
INTD 497 
Theorizing Refugees: 

Citizenship and Displacement in the Middle East 
Winter 2017 

 
 
Class time: Tuesdays, 11:25-2:25pm 
Room: Leacock Building 116 
Instructor: Professor Diana Allan 
Office hours: Thursdays 2:45-4, Leacock Building, Room 922 
Email: diana.allan@mcgill.ca 
 
Course description: How does anthropology study those defined as exceptions within the 
political order of citizenship? Refugees, migrants, asylum seekers, and “illegal aliens” challenge 
this order at its core. We engage anthropologists, political theorists, legal scholars and 
sociologists who explore the political implications of such others, as well as the theoretical and 
practical implications of the terms themselves. Readings trace the theoretical evolution of the 
refugee from state threat and abject other in need of containment and therapeutic care to agent of 
political change, ranging from studies of citizenship and exclusion, humanitarianism and the 
biopolitics of refugee management and control, to “experience-near” ethnographies of refugee life 
and forced migration. We examine how people experience displacement, confinement and 
exclusion; how home, community and belonging are (re)configured; and the lived experience of 
exile. While the geographic focus of the course will be the Middle East and North Africa, with 
particular attention directed at Syrian and Palestinian refugees, case studies will be drawn from 
other areas as well. 
 
Learning Objectives  
By the end of this course, students should be able to: 
 
•  Understand how anthropology and related disciplines approach the study of 
 displacement and forced migration 
•  Recognize and evaluate the ways refugee status, and the experience of belonging and 
 exclusion shape societies and human subjects 
•  Critically analyze, from an interdisciplinary perspective, scholarly debates about forced 
 migration, citizenship, belonging and exclusion in the Middle East and other contexts   
• Develop and present persuasive oral and written analyses of the topics under 
 discussion 
•  Conduct independent research and writing that explores the themes of the course further 
 
The teaching methods used to achieve these objectives include:  
 
• Brief lectures to introduce key terms and theoretical debates 
• Class discussions;  
• Student presentations; 
• Audiovisual materials; 
• Guest lectures; 
• Guided reading and independent research.  
 
** iPods and cell phones are not allowed in class; use of laptops and iPads should be limited to 

accessing class texts and course-related materials only. Hard copies are preferred.** 
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Texts 
 
There is no course reader for this class. All the texts for this course are available as e-books (with 
unlimited access), and the articles and additional readings will be accessible through the course 
website. For those of you like to hold texts in your hands, I have ordered two of the ethnographies 
we will be reading during the second half of the semester, which are available at Paragraphe 
Books.  
 
––Miriam Ticktin, Casulties of Care: Immigration and the Politics of Humanitarianism in France 
(University of California, 2011) 
––Nell Gabiam, The Politics of Suffering: Syria’s Palestinian Refugee Camps (Indiana University 
Press, 2016). 
 
Course Requirements  
 
Attendance and participation: Active participation counts towards the final grade and are 
expected of all students. Because this is a seminar rather than a lecture course, students are 
expected to come to class having closely read all the assigned texts and prepared to speak about 
them. Identify striking passages that warrant deeper analysis, note questions that the texts raise, 
and draw connections with the films. Students will be expected to bring texts with them to class 
(if you come without texts, it will be assumed that you haven’t read them). Hard copies are 
preferred.  
 
Each week students must post brief comments and questions generated by readings and 
screenings on MyCourses. This must be done by 9am on Thursday morning to allow discussion 
facilitators to review comments before class. Students should also review each other’s postings 
before class. This will count towards the participation grade. 
 
Leading Discussion: Each week 3 students will be responsible for leading discussion. Students 
should work together in advance of class to come up with questions and ideas to address 
collectively. *Presentations should not summarize the texts, but critically engage with them; they 
should draw connections with previous readings and films, and the overarching themes of the 
course. Presenters should also engage with the commentaries and questions posted by their peers 
on MyCourses.  Presenters should identify the particular themes they wish to address in the 
seminar; develop creative strategies for facilitating discussion and stimulating debate (where 
relevant, drawing on case studies beyond assigned readings, audiovisual materials, etc.); and a 
clear timeline for the activities. The presentations should run for approximately 1 hour and must 
include at least 30 minutes of facilitated class discussion and/or small group activities. All group 
facilitators will receive the same grade. A laptop and power point projector will be provided.  
 
Reflection papers: Over the course of the semester students are required to write two short 
reflection papers on the weekly readings. Students will be graded on the overall clarity of their 
writing; their critical engagement with the literature; and on the strength of their analytical skills. 
The reflection paper should be 2-3 pages double-spaced and are an opportunity to draw 
connections with previous readings and the themes of the course, pose questions, express 
frustration or pleasure, and hone analytical skills. Reflection papers should not simply summarize 
the argument, but should critically engage with it. For weeks where there are three or more 
assigned readings, students should treat a minimum of three; where relevant, students may draw 
on additional sources. *Papers must be submitted in class on January 31st and March 7th. 



