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In the realm of refugeeism, camps can be perceived as places that sustain the lives of displaced 
humans, vulnerable environments that contain passive recipients, or territories of sovereign 
power that enforce state-sanctioned limits on refugees’ freedoms. These three approaches, as 
observed by humanitarian agencies, media producers, and theorists do not only encompass 
camp’s control, and planning strategies, in the social, humanitarian, and political fields but 
also determine the participation of architecture in the discourse on emergency communities. 
Architecture incarnates the humanitarian essence in these type of shelters, the temporality of 
the camp in providing transitional housing, and the exclusion in the spatial and urban charac-
teristics. Nevertheless, camps can be perceived through a deferent architectural lens from the 
street level: architecture as a construct for coping with drastic cultural, social, economical, and 
political change.
 In this thesis, I highlight the planning and developing systems that are created by the camp’s 
authorities and investigate architecture as a response to them in the case of Za’atari camp in 
Jordan. Syrians who resettled in Za’atari reshaped the settlement they resided in for survival, 
resiliency, and power. They changed the urban fabric of the camp, deformed their dwellings to 
develop, humanize and privatize their houses, and created spaces that afforded them a political 
agency, economical, and leisure source. These architectural creations provide insight for un-
derstanding the dynamism of life in refugee camps and an analysis of the human behavior of 
refugees.
 In the format of a graphic novel, I outline the evolution of these residential typologies 
through time, seeing them as stemming from rapid changes to life in Za’atari camp. I illustrate 
fictional case studies informed by media, documentaries, and inspirations from real testimo-
nies from the Camp. The novel explores several aspects of the camp’s evolution from inside 
out since the camp’s establishment in 2012 until the urban fabric settled in 2016. This includes 
displaying key aspects of daily life, the relationships between fellow refugees and the camp’s 
government and the refugees’ perspectives on their legal status and the place they moved to.
 In this thesis, I document and explore Syrian refugees’ spatial techniques for adaptation in 
Za’atari camp in Jordan. I study how spatial deformations provide stability, normalcy, human-
ization, and political agency in the camp. In the format of a fictional graphic novel, I embed 
the camp planning system, the refugees’ interventions in developing their dwellings, and the 
factors that influenced the refugees’ spatial decisions. 

Abstract
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We Journey towards a Home

We journey towards a home not of our flesh. 
Its chestnut trees are not of our bones. 

Its rocks are not like goats in the mountain hymn. 
The pebbles’ eyes are not lilies. 

We journey towards a home that does not halo our heads with a special sun. 

Mythical women applaud us. A sea for us, a sea against us. 
When water and wheat are not at hand, eat our love and drink our tears... 

There are mourning scarves for poets. 
A row of marble statues will lift our voice. 

And an urn to keep the dust of time away from our souls. 
Roses for us and against us. 

You have your glory, we have ours. 
Of our home we see only the unseen: our mystery. 

Glory is ours: a throne carried on feet torn by roads that led to every home 
but our own! 

The soul must recognize itself in its very soul, or die here.

Mahmoud Darwish, On refugeesim, 
Unfortunately, It Was Paradise

Palestinian poet
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Introduction: Time to flee

Figure 1.3   Protest in Dara’a, 2011 
[syrianvoices.wordpress]

It was far from expectations that the anti-oppressive government protests in 
the Middle East, which is known as the Arab Spring, could reach Syria. Since it 
started in Tunisia and transferred to Egypt, Bahrain, and Yemen, until it swept 
across Libya, the desire to gain justice and freedom was growing in most of the 
countries in the Arab region.1 For some politics and most of its citizens, Syria 
was one of the countries where seeking a change in its political system was a 
crucial dilemma, which went through several trials in the country’s history.2

 However, Syrians presumed that the history that recorded the violent and 
deadly responses of the Assad’s government towards attempts of standing 
against the regime was enough to deter any will of starting a protest rather than 
a revolution. In fact, Syrian citizens were silently uprising, and it only took a 
few weeks for the demonstrations to start in the country.3 In March 2011, the 
revolution’s first spark emerged in the city of Dara’a where the first peaceful 
mass demonstration was launched, the first group of kids, during the crisis, was 
arrested, and the first unarmed protestor was shot and killed by the security 
force and al-Assad army. 
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 Swiftly, Dara’a became the first area that was blockaded by the military and 
attacked with bombardments announcing the threat of converting the con-
flict to a devastating war.4 Currently, Syria has entered its tenth year of the war 
which has caused severe damage to civilian infrastructure in most cities includ-
ing Dara’a, it killed over 511,000 Syrians and forced 6.6 million people to flee 
their homes.5 In these mass involuntary movement waves, people displaced 
first into adjacent districts, towns, and cities towards north-west Syria and lat-
er they moved into neighboring countries such as Lebanon, Turkey, and Iraq. 
Dara’a’s location on the Syrian southern border took its inhabitants through the 
exodus across the borders to Jordan. 

Figure 1.4   Destruction in 
Dara’a [almodon.com]



3

The Caravan Citizens

Figure 1.5   Courtyard house, Bosra, Dara’a 
[Corinne Castel et al, Dwellings in ancient 
Syria from the third millennium BC until Islam, 540]

From the heart of Hauran, Dara’a

Dara’a is the biggest city of Hauran plateau located next to the borderline of 
Jordan acting as a link between the two countries as its mountains stretch to the 
northwest of Jordan. The valley of Hauran in Syria is a fertile land that contains 
several rivers and a water reservoir. Thus, due to the land typology, Dara’a prov-
ince plays a major role in agricultural production in Syria. On the other hand, 
due to its location, it is considered a dominating administrative and economic 
connection that controls the trade between Syria and Jourdan. In addition to 
the economic relationship, ethnoreligious, tribal, and family relationships tie 
the region of Hauran in both countries. This connection explains the support 
that Syrians in Za’atari camp received from their relatives in Jordan in provid-
ing sponsorship to help them to leave the camp and reside in Jordanian cities 
such as Mafraq, Irbid, Amman, and others.6

 Before the crisis, around 1,042,500 Dara’awis occupied 24 towns and vil-
lages in the province of Dara’a, 75 % of which were Sunni Muslims.7 They built 
their houses either surrounded by the nature of their farms or in the main 
city, where they brought greenery inside the building through the design of 
courtyards, which is ancestral from the traditional Islamic architecture that 
was initially found in Syria three ages ago. Traditionally, courtyards were used 
to provide environmental, esthetical, and social comfort to the inhabitants.8 In 
addition, they created private recreational areas open to the inside and invisi-
ble from the outside producing the “architecture of the veil.”9 Although in the 
contemporary era, due to several social and economic factors, this traditional 
feature with its internal open space has become rare, it is still seen, 
mostly in a simplified form, in most houses in all 
Syrian cities including Dara’a. 
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Figure 1.6   Dara’a [Abdullah Hreden,2019,Facebook@ Abdullah Hreden Photography]
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Figure 1.7   City of Dara’a within governorate context [Swiss Agnency for Development. 
June 2014. City Profile Dara’a Multi Sector Assessment. Edited by Author]
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Figure 1.8   Houses with courtyards surrounded by nature, Basser, Daraa [esyria.sy. Edited by Author]

