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Introduction 

The Urban Refugee: Migration, Neoliberalism, and the City

Bülent Batuman



Let us begin with two statistical clichés which are often repeated but seldom together: 
(1) the number of people inhabiting the cities has surpassed that of those living in the 
countryside for the first time in human history; (2) the number of displaced people is 

the highest since the end of the Second World War. The first statement points at the unprece-
dented quantitative level of urbanization and implies that this is an irreversible threshold. The 
second, on the contrary, is an alarming call for an extraordinary situation, an emergency to be 
addressed and remedied. Thinking these two facts together, however, allows us to move away 
from both the neutral calculation of the former statement as well as the naïve warning of the 
latter. For once we combine the current urban condition with that of forced migration marking 
our contemporary world, we can conceive the permanence of the precarious refugee status – or 
rather refugeehood beyond the official status defined by the international status quo – as well as 
its impact on the urban condition. The reality of the refugee is precisely in its uncontainability 
within the legal boundaries based on the paradigm of nation-states. This paradigm is based 
on citizenship and the desire to have absolute control over the national territory.1 Hence, the 
refugee, who is ‘out of place’, is subjected to the logic of confinement by both national and inter-
national institutions.2 This spatial logic is best materialized in the refugee camp; and all other 
forms of containment – asylum, detention, and deportation centres, transit camps, prisons, etc. –  
should be understood as derivatives of the camp reproducing the spatial logic of containment. 
This book focuses on the urban refugee to move beyond the limits of this very logic to grasp 
the predicaments of refugeehood in its mutual relationship with the current urban condition.

While the recent decades – ‘the age of migration’3 – saw an immense growth of scholarship 
on forced migration within various fields, the recent body of work focusing on the relation-
ship between displacement and the built environment is also remarkable. Scholars have been 
scrutinizing the spatial practices and forms that emerge under conditions of displacement.4 A 
significant portion of this ever-growing scholarship dwells on the refugee camps and the social 
and political aspects of the protracted ‘temporariness’ of these environments.5 Another par-
ticular field of analysis is homemaking and the complexities embodied within the migrants’ 
and refugees’ quest for taking shelter, which displays forms of politicization, hybridization, 
and transnationality.6 While the essays in this volume also address these issues, they intend 
to contribute to a relatively less-explored aspect of displacement: the interaction between the 
refugees and the cities they inhabit.7 Our intention is to underline the specificity of the urban 
refugee and their spatial agency as well as pointing out the irreversible effect they have on the 
urban condition.
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Conceiving the urban refugee merely as dislocated individuals that happen to dwell out-
side the camp-like spaces of containment prevents us from fully understanding two aspects of 
refugeehood. The first is that the urban refugee is freed from not only the spatial bounds of the 
camp but also from the fixed identities reproduced by the camp. This blurs the boundaries of 
identities and simultaneously brings to the fore the agency of the urban refugee.8 Agency is a 
key term in scrutinizing the spaces and the spatiality of forced migration, and failure to empha-
size it leads to the acceptance of the term ‘refugee’ as an identity marker without addressing 
the problematic connotations it embodies. Refugee identity at once essentializes and contrib-
utes to the othering of those labelled as such, as well as falsely homogenizing the dislocated 
individuals and groups.9 The popular term ‘refugee crisis’ presents the refugee as a problem in 
the form of an objectified person who is denied active agency and subjected to containment.

Secondly, failure to see the specificity of the urban refugee results in missing the impact 
of refugees on the urban condition.10 As I will detail below, the irreversible relocation of 
refugees in the cities of host countries must be acknowledged as a permanent component of 
urban life and an aspect of the new urban condition.11 This new urban condition should be 
understood within the ‘migration-neoliberalism nexus’ and the multi-dimensional effects of 
forced migration.12 In the past four decades, neoliberal economic policies based on deregu-
lation and privatization went hand in hand with precarization of labour. The displaced sub-
jectivity of refugees, who frequently ‘blend in’ as a hidden population within urban spaces as 
undocumented labour, represents a symptom of the segregation, discrimination, and general 
inequality inherent in the contemporary metropolis.13

Neoliberalization embodies biopolitics of control that stem from economic relations. As David 
Harvey defines the body as a site of accumulation, the neoliberal subject is defined by increasing 
entrepreneurialism, individualism, and indebtedness.14 The effects of neoliberalization on cities 
include the destruction of public space, gentrification, the emergence of gated communities, 
and increases in inequality in the urban sphere.15 Within this context, precarity, which marks 
the ‘free’ existence of refugees in the contemporary metropolis, is a characteristic feature of the 
neoliberal urban milieu. While the urban refugees have attached themselves to the urban envir-
onment through networks of informality, they are also the object of constant surveillance and 
the states’ constant attempts to improve mechanisms of control. Nevertheless, these attempts are 
not uncontested. The interplay between the refugees seeking to find refuge and the states’ desire 
to regulate their urban existence is mediated with the involvement of activist interventions, fur-
ther politicizing the urban refugee. Thus, I propose to investigate the migration-neoliberalism 
nexus through the three interlinked themes of informality, control, and activism.