INTD 497: Theorizing Refugees: Citizenship and Displacement in the Middle East  

	   3	  

Final Paper and in-class workshop of research proposal: Each student will design, research, 
and write about a topic of their choice that engages the ideas of the course. Papers should not 
exceed 15 pages double spaced, 12 point font and should be not less than 10 pages. The paper 
must have a clear thesis, identify key terms, and draw on both empirical and theoretical materials 
from the course. Topics should involve independent research in related areas, and might focus on 
particular cases, debates, institutional actors or ethnographic studies in the field of forced 
migration. (For students wishing to conduct field research and interviews for the final paper, 
please consult me to discuss the IRB/ Human Subjects approval procedure). 
 
Students are required to submit a 2 page paper proposal for their final paper in class on 
March 21, and to present their research topics in class for peer review. The proposal should 
include 1) a justification of how it relates to course themes; 2) an annotated bibliography of texts. 
*The final paper is due in the last class on April 11. 
 
Absence: Each student is permitted one unexcused absence. Additional unexcused absences will 
lower the class participation grade by 3 points. Excused absences require advance approval and a 
letter of explanation. Students will be responsible for all work missed. 
 
Grading and Assessment: 
 
25%  Participation in class  
15%  Two short reflection papers  
20%  Group facilitation of seminar  
  5% Paper proposal and bibliography 
35%  Final research paper 
 
Important dates  
 
10 January   Course begins  
31 January  First reflection paper (due in class) 
7  March  Second reflection paper (due in class) 
21 March  Proposal for research paper topic (TWO copies due in class) 
11 April  Last class, final papers due  
 

**Please note this syllabus may be subject to change 
 
 
Week 1: January 10 
Introduction: Defining refugees and forced migration in the Middle East 
 
Screening: Nakba Archive Excerpts 
 
PART I – FRAMINGS 
 
Week 2: January 17 
Boundaries of community: Citizenship and exclusion 
Required reading: 
–– Uday Mehta, “Liberal Strategies of Exclusion”. Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a 
Bourgeois World, ed. Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler, 59-86 (University of California 
Press, 1997). 
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–– Hannah Arendt, “The Decline of the Nation-state and the Rights of Man”. The Origins of 
Totalitarianism, 267-302 (Meridian Books, [1951] 1966).  
–– Hannah Arendt, “We Refugees”. Altogether Elsewhere: Writers on Exile, ed. Marc Robinson, 
110-119 (Boston: Faber and Faber, 1996). 
–– Giorgio Agamben, “We Refugees.” Symposium 49 (2): 114-119. 
––Dawn Chatty, “Dispossession and Displacement Within the Contemporary Middle East: An 
Overview of Theories and Concepts”. Displacement and Dispossession in the Modern Middle 
East (Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
–––1951 Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees:www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/o_c_ref.htm.  
 
Screening: The Displaced (2014) 
 
Week 3: January 24 
The national order of things: Anthropology and the study of people in and out of place 
Required Reading: 
–– Liisa Malkki. “National Geographic: The rooting of peoples and the territorialization  
of national identity among scholars and refugees.” Cultural Anthropology, vol 7, no 1: 24-44, 

(1992).   
–– Ilana Feldman, “Difficult Distinctions: Refugee Law, Humanitarian Practice, and Political 
Identification in Gaza.” Cultural Anthropology, Vol. 22,1 (2007): 129-170. 
––Georgina Ramsay, “(Im)possible Futures: The containment and Control of Refugee Futures” 
(Draft paper – Futures and Ruins Workshop Duke, 2016). 
––Roger Zetter, “More Labels, Fewer Refugees: Remaking the Refugee Label in an Era of 
Globalization”. Journal of Refugee Studies 20(2) 2007. 
 
Week 4: January 31 
Humanitarian regimes 
–– Jennifer Hyndman,  “Scripting Humanitarianism.” In Managing Displacement: Refugees and 
the Politics of Humanitarianism (University of Minnesota Press, 2000).  
 –––Elizabeth Cullen Dunn, “The Chaos of Humanitarian Aid: Adhocracy in the Republic of 
Georgia.” Humanity: An International Journal of Human Rights, Humanitarianism, and 
Development. 2012, 3(1):1-23. 
–– Barbara Harrell-Bond. “Can Humanitarian Work with Refugees be Humane?” Human Rights 
 Quarterly, 2002. 
––Sophia Hoffmann, “The Humanitarian Regime of Sovereignty: INGOs and Iraqi Migration to 
Syria”. Refuge 28 (1): 59-70 (2011). 
 
