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The purpose of this paper is to critically question the role that refugee camps play in
sorting desirable from undesirable refugees. The paper begins by reviewing some of the theories
that attempt to explain the particularities of refugee experience. Weaving Agamben’s
conceptualization of the state of exception through discussions of physical vulnerability,
liminality, and feminized space the first section fleshes out the tensions between humanitarian
intervention, human rights, and the condition of life in refugee camps. Focusing primarily on
reports produced by national and international agencies, the UNHCR, and non-government
organizations (NGOs) the second and third sections take a closer look at refugee camps in
Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan, and attempts to provide an overview of the living conditions in
refugee camps. Rather than focusing on individual experiences or testimony, attention is focused
on the structural management of the camps. As such the paper provides critical reflection on the
uneven living conditions engendered by a fractured and politicized humanitarian system.
Turkey’s position as a transit country has greatly influenced the Turkish government’s
approach to refugee camps, which are officially titled “Temporary Protection Centers.” Primarily
host to Syrian refugees, camps along the southern border are well maintained, and have been
used as a political tool to build Turkey’s international reputation. In contrast, refugee camps built
by pro-Kurdish municipalities, which are host to Yazidi refugees, are considered “unregistered”
camps by Turkish authorities and have been granted little official attention. Yazidi refugees in
these camps are not protected under the Temporary Protection Act, and do not have the same
level of access to resources as Syrian refugees. Leftist unions have provided support on a
voluntary basis, and basic needs are met; however resources are waning.
Initially host to internally displaced Iraqis, refugee camps in Iraqi Kurdistan saw an
influx of Syrian Kurds as conflict escalated in Syria. Unlike refugee camps in Turkey, which are
government managed, camps in Iraqi Kurdistan are operated by an array of international and
local NGOs. There are countless reports authored by the large number of NGOs operating in
Iraqi Kurdistan making it very difficult to get a clear picture of living conditions in these camps.
Each camp has its own rules and regulations, and services are divided by sector and assigned to a
different organization. Another contrast that can be drawn with Turkish run refugee camps is the
existence of refugee councils. Syrian refugees take part in camp management along with the
UNHCR and the Kurdish Regional Government. While refugee camps in Iraqi Kurdistan and
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Turkey display notable difference, the Mahmur camp, operated with assistance form the
Kurdistan Workers Party and the UNHCR, is perhaps the most distinct. The Mahmur camp was
established in 1994 for Kurdish refugees from Turkey, and has been designed to resemble a
village with small-scale farming. The camp is governed by a people’s assembly, which is elected
annually from within the camp. Strengthening the collective agency of refugees, the Mahmur
camp stands out because it moves away from a humanitarian model that inadvertently constructs
refugees as undesirable.

Not to be circulated without permission. For further information please contact shahrzad.mojab@utoronto.

2

References
AFAD. (2014a). Population influx from Syria to Turkey: Life in Turkey as a Syrian guest.
AFAD. (2014b). Syrian women in Turkey. Retrieved from UNHCR website
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/documents.php?page=1&view=grid&Language[]=1&C
ountry[]=224&Search=%23syrian+women%23
AFAD. (2016). Current status in AFAD temporary protection centres. Retrieved May 11, 2016,
from https://www.afad.gov.tr/EN/IcerikDetay1.aspx?ID=16&IcerikID=848
Agamben, G. (1998). Homo Sacer: Sovereign power and bare life. Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press.
Agier, M. (2002). Field for thought: Between war and city: Towards an urban anthropology of
refugee camps. Ethnography, 3(3), 317-341.
Agier, M. (2010). Humanity as an identity and its political effects. (A note on camps and
humanitarian government). Humanity: An International Journal of Human Rights,
Humanitarianism, and Development, 1(1), 29-45.
Agier, M. (2011). Managing the undesirables: Refugee camps and humanitarian government.
Cambridge: Polity.
	
  
Ayata, B. (2011). The politics of displacement: A transnational analysis of the forced migration
of Kurds in Turkey and Europe (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). The Johns
Hopkins University, Baltimore.
	
  
Biner, Ö., & Soykan, C. (2016). Bize Misafir dediler. Söyleyiniz, kimdir misafir? Var mıdır
kanunda karşılığı? Suriyeli Mültecilerin Perspektifinden Türkiye'de Yaşam. [“We were told
we are guest. Tell us. Who is a guests? Is there any place for them in the law?” Life in
Turkey Based on Syrian Refugees Perspective]. Mülteci-Der and Sivil Düşün.
Chatty, D. (2010). Displacement and dispossession in the modern Middle East. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.
	
  
Colson, E. (2003). Forced migration and the anthropological response. Journal of Refugee
Studies, 16(1), 1-18.
	
  
Çorabatir, M., & Alagöz, B. (2015). Şırnak, Siirt, Batman ve Diyarbakır’da Yaşayan Ezidi
Mülteciler Raporu [Report on Yazidi refugees living in Şırnak, Siirt, Batman and
Diyarbakır]. İltica ve Göç Araştirmaları Merkezi- İGAM. April 25-29, 2015. Retrieved May
11, 2016, from http://www.igamder.org/wp-content/uploads/2015c/Ezidi.pdf
	
  
Erdogan, M. M. (2014). Syrians in Turkey: Social acceptance and integration research.
Hacettepe University Migration and Politics Research Center. Ankara: HUGO Yayinlari
[publications].
Not to be circulated without permission. For further information please contact shahrzad.mojab@utoronto.

3

	
  
Frelick, B. (2015, September 29). Why don’t Syrians stay in Turkey? Human Rights Watch.
Retrieved May 11, 2016, from https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/09/29/why-dont-syriansstay-turkey
	
  
GÖÇ-DER. (2007). Maxmur Multeci Kampina İliskin Goc Platformunun Yaptigi Arastirma
İnceleme Raporu [Report]. Migration Platform on Mahmur Refugee Camp. Diyarbakir,
Turkey.
	