Figure 1.9   Houses with courtyards surrounded by nature, Harrah, Daraa [facebook. Edited by Author]
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Figure 1.10   Previous Page: Nawa Town Urban Fabric Post War [2011, google earth]

Figure 1.11   Previous Page: Shaykh Miskin Village Urban Fabric Post War [2011, google earth]

Figure 1.12   Previous Page: Dara’a City Urban Fabric Post War [2011, google earth]

Figure 1.13   Madafa, Daraa [syria.sy/]

Figure 1.14   Madafa, Daraa [orman.bntaljab. Facebook]
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 On the other hand, other architectural typologies have distinguished Hau-
ran region that are associated with its culture and social order such as the hos-
pitality room (Madafa) and the celebratory tent. The Madafas are high-quality 
spaces created in each town or village by families’ leaders for receiving guests 
and holding meetings with other families and leaders. As a result, these spaces 
that are opened during the day hours represent two tribal values: power and 
generosity. As they are established by the highest level in the hierarchical social 
order in a tribe, they act as informal juristic courts where agreements can be 
established and problems between tribes or individuals can be solved. In addi-
tion, the leaders act as a transitional medium that links between their commu-
nities and the governmental authorities.
 The other architectural space that has been seen in several events, mainly 
weddings, is the celebratory ephemeral space. The celebration of marriage is a 
great event that takes from three to seven days when the entire village enjoys 
and shares dancing and eating. During the first five evenings, the groom, his 
family, and invited male guests perform several types of folkloric folk dances, 
known as Dbke, in one big circle or multiple small ones. The sixth and prefinal 
day is called the Henna day when both the groom and bride get their hands 
dyed with Henna in a separate segregated party. Ladies gather, sing, and dance 
in the bride’s family house, while men stay outside in the same prepared setting 
that is normally located in a central piazza of the town, or in a vast open area 
close to the celebrating families’ houses. On the last day, the groom takes his 
bride from her family’s house to his house in a procession on a horseback. The 
groom, in each evening, serves the guests tea and coffee and he invites them 
during the last night to the wedding feast that is traditionally made of twenty 
to thirty sheep cooked in a meal named Huarani Melaihi Mansaf. This dining 
gathering is usually held in tents set up in the same location as the wedding 
ceremony or at the family’s Madafa.10 
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Figure 1.15   Previous Page: Madafa, Dara’a [orman.bntaljab. Facebook]

Figure 1.16   Wedding Setitng, Dara’a [Youtube. مراد مياس]
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Figure 1.17   Wedding Setitng, Dara’a [Illustrated by Author]
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Figure 1.18   Za’atari camp surroundings [Illustrated by Author]
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Figure 1.19   Za’atari camp borders [Illustrated by Author]
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The total number of registered Syrian refugees in 2020 is 
5,563,951. 288,267 of them are in camps. Jordan has been host-
ing   600,000 of them  distributed in several cities and refugee camps; 
the most important and biggest one, which was the gateway for all Syrian ref-
ugees in the country is Za’atari in Mafraq city. Currently, Za’atari is home for 
76.143 refugees, 80 % came from Dara’a, 14 % from rural Damascus, 2% from 
Homs, and 2% from other cities.11

 The site was originally established on a 10,000 ha land that was prepared to 
accommodate 10,000 refugees. Currently, the site size is 30,000 ha and it has 
hosted around 300,000 refugees in June 2013 because of the rapid and huge mass 
displacement. Some refugees who were able to leave the camp, under a spon-
sorship agreement, moved to Jordanian cities like Amman, Mafraq, and Irbid. 
Other refugees returned to Syria before closing the borders or were transferred 
to the other  4 camps for Syrians in north Jordan. However, the current popula-
tion number is still 4 times higher than the minimum criteria stated by the UN.  
 The camp is named after a small village in Mafraq region called Za’at-
ari that is located in the north of Jordan a few kilometers from Syrian bor-
ders. This location was chosen following the UNHCR guidelines that are 
mentioned in the UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies. The site is a vast land 
of a semi-arid desert where no one was living in before the establishment 
of the camp. According to Takis Würger, a war correspondent and investi-
gative journalist “The local Bedouins say that before the refugees came, the 
only resident of this desert was the devil. Not even scorpions lived there.”12 
 When it was established in July 2012, it was jointly run by the 
UNHCR & the Jordanian government represented in the Jordani-
an Hashemite Charity Organization (JHCO) and the Jordanian armed 
forces. Currently, there are 100 NGOs that fund and provide neces-
sities such as food, health care, and educational support programs.  
 Initially, the camp started with tents that were aligned in rows running 
in the West-East direction and separated by fire access lanes, forming what 
later has been called the old camp.  The increased number of  Syrians who 

To the heart of a desert, Za’atari Camp
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Figure 1.20   Za’atari Camp Growth 2011- 2019 [Google Earth]

2011, September

2012, September

2012, November

2013, January

2013, February

2013, August

2013, February



21

The Caravan Citizens

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2018



22

6.6 m

6.
6 

m
6.6 m

PRODUCED BY AN AUTODESK STUDENT VERSION

PR
O

D
U

C
ED

 B
Y 

A
N

 A
U

TO
D

ES
K

 S
TU

D
EN

T 
VE

R
SI

O
N

PRODUCED BY AN AUTODESK STUDENT VERSION

PR
O

D
U

C
ED

 B
Y A

N
 A

U
TO

D
ESK

 STU
D

EN
T VER

SIO
N

arrived between July and May of 2013, that jumbed from 50,000 to 200,000, 
was the reason for condensing the tents and changing the camp’s morphol-
ogy. Accordingly, the UNHCR started expanding and planning the camp to 
accommodate around expected 100 000 refugees. It opened new sectors and 
prepared them with the institutional infrastructure. This change was con-
currence with the arrival of a new camp director who was assigned by the 
HNHCR, in March 2013, named Kilian Kleinschmidt. Kilian divided the 
camp into 12 sectors and appointed a UNHCR official in each sector center. 
After a few months of its opening, the camp slowly started to receive prefabricat-
ed caravan houses that were donated by several countries mainly the Gulf  State.  
 Za’atari camp is one of the few camps for Syrians that its authorities have 
not prevented the inhabitants to apply modifications to their houses. This was, 
in my opinion, because of the camp director’s vision that supported refugees 
in regaining their dignity, the high attention that the camp received from me-
dia, and the refugees’ endeavors in resisting to lose full control over their fate.  
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Figure 1.21   Tent shelter description  [Illustrated by Author]

