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Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon: Closed spaces, 
exceptional disciplinary spaces, following Foucault’s 
approach
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Abtract: The paper explores the closed spaces of  Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon 
as exceptional disciplinary spaces and how living conditions are reduced to bare life in 
closed spaces. The disciplinary space of  Palestinian refugees is explained through the lens 
of  Foucault’s theory in the form of  the plague-stricken town – a metaphor of  exceptional 
disciplinary space. It discusses the methods of  strict spatial partitioning – in which the 
spaces create segregation, immobility, marginalizing of  one group or population – throughout 
the history of  the Palestinians’ exile. It also analyzes how tense physical discipline increases 
bodily surveillance and control. The Palestinian docile-body in such an immobile space is 
undeniable; the Palestinian docile-body is explained through cheap labour in Lebanon. Then, 
the bio-powers with different strategies either by law, violence or humanitarian actions lead 
to the exclusionary process of  Palestinian refugees. The next point of  the paper is about the 
impact of  disciplinary spaces on the Palestinians’ everyday life in which their life is reduced 
to the bare bones. This bare life is explained through urban and social exclusion that are both 
factors of  basic rights. In the dimension of  urban exclusion the author focuses on how the 
lack of  urban public space affects the socio-economic status of  the refugees. FAFO’s (Fagbe-
vaegelsens Forsknings/Institute for Applied Social Science) survey regarding the basic status 
of  the Palestinian refugees shows that the percentage of  poverty in closed disciplinary spaces 
is higher in comparison with open spaces. The general conclusion is that discipline in Pales-
tinian refugee camps fails to produce better economy, education and better society through the 
controlling of  the body and space. Therefore, as long as the typology of  disciplinary power 
and its techniques is systematically “keeping one group of  people in the space of  exception”, 
structural violence will be created and structural violence is equal to the violation of  human 
rights in Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon.
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Sommario: L’articolo esplora gli spazi chiusi dei campi profughi palestinesi in Libano 
in quanto spazi disciplinari eccezionali, e come le condizioni di vita si riducano a vita essen-
ziale negli spazi chiusi. Lo spazio disciplinare dei profughi palestinesi si spiega attraverso 
la teoria di Foucault nella forma della città appestata – la metafora di spazio disciplinare 
eccezionale. Si analizzano i metodi di stretta separazione spaziale – nella quale gli spazi 
creano segregazione, immobilità, emarginazione di un gruppo o di una popolazione – in 
tutta la storia dell’espulsione palestinese. Si analizza anche come una dura disciplina fisica 
aumenti la sorveglianza e il controllo efficiente del corpo. Il “corpo docile” dei palestinesi in 
tale spazio immobile è innegabile; questo corpo docile viene spiegato attraverso la manodopera 
a basso costo in Libano. Le bio-potenze – con strategie di legge, di violenza o di azioni uma-
nitarie – portano poi al processo di esclusione dei profughi palestinesi. L’autrice parla succes-
sivamente dell’impatto degli spazi disciplinari sulla vita quotidiana dei palestinesi, che viene 
ridotta all’osso. Questa vita essenziale viene spiegata attraverso l’esclusione urbana e sociale, 
che è una questione di diritti fondamentali. Nella dimensione di esclusione urbana l’autrice 
considera come la mancanza di spazio pubblico urbano incide sullo status socio-economico 
dei profughi. Uno studio del FAFO (Fagbevaegelsens Forsknings/Institute for Applied So-
cial Science) sulla condizione di base dei profughi palestinesi dimostra che l’indice di povertà 
negli spazi chiusi disciplinari è più alto rispetto a quello degli spazi aperti. La conclusione 
generale è che la disciplina nei campi profughi palestinesi non produce un’economia migliore, 
un’istruzione migliore o una società migliore attraverso il controllo del corpo e dello spazio. 
Quindi, finché il potere disciplinare e le sue tecniche sistematicamente “tengono un gruppo 
di persone nello spazio di eccezione”, si avrà violenza strutturale, e la violenza strutturale 
equivale alla violazione dei diritti umani nei campi profughi palestinesi in Libano. 

