jabalya Palestinian Refugee Camp is connected to the
city, or what he refers to as camp and noncamp areas, on spatial, social, economic
and political levels. Due to the fact that the majority of Palestinians in The Gaza Strip
are refugees that fled to that area after Al Nakba of 1948, Saleh argues that the
level of interconnectivity between the camps in Gaza and the territory has turned the
entire strip into a large refugee space. In the old city of Damascus, scholar Faedah
M. Totah (2020) was able to conclude that urban Palestinian refugee camps are
simultaneously connected and disconnected from the city depending on a number
of factors. Through her study, she was able to find that Palestinian refugees in the
camp were keen on distinguishing the camp from the city as a way of building their
collective national identity while in Syria, rendering the camp as a distinctive territory
with its own identity. On the other hand, the Palestinian refugees also saw the camp
as part of the city, thereby socially distinguishing themselves from other refugees
elsewhere and expressing their personal aspirations within their everyday lives.

When it comes to Al Wehdat Camp in particular, it has been the topic of

anthropological (Achilli, 2014, 2015), political (Hamarneh, 2002), economic
(Khawaja, 2003) and social (Abu Lughod, 2010; Feldman, 2015) investigations.
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Less emphasis has been put on its architectural setting or built environment

despite the fact that it is the camp with the highest population density in Jordan
(UNRWA, 2023), especially when compared to Al Baga’a Camp, which has been

the most investigated camp in Jordan (Farah, 1999; Maraga, 2004; Bshara, 2012;
Abourahme, 2014; Alnsour and Meaton, 2014; Maqusi, 2017), arguably for the fact
that it is the largest camp in terms of area (UNRWA, 2023).

In terms of research context, Palestinian refugee camps in Jordan are relatively
understudied when compared to the camps in Lebanon (Ramadan, 2009, 2012;
Hanafi and Long, 2010; Dot-Pouillard, 2013; Martin, 2015; Stephan, 2016) , Syria
(Irfan, 2016; Chatty, 2017), and those in Palestine, whether in the West Bank
(Bshara, 2012; Petti, 2013; Abreek-Zubeidat, 2014; Lehec, 2016) or The Gaza Strip
(Humphris and Abuhaloob, 2015; Saleh and Gadi, 2016; Badawy, 2016). Arguably,
it could be because in Jordan, a huge number of Palestinian Refugees have been
granted the Jordanian Citizenship, while officially retaining their political refugee
status, as opposed to the refugees in other host countries who remain stateless until
today, giving Palestinian refugees in Jordan the choice to reside either in camps or
elsewhere and also giving them accessibility to the majority of governmental services
and civil rights (Al Husseini and Bocco, 2009).

As a result, researchers have put more focus on the ‘more obvious’ case studies in
countries such as Lebanon, choosing a field where refugees have remained stateless,
with that legal status manifesting into restrictions on mobility and a heavy reliance
on UNRWA for services in a manner that more clearly exemplifies the social, political
and economic dimensions of life in Palestinian camps, and their spatial setup and
relation to the city.

I aim to use this research to study the more subtle manifestations of the refugee
status of the Palestinian refugees in Jordan, specifically in Amman. The research
analyzes their everyday lives and how these manifestations are reflected in the
social, economic, political and spatial transformations of the camps through time. In
doing so, the dissertation considers the Palestinian refugees within a legal framework
that views them as both Palestinian refugees inhabiting a temporary space of refuge,
and also, as Jordanian citizens who are inhabiting the city of Amman.
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Upon reviewing the existing literature, I've come to recognize the significance of
embracing an interdisciplinary approach for my research into Al Wehdat Camp.
Having been educated and trained as an architect and having conducted this
research in the department of architecture at TU Delft, I have benefited greatly from
the expertise of my two dissertation supervisors and their vast breadth of knowledge
in several different fields. I have benefited from Dr. Klaske Havik for her expertise
and knowledge in the fields of architecture and literature and Dr. Leeke Reinders for
his expertise and knowledge in the field of anthropology and visual arts, helping me

utilize multiple methods from different fields as part of my interdisciplinary approach.

An interdisciplinary approach enables me to delve into both the material and
immaterial aspects that have contributed to the production of Al Wehdat Camp’s
space over time as well as the forces guiding its transformation. Rather than
adopting a purely political perspective that may abstract the camp, divorcing it from
its lived experiences and historical context, or conversely viewing its architecture

as a material product in isolation from the political, social and economic backdrop,
Iintend to explore the camp as a fluid and evolving entity whose spaces and
architecture are continually produced and transformed along these different
dimensions. This entails studying the camp’s ongoing transformation in relation to
the political, social and economic influences shaping both its architectural landscape
and everyday life. My approach aligns with the arguments presented by Palestinian
scholar, Nasser Abourahme (2014), who argues in favor of an approach that
acknowledges the intersectionality between the political dimensions of Palestinian
refugee camps and their lived realities and architecture.

As such, I will study the architecture of the camp as one that was produced through
a layering of both material and immaterial layers, encompassing the tangible as
well as the intangible; not only the physical features but also the oral histories, the
narratives, the memories, and the lived experiences who in their layering, produce
the architecture of the camp as it stands today. I will also work on contextualizing
the camp and connecting its history to the longer history of Palestine and its settler
colonialism in a manner that aims to challenge the colonial production of borders
and history; one that disconnects the space and the history of Palestinian refugee
camps from that of Palestine.
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From there, I argue that to understand the architecture of Al Wehdat Camp as it
exists today, one needs to study the overlapping of the material and the immaterial
layers of the camp through time and generations, which have together produced a
distinctive spatio-temporal simultaneity that allows Al Wehdat Camp to exist here
and there, in the present and also in the past, in exile but also at home. That spatio-
temporal simultaneity is what led me to conceptualize the camp as a transient
territory, one that is continually and dynamically evolving and also moving along,
what I term as, paths of displacement and paths of everyday activity, which together
work on shaping the camp’s relation with the city of Amman where it is currently
located, and also Palestine, from which the Palestinian refugees have been displaced
after Al Nakba of 1948.

That being said, the main research question that will guide my research is simply:
Where is the camp?

This question aims to understand the spatial relationship the camp has with its
surrounding context and the different ways it has been connected and disconnected
from the rest of the city due to a number of social, economic and political factors.
The question also aims to study the camp’s relationship with Palestine as the point
of departure in 1948 for thousands of Palestinian refugees that are still residing in
camps today, 75 years after their displacement. Once again, my research question
does not only aim to help me arrive at an answer, but will be used as a navigational
compass that will help me understand the different processes that have shaped the
camp’s relationship with what I term as the home-city and the home-land. Further,

it will help understand how the camp has been produced as a transient territory that
is continually transforming and dynamically evolving in relation to its inhabitants’
movement and everyday activities. Because of the different dimensions and layers of
investigation, my research will continue to shift in scale between the city of Amman
(the home-city) and Palestine (the home-land), while also investigating the spatial
relation of the camp, which I will be referring to as the home-camp, with itself and its
different neighborhoods. The investigation will conclude in the home-home, which
are the residential units, where different aspects of everyday life have been unfolding,
also shaped by a number of social, economic and political dimensions.

As such, this is an investigation into Al Wehdat Camp - which translates to ‘the camp
of the units’ in plural form - and al