Figure 1.22   Naxt Page: demonstration zaatari camp, 2013 [June 2013, alwasatnews.com]
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 When Kilian came from Kinia where he had been in charge of managing 
Dadaab camp, he arrived with a great reputation for solving problems. In his 
first few months of being the mayor of Za’atari camp, he noticed the effort of 
the camp’s residents in enhancing their living conditions. He believed that the 
refugees were building an instant city while the UNHCR was preparing a hu-
man warehouse. For him, the refugees’ actions were for humanizing and privat-
izing the typical uniformed buildings that were distributed on the rocky land. 
 On the other hand, since its construction, the camp was strongly high-
lighted in TV news, documentaries, and even researches. It was the most 
photographed and filmed refugee camp in the world. It hosted celeb-
rity visitors from all fields like ambassadors from international coun-
tries, football players, actors, singers, and more. Besides, the camp has its 
own public relations office and social media pages (Facebook and Twit-
ter). This visibility gave the refugees confidence in delivering their voice to 
the international communities and in showing their demand for a change.  
 People in the camp came from a 
country where they were revolting 
and fighting for justice and free-
dom. Their combatant was their 
country’s governors. After they 
broke down the wall of silence, 
they do not accept any authority to 
command them what they should 
eat or where to place their houses. 
“These are the most difficult ref-
ugees I have ever seen,” says Kleinschmidt comparing Za’atari’s inhabitants 
with other refugees he dealt with when he was serving in other camps around 
the world such as Pakistan, Congo, Kenya, Somalia, Kosovo, and Sri Lanka. 
 Modularity is what distinguishes all refugee camps in the world as the 
main rule that is designated by the UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies. 
This principle structures the camp’s complete zone as one complex consist-
ed of several sectors that contain four blocks. The subdivision continues in 
this hierarchal planning system until it reached the smallest modular unit 
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Figure 1.23   Modular Planning Za’atari Camp [Illustrated by Author]

Figure 1.24   Next Page: Prefabricated shelters specifications [Illustrated by Author] info: Stefano 
Scavino, “The Summerisation of Jordanian Shelters.”, 2014

Shelters

Water tank

Communal facilities
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Roof panels: 40-75mm thickness of Polyure-
thane insulated panel covered with a prepaint-
ed corrugated steel sheet from the out side and 
with a flat one on the inside.  Joining system: 
Self-drilling screws. 

Wall Panels: 40 mm thickness of Polyurethane 
insulated sandwich panel covered with a 0.35 
mm prepainted  flat steel sheets from both sides.
Joining system: Tongue and groove

Skeleton & Steel Framework: Press-formed steel 
beams.
Joining system: bolt connections

Floor: Steel skids holding a steel decking sheet 
covered with 12 mm thickness playwood.
bolt connections for the skids and self-drilling 
screws for the decking sheet.

Door & window: Polyurethane installed san-
wich panel with extruded aluminium frame 
profile. Sliding window has a 6 mm single glass.
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of the shelter for one family that is formed of 4-6 people. Each level in this 
system is associated with several service distributions such as the number of 
necessities per capita and the number of educational and healthcare facilities.  
Each16 families create a community in one block that contains one wa-
ter tank and one communal bathroom and kitchen. Every 4 blocks form 
a sector that contains one educational facility, a market, and a medical cen-
ter. The 4 sectors, create the complete camp that contains several admin-
istrative facilities. In the case of Za’atari, the camp consists of 12 sectors. 
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Figure 1.25   Caravan with washroom inside- plan and sections [Illustrated by Author]
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Refugee camps, in their basic definition, are temporal humanitarian settle-
ments created for protecting refugees and saving their lives.13 They are de-
signed for providing safety and assistance although they are not intended to 
last permanently. These settlements are jointly run, controlled, and managed 
by humanitarian governmental and non-governmental organizations (GOs) 
and (NGOs) along with host country governments. Worldwide, the most im-
portant intergovernmental agency providing protection and humanitarian aid 
to refugees in the world is the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), which is part of the United Nations. This organization, founded in 
1950, introduced a list of regulations and guidelines for refugee camps under 
international law at the ‘1951 Refugee Convention’ in Geneva. Since then, UN-
HCR has defined a refugee as a person who is “unable or unwilling to return 
to his country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for 
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, 
or political opinion.” A person can be referred to as a refugee when they leave 
their home country, crossing an international border by force fleeing a crisis 
like wars or natural disasters.14 Although this definition primarily describes 
and determines the term refugee, stating an official status and a list of rights, it 
embodies an identity associated with protected displaced people.
 This definition is tightened by aid organizations as perceived through the 
lens of humanitarianism: a human life to be saved. For Manuel Herz, an ar-
chitect and urban researcher, there are two additional spectrums that set the 
boundaries of understanding refugee camps: vulnerability as shown by media 
producers, and sovereignty as articulated by theorists and the perceptions of 
political institutions. TV reports, documentaries, and donation call advertise-

Refugeesim



30

Refugeeism

ments portray refugees as passive recipients who depend on UN aid. Theo-
rists such as Agamben, who describe power and state in the modern era in his 
book Homo Sacer, consider camps as spaces of exception that require order and 
supervision.15 This exception is physical due to the camp’s isolated location, 
being placed on the host country’s land in an empty area close to the borders 
between the homeland and host country, and political due to its state of con-
trol. Although they might have minimal interaction with surrounding cities, 
camps are socially secluded and separated by controlled permeable fences and 
walls. Therefore, they are excluded spatially, and legally from the host country; 
although they are included by being part of the physical territory, they do not 
belong to home nor to host society. Thus, refugee camps ambiguously save 
lives ,on one hand, however, they are meant to reduce them to bare biologi-
cal, temporal, and survival qualities. Similarly, for Foucault, camps are fields of 
managing and controlling populations using various methods and actions. 
 These three approaches to look at refugeeism explain the camp’s control, 
management, and planning strategies, not only in the social, humanitarian, 
and political fields but in the field of architecture, determining the participa-
tion of architecture in the discourse of emergency communities. Nevertheless, 
architecture has a second role that receives limited attention: architecture as a 
creation for coping socially, economically, and politically and a reaction to the 
previously mentioned factors.
 In this thesis, I document and explore Syrian refugees’ spatial techniques 
for adaptation in Za’atari camp in Jordan. I investigate the contribution of ar-
chitecture in providing stability, normalization, humanizing: how refugees’ 
lives are drawn by it, and how they use it as a source of empowerment.
 Essentially, space is assumed as a tool to respond to immediate needs during 
refugee crises, which is a consideration that is preserved by the camp planning 
agencies even when displacement becomes constant. This is due to the po-
litical, economic, and social complexity that accompanies a camp’s existence. 
However, architecture plays a manifold role even on lands of refuge: besides 
forming dynamicity, it shapes people’s lived experiences and self-perception. 
The space I study is a composition, formation, and deformation transformed 
by acts of resiliency. I describe interventions created by the camp’s residents 
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to convey their experiences and their social, political, and even psychological 
factors. 
 These architectural creations provide insight for understanding the dy-
namicity of life in refugee camps and an analysis of the human behavior of 
refugees. These architectural interventions allow us to conduct lessons from 
the refugees when they have control over their architectural decisions in the 
absence of design by a professional architect. Each modification is a unique 
architectural solution to collective struggles. 
 Buildings are similar to our memories in their ability to show values and 
dimensions but they encompass as much as they reveal. By documenting the 
architectural interventions, I capture a record of the substantial stages of the 
human history of struggle and the desires for change they were emerged from. 
It traces a new collective memory that is embedded within spaces and objects 
in a new place. It conveys the refugee’s pride in their achievements in re-estab-
lishing their lives almost from zero and gives the people and spaces recognition 
in heritage sites. Most camps last for some decades, contradicting the concept 
they were initially built for, demolition. Dheisheh camp, in Bethlehem, for in-
stance, is one of the oldest camps in Palestine and the world, which is inscribed 
on the World Heritage list. The 70-year-old site is distinguished with its urban 
fabric and socio-spatial typologies, standing as a testimony to the history of 
Palestine.16 Therefore, my thesis provides a source of memoriam of suffering 
and resiliency, which, potentially, can contribute to future studies in the realm 
of architecture for people at risk to provide a comprehensive analysis for com-
munity recovery. 
 For Manuel, studying urban activities is an essential question that allows 
settlements of hundreds of thousands of people, who are living in semi-perma-
nent exceptional conditions around the world, to become visible.17 It explains 
the impossible-to-separate-from spaces: activities and aspects, such as living, 
working, moving, and participating in politics. When observing human-scale 
actions, architectural and planning choices become tactical. This detailed in-
vestigation provides a dataset to compare to UNHCR guidelines and academ-
ic resources in the field of refugee camp planning and architecture.18 From 
there, lessons can be learned to develop design and management strategies. 
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The unique relationship among structures, spaces, and social actions creates a 
self-organized city-mimicking typology that allows for a bottom-up system to 
emerge, which reflects the actual priorities and needs of refugees. 
 I lay out the residential typologies evolving through time, seeing them as 
stemming from the rapid changes of life in Za’atari camp. I illustrate these 
events in the form of a graphic novel that relies on woven sources between 
media, documentaries, and real incidents from the Camp.
 In terms of precedent, the spatial resistance in Dheisheh camp is one of the 
most well-known reactions of refugees, for its flexibility and functionality that 
empowered politically the Palestinians living in it. The camp went gradually 
through several stages of development that changed the prefabricated caravans 
provided by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Ref-
ugees (UNRWA) to concrete buildings. This significant transformation was 
associated with a political change that occurred inside the camp. When the 
Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) was established inside Palestinian 
camps by refugees, which considered them centers for managing and leading 
the liberation of Palestine, architectural strategies for empowering the camp 
emerged. Plot boundaries were enforced with concrete walls, house entrance 
thresholds were added, and later external staircases enabled vertical expansion. 
This morphing fulfilled refugees’ needs and facilitated the generation of a new 
order.19