Parole chiave: Spazi chiusi, campi profughi palestinesi, Libano, spazi disciplinari 
eccezionali, teoria di Foucault, segregazione, immobilità, emarginazione di un gruppo o di 
una popolazione, dura disciplina fisica, “corpo docile”, bio-potenze, mancanza di spazi 
urbani pubblici.
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Preface

The conceptual framework of  this paper is concerned with disciplinary space 
of  Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon, according to Michel Foucault’s the-
oretical framework. Foucault describes disciplinary spaces as follows:

Disciplinary space tends to be divided into as many sections as there are bodies or elements to be distributed. 
One must eliminate the effects of  imprecise distributions, the uncontrolled disappearance of  individuals, 
their diffuse circulation, their unstable and dangerous coagulation; it was a tactic of  anti-desertion, anti- 
vagabondage, anti-concentration. Its aim was to establish presences and absences, to know where and 
how to locate individuals, to set up useful communications, to interrupt others, to be able at each moment 
to supervise the conduct of  each individual, to asses it, to judge it, to calculate its qualities and merits. It 
was a procedure; therefore, aim at knowing, mastering and using. Discipline organizes an analytical space 
(Foucault 1977: 143; Zieleniec 2007: 132).

Foucault asserts that Jeremy Bentham’s design of  the Panopticon1 is “the per-
fect disciplinary apparatus that would make it possible for a single gaze to see 
everything constantly” (Foucault 1977: 173; Zieleniec 2007: 132). It is perfect 
because the spaces are arranged in such a way that every activity is controlled, 
organized, and regulated by a simple architectural design. Regulation and 
instruction are achieved in the most economical way: that is one of  the advan-
tages of  discipline. It is economical because there is no need for arms, physical 
violence, material constrains – just a gaze is enough to control. The Panopti-
con is the most complete disciplinary apparatus that can be applied in all in-
stitutions, e.g. schools, hospitals and workhouses as well as in prisons. There is 
also another kind of  disciplinary apparatus: the plague-stricken town, which 
functions negatively. In Foucault’s words:

“The plague-stricken town provided an exceptional disciplinary model: perfect but absolutely violent; to 
the disease that brought death; life inside it was reduced to its simplest expression; it was against the power 
of  death, the meticulous exercise of  the right of  sword”. The panopticon, on the other hand, has a role 
in amplification; although it arranges power, although it is intended to make it more economical and more 

1 The Panopticon is a type of  institutional building designed by English philosopher and 
social theorist Jeremy Bentham in the late 18th century. The concept of  the design is to allow 
a watchman to observe all inmates of  an institution without them being able to tell whether 
they are being watched or not (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panopticon)
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effective, it does not do for power itself, nor for the immediate salvation of  a threatened society: its aim is 
to strengthen the social forces – to increase production, to develop the economy, spread education. Raise the 
level of  public morality… (Ibidem: 173 and 133).

Summing up, for Foucault there are two images of  discipline: first, the enclosed 
institution “on the edge of  society, turned inwards towards negative function” 
and, second, a device that improves the exercise of  power “by making it lighter, 
more rapid, more effective” (Foucault 1977: 209; Diken and Lausten 2003).

In this paper my aim is to use Foucault’s descriptions of  disciplinary spa-
ces, specifically exceptional disciplinary spaces like a plague-stricken town: the 
closed spaces of  Palestinian refugee camps and the effects of  spatial arran-
gements on their life is the core of  this discussion. Furthermore, the plague-
stricken town is applied more to the first image of  discipline that I alluded 
to because the discipline in the closed spaces of  Palestinian refugee camps is 
exceptional, it has negative function.