Optional: 
––Ilana Feldman, “The Humanitarian Condition: Palestinian Refugees and the Politics of Living”. 
Humanity (2012): 155-721. 
 
Week 5: February 7 
Camps: biopolitical containment  
–– Michel Agier, “Between war and the city: Towards an urban anthropology of refugee camps.” 
Ethnography (2002). 
––Ilana Feldman, “What is a camp? Legitimate refugee lives in spaces of long-term 
displacement.” Geoforum (2014).  
––Julie Peteet, “Cartographic violence, displacement and refugee camps: Palestine and Iraq.”  
Palestinian Refugees: Identity, Space and Place in the Levant, edited by Sari Hanafi and Are 
Knudsen (Routledge, 2011). 
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––Alessandro Petti, “The Architecture of Exile: Palestinian Refugee camps as a World Heritage 
Site.” (Draft paper, Beyond Nationalism Workshop, 2016). 
 
In-class screening: A World Not Ours (2012), dir. Mahdi Fleifel 
 
Week 6: February 14 
Representing refugee experience 
Required Reading: 
––L. Malkki, “Speechless Emissaries: Refugees, Humanitarianism, and Dehistoricization”. Siting 
Culture: The Shifting Anthropological Object, ed. K. F. Olwig and K. Hastrup (Routledge, 1997). 
–––Diana Allan, “The Politics of Witness: Remembering and Forgetting 1948 in Shatila Camp.” 
In Nakba: 1948 and the Claims of History, eds. Lila Abu Lughod and Ahmad Sa’di. 
–––Marita Eastmond, “Stories as Lived Experience: Narratives in Forced Migration Research.” 
Journal of Refugee Studies, 2007, 20(2): 248-264. 
–– V. Pupavac, “Refugee Advocacy, Traumatic Representations and Political Disenchantment”. 
Government and Opposition 43(2) 2008. 
 
Optional: 
––P. Rajaram, “Humanitarianism and Representations of the Refugee.” Journal of Refugee 

Studies 15(3) 2002. 
–– Diana Allan, “Watching Photos in Shatila: Visualizing Politics in the 2011 March of Return.” 
Visual Anthropology 2016. 
 
In class screening: Terrace of the Sea (2010), dir. Diana Allan. 
 
PART II – CASE STUDIES 
 
Week 7: February 21 
The protracted displacement of Palestinians in Syria  
–––Nell Gabiam, The Politics of Suffering: Syria’s Palestinian Refugee camps (2016). 
 
Week 8: February 28 
NO CLASS 
 
Week 9: March 7 
Included or excluded?: Palestinian citizens of Israel 
Required Reading: 
–– Dan Handelman, “Contradictions between citizenship and nationality: Their consequences for 
ethnicity and inequality in Israel”. International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society7, 3 
(1994): 441-59.  
–– Shira Robinson, “Citizenship as a Category of Exclusion”. Citizen Strangers: Palestinians and 
the Birth of Israel’s Settler State (Stanford University Press, 2013).  
––Silvia Pasquetti, “Legal Emotions: An Ethnography of Distrust and Fear in the Arab Districts 
of an Israeli City”. Law & Society, Vol. 47 (3) 2013. 
–– Rhoda Kanaaneh, “Boys or Men? Duped or "made"? Palestinian soldiers in the Israeli  
military”. American Ethnologist 32, 2 (2005): 260-275. 
 
Optional: 
–– Oren Yiftachel, “‘Ethnocracy’ and Its Discontents: Minorities, Protests, and the Israeli  
Polity”. Critical Inquiry 26, 4 (2000): 725-56.  
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In-class screening: Port of Memory (2010), Kamal al-Jafari. 
 
Week 10: March 14 
Syria -- Guest Lecture, Wendy Pearlman 
 
 ––Wendy Pearlman, “Love in the Syrian Revolution,” Huffington Post, July 18, 
2013, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/wendy-pearlman/love-in-the-syrian-
revolu_b_3616646.html 
 
–– Wendy Pearlman, “Fathers of Revolution,” Guernica, May 15, 
2014, http://www.guernicamag.com/features/fathers-of-revolution/ 
 
Screening: Houses without doors, Avo Kaprealian (2016) 
 
 
Week 11: March 21 
Sahrawi refugees and the Western Sahara 
––– Alice Wilson, Sovereignty in Exile: A Saharan Liberation Movement Governs (University of 
Pennsylvania press, 2016) – Available through McGill Library site. 
 
Screening: Lost Land (2011), Pierre-Yves Vandeweerd  
 
*Paper topic and tentative bibliography due. (Please bring two copies to class).  
 
 
Week 12: March 28 
The Problem of Europe - I 
––Miriam Ticktin, Casulties of Care: Immigration and the Politics of Humanitarianism in France 
(Univeristy of California Press, 2011).  
 