Figure 1.26   Dheisheh refugee camp 1952- 2012 [UNRWA archive, Brave New Alps for Campus in 
Camps [http://www.campusincamps.ps/architecture-exile/]
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 Western Sahara camps are other examples of self-governing camps that 
have been mostly developed by the inhabitants. The site was established 40 
years ago, with support from Algeria. It started with the typical identical rows 
of tent shelters with no other facilities. Over time, Sahrawis gradually converted 
the camp to a quasi-complete city where the urban environment is a means of 
expressing refugees’ aspirations on cultural, social, and political levels.20 This is 
seen, for example, in residential structures--Sahrawis occupying several build-
ings and inserting new structure materials like corrugated steel and mud to 
create clay huts besides maintaining the use of tents. In addition, the refugees 
gained the ability to control the settlement’s administration as they have creat-
ed their own political institutions. In addition, they developed the commerce, 
transportation, health, education, and recreation fields that signify the city-like 
urban quality.

Figure 1.27   Western Sahara Camp [Manuel Herz, “ From Camp to City refugee Camps of  The Western Sahara, 2013”]
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Figure 2.28   “Bakery Road.” Drawing from life in Syria,2012 [George Butler, http://www.georgebutler.org/]
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As a researcher acquainted with the agonizing events that have occurred in 
my homeland, Syria, and my community throughout history, I have discov-
ered the several dimensions of these incidents in Arabic literature, such as nov-
els. Stories have played a powerful role in recording and spreading historical 
events, especially the ones that were not exposed to the public. For example, 
in the 1980s, when a group member of the Muslim Brothers party started a 
demonstration against the regime in the city of Hama, President Hafez al-As-
sad’s army besieged and invaded the city, leading to an infamous massacre that 
left close to 30,000 people dead.21 The news of the mass killing and subsequent 
random incarceration of citizens was spread among the country but the full 
image of the humanitarian violations stayed, for years, inside the borders of the 
city of Hama. When some Hamwi detainees ended their sentences in the 90s 
and 2000s, they documented their personal experiences inside Assad’s prisons 
in the form of novels. Mustafa Khalifa, a novelist and political author, detailed 
the horror and torturing he suffered after he was convicted of belonging to the 
Muslim Brotherhood party, although he was Christian, in The Shell: Memories 
of a Hidden Observer novel.22 Thus, I decided to communicate my research in 
the form of a narrative. I created a fictional story that focused on tracing the 
resistance and resiliency of the Syrian refugee community as they live in one 
of the harshest economical, climatic, and political environments around the 
world, Za’atari camp. 
 As is common for academic research, across all fields and not particular 
to architecture, facts are the biases and the ground foundation of the research. 
However, what expands from it is not necessarily fact based. Some studies han-
dle social, psychological...etc, aspects that are better conveyed through differ-
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ent methods e.g. storytelling. This is the route I take as I represent the facts sur-
rounding Za’atari camp before narrating the social and psychological aspects 
using a fictional graphic novel. This allows the reader to differentiate between 
fiction and non-fiction, offering the best of both worlds and freeing the reader 
to see the story through their perspective. I target enriching the existing image 
of refugee camps by building an anatomical sketch of everyday life in the camp, 
and shifting the vocabularies used in such a context as seen by an outside, yet 
Syrian, rather than western perspective.
 In addition, Za’atari camp is a vulnerable humanitarian space and this vul-
nerability is hard to witness as a reader, using a graphic novel helps emphasis 
on the architectural aspects while shielding the reader from the harsh reality 
people are living in.
 This representation allows me to explain the complexity of the human fac-
tors that affect the architectural features that I am tracing in my study and 
strike a balance between emotional effects and technical analysis. Stories nar-
row down the generalized approach of seeing refugee camps to observe spe-

Figure 2.29   “No Justice No Peace.”  
[Audrey Hawkins, Gary Embury, Mario 
Minichiello, 2018, Reportage Illustration: 
Visual Journalism]
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cific time, space, and characters who interact with their context, allowing the 
audience to engage with the events from a personal level. Realistic fiction, on 
the other hand, stimulates the audience’s curiosity and paves the way for their 
imagination to move in space and time while, simultaneously, frame the scope 
of their exploration. 
 In linking between a novel that analyzes a refugee camp and architecture. In 
fact that there is a gap between the architectural profession and emergency set-
tlements due to the complexity of camps’ environment, being temporal spaces 
that are directly affected by interweaved uncertain factors. Those factors in-
clude politics, economy, culture, and society of both: homeland and host coun-
try. However, emergency settlements are receiving more attention as a response 
to the increasing climate change disasters. Thus, to be able to set the future 
architectural guidelines of refugee camps, understanding the reflections on the 
current conditions, the spaces as used by the population, and the activities that 
organize and define urban life is a must. Therefore, documenting the architec-
tural aspects of Za’atari camp might be an initial step in setting the vocabularies 
of spaces and thus, filling in the gap.