To explore the thesis, in the first chapter I describe in more detail the con-
cept of  disciplinary space, power/knowledge and bio-power based on Fou-
cault’s theory. For Foucault, in disciplinary society the concept of  knowledge/
power, the role of  bio-power and disciplinary techniques should be analysed 
in order to understand social relations.

Based on these descriptions and within the framework of  the thesis, we 
come to conclusion that the closed spaces of  Palestinians refugees in Lebanon 
with which they have been confronted for 60 years are more exceptional disci-
plinary spaces, like a plague-stricken town, than regular disciplinary space like 
the Panopticon. The spaces of  Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon, like a 
plague-stricken town, set off new forms of  response based on spatial partitio-
ning, i.e. multiple separations and individualized treatment. Quarters, streets, 
and housing are under close scrutiny, surveillance and control with different 
methods; it is like a plague-stricken town in that individuals are fixed in this 
space because it is like a segmented, immobile, and frozen space. Segmenta-
tion increases bio-politics, where stasis aids governments in refining control 
and surveillance techniques. The physical and social spaces of  exclusion and 
exception treat refugee camps in Lebanon as spaces needing surveillance.

As a consequence of  the description of  two kinds of  disciplinary spaces 
through the models of  the Panopticon and the plague-stricken town, in ap-
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plying this theory to closed spaces of  Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon 
in the plague-stricken model I will develop the next chapters of  this paper 
through answering the following 3 questions.

 – How are the disciplinary spaces of  Palestinian refugee camps in Leba-
non created?

 – How and by whom are these spaces created?
 – Why do exceptional disciplinary spaces (closed spaces) reduce the life of  
refugees to bare life?

The second chapter will seek to demonstrate that in modern times we still 
have some spaces like plague-stricken towns. The plague-stricken town as an 
exceptional space is possible to be applied to the Palestinian refugee camps 
due to their exceptional disciplinary spatial arrangements. To answer the first 
question I describe the strict and fixed closed spaces of  camps to which Pal-
estinian refugees have been sent from the time they were expelled from their 
homeland. Consequently, I will emphasize the way in which they were being 
distributed, isolated through enclosing, partition, and classification by differ-
ent strategies. Moreover, I will demonstrate how throughout history they have 
been kept in closed spaces in order make them more subject to power and 
authority. As discipline is tense in closed spaces, control will be more effi-
cient specifically from an economical point view, which means ‘docile body’. 
The cheap labour of  Palestinian refugees in Lebanon has made Palestinians 
a ‘docile body’ in this space. The docile body is one of  the procedures of  dis-
cipline which cannot be denied in closed spaces. Therefore, the importance 
of  spatial arrangements is a crucial factor in any society due to the fact that it 
can have negative or positive effect on social-economics.

The third chapter is about how and by whom these spaces are created. 
These spaces are made by ‘bio-power’ through humanitarian organizations 
and sovereigns: sovereigns who create spaces of  exception by law and huma-
nitarian organizations who limit their authority to victims instead of  refuge-
es’ rights.

Different actors such as the Israeli army, host sovereign, local and inter-
national institutions exercise power by those two techniques. The form of  
excising power of  each actor for governing has been different; sometimes, 
according to the logic of  the time, they were under direct surveillance by the 
Lebanese army, or by erecting physical barriers like check points, walls, bar-
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bed wire, and watchtowers; sometimes indirectly through the basis of  huma-
nitarian action that has shifted from rights to welfare2.

Chapter 4 provides reliable and undeniable evidence to prove my concep-
tual framework through answering the third question: Why do exceptional 
disciplinary spaces (closed spaces) reduce the life of  refugees to bare life? To 
answering this question I will describe the effect of  exceptional disciplinary 
spaces on the situation of  Palestinian refugees’ social and urban life in Le-
banon. Excluded spaces create a kind of  space where urbanization occurs 
spontaneously, and the space is without any public space. These spaces bring 
with them more poverty, violence and poor health and from urbanistic point 
of  view people in these spaces are confronted with urban slums. According 
to UN-Habitat, all urban slums share in common a lack of  clean water, elec-
tricity, sanitation and other basic services. The term “slum” refers to a wide 
range of  low-income settlements and poor human living conditions. A simple 
definition of  a slum would be “a heavily populated urban area characterized 
by substandard housing and squalor”3. Therefore in accordance with these 
definitions the Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon could be considered as 
slum areas.