Informality

The informality of refugeehood is first of all related to its transgressive character vis-a-vis 
the current international order of the modern world based on nation-states. The refugee 
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movements across borders create new spaces of flow and problematize the (spatial) limits of 
nation(s).16 Indeed, the modern world – with the dissolution of the multi-ethnic empires in 
the nineteenth century – has been founded on the national borders, acting as physical and 
mental ‘boundaries’, that have defined the ways in which modern subjectivities have emerged.17 
Thus, modern citizenship, that is, the sense of belonging to a nation, has been the primary 
identity of modern subjects and the essential form of modern subjectivity. This is precisely 
why refugeehood, although it has been a significant form of existence in the modern world, 
is perceived as a temporary diversion – or rather dislocation – to be put back in place (within 
the spaces and categories of nationhood). In a world legally and epistemologically defined 
by the nation-state paradigm, the camp represents the spatial logic of confining refugees and 
renders refugeehood as an anomaly. In this respect, the refugee camp is an extension of the 
territorial domination of the nation-state. Thus, the ‘outside’ of the nation-state challenging its 
limits shall be found not in the spaces of exception and confinement built along national bor-
ders but the heterotopic possibilities inherent to the urban realm.18 This is because the urban 
refugee, in contrast to camp residents, involves him or herself in the informality networks of 
the city and blurs the boundaries of national identities and the notion of citizenship. In this 
respect, as I will return in the next section, the constant efforts of nation-states to frame the 
statuses and mobilities of refugees result in the ethical and political questioning of the very 
definition of citizenship.

Secondly, urban informality provides both a social context for the refugees’ immersion 
in the city and a conceptual framework to reflect on it. The literature on urban informality 
focuses on the city as a social organization and the recent debates show that it is an effective 
organizational form and even a ‘governing tool’ rather than merely being the opposite of 
regulated forms of organization.19 As discussed in detail by Eda Sevinin in Chapter 1, urban 
informality simultaneously embodies possibilities of survival strategies and permanence of 
vulnerability.20 Particularly in the context of neoliberalization, informality has become an 
overriding imperative turning individuals into primarily economic actors. It is within this 
context that urban refugees are thrown into the spaces and networks of informality they share 
with the urban poor.21 They are treated as ‘disposable populations’ caught up within social 
relations of entrepreneurship and debt within neoliberalization.22 Yet, even within power net-
works of urban informality, it is crucial to note that refugees not only withstand their living 
conditions but actively take part in their making. As the beginning of this chapter already 
underlined, agency here is a key term, since ‘refugee’ as a label implies a lack of agency on 
the part of the subject it signifies.23 It is essential to see refugees as makers of not only their 
own experiences in the city but as agents transforming the city itself; as Mona Fawaz et. al 
argue, ‘there is a need to acknowledge the transformative impact refugees have on the very 
substance of “urban life” ’.24

Finally, informality should also be considered specifically in its relationship to the 
built environment. Ananya Roy has argued that urban informality is ‘a mode of pro-
ducing and regulating space’.25 Similarly, focusing on the morphology of informal 
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settlements, Kim Dovey maintains that urban informality presents a mode of production 
that works simultaneously with and against the formal structures of the city only to pro-
duce particular spatial patterns and morphologies.26 What is crucial here is to consider 
the role of neoliberal urbanization in the reproduction of informal settlements through 
commodification and economic inclusion, and the growing involvement of urban refu-
gees in this process. Additionally, the neoliberal treatment of informal settlements has 
produced new ambivalences – temporal and spatial gaps – of informality, which have 
created enclaves for urban refugee existence. In cases where existing informal settle-
ments are targeted with urban renewal schemes, the intervals between evacuation and 
reconstruction in renewal zones create opportunities of surplus rent for landowners 
and shelter for refugees.

Turkish metropolises, where the refugees’ demand for shelter coincided with the 
slowing pace of urban renewal projects, provide prime examples of this process. As dis-
cussed by Feriha Nazda Güngördü and Zerrin Ezgi Kahraman in Chapter 7, Önder Neigh-
bourhood in Turkey’s capital Ankara is one such case. With its proximity to the Siteler 
Industrial site, the neighbourhood first developed as a squatter (gecekondu) settlement. 
The squatter homes in the area were later replaced with low-quality apartment buildings 
(the transformation was enabled by building amnesties) and housed a new round of immi-
grants in the 1990s. Finally, it was designated as an urban renewal zone in the 2010s and 
after some of the buildings were demolished the project came to a halt. Just as landowners 
were pleading with the municipality to restart the process, the Syrian refugees began to 
arrive in the neighbourhood. Soon the area was labeled ‘Little Aleppo’ and the landowners 
were more than happy with the new tenants they could profit from.27