Conducting the research

 In the first stages of my research, I examined the site of the camp, its in-
habitants, and spatial properties through non-governmental humanitarian or-
ganizations and United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
reports, articles that are published by urban and social researchers. In addition, 
I researched documentaries and TV reports posted on YouTube or sold on-
line, and photographs taken by the camp’s residents found on social media. I 
intended to use that knowledge as a base to guide me through an actual visit 
to Za’atari camp that I was planning for. During that visit, I aimed to conduct 
my study as a series of face to face interviews and convert them into a novel 
that includes illustrating the actual architectural and human conditions using 
storytelling reportage illustrations.
 In drawing the reportage, I aimed to follow the visual journalism method 
that allows to draw a visual summary of the events and thoughts they embody.23 
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Figure 2.30   Previous Page: Syrian Refugee camp on Greece [Oliver Kugler, “Escaping Wars and Waves”, 2018]

Figure 2.31   Le Corbusier: Lettre a Madame Meyer (1925) [Luis Miguel Lus-Arana, “Le corbusier read comic 
books. Notes on the interactions between architecture and graphic narrative.”]
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For Gary Embury and Mario Minichiello, reportage is “event-based, meaning 
that it is an art applied to things of significance happening in the world. The 
illustrator acts as a particular kind of visual journalist, capturing the dynamics 
of unfolding events through their artwork.”24 The hand drawing transmits the 
artist’s feelings on location and creates a connection with the artist, people wit-
nessing the process of drawing and the complex documented issue. Reportage 
can emphasize one aspect of the story such as the feelings of horror or demon-
strate daily life activities.25 As such, I chose to dissociate the architectural inter-
ventions, acts of coping, and the factors that provoked the refugees’ existence 
in Za’atari from the convoluted full image of the situation inside the camp. I 
preferred establishing an interactive relationship with the refugees by involving 
them in the process of sketching either by having them as an audience, who I 
expect to like seeing the final result, or by sitting among them to draw them in 
their houses rather than intimidate them by a camera.
 I discovered the field of visual journalism by reviewing a number of prec-
edents, such as Reportage Illustration: Visual Journalism by Gary Embury and 
Mario Minichiello, which discusses in depth the merits and technique of re-
portage illustration such as drawing in a field of an event with painting and 
drawing tools. It provides examples of reportage drawings created by several 
artists from several locations including Syria where Gorge Buttler, an artist spe-
cialized in sketching in war lands, traveled to document refugee camps in north 
Syria. Furthermore, I reviewed Escaping Wars and Waves: drawings by Olivier 
Kugler that is a portrayal of life vignettes of Syrian refugees in five different 
camps around the world. Rather than telling a cohesive story, the detailed illus-
trations create human testimony diaries of refugees, who Kugler interviewed, 
that include thoughts, dialogues, and explanations of the context. 
 However, dealing with the changes the COVID-19 pandemic brought, the 
life drawing project was canceled, and the trip to Jordan was abandoned. Thus, 
I chose to represent the event of living as a refugee in Za’atari based on the ma-
terial I started with. In specific, I relied on videos recorded by the refugees and 
documentaries by the UNHCR such as “A Day in Life: Za’atari” series that was 
done in 2013.26 This documentary introduced me to the early stages of devel-
oping the camp, the role of the camp’s manager, and refugees’ responses. Aside 
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Figure 2.32    Architectural graphics dominance [Jimenez Lai “Citizens of No Place,” 2012 ]
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from that, I firmly depended on stories and information I have heard from 
Kilian Kleinschmidt in an informal, one hour long, conversation on Facebook 
messenger. Kleinschmidt is a humanitarian expert who served in the UNHCR 
for 30 years including 3 years of directing Za’atari camp. Additionally, I was 
able to communicate, through social media applications such as WhatsApp, 
with previous refugees who left the camp and resettled in Canada and others 
who are still in the camp and agreed to share their experiences with me. Using 
the refugees’ unique testimonies, I created a fictional graphic novel that shows 
the camp from inside out.
 Describing through visualizations is a key factor in architectural communi-
cation as it focuses on a sense of place. Bird’s-eye planning illustrations and ae-
rial satellite images are successful in tracing the dynamic urban changes in any 
city that occur as a result of architectural decisions, but they hardly tackle the 
human perspective from the pedestrian level. Human stories are fundamental 
in each city; they wave into the fabric of daily activities and consequently the 
urban one. Human-level pictorials, especially sequential drawings, structure a 
seldom relationship with architecture in the design process and in visual rep-
resentation as they address the design essence. The sequential art, which is 
known as a comic book or recently graphic novel, has been used in the realm 
for a long time. Le Corbusier, for instance, used several explained-with-texts 
vistas that are placed in a sequential order to explain the design proposal of 
the never constructed house of Lettre a Madame Meyer. Moreover, Archigram 
introduced the science-fictional approach through the Amazing Archigram is-
sues.27

  Joining narration with drawings provides word and wordless manifestos, 
moves the reader from ideas to the depth of spatiality and offers a simple pre-
sentation method for complex and hard-to-imagine situations. According to 
Lai Jimenez, a designer and the former of Bureau Spectacular studio that en-
gages design through stories, “Cartooning is a medium that facilitates exper-
imentations in proportion, composition, scale, sensibility, character plasticity, 
and the part-to-whole relationship as the page becomes an object.”28 Further-
more, tactically opting particular aspects of the spaces, people, and parapher-
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nalia to be included in the story allows for an artistically successful way to 
draw the attention to the specific elements non-dispersedly by the vulnerable 
humanitarian conditions in the camp. 
 The flow of the stories links human actions with architectural responses. 
Through the captured slice of life events and some of their complexities, the 

novel gives meaning to spatial 
changes created by refugees. 
The novel plot and drawings al-
ternate between describing the 
places’ characteristics and the 
process of designing the spaces.
 In the experience of 
drawing from my imagination 
and the images that blink on 
my computer screen, I substi-
tuted the absence of the power 
of immediacy that life drawing 
provides for greater attention to 
details I selected to present, in 
order to highlight specific inci-
dents, spaces, and architectural 
properties. Moreover, it allowed 
my stories to show, smoothly 
and sequentially, the develop-
ments of the camp’s shelters 
phase by phase. 
 Once I settled on mak-
ing a graphic novel, I searched 
through a slew of comic books 
for an answer about my main 
concern: in creating a story-
board, how can architectural 
drawings be smoothly integrat-