To be more specific and to give a general image of  the spatial arrangement 
and its effect on the everyday life of  Palestinian refugees, and to represent how 
it is important to plan a space in advance, specifically public spaces, I compare 
the space of  Palestinian refugees in Lebanon with Palestinians in Jordan whe-
re the spaces are more open. According to various surveys by FAFO, living 
conditions in camps as closed space are worse than in any off-camp area. 
Compared to Syria and Jordan, Palestinian refugees in Lebanon are less inte-
grated in the host country: around 50% of  refugees who are registered with 
the UNRWA are still living in camps, which is the highest proportion compa-
red to other refugees in the world; the rate of  poverty in Lebanon is higher 
than in other Arab countries; physical settings, either through architecture or 
urban design, are more close to slum and inhuman architectural status. Mo-

2  Hanafi Sari, (2008) Palestinian Refugee Camps in the Palestinian Territory: Territory of  Exception and 
Locus of  Resistance.  http://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/8631,  p,503
3  UN- habitat, (2007) Twenty first session of  the governing council, 16 - 20 April, Nairobi, Kenya,   
http://www.unhabitat.org
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reover, they are more discriminated against, specifically in the labour market, 
compared to those who are integrated, and the quality of  education in camps 
drops because incompatibility between them4. Therefore in this part I analyze 
the societal and urban status of  refugees in Lebanon in comparison with Jor-
dan. For this part as the example I address the camp of  Bourj-el-Barajneh in 
Lebanon and the camp of  Jebel el-Hussein in Jordan.

It is important to mention that some refugee camps in Lebanon are or-
dered, divided and managed by strict enclosure like Nahr- el-Bared; a camp 
like Bourj-el-Barajneh is not in spatial order but the shift in boundaries and 
difference in their permeability over time demonstrate the disciplinary spaces 
in which power relations are embedded5.

Conclusion: Foucault’s descriptions of  disciplinary spaces and the tech-
niques of  discipline are applied in Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon. 
The disciplinary spatial arrangements produce more poverty, discrimination 
and slum urban areas. Bio-politics is more effective in these spaces in a way 
that reduces the life of  Palestinians to the bare bones. The unchanged situa-
tion and continuous exclusion from the rest of  population creates a feeling of  
uncertainty about Palestinians’ rights, though they are resisting by tolerating 
social exclusion, a legal and economic restriction system, and discrimination.

Foucault doesn’t address directly either the lived experience of  individuals 
and groups or their resistance to spatial forms of  social control6. Therefore I use 
some theoretical views of  the architect Le Corbusier7 to express how unplan-
ned urban space affects the life of  individuals and groups in an exceptional 

4 Hanafi Sari, (2008) Palestinian Refugee Camps in the Palestinian Territory: Territory of  Exception and 
Locus of   Resistance, http://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/8631,  p,497
5 Latif  Nadia, (2010) Space, Power and Identity in a Palestinian refugee camp- Terra, published online 
by occupiedpalestine, http://occupiedpalestine.wordpress.com, p.3
6 Low S , (1996) Spatializing culture: The social production and social culture of  public space in Cos-
ta Rica, quoted in: Bas van Heur,  Public Spaces in the Occupied Palestinian Territories (2013), on 
line published by GeoJournal, Springer Science+Bussines Media, http://www.academia.
edu/1832470/2013__Public_spaces_in_the_occupied_Palestinian_territories
7 Le Corbusier was an architect, designer, painter, urban planner, writer, and one of  the 
pioneers of  what is now called modern architecture. He provided better living conditions 
for the residents of  crowded cities; he was influential in urban planning, and was a founding 
member of  the Congrès International d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM). (http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Le_Corbusier)
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disciplinary space. Moreover, Johan Galtung originally framed the term “struc-
tural violence” to refer to any constraint on human potential due to economic 
and political structures. He also pointed out that unequal access to resources, to 
political power, to education, to healthcare and to legal standing, are forms of  
structural violence and structural violence is equivalent to with human rights 
violations8. We can see today that Palestinian refugees in Lebanon are included 
in John Galtung’s statement of  violence against human rights.