The neoliberal interest in urban transformation through schemes of urban renewal, regen-
eration, revitalization, etc., which most of the time result in gentrification, is not limited to 
the informal settlements in the so-called developing countries.28 The peripheries of Europe 
experiencing refugee influx – particularly Greece and post-socialist cities prone to neo-
liberal means of urban transformation – have also witnessed a similar convergence. In such 
cases, the urban renewal areas containing vacant buildings or derelict open spaces turn 
into refugee squats, occasionally supported by activists. A telling example is the story of 
City Plaza Hotel in Athens, which became a self-organized squat in 2016. Integrating itself 
with the local market and deriving international support, City Plaza did not only provide 
accommodation for refugees but also was home to Greek activists. It was viewed as a model 
of solidarity challenging neoliberal spatial order.29 A similar case was ‘Belgrade Waterfront’, 
a regeneration project targeting Belgrade’s riverside brownfields with the involvement of 
foreign investment making use of local deregulation. The site, which also had a history of 
grassroots activism in spatial interventions, became a hotspot in the refugee crisis of 2015. 
Similar to the case of Hotel Plaza, the area became a site of contestation between, on the one 
hand refugees seeking shelter and activists defending their neighbourhood and government-
backed investors on the other.30
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Control

The international status quo of nation-states has already developed a complex categoriza-
tion differentiating forced migrants. This does not only discursively establish the distance 
between the ‘host’ and the ‘other’ but further implements technologies of control over the 
displaced individuals.31 Therefore control of refugees begins with discursive regulation of 
categories with varying legal statuses as well as distinct associations in public perception.32 
The management of refugee mobility and resettlement inevitably requires physical restric-
tions which involve border control and increased surveillance. Thus, the international buzz 
defining the current situation as a ‘crisis’ is a call for the fortification of the borders of the 
Global North as much as it is a humanitarian one.33 In this respect, the evolution of Frontex, 
the European Border and Coast Guard Agency, is indicative. Created as the ‘European 
Agency for the Management of Operational Cooperation at the External Borders of the 
Member States of the EU’ in 2004, the agency’s reorganization in 2016 reflects a significant 
level of securitization and militarization of migration.34 The new role of Frontex is based on 
European Commission’s ‘hotspot approach’, which transfers authority to key EU agencies 
once an area is declared as such.35

While the evolution of Frontex has implications regarding the (re)making of the EU into 
a supra-state entity,36 which is beyond the limits of our discussion, it is crucial to note the 
increasing amount of funds channelled in the growing militarization of refugee surveillance. 
In 2018, it was predicted that the European security market would be worth $146 billion by 
2020.37 The new technologies deployed for refugee control include using military drones, 
AI-powered lie detectors, and high-tech refugee camps with military-grade fencing and CCTV 
systems where access is controlled by fingerprints and X-rays.38 The clashes on the Poland-
Belarus border in the last months of 2021 resulted in the Polish parliament’s approval of a €350 
million wall equipped with motion detectors and thermal cameras.39

Although the recent episode in regulating migratory flows across European borders has 
brought the technological advancements and investment into this enterprise to unprece-
dented levels, it is necessary to note that they are hardly limited to border control but also 
extend into the urban environments. In fact, we need to relate these developments to what 
Stephen Graham has defined as ‘new military urbanism’ more than a decade ago.40 Drawing 
attention to the militarization of cities of both the Global North and the Global South within 
a particular division of labour, Graham has linked this specific trend to neoliberalism and 
imperialism and pointed out that ‘control technologies originally intended for military use 
have become fundamental to virtually all acts of urban life and consumption in advanced 
industrial cities, and that commercial modifications of such technologies are, in turn, being 
widely reappropriated by militaries’.41

Today, technologies of surveillance and control developed for managing migration are 
further extended into cities. The best illustration of this extension can be found in the mutual 
interaction between cities and (refugee) camps. While initially the camp represented the 
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anti-city, the refugee camps, especially the larger and longer-standing ones, do act as cities.42 
There are camps that have already become permanent settlements. Such ‘camp-cities’ prevail 
in contexts with ongoing conflict, such as Lebanon, Jordan, and Kenya.43 Yet, this seeming 
similarity requires us to distinguish between the urban and the city: although the prolonged 
existence of larger camps turns them into city-like settlements, they deny their inhabitants 
the political rights and benefits of urban life.44 Although such examples have prevailed pre-
dominantly in the Global South, what is curious is the emergence of camps (in the forms of 
reception centres, etc.) within cities where they swing between spaces of containment and 
community-making.

In a sense, ‘the camp haunts the city’45: The camp represents an ideal spatial image, one 
that represents the anti-city, not necessarily in terms of the spatial practices it shelters but 
because it distances the refugee ‘other’ safely away from the city. In this regard, the city as such 
is defined with the absence of refugees, for the opposite – the city with refugees – is conceived 
as anomaly. The urban refugee challenges this very equation. In this respect, the extension 
of spaces of exception into cities is a response to the existence of the urban refugee. A telling 
example here is the city of Berlin. The city received approximately 80,000 refugees in 2014–15, 
to which the city administration responded with emergency measures, settling the refugees in 
factories, barracks, etc.46 The most spectacular of these measures was the transformation of the 
empty hangars of the historic inner-city Tempelhof airport (which was closed in 2008) into an 
emergency shelter in late 2015.47 Following criticism regarding the inhumane conditions of 
the camps inside the hangars, the city administration introduced more substantial commu-
nity shelters, which they called ‘Tempohomes’, to replace emergency shelters in 2016.48 These 
were 20-foot standard containers organized in groups and planned to be used for three years. 
The city administration’s initial plan was to build 30 Tempohome villages for 15,000 people, 
which was later decreased to seventeen sites for 5,300 people.49 The typical Tempohome site 
comprised 244 containers; 64 flats made up of three containers each and the rest to be com-
munally used. They contained outdoor spaces but were surrounded by fences and guarded by 
security personnel.50 Although they were an improvement in terms of living conditions, the 
Tempohomes were also criticized for strict control and monitoring, which frustrated inhabit-
ants.51 The city’s latest proposal forwarded in 2018 was the ‘Modular Accommodation for Refu-
gees’ – MUFs. These prefabricated concrete buildings did not abide by Berlin’s public housing 
regulations and instead made use of exceptions to speed up construction.52 Nevertheless, the 
MUFs are located at marginal sites and are separated from the neighbourhoods with fences, 
dictate regulations to the refugees and deny them tenants’ rights.