Figure 2.33   Architectural features within the comic nar-
ration [Riyad Sattuf, “The Arab of the Future: Volume 1,” 2016 ]
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ed without interrupting the narrative flow or illustration style? In comic books 
and graphic novels in the realm of architecture, some of the technical diagrams 
were included to become a dominant part of most of the comic panels such 
as in Lai Jimenez’s Citizens of No Place: An Architectural Graphic Novel. On 
the other hand, in non-design related comics, spatial diagrams were smoothly 
merged within the scenes sequence, as seen in Riyad Sattuf ’s The Arab of The 
Future: A Childhood in The Middle East. Thus, for the purpose of establishing 
a smooth transition while enriching the context with architectural drawings, I 
used a method that merges the two ways of presentations; I created a mixture of 
the narrative shots where interior and exterior spaces are indirectly described.
 In choosing an artistic styling for the hand-sketched illustrations, I mostly 
rendered the drawings in black and white with some exceptions for the key 
images that demonstrate key events. The precedent of journalistic illustrations 
educated me on drawing methods. The wide selection of visual approaches 
used in Reportage Illustration revealed the elements of presenting an event us-
ing impressions of drawings that are shown through human expressions, object 
scale, the opposition of black and white rendering versus colored images, and 
the use of the environment. Kugler documented moments in time in detailed 
drawings including information about the subjects drawn and quotes by the 
refugees. Therefore, I opted to draw the scenes from an artistic perspective 
that alternates between the sketchy, impressionistic, and dreamlike style and 
realistically detailed panels when needed. The combination of this format de-
livers both an accurate documentation of the event and an emphasis on human 
feelings.
 In this qualitative by nature research, I derived the results from observa-
tions of data that I gathered from several resources that I mentioned in the 
previous section. However, in studying the daily routine of a refugee living in 
Za’atari camp and demonstrating the stage by stage development of a shelter, I 
primarily relied on virtual conversations with the refugees who are currently 
residing in the camp. Their stories allowed me to explore the camp’s local expe-
rience and knowledge, including contextual factors such as social relationships. 
Accordingly, I was able to understand the divergent details and formulate a 
bigger picture.
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 When doing research from a distance that is being conducted with a com-
munity that might have experienced trauma in a refugee camp, there are two 
main factors I depended on to encourage participants to share their thoughts 
and experiences. First, to reach out to a refugee through a trusty connection 
and, second, to structure a respectful and efficient conversation.
 Gaining refugees’ trust, I mainly connected with them through mutual 
friends, relatives, or trustworthy NGO workers. From there, I started building 
a snowball sampling method. Each refugee linked me with a friend, neighbor, 
or family member who is willing to have a conversation with me.
 Based on the UNHCR guidance, respect, confidentiality, and managing ex-
pectations are the key factors for effective communication between an agency 
worker and a refugee.29 At first, it is vital to create a relaxing atmosphere that 
might pave the way for openness and trust. Hence, I left the communication 
method and time open for the interviewees to select. Most of the refugees wel-
comed sharing their experiences using text messaging with few exceptions in 
the form of voice recording. In addition, for making the discussions attempting 
for refugees to express themselves, the talk took the form of listening sessions. 
 Before any session, that was held in the Arabic Language, I stated a set of 
facts, introducing myself, the purpose of the research, and the refugee’s rights 
during the dialogue. I informed interviewees that their shared personal details 
were not for publication and the main goal of the talk was to document spatial 
changes, gain knowledge about daily activities in the camp, and to get inspira-
tion from their stories. In addition, I indicated that they had the choice to pass 
any question, take a break, or finish the talk at any point. Most importantly, I 
have transparently explained the benefit for the refugees’ community that can 
be offered by this research. Thus, the refugees’ expectations and hopes have 
been clearly and realistically established.



49

The Caravan Citizens

49

The Caravan Citizens Novel
 
The Caravan Citizens novel consists of four stories that tackle several aspects 
of life and spatial characters of Za’atari camp. The stories implicitly trace some 
of the spatial changes over time and explicitly lists the social, psychological, 
and economical factors that influenced the architectural and urban coping 
strategies. They balance between refusing to admit the favor of receiving aid 
and accepting it when it becomes a personal benefit. They show the shift be-
tween depending on donations and gaining independence. They illustrate the 
different ways of reaching self-sufficiency and the possible roles of each family 
member to reach this goal and consequently to enhance the family’s dwelling. 
Besides, it sheds the light on one of the strongest reasons that encouraged in-
dividuals and NGOs such as Mulham Group to donate with caravans, which 
is helping youth in marriage. Finally, it represents the internal relationships 
between the refugees and authorities and external ones between Syrians inside 
the camp and Jordanians outside it. The stories are inspired by real-life testi-
monies and classic novels such as My Daddy Long Legs, Pride and Prejudice, 
and Anne of Green Gables.
  My Daddy Long Legs is a classic epistolary novel that was written in 1912 
by the American writer Jean Webster. The book is one of the bildungsroman 
stories that discuss the development of the protagonist’s character until reach-
ing maturity. Jerusha Abbott, or Juddy Abbott as she likes to call herself, is an 
orphan girl who is raised at an orphanage where all children depend only on 
charity. Although she is a stubborn girl who searches for her independence, she 
writes a letter for the orphanage’s committee of trustees seeking financial sup-
port for studying in college as a writer. She gains sponsorship from a member 
who keeps his identity unknown. Juddy only sees his long shadow while he was 
leaving the orphanage one time. Thus, she calls him My Daddy Long Legs. The 
story tackles the relationships between Juddy and her sponsor that is developed 
through her monthly letters to him. While she perceives him, sometimes as a 
father, other times as a friend, he first sees her as a person in need, then gets ed-
ucated by her thoughts in a way that changes his autocratic personality to end 
up falling in love with her. Thus, without reviling his role as a sponsor, he meets 
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her and builds an emotional relationship with her. However, unconsciously, 
he tries to impose his control over her. Juddy, on the other hand, strongly re-
sists his control making a statement of self-creation and accepts the marriage 
proposal only when she feels the change in her lover’s character.
 This novel discusses the notion of humanitarian aid as perceived by the 
givers and the people who need it. It reflects the mixed and complex reactions 
of recipients that vary between presumption, acceptance, and resistance. Syr-
ians in Za’atari camp, similarly, expect and accept international aid especially 
that they believe that international governments are involved in the war in 
Syria. Yet, they resist the full submission to these authorities and the loss of 
their identities and desires.
 Pride and Prejudice is a romantic novel, written by Jane Auston in 1813, 
that tackles social manners recreating them in the society through its fiction-
al plot. It represents the development of several characters’ personalities that 
are involved in the narrative of a love triangle. In Auston’s novel and Za’atari 
camp, marriage is perceived as a happy yet complex activity that includes 
social, political, and economical aspects. In both fictional stories written by 
Jane and me, the ultimate manner of sacrifice moves the story of love to-
wards happier endings. However, in Za’atari camp, marriage cannot be ac-
complished without submitting to the UNHCR unit rules (having a house).
 Anne of Green Gables is a 1908 novel written by Lucy Maud Montgomery. 
The story is about an orphan kid who is adopted by two siblings who wanted 
to have a young boy to help them in their farm. Unlike their expectations, 
Anne is an active, dreamy, and talkative girl. The narrative recounts how this 
11-year-old child changed the role that was expected from her as a girl and 
how she influenced the family’s life. Similarly, some kids in Za’atari camp 
have played a crucial role in developing the camp’s spaces, even young girls.
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Figure 3.34   Za’atri Camp Aerial View 2012  [UNHCR Photo Unit, November 21, 2012, flicker.com ]
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When involuntarily displaced people arrive in the land of refuge, they interact 
with each other, and with the land and space they are residing in from a com-
plex point of view that unconsciously joins the three spectrums: humanitarian-
ism, vulnerability, and control. First, for people who escape a field of war tak-
ing a dangerous journey of crossing an international border, safety, protection, 
and healthcare are their highest concerns. Those are the same main aspects 
humanitarian agencies urgently solve. Second, the sudden and urgent trans-
formation from the stable settlement of home to the chaotic land of a refugee 
camp results in tremendous financial and physical loss as well as psychological 
trauma. Thus, refugees also look at their condition through the lens of vulner-
ability especially when they face the image of the term “refugee” as a new legal 
status. Refugees before facing refugeeism are just like us--they often consider 
that people in refugee camps are passive victims. 30Thus, the sudden involun-
tary transformation makes displaced people lose all concepts that construct the 
idea of personhood.31  This includes loss of property, home, family, belonging 
to a community, security, and freedom to make decisions and participate in 
socio-political and economical practices. Displaced people, therefore, feel the 
effect of power controlling and monitoring them.
 In addition to these three factors, refugeehood as perceived by camp res-
idents is influenced by their internal feelings, beliefs, traditions, previous life 
in the homeland, and their expectations of the displacement duration.32 They 
arrive with heavy memories of life before deportation, both negative ones rep-
resented in warfare and arrest and positive ones such as previous skills and 
successes. Thus, in the first stages of developing their own dwellings, refugees 
seek basic, urgent necessities and view their refugeeism as a temporal solution 
that will last for a few weeks. This optimistic prospect occurs because of the 
geographic juxtaposition of Jordan and its legal status. This sense of imperma-
nence influenced the refugees’ decisions around developing their shelters or 
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establishing work for a long time before they gradually came to realize the per-
manence of temporality. Nevertheless, the camp accelerated in transitioning 
from the emergency status to the development stage when the humanitarian 
aid declined and receiving new arrivals was closed on 30th April 2014.33 
 