In the end, the situation Palestinians are tolerating is a kind of  resistance. 
And it is undeniable that Palestinian refugees are resisting the violation of  hu-
man rights; they are continuing to live in a space of  uncertainty and fear for 
acquiring their rights but this kind of  resistive tension brings with it an empty 
space for revolutionary actions.

1.Conceptual framework

This chapter explores Foucault’s general theory of  spaces through a descrip-
tion of  discipline, power/knowledge, techniques of  discipline and bio-power. 
The aim of  analysing all four points is to declare that the space of  Palestinian 
refugee camps in Lebanon are exceptional – more like the plague-stricken 
town in Foucault’s theoretical framework of  space.

Foucault’s description of  disciplinary spaces

Michel Foucault did not propose a general theory of  space or power, but space 
for him is a crucial factor in the social, economic and political operation and 
organization of  society. In Foucault’s words, “Space is fundamental in any form of  
community life; space is fundamental in any exercise of  power”9. This statement implies 

8 Galtung John, (1969) Violence, Peace and Peace Research, quoted in: Winter & Leighton, Struc-
tural Violence Section Introduction, copy right (1999). http://homes.hendrix.edu/leighton/writ-
ing/downloads_files/SVintro.pdf
9 Foucault M, (1986) ‘Space, knowledge, and power’ in Rabinow, Quoted in: Zieleniec Andrzej, 
space and social theory (2007), published by SAGE, in London, New York, India, and Singapore, 
p.128
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that in any space where community life exists, there is power, which is exerted 
in a number of  forms at different times and in a variety of  places. As power is 
exerted in space in a number of  forms, discipline is required to control and to 
organize the individuals and groups that inhabit it.

Discipline in a general sense means systematic instruction intended to train 
a person10. In Foucault’s view, discipline is a way of  controlling the movement 
and operations of  the body in a constant way. It is a type of  power that co-
erces the body by regulating and dividing up its movement, the space and 
time in which it moves. The three methods of  time, space and movement 
(development) will co-ordinate in controlling the individual in order to make 
him productive, and supervise his duration, location and trajectory; it is like 
the arrangement of  soldiers through timetables and ranks for the creation of  
regulation or ‘discipline’11.

In schools, for example, classrooms are organized so that students face the 
teacher; they learn to control their behaviour according to the rules. Further-
more, the bells’ ring signals the students’ movements in time and space, the 
routine movements and times of  students accustom them to internalize the 
control over their schedules and bodies. Therefore, discipline is the methods 
by which this control became possible, it and became a widely used techni-
que to control whole populations. It is believed that the modern prison, and 
indeed the modern state, is unthinkable without this idea of  the mass control 
of  bodies and movement.

Foucault’s concept of  a modern disciplinary space is where the individuals 
or agglomerations of  people, as populations, are created and manipulated for 
the aim of  being functional and economical and ‘docile-body’. Foucault explo-
res the concept of  ‘docile-body’ as the subject of  power, and the practice of  a 
number of  disciplines that constructed an ‘anatomo-politics of  the body’ as a means 
of  knowing and thus of  controlling bodies in space12. In disciplinary society 
power/knowledge and bio-power are interlinked with space. Therefore, the 

10 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Discipline
11 Shapiro Stephen, summary of  Michel Foucault’s Discipline & Punish: The Birth of  the 
Prison Reader/Workbookhttp://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/english/currentstudents/un-
dergraduate/modules/fulllist/second/en229/marxfctintros_/foucault_reader.pdf, p.15-16
12 Foucault M., (1986) ‘Space, knowledge, and power’ in Rabinow, Quoted in: Zieleniec Andrzej, 
space and social theory (2007), SAGE, in London, New York, India, and Singapore, p.128
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analyses of  power/knowledge and bio-power are essential factors to under-
stand precisely the disciplinary spaces in Foucault’s theoretical point of  view.