The story of the successive proposals for refugee accommodation in Berlin illustrates the 
incorporation of the logic of the camp into the metropolis. Berlin has been the leading city in 
terms of the increase of housing rents and the severity of the shortage of affordable housing in 
Europe since the 2010s.53 With growing public discontent, the financialization of the housing 
market in Berlin was put to a referendum in 2021, where the people of Berlin voted for the 
expropriation of properties owned by large corporate landlords.54 The question, here, is whether 
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the referendum would have been conceivable had the urban refugee not made the issue of 
housing injustice more visible. Thus, the Berlin example should be understood with respect to 
the migration-neoliberalism nexus, where migrant accommodation converges with austerity-
urbanism, resulting in the commodification of housing.55

Activism

Finally, a curious dimension of the migration-neoliberalism nexus is the recent episode of 
activism involving the mutual augmentation of political organization among refugees and 
local activists. If we consider the historical circumstances that triggered the current wave of 
forced migration, it becomes possible to see the link between the recent episodes of war and 
destruction and the crisis of neoliberalism, the predicaments of which led to the global wave of 
mass protests that took place between 2011 and 2013.56 These protests were often responses to 
economic impoverishment and took the form of the Occupy movements in the Global North 
and the so-called ‘Arab Spring’ in the Middle East and North Africa. In broad terms, these were 
globally connected and mutually inspired revolts against commodification and authoritar-
ianism.57 There is a curious link between the figure of the refugee and the urban focus of these 
protests. The refugee represents a generalized condition of the urban politics that marked the 
protests. The refugee-as-nomad seeks and produces new spatialities – ambiguous architec-
tures of precarity – and in this respect opens room for the consideration of alternative urban 
experiences and the possibility of reimagining the city as a commons.58

A major spatial form of activism in response to neoliberal urbanism in Europe has been 
squatting. It has become the method of claiming space and a trademark of today’s urban 
social movements. The appropriated locales turn into centres of organization in the face of 
housing inequalities, corporate urbanization, and the privatization of public spaces.59 In the last 
decade, this tradition has gradually converged with the refugees’ spatial practices in terms of 
both seeking accommodation and raising activism of their own. Refugees have been active in 
organizing to demand changes in spatial politics.60 As I have already mentioned above, there 
have been many instances where local activists collaborated with the refugees in grassroots 
mobilizations. In other cases, such as the ‘Refugee Protest Camp Vienna’,61 which began 
in late 2012 and lasted for almost a year, the ad hoc refugee camp built in the Maximiliaan 
Park62 across from the Foreign Office in Brussels in 2015, or the struggles along the ‘Balkan 
Route’ to open up borders in 2015–16,63 the alliance between refugees and activists targeted 
restrictive asylum policies and inhumane conditions imposed on the asylum seekers. Yet, the 
emancipatory effects of these mobilizations go beyond the limited themes of individual pro-
tests. They challenge notions of citizenship and come up with new forms of subjectivities based 
on collective action and (often transnational) solidarity, further expanding forms of ‘insur-
gent citizenships’.64 They also change forms of urban interactions disrupting the mundanity 
of everyday life in public spaces. That is, the emergent forms of social ties not only challenge 
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the international status quo of citizenship and refugeehood but also that of the contemporary 
urban life and the meaning of urbanity.

An outcome of the progressive initiatives that aim to collaborate with forced migrants has 
been the gradual rise of the idea of the city as a space of sanctuary. The mantle of ‘Sanctuary 
City’ emerged in the United States to provide protection to Central American refugees. The 
main focus of the sanctuary city model was to offer access to municipal services regardless of 
status. Today numerous cities in the United States and Canada have adopted sanctuary city 
principles. A more recent, similar trend in the UK is the City of Sanctuary Movement, which 
was launched in Sheffield in 2005.65 The movement aims to encourage interaction and mutual 
understanding between asylum seekers and residents in order to foster a culture of hospitality.66 
More recently, the EU policy of further securitization of migration has led to the emergence of 
a Solidarity Cities Network in 2016. The part of this network consisting of city administrations 
addresses the European Commission and demands extra funds for cities hosting larger num-
bers of refugees. Finally, there is also a European-wide grassroots initiative called ‘Solidarity 
City’, which brings together refugee organizations, activist groups, and many others.67 While 
these movements politicize (with varying degrees) the inequalities and injustices faced by urban 
refugees, they also bring the city to the fore as a new reference of belonging that challenges the 
concept of nation. This is a call for a politicized form of cosmopolitanism centred around the 
notion of ‘citYzenship’.68