 
Week 13: April 4 
The Problem of Europe – II 
––European Agenda on Migration, European Commission: Migration and Home Affairs - 
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration_en 
––Itamar Mann, Humanity at Sea: Maritime migration and the Foundations of International Law, 
chps 5 and 6. (Cambridge University Press, 2016). Available through McGill Library site. 
–– Seth Holmes and Heide Castaneda, “Representing the European “Refugee Crisis” in Germany 
and Beyond: Deservingness and Difference, Life and Death.” American Ethnologist 2016, 
43(1):12-24. 
–– “Refugees and the Crisis of Europe”– Special issue of Cultural Anthropology (Selections). 
https://culanth.org/fieldsights/911-refugees-and-the-crisis-of-europe 
 
Optional: 
 ––Ghassan Hage, Etat de siege: A Dying Domesticating Colonialism? American Ethnologist  
2016, 43(1):38-49. 
–– Matthew Gibney, “‘A Thousand Little Guantanamos’: Western States and Measures to 
Prevent the Arrival of Refugees”. Displacement, Asylum, Migration, edited by K. Tunstall 
(Oxford University Press, 2006).  
–– G. Gariella and M. Tazzoli, “Arab Spring Making Space: Territoriality and Moral Geographies 
for Asylum Seekers in Italy.” Environment and Planning D: Space & Society 31 (6) 2013.  
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Week 14: April 11 
Refugees and forced migrants as agents of political change  
Required Reading: 
––Kallius, Annastiina, Daniel Monterescu, and Prem Kumar Rajaram 
2016 “Immobilizing Mobility: Border Ethnography, Illiberal Democracy, and the Politics of the 
“Refugee Crisis” in Hungary. American Ethnologist  43(1):25-37. 
––Kim Rygiel, “Bordering solidarities: migrant activism and the politics of movement and camps 
at Calais.” Citizenship Studies (2011). 
––Sophia Balakian, “Money is your government: Refugees, mobility and unstable documents in 
Kenya’s Operation Usalama Watch.” ASR Forum on surveillance in Africa 
 
Optional: 
–– Bridget Anderson, Nandita Sharma and Cythia Wright, “‘We are all Foreigners’: No  
Borders as a practical political project.” Citizenship, Migrant Activism and the  
Politics of Movement, edited by Peter Nyers and Kim Rygiel (Routledge, 2012). 
 
 
Writing Guidelines 
 
Format: Hard copies of written work should be submitted to me during class. All written work 
should conform to these guidelines: one inch margins, double spacing, and 12-point, Times New 
Roman font. Include your name, date and title on the first page of your paper, and number and 
staple your pages. Proofread your drafts carefully before turning them in.  
 
Citation: Follow the standard format for citation set out in the American Anthropological 
Association style guide: http://aaanet.org/publications/style_guide.pdf.  
 
Late submission: Late work will not be accepted unless arrangements have been made in 
advance.  
 
Academic Integrity: The work you submit for this course must be written by you; all sources 
must be appropriately acknowledged. Please review McGill’s Academic Integrity Code: 
www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more information.  
 
Language: As per university policy, written assignments may be submitted in French or English.  
 
Special Needs: Requests for academic accommodations for students with disabilities must be 
made during the first three weeks of the semester, so that arrangements can be made. For more 
information, please contact the McGill Student Disability Services. 
 
Major legal agreements and standards:  
*1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees:www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/o_c_ref.htm.  
*1969 OAU Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa.  
http://www.africaunion.org/Official_documents/Treaties_%20Conventions_%20Protocols/Refug
ee_Convention.pdf.  
*1984 Cartagena Declaration on Refugees: 
http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/instree/cartagena1984.html.  
*Canadian Council for Refugees (2008) State of Refugees: An introduction to refugee and 
immigration issues in Canada. See http://www.ccrweb.ca/documents/state-of-refugees.pdf.  
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Other useful resources:  
Brookings Institution Project on Internal Displacement: www.brookings.edu/projects/idp.aspx  
Canadian Council for Refugees: www.ccrweb.ca  
Forced Migration On-line: www.forcedmigration.org  
Forced Migration Review: www.fmreview.org  
Human Rights Watch: www.hrw.org  
Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada: www.irb-cisr.gc.ca  
International Committee for the Red Cross: www.icrc.org  
International Crisis Group: www.crisisweb.org  
Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre: www.idmc.org  
MSF Virtual Refugee Camp: www.refugeecamp.org  
Norwegian Refugee Council: www.nrc.no  
Refugees International: www.refintl.org  
Relief Web: www.reliefweb.int  
UNHCR: www.unhcr.org  
University of Oxford Refugee Studies Centre: www.rsc.ox.ac.uk  
Women’s Refugee Commission: https://womensrefugeecommission.org 
http://reliefweb.int/organization/womens-commission-refugee-women-and-children 