Developing through deformation

The infrastructure in refugee camps 
is hard to maintain. When the UN-
HCR arranged the expanded areas, it 
planned them in a modular configura-
tion to accommodate new arrivals and 
help in relocating the residents of the 
extant naturally arising, non-planned 
sector. Nevertheless, the number of 
new arrivals rapidly increased, and 
the climatic problems, such as floods, 
severely affected the tent dwellings. 
Therefore, new and old arrivals moved 
to inside and between the prefabs. The 

UNHCR lost its control over its initial plan and strategically has submitted to 
the actions of occupation.  
 Andrew Harper, UNHCR’s previous programs director and representative 
in Jordan said in a conversation with New Humanitarian organization, “A ref-
ugee camp is something like a Rubik’s cube,” there is a structured plan that 
establishes things in place. “But when people start fiddling around with it, it’s 
very difficult to get back together.”34 Residents apply modifications and im-
provements to their houses on a regular basis. When the UNHCR supplied 
the refugees with the basic tent or caravan shelters, they assigned each group 
of families to a specific location that was not directly supported with basic in-
frastructure. Electricity provided power to main streetlamps, there were two 
communal kitchens and bathrooms and one shared water tank for each 8-10 
families. The refugees’ response was a reaction to the numerous problems this 
setting created. Refugees faced a lack of comfort, privacy, safety in their dwell-
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ings, which were not always structurally stable and seldom afforded them pro-
tection from extreme weather conditions in their tents or in the communal 
bathrooms and kitchens. For these reasons, they repositioned their shelters 
from the assigned original plots, placing them instead in either a semicircular 
or a U-shape pattern. These re-arrangements formed social compounds orga-
nized around an open courtyard with a main entrance or located them closer 
to the streetlamps or a service office to get access to power sources. In these 
clusters, relatives, extended family members, and people from the same village 
live close to each other and use the courtyard in socializing, communal cook-
ing, and joining their kids while they safely play. This strategy was also applied 
when the tents were replaced with caravans. Although a caravan needs 15 men 
to carry it, refugees helped each other to move it around. They removed the 
wooden floor panels, lifted the house from the inside, and carried it to other 
locations.35  Over time, they established a creative method that first consisted 
of using gas volumes to move the building and later has used a carrier that 
was invented by the refugees. From the camp’s fence posts, they built a wheel-
barrow-like device, which consisted of a 4-beam frame, a steering pole, and 4 
wheels. 
 Second, they looked at all construction elements either of their own shel-
ters or in the surroundings as a source of materials: the donated houses, the 
communal facilities, administrative and service buildings, and even fences 
were reused, procured, and traded36.  For example, an aluminum track and a 

Figure 3.35   Previous Page: Development 
stages {Illustrated by Author]

Figure 3.36   Modular arrangement from the 
old camp [farestudio.it/]
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Figure 3.37   Old camp structure  (left ) VS New modular arrangement (right )  
[arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=67a88f4302a748c4bfd61e57801ce81c]
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wood piece could be bought for $10 in the camp’s black market. Tents were sold 
for $30 to $100 or found abandoned on the rocky land where its owners had 
left it behind when they moved to outside the camp. On the other hand, the 

price of a caravan reached $700 de-
spite its original price tag to the do-
nor of around $3000.37 Using a mix 
of wooden, metal, and fabric com-
ponents, the refugees constructed 
extensions to their buildings. They 
attached tents together or to cara-
vans, added corrugated metal sheet 
walls and doors, and created shelves, 
tables, and other furniture pieces us-
ing the wood flooring panels after 

they replaced it with cement on a gravel base. Most families divided the tent’s 
space into several zones: a kitchen, living/ guest area, washroom and shower, 
storage, and sometimes a zone for selling some basic goods. At night, the entire 
space was used for sleeping. 
 When a caravan was expanded to fit the average number of family members 
that its average number reached 6 people, the refugees attached the caravan to 
one or more structures that were made with tent fabric, concrete blocks, corru-
gated metal sheets, or a second or more caravan units that were sold, secretly at 
the beginning, in the camp’s market.  They laid out the prefabs around a central 
private space to create an extra room and mimics the notion of the traditional 
courtyard. This space they used as a shaded outdoor living area and a clear 
buffer between the public space of a street and the private one of home and as  
a safe area for kids to play.38 
 Some people constructed cement fountains and most of them grew several 
kinds of plants in the house’s front garden like vegetables, flowers, vines such as 
grapes and Jasmine, herbal plants like mint and parsley, and trees like lemon.  
 Cultural memory and reflecting identities, prestige, and lifestyle were also 
seen in decoration and furniture. The similar-looking units were privatized 
and humanized by painting the exterior walls. Refugees used arches, flowers, 
and greeneries, keeping the nostalgia of Dara’a environment. Furnishing their 
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dwellings, initially, the refugees depended on mattresses, blankets, and mats 
that they received from the UNHCR. With the evolution of the camp’s market, 
more tools and devices have been brought to tents and later caravans, such 
as stoves, refrigerators, televisions, and even washing machines. The major-
ity, who were culturally conservative, maintained the nomadic floor seating 
style even after they moved to caravans, while people from rural Damascus and 
Homs switched to the use of sofas, chairs, and dining tables.39 

Figure 3.39   Relocating a caravan [Reuters, 12 Dec 2013, news.trust.org/item/20131212171314-snopw/ ]

Figure 3.40   Previous Page: Caravan movements in the main street corner [Infrastructure Evolution 
Analysis via Remote Sensing in an Urban Refugee Camp - Evidence from Za’atari ]

Figure 3.38   Urban fabric over time [googlemaps]
Jan 2013 Jan 2013 Oct 2016
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Figure 3.41   Garden [Zaatari memórias do labirinto - 30 de maio nos cinemas @ Vemio]
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Madafa