The urban refugee, then, should be understood as a component of such new urban con-
dition: one that is mutually transforming and being transformed by the urban system. They 
become a part of urban informality with the commercial activities as well as their labour 
power. But they also disrupt the quotidian of the public life in cities. The emergence of 
refugee activism as an interface between refugees and local activists has triggered new forms 
of urban interactions forcing new patterns of citizenship. Moreover, such activism trans-
gresses national borders: It produces new cultural interactions and platforms of solidarity 
which have a transnational character. The urban refugee also makes visible, and thus open 
to criticism the neoliberal framework imposed on cities. As Wanda Vrasti and Smaran 
Dayal argue, the convergence of sanctuary and solidarity movements with the ‘right to the 
city’ movements, which fight neoliberal urbanism, suggests a utopian vision of a unified 
citizenship.69 In Saskia Sassen’s words, by ‘repositioning the immigrant and the citizen as 
urban subjects, rather than essentially different subjects’, the city can become ‘a space where 
powerlessness becomes complex and in so doing enables the powerless to make a history 
and to make the political.’70

Structure of the Volume

Responding to the issues outlined above, this volume aims to underline the spatial agency of 
the urban refugee and the irreversible effect they have on the contemporary urban condition. 
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In order for this, the case studies from different geographies included in this volume present 
interdisciplinary approaches deployed by scholars from various fields including architecture, 
urban planning, history, anthropology, and cultural studies.

The volume is composed of three main parts, which address different facets of refugee exist-
ence in the city. Part I, entitled ‘On Identity: Informality, Imagination and Belonging’, looks 
at the making of refugee identity in urban environments. Rather than legal and bureaucratic 
mechanisms defining the ‘refugee’ status, the chapters in this part focus on the urban experi-
ence per se. In this way, the chapters in this section illustrate the spatial practices and the cul-
tural making of refugee identities. Part II, ‘On Place: Transnational Homemaking Practices’, 
pays attention more specifically to the issue of refugee shelter. Under conditions of displace-
ment, homemaking presents urgency – even immediacy. Yet the trauma of displacement also 
postpones (often indefinitely) homeliness in the sense of belonging. Thus, the tension inherent 
to homemaking away from home is an essential aspect of the spatial practices of the urban 
refugees. Finally, as the urban spatial agency of the refugee is not limited to homemaking, Part 
III, ‘On Site: Space of Transience and Endurance’ looks at the spatial practices of urban refu-
gees in shaping their environments beyond homemaking. The chapters in this section present 
cases of interaction between the city and the urban refugee and show that the precarious and 
temporary existence of refugees also marks urban sites with the same qualities: transience 
becomes a permanent condition in the life of the cities.

Part I begins with Eda Sevinin’s investigation into urban informality in its relation to the 
making of refugeehood. Defining informality not as the opposite of the ‘formal’ urban system 
but rather an ‘organizational form’ governing urban labour relations, Sevinin adapts this 
approach to the integration of the refugees to the urban system. She argues that urban infor-
mality operates as a mode of ‘differential inclusion’; i.e., a social mechanism of selective inte-
gration. In her investigation of this mechanism, she focuses on the role of Islamic humani-
tarian networks in Denizli, an industrial centre in southwestern Turkey. The focus on Islamic 
charity allows the author to investigate the cultural and ideological dimensions of the repro-
duction of urban informality and their role in the differential inclusion of refugees.

In Chapter 2, Roula El Khoury and Paola Ardizzola focus on refugee children’s 
appropriation of the spaces they inhabit. Through a comparative analysis of the play 
areas of children in inner-city neighbourhoods of Beirut and Burj Al-Barajneh –  
temporary camp-turned-informal neighbourhood at the outskirts of the city – the 
authors scrutinize the children’s cognitive relationship to space. Whether within 
the inner-city urban voids or the narrow alleys of the informal neighbourhood,  
the children display a significant capacity to re-imagine, re-semanticize, and appropriate space. 
Through this imaginative and playful occupation of space, the children overcome some aspects 
of the trauma caused by their displacement and produce spaces that are their own in different 
districts of the city that constantly alienate them as refugees.

In Chapter 3, Maria Curtis discusses the contemporary Arab refugee experience in the United 
States within the historical context of Arab American community-building along the Gulf 
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Coast. Providing a background from the early twentieth century to the Trump Administration’s 
‘Muslim Ban’, Curtis scrutinizes the racialization of migration and the diaspora’s attempts at 
maintaining identity. In providing a historical panorama, the chapter reveals the changes in 
the legal and cultural conditions and the deterioration of refugee status in recent years. Simul-
taneously, it shows the significance of cultural venues and community spaces in the making of 
diasporic identities through the case of the Arab American Cultural and Community Center 
located in Houston, Texas. Linking these two lines of analysis, Curtis illustrates the relations 
between ‘the history of exclusionist immigration policy, racialized ethnic hierarchies of white-
ness, and Arab American cultural space-making practices.’