The concept of  power/knowledge

For Foucault, power is effective, maintained and established when it is distrib-
uted and exercised through and in the construction and application of  knowl-
edge in particular and localized arenas. Concomitantly, the process of  knowl-
edge is developed by effect of  power. Therefore, the acquisition of  knowledge 
and the exercise of  power are inextricably and intimately interlinked. To un-
derstand better the relation of  power/knowledge, first I shall describe what 
power is in Foucault’s view, then its relation with knowledge.

In the book Discipline and Punish13 Foucault explains that in early modern 
times power was vertical, exercised in a top-down fashion. The king expres-
sed his total power through spectacles of  punishment and terror to display 
his overwhelming authority and ability to crush any popular resistance. The 
point that a prisoner was tortured publicly was that the king (as a surrogate for 
God) had complete and utter power over his subjects. In modern times power 
moved from the aristocracy to the middle class and from the middle class it di-
spersed throughout the society. Therefore, power is no longer confined to key 
institutions like the state or juridical sovereignty; instead Foucault focuses on 
‘micro-powers’ that invade our everyday lives and relationships. In addition, 
power is no longer the oppression of  the powerless by the powerful, but the 
day to day interaction between people and institutions.

The exercise of  power then occurs in a variety of  places, through a number 
of  individuals, institutions, and organizations at different historical periods, 
provinces, domains and spheres and in number of  forms. Rather, Foucault’s 
analysis of  power is primarily concerned with how power is exercised, and 
operated in and through space, thus there is no general or fundamental theory 

13 Discipline and Punish: The Birth of  the Prison (French: Surveiller et punir: Naissance de la Prison) is a 
1975 book by the French philosopher Michel Foucault. An analysis of  the social and theoret-
ical mechanisms behind the massive changes that occurred in western penal systems during 
the modern age, it focuses on historical documents from France.( http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Discipline_and_Punish)
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of  power. Power is considered more like strategies and techniques with open-
ended ‘clusters of  relations’14. Then, “Power must be analysed as something 
which circulates, or as something which functions in the form of  a chain . . . 
Power is employed and exercised through a netlike organization . . . Indivi-
duals are the vehicles of  power, not its points of  application”15.

Power dispersed throughout the society should be controlled and regulated 
in the framework of  knowledge in order to be more powerful. For the functio-
nality of  power is very much dependent on the invention of  the new techno-
logy. According to Foucault ‘this is the revolution that bourgeoisies made in 
establishing a social hegemony’16.

This statement represents clearly how intensively power and knowledge 
are interrelated to each other to construct social relations. In detail, the power 
to confine persons to asylums, hospitals and prisons made them accessible for 
study and observation, which produced modern psychiatric, medical and cri-
minological knowledge. This knowledge in turn was put to the service of  the 
administrative state and became itself  a part of  “the machinery of  power”17. 
For example, from the end of  the Eighteenth century medical knowledge for 
regulating a society through standards was established for the maintenance of  
public health and healthy conditions of  life. Then, medicine at the forefront 
of  the knowledge in society required mechanisms of  observation and surveil-
lance extending throughout the population. As a result, the applied manipula-
tion and partitioning of  space to meet functional and desirable ends or create 
useful and beneficial space is the product of  knowledge/power.