Generosity might be considered the most outstanding feature of Arab customs 
and values. The room where guests are hosted, entertained, and fed (madafah 
in Arabic) is one of the spaces that boosts hospitality in local nomadic cultures. 
It encapsulates a notion that has been imported from the homeland and has 
created a unique significance in Za’atari’s architecture. Most refugees associate, 
in their caravans or even their previous tents, a space for gathering with people 
from outside the family. Sometimes, the guest room is a caravan where male 
visitors meet, while women gather in the courtyard or adjacent rooms. In other 
cases, the room that serves as a master bedroom at night hosts guests during 
the day.  The madafa, on the other hand, can have greater importance: it em-
bodies multi-layered political and social roles. 
        Upon its establishment, the camp was controlled by the Jordanian Hash-
emite humanitarian organization that coordinated the roles of several NGOs 
and the UNHCR. However, due to the immense number of refugees arriving  
daily, the Hashemite organization transferred its administrative work to the 
UNHCR in March 2013.  As  for policing and protection, the Jordanian forces 
controlled the camp before they collaborated with the British government in 

Figure 3.42   Paintings  on caravans [cnn.com/2018/07/30/mid-
dleeast/zaatari-refugee-camp-artists/index.html]
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establishing the Community Police Assistants (CPAs) in 2013.40  Nevertheless, 
at that time, none of these or other agencies opened the door to refugees to 
represent themselves in the camp’s communities. Consequently, a group of in-
formal representatives emerged in the form of street leaders, who became a key 
feature of contact for NGOs and police.  The street leader terminology clearly 
signifies the connection between the urban space of streets and the adminis-
trative role that is associated with it. Analyzing the old camp morphology, we 
can see the dense urban fabric that consists of long, relatively, narrow streets; in 
contrast, the new camp has wide and vast gridded areas as planned by the UN-
HCR. The street leaders arose in a specific and characteristically defined space 
within the old camp to accomplish a crucial role that got official recognition 
by the authorities. The responsibilities for scheduling aid delivery, filling water 
tanks, and signing people up for the paid job of cleaning communal facilities, 
for instance, were all handled by the street lead-
ers.41 NGOs found this strategy reliable since it 
substituted meeting with a few people recog-
nized as authorities by the camp in one meeting 
for otherwise having to gather with hundreds 
of refugees in a day. 
        The NGOs’/UNHCR’s intention was to 
collaborate with more street leaders in the new-
ly established districts. The chess-board-like 
layout nonetheless complicated the distinction 
between streets, which caused a disconnect be-
tween the space and the leaders’ commitments. 
More than one street leader appeared in the 
same street, for example, and nomination of 
leaders occurred in several ways, including by 
election, self-nomination, and appointment by 
the NGOs.42 When nominated by the people, 

Figure 3.43   A high quality Madaf, 2019 
[zaatari2012 @ facebook]
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a leader might have gained his street peoples’ trust by being a tribal leader 
(sheikh), who usually had political responsibilities prior to arriving to Za’atari, 
based on the fact that people who come from the same Syrian village or town 
are placed together in the same region of the camp. Some leaders achieved 
authority by being one of the first residents who arrived in the Camp, especial-
ly those who came with their men. Leaders might also progressively establish 
acceptance by offering help and aid from their personal funds. For instance, a 
leader of 21 streets hired 10 barbers who walked all day to provide free shaves 
in order to gain the refugees’ love in return.43 Moreover, leaders replicated the 
use of the madafa as a tool to obtain agency. The construction quality reinforces 
the image of generosity, openness, and readiness to help, which can be shown 
by the large size of the madafa room, its furniture and decoration along with 
the hospitality available, such as hot coffee and tea served throughout the day. 
Due to the difficulties of arranging the role of street leaders who gained this 
position over time, and the misuse of this position by some rulers, efforts to 
engage them in the new, more-ordered system faded, then gradually stopped. 
Nevertheless, madafas are still part of the camp’s architecture.

Training pigeons

Raising, trading, flying, and showing pigeons is an old and still-popular hobby 
in the Sham-region countries such as Palestine, Lebanon, and Syria. People 
use their houses’ rooftops to construct coops and spend hours with their birds. 
Every evening, the city bustles with sharp whistles, snaps, and clapping sounds, 
and the sky gets full of flocks flying in response to their fanciers. For many 
refugees in Za’atari, this hobby that has moved with them carries psychologi-
cal and economic values; it is an entertaining exercise, a signifier of freedom, 
a reminder of hometown, and even a source of funds. Some people dedicate 
areas of their homes to this hobby, even when earlier the homes were in the 
form of tents, for growing birds that neighbors and kids come to see and play 
with. Now, they construct cages on top of their caravans or in their gardens for 
keeping pigeons and other birds.44 It did not take a long for a bird-trading mar-
ket to become part of the long market corridor. People brought the birds from 
neighboring villages and towns outside the camp to breed them. A pigeon can 
be sold for over $100, but their cages and food (seeds) are affordable as they are 
made of castoff wood or corrugated metal sheets and wire.45 
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Figure 3.44   Pigeon growing structureinterior and exterior shots, 2016.  [mubasher.aljazeera.net]
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Waste disposals of residential buildings

In 2012, trucks were used for transporting wastewater tankers from the camp’s 
shared latrine blocks. The kitchen, bathroom, and shower facilities were con-
nected to a primary sewer system that the refugees constructed by digging a 
hole.  It allowed wastewater to flow through one PVC pipe to another hole that 
was covered with wood or fabric, and that worked like a waste tank placed 
outside. After being emptied from the tanks every night, the wastewater went 
into two tunnels, one of which collected blackwater and the other rainwater. 
The tunnels then merged with the main tunnel in the main street of each block. 
However, by the end of 2013, 70% of people had replaced this system with a 
built in-home pit latrine that required daily pumping out. This reaction, with 
the sanitation problem it brought, triggered the camp’s officials to construct a 
sewer system that contains underground concrete tanks, one tank for every 4 
houses. 

Figure 3.45   Wastewater. [moh1993amad @ Facebook]

Figure 3.46   Next Page: market streets. [indiegogo.com, Edited by Author]
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Market creation 

On the camp level, since the camp was established, refugees began to conduct 
economical activities and, organically, created an informal market street that 
was initially formed of a few tents. The shops started with offering basic ser-
vices such as charging cell phones; changing the Syrian currency of lira to the 
Jordanian dinar, although both are used inside the camp; and selling various 
products, including the UNHCR tents and later caravans. Primarily, refugees 
sold the property that they had brought with them, products donated by the 
UNHCR and NGOs and left behind by other refugees moved out, food donated 
by the World Food Program, or goods smuggled into the camp by water-truck 
drivers and other service workers who got money in return. Later, when ob-
taining a “break”, which means going outside the camp to Syria or other plac-
es in Jordan, was allowed, more products were bought and sold from and to 
Jordanians living in cities surrounding Za’atari. Rapidly, the street became the 
commercial center of the camp and was named the “Champs-Élysées”, ironical-
ly, after the one in Paris as the French government helped pave the street. Later, 
the market spread, along with another street perpendicular to it. Currently, 
this trading corridor that was established without permission from the camp’s 
authorities, has become legal, and people can work there if they have work 
permits. This commercial center contains around 3000 shops that provide 
all kinds of products that are not donated by aid agencies, such as vegetables, 
fruits, meat, Syrian desserts and spices, kitchen sets, and wedding dresses.46 For 
many people, the market is a reminder of the taste and smell of home.
Jonathan Campbell, a 
WFP emergency co-
ordinator, in a con-
versation with The 
New Humanitari-
an news agency says 
“Syrians come from a 
relatively middle-in-
come country, so 
they do not eat beans 
and rice every day.”47 
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, 
and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a 
fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual 

events is purely coincidental.
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