Part II opens with Stéphanie Dadour’s discussion of homemaking as an interactive pro-
cess. Departing from the recent legal battle in France over the cases of civil disobedience by 
sheltering exiles, Dadour questions the daily experiences of home and homemaking beyond 
cohabitation. Through an ethnographic analysis she scrutinizes the practice of hosting exiles 
organized through citizen initiatives and civil organizations. Looking beyond superficial depic-
tions of cultural interaction, Dadour uses the case of exiles to investigate the exchanges between 
hosts and hosted along with the notion of hospitality within the intimate and everyday space 
of home.

In Chapter 5, Howayda Al-Harithy, Abir Eltayeb, and Ali Khodr investigate the housing 
conditions of Syrian refugees in Saida, Lebanon, from the perspective of spatial justice. 
Despite Saida’s historical identity as a host city for refugees without spatial segregation and 
containment, the country’s current ‘no camp’ policy and the government’s denial of refugee 
status to the Syrians fleeing civil war have forced the displaced refugees into rental apart-
ments or collective shelters with substandard and deteriorating conditions. The study shows 
that, in both cases, the refugees face stigmatization and marginalization, and housing provi-
sion turns into a mechanism of social exclusion. For spatial justice, the authors call for the 
recognition of the refugees as active agents of urban transformation.

In Chapter 6, Huda Tayob looks at the transnational character of homemaking in the case 
of refugees from Somalia and other African countries. Analysing the so-called ‘Somali Malls’, 
mixed-use spaces flexibly used by the refugees for various functions including residential 
use, Tayob argues that these sites present an ambivalent yet innovative spatial typology of 
homemaking and domesticity. Following an in-depth ethnographic study of the Somali Malls 
in Cape Town, South Africa and Minneapolis, Minnesota, the author traces the origins of this 
typology to Nairobi. She concludes that the practices of homemaking in these spaces based 
on familial and faith-based networks rest on the transnational circulation of spatial narra-
tives and imaginaries illustrating the agency of urban refugees in creating spaces of refuge.

Part III shifts focus from home to the city to investigate urban refugees’ settlement prac-
tices and their navigations across urban space. In Chapter 7, Feriha Nazda Güngördü and 
Zerrin Ezgi Kahraman investigate the factors that determine urban refugees’ settlement site 
selections. Based on fieldwork interviews conducted in Turkey in the Önder neighbourhood 
of the capital city of Ankara and the Yunusemre neighbourhood of İzmir on the Aegean 
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coast, the article presents a comparative analysis of the dynamics of location choices of Syrian 
refugees. Both neighbourhoods, situated close to inner-city industrial sites, display common 
context-dependent socioeconomic, socio-cultural, and socio-spatial themes. Yet they also 
embody different characteristics, particularly in relation to the ethnic compositions of the 
neighbourhoods. The authors present the findings of their study regarding the factors of loca-
tion choices of urban refugees as insights for policy makers.

In Chapter 8, Are John Knudsen discusses the appropriation of multi-storey buildings in 
Beirut as architectures of precarity sheltering urban refugees. Looking at the example of the 
Gaza-Ramallah hospital, Knudsen traces the complex’s history from hospital to shelter and 
later a self-managed refugee squat. Interpreting the spatial transformations of the buildings 
as ‘vertical migration histories’, he combines urban ethnography with visual tools of spatial 
documentation to map the temporal and spatial transformation of the area. The author argues 
that the case presents an example of ‘emergency urbanism’, a process replicated by urban refu-
gees across the Middle East.

In Chapter 9, Kıvanç Kılınç and Şebnem Yücel analyse the Basmane Hotels District of Izmir, 
Turkey, which has historically been a site of transience, with the train station as its focus. While 
the railway served the rural immigrants arriving in the city throughout the second half of the 
twentieth century, today the district shelters Syrian and African refugees seeking to transit 
to Europe across the Aegean. The hotels as well as other building types such as the remaining 
Cortijos – large low-income family houses of the Ottoman Jewish community – have all been 
adapted to temporal accommodation for refugees. The authors illustrate how the transform-
ation of the district into a hub of informal interactions – particularly that of refugee mobility 
across borders – result in a continuous spatial adjustment swinging between temporality and 
permanence.
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Beirut: Social Justice and City Program at the Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and Inter-
national Affairs, American University of Beirut, 2018.

Fawaz, Mona. ‘Planning and the Refugee Crisis: Informality as a Framework of Analysis and Reflec-
tion.’ Planning Theory 16.1 (2017): 99–115.

Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, Elena (ed.). Refuge in a Moving World: Tracing Refugee and Migrant Journeys 
Across Disciplines. London: UCL Press, 2020.

Give Something Back to Berlin. ‘Petition from Tempelhof Refugee Shelter Residents Regarding 
the Container Village’ (2017), accessed July 8, 2021, http://gsbtb.org/2017/04/06/
petitionfromtempelhof-refugee-shelter-residents-on-the-container-village/.