  
Handicap International and the Danish Refugee Council. (2014, August). Rapid Needs
Assessment: Situation of people with disabilities in 4 camps in Erbil – Kawergosk,
Darashakran, Qushtapa and Basirma.
Hürryet Daily News. (2013, May 27). Poor transparency shadows Turkey’s Syria refugee policy.
Interview with Taner Kılıç. Retrieved May 11, 2016, from
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/?PageID=238&NID=47639
	
  
Hyndman, J. (2000). Managing displacement: Refugees and the politics of humanitarianism.
Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota University Press.
	
  
Hyndman, J. (2004). Refugee camps as conflict zones: The politics of gender. In W. M. Giles &
J. Hyndman (Eds.), Sites of violence: Gender and conflict zones (pp. 193-212). Berkeley,
CA: University of California Press.
	
  
Hyndman, J., & Giles, W. (2011). Waiting for what? The feminization of asylum in protracted
situations. Gender, Place and Culture, 18(3), 361–379.
	
  
İçduygu, A. (2015). Syrian refugees in Turkey: The long road ahead. Washington, DC:
Migration Policy Institute.
	
  
IMC & CARE. (2014, October 15). Rapid gender and protection assessment report: Kobane
refugee population, Suruç, Turkey. International Medical Corp and CARE Organization.
IRC. (2014, September). Are we listening? Acting on our commitments to women and girls
affected by the Syrian conflict. International Rescue Committee.
Jongerden, J. (2007). The settlement issue in Turkey and the Kurds: An analysis of spatial
policies, modernity and war. Leiden, The Netherlands; Boston, MA: Brill.
Kaplan, M. (2015, September 24). Syrian refugees in Turkey face exploitation, despair as war
lingers at home. International Business Times. Retrieved May 11, 2016, from
http://www.ibtimes.com/syrian-refugees-turkey-face-exploitation-despair-war-lingers-home2110849

Not to be circulated without permission. For further information please contact shahrzad.mojab@utoronto.

4

Kirişci, K. (2014). Syrian refugees and Turkey’s challenges: Going beyond hospitality.
Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution.
Koehl, R. (1953). The politics of resettlement. The Western Political Quarterly, 6(2): 231-242.
	
  
Malkki, L. H. (1995). Refugees and exile: From ‘refugee studies’ to the national order of things.
Annual Review of Anthropology, 1, 495-523.
	
  
McAvan, L. (2015, September 16). What life is like in a Turkish refugee camp? Left Foot
Forward. Retrieved May 11, 2016, http://leftfootforward.org/2015/09/what-life-is-like-in-aturkish-refugee-camp/
	
  
McClelland, M. (2014, February 13). How to build a perfect refugee camp? The New York
Times. Retrieved May 11, 2016, from http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/16/magazine/howto-build-a-perfect-refugee-camp.html?_r=1
	
  
Mortimer, J. (2015, March 13). Kurdish refugees reject government-run camp in Turkey. AlMonitor. Retrieved May 11, 2016, http://www.almonitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/03/turkey-kobane-kurdish-refugees.html#
Nyers, P. (2006). Rethinking refugees: Beyond states of emergency. Oxon, England: Routledge.
	
  
ORSAM [Center for Middle Eastern Strategic Studies]. (2014, April). The situation of Syrian
refugees in the neighboring countries: Findings, conclusions and recommendations.
ORSAM Report No: 189. Ankara, Turkey.
Simsek, D. (2015, October 5). Refugee voices in Turkey: Open borders. Open democracy.
Retrieved May 11, 2016, from. https://www.opendemocracy.net/dogus-simsek/refugeevoices-in-turkey-open-borders
Soguk, N. (1999). States and strangers: Refugees and displacements of statecraft.
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.
	
  
Suriyelilerle evlilik ticarete dönüştü [Marrying Syrians has Turned into a Business]. (2014,
February 27). Milliyet Newspaper. Retrieved May 11, 2016,
from http://www.milliyet.com.tr/suriyelilerle-evlilikticarete/gundem/detay/1827612/default.htm
	
  
UNHCR. (2015a). UNHCR global appeal 2015 update, Iraq. Retrieved May 11, 2016, from
http://www.unhcr.org/5461e60613.html
UNHCR. (2015b). UNHCR global appeal 2015 update, Turkey. Retrieved May 11, 2016, from
http://www.unhcr.org/5461e60c52.html
UNHCR. (2015c). UNHCR global appeal 2015 update, Syria. Retrieved May 11, 2016, from
http://www.unhcr.org/5461e60716.html
UNHCR. (2015d). Refugee child protection strategy 2015 – Kurdistan region of Iraq (KR-I).
Not to be circulated without permission. For further information please contact shahrzad.mojab@utoronto.

5

UNHCR. (2015e). Sexual and gender-based violence prevention and response in refugee
situations in the Middle East and North Africa.
UNHCR. (2016a). Syrian regional refugee response. Retrieved May 11, 2016, from
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php
UNHCR. (2016b, February). Information kit: Syrian refugees - Iraq: Humanitarian inter-agency
interventions.
UNHCR. (2016c, March). Inter-agency operational update – Syrian refugees in Iraq.
United Nations Relief and Work Agency (UNRWA). (2016). Palestine refugees. Retrieved May
11, 2016, from http://www.unrwa.org/palestine-refugees
WFP. (2015). Annual Report: World Food Programme Remote Access Secure Services, Turkey.
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

Not to be circulated without permission. For further information please contact shahrzad.mojab@utoronto.

6