Grabska, Katarzyna. ‘Marginalization in Urban Spaces of the Global South: Urban Refugees in 
Cairo.’ Journal of Refugee Studies 19 (2006): 287–307.

Graham, Stephen. Cities Under Siege: The New Military Urbanism. London and New York: Verso, 
2011.

Grbac, Peter. ‘Civitas, Polis, and Urbs: Reimagining the Refugee Camp as the City.’ Refugee Studies 
Centre Working Paper Series 96. Oxford: Refugee Studies Centre, Oxford Department of Inter-
national Development, University of Oxford, 2013.

Haliloğlu Kahraman, Z. Ezgi, and Feriha Nazda Güngördü. ‘Understanding the Local Dynamics 
of Syrian Refugee Integration through the Eyes of Refugees and Local Residents: The Case of 
the Önder Neighbourhood, Ankara.’ Southeast European and Black Sea Studies 22.2 (2022): 
305–328.

Harvey, David. Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution. New York: Verso, 
2012.

Harvey, David. ‘The Body as an Accumulation Strategy.’ Environment and planning D: Society and 
Space 16.4 (1998): 401–21.

Herscher, Andrew. Displacements: Architecture and Refugee. London: Sternberg Press, 2017.
Herz, Manuel. From Camp to City: Refugee Camps of the Western Sahara. Zurich: Lars Muller 

Publishers, 2012.
Holston, James. Insurgent Citizenship. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008.



The Urban Refugee

22

Hyndman, Jennifer, and Reynolds, Johanna. ‘Beyond the Global Compacts: Re-imagining Protec-
tion.’ Refuge 36.1 (2020): 66–74.

Hyndman, Jennifer. Managing Displacement: Refugees and the Politics of Humanitarianism. Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000.

Joly, Josephine, and Alasdair Sandford. ‘Poland’s Senate Approves €350 Million Wall along Belarus 
Border.’ Euronews, October 29, 2021, https://www.euronews.com/2021/10/29/poland-s-senate-
to-vote-on-350-million-wall-along-belarus-border.

Juran, Sabrina, and Broer, P. Niclas. ‘A Profile of Germany’s Refugee Populations.’ Population and 
Development Review 43.1 (2017): 149 – 57.

Karim, Farhan. ‘Confining Contingency.’ International Journal of Islamic Architecture 8.2 (2019): 
263–80.

Katz, Irit, Toby Parsloe, Zoey Poll, and Akil Scafe-Smith. ‘The Bubble, the Airport, and the Jungle: 
Europe’s Urban Migrant Camps.’ In Camps Revisited: Multifaceted Spatialities of a Modern 
Political Technology. Edited by Irit Katz, Diana Martin, and Claudio Minca, 61–82. London: 
Rowman & Littlfeld, 2018.

Katz, Irit, Diana Martin, and Claudio Minca (eds). Camps Revisited: Multifaceted Spatialities of a 
Modern Political Technology. London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2018.

Kılınç, Kıvanç, and Bülent Batuman. ‘(Dis)Placement and Placemaking: Reconsidering Islamic 
Architecture through Refugee Agency.’ In Islamic Architecture Today and Tomorrow: (Re)
Defining the Field. Edited by Mohammad Gharipour and Daniel E. Coslett, 387–97. Bristol: 
Intellect, 2022.

LAF. ‘Tempohomes FAQ’, accessed July 8, 2021, https://www.berlin.de/laf/wohnen/allgemeine-
informationen/tempohomes-faq.

Lebuhn, Henrik. ‘Immigrant Rights in Europe: Planning the Solidarity City.’ Planning Theory & 
Practice 20.1 (2019): 116–19.

Léonard, Sarah, and Christian Kaunert. ‘The Securitization of Migration in the European Union: 
Frontex and its Evolving Security Practices.’ Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 48.6 (2022): 
1417–29.

Long, Katy. The Point of No Return: Refugees, Rights, and Repatriation. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013.

Lozanovska, Mirjana. Migrant Housing: Architecture, Dwelling, Migration. London: Routledge, 
2020.

McFarlane, Colin. ‘Rethinking Informality: Politics, Crisis, and the City.’ Planning Theory & Prac-
tice 13.1 (2012): 89–108.

Meeus, Bruno, Karel Arnaut, and Bas Van Heur (eds). Arrival Infrastructures: Migration and Urban 
Social Mobilities. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019.

Merrifield, Andy. The Politics of the Encounter: Urban Theory and Protest under Planetary Urban-
ization. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2013.

Obradovic-Wochnik, Jelena. ‘Urban Geographies of Refugee Journeys: Biopolitics, Neoliberalism 
and Contestation Over Public Space in Belgrade.’ Political Geography 67 (2018): 65–75.



Introduction

23

Oomen, Barbara. ‘Cities of Refuge: Rights, Culture and the Creation of Cosmopolitan Citizenship.’ 
In Cultures, Citizenship and Human Rights. Edited by Rosemarie Buikema, Antoine Buyse, and 
Antonius C.G.M. Robben, 121–36. London and New York: Routledge, 2020.

Painter, Joe, Evie Papada, Anna Papoutsi, and Antonis Vradis. ‘Hotspot Politics or, When the EU 
State Gets Real.’ Political Geography 60 (2017): 259–60.

Parsell, Cameron. ‘Home is Where the House Is: The Meaning of Home for People Sleeping Rough.’ 
Housing Studies 27.2 (2012): 159–73.

Parsloe, Toby. ‘From Emergency Shelter to Community Shelter: Berlin’s Tempelhof Refugee Camp.’ 
In Structures of Protection?: Rethinking Refugee Shelter. Edited by Tom Scott-Smith and Mark 
E. Breeze, 275-86. New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2020.

Pasquetti, Silvia and Romola Sanyal. Displacement: Global Conversations on Refuge. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2020.

Peck, Jamie. ‘Austerity Urbanism: American Cities under Extreme Economy.’ City 16.6 (2012): 
626–55.

Peck, Jamie, Nik Theodore, and Neil Brenner. ‘Neoliberal Urbanism Redux?’ International Journal 
of Regional and Urban Research 37.3 (2011): 1091–99.

Rajaram, Prem Kumar. ‘Refugees as Surplus Populations: Race, Migration and Capitalist Value 
Regimes.’ New Political Economy 23.5 (2018): 627–39.

Rexhepi, Piro. ‘Arab Others at European Borders: Racializing Religion and Refugees Along the 
Balkan Route.’ Ethnic and Racial Studies 41.12 (2018): 2215–34.

Roy, Ananya. ‘Urban Informality: The Production and Regulation of Space.’ In International 
Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences, 2nd ed. Edited by James D. Wright, 818–22. 
Oxford: Elsevier, 2015.

Roy, Ananya. ‘Urban Informality: Toward an Epistemology of Planning.’ Journal of the American 
Planning Association 71 (2005): 147–58.

Roy, Ananya. ‘Slumdog Cities: Rethinking Subaltern Urbanism.’ International Journal of Urban 
and Regional Research 35 (2011): 223–28.

Sanyal, Romola. ‘Squatting in Camps: Building and Insurgency in Spaces of Refuge.’ Urban Studies 
48.5 (2011): 877–90.

Sanyal, Romola. ‘Refugees and the City: An Urban Discussion.’ Geography Compass 6.11 (2012): 
633–44.

Sanyal, Romola. ‘Urbanizing Refuge: Interrogating Spaces of Displacement.’ International Journal 
of Urban and Regional Research 38.2 (2014): 558 – 72.

Sassen, Saskia. ‘When the Center No Longer Holds: Cities as Frontier Zones.’ Cities 34 (2013): 67–70.
Seethaler-Wari, Shahd, Somayeh Chitchian, and Maja Momić. Inhabiting Displacement: Architec-

ture and Authorship. Basel: Birkhäuser, 2022.
Siddiqi, Anooradha. ‘Ephemerality.’ Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, 

40.1 (2020): 24–34.
Soederberg, Susanne. ‘Governing Global Displacement in Austerity Urbanism: The Case of Berlin’s 

Refugee Housing Crisi.’ Development and Change 50.4 (2019): 923–47.



The Urban Refugee

24

Sowa, Christian. ‘Migrant Accommodation as a Housing Question, and How (Not) to Solve it.’ 
Radical Housing Journal 2.2 (2020): 101–21.

Squire, Vicki. ‘From Community Cohesion to Mobile Solidarities: The City of Sanctuary Network 
and the Strangers into Citizens Campaign.’ Political Studies 59.2 (2011): 290–307.

Squire, Vicki. ‘Mobile Solidarities and Precariousness at City Plaza: Beyond Vulnerable and Dis-
posable Lives.’ Studies in Social Justice 12.1 (2018): 111–32.

Stavrides, Stavros. Common Space: The City as Commons. London: Zed Books, 2016.
Steigemann, Anna Marie, and Philipp Misselwitz. ‘Architectures of Asylum: Making Home in a 

State of Permanent Temporariness.’ Current Sociology 68.5 (2020): 628–50.
Tazzioli, Martina, and Glenda Garelli. ‘Containment beyond Detention: The Hotspot System and 

Disrupted Migration Movements across Europe.’ Environment and Planning D: Society and 
Space 38.6 (2020): 1009–27.

Therbon, Göran. Cities of Power: The Urban, The National, The Popular, The Global. New York 
City: Verso, 2017.

Tsavdaroglou, Charalampos. ‘The Newcomers’ Rights to the Common Space: The Case of Athens 
during the Refugee Crisis.’ ACME: An International Journal of Critical Geography 17.2 (2018): 
376–401.

Vasudevan, Alexander. ‘Berlin’s Vote to Take Properties from Big Landlords could be a Watershed 
Moment.’ Guardian, September 29,  2021, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/
sep/29/berlin-vote-landlords-referendum-corporate.

Vrasti, Wanda, and Smaran Dayal. ‘Cityzenship: Rightful Presence and the Urban Commons.’ 
Citizenship Studies 20 (2016): 998.


	Cover
	The Urban Refugee
	Contents
	Introduction: The Urban Refugee: Migration, Neoliberalism, and the City