14 Zieleniec Andrzej, (2007) space and social theory, Sage Publication, London, New York, In-
dia, and Singapore, p.127
15 Foucault M., (1980) power/knowledge, Colin Gordon, quoted in: Balan Sergiu, M. Foucault 
view on power relations  http://cogito.ucdc.ro/nr
16 Foucault M, (1980) power/knowledge, Colin Gordon, p.156, quoted in: Zieleniec Andrzej, 
Space and Social Theory, p.129
17 Foucault M, (1980) Power/knowledge, Colin Gordon, quoted in: Brass, Paul R., Foucault 
Steals Political Science (2000), Annual review of  political science, Washington, p.303-350
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Disciplinary techniques

Several techniques are needed to be applied in space for controlling and or-
ganizing individuals; Foucault terms this as ‘the art of  distributions’. The ‘art 
of  distributions’ in space is:  fix spaces along grids that look isolation. Space 
is distributed by enclosing and partitioning; for example, in the barracks, the 
school, the prison, and the factory. The space is enclosed and partitioned with 
the aim of  knowing, mastering, and using space; as a result each individual 
knows his place within the enclosed disciplinary sphere18.

The aim of  distribution is to make space smaller, and to control indivi-
duals through scheduling the use of  time to make bodies more productive; 
for example, labour being controlled by time pressure to ensure its control 
and guarantee its use. The procedures for controlling bodies and time and a 
precise system of  control increasingly create self-discipline19, or it becomes an 
internalized order and everyone follows orders.

In detail, the power of  discipline becomes even more marked through the-
se three techniques:

Hierarchical observations: in hierarchical observation everything has to be 
supervised not through one central place but through a network of  integral 
nodes that is even more economic20. Then it is constantly under surveillance 
through watching, not through the use of  physical force; it is more like the 
Panopticon, where everything can be seen through a single gaze.

Normalization: for Foucault, norms are concepts that are constantly used 
to evaluate and control us: they also exclude those who cannot conform to 
“normal” categories. For example, a person’s behaviour, health and housing 
status are transformed to come within acceptable social standards: the ave-

18 Zieleniec Andrzej, Space and Social Theory, p.132
19 In Foucault’s view self-discipline is when individuals voluntarily control themselves by 
self-imposing conformity to cultural norms through self-surveillance and self-disciplinary 
practices, or when we govern ourselves without constant surveillance and intervention by an 
“agency” in every aspect of  our lives.
 (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panopticism)
20 Shapiro Stephen, summary of  Michel Foucault’s Discipline & Punish: The Birth of  the 
Prison Reader/Workbookhttp://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/english/currentstudents/
undergraduate/modules/fulllist/second/en229/marxfctintros_/foucault_reader.pdf, p19
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rage standard made by human science. People then are organized into ranks 
and classifications according to their “normality”21.

The last instrument is examination, that is the combination of  hierarchal 
observation and normalizing judgement. The exam is a means for profes-
sionals to assert their authority; it also creates knowledge. The examination 
transformed the economy of  visibility into the exercise of  power, the exami-
nation introduces individuality into the field of  documentation (it registers 
them). The exam turns people into analysable objects and forces them into 
a comparative system. Moreover, the examination, surrounded by all its do-
cumentary techniques, makes each individual a “case” that can be analysed 
and described. A similar process is evident in the development of  examina-
tion in schools.

In conclusion, these techniques involve “distributing individuals, fixing 
them in space, classifying them, extracting from them the maximum in time 
and forces, training their bodies, coding their continuous behaviour, maintai-
ning them in perfect visibility, forming around them an apparatus of  obser-
vation, registration and recording, constituting on them a body of  knowledge 
that is accumulated and centralized”22.

Bio-power

The concept of  bio-power is concerned with the exercise and effect of  rela-
tions of  power on humans, as individual and as aggregates. It is how people 
can be managed, controlled and maintained to enhance their capabilities and 
capacities for specific purposes. In industrial societies the development of  new 
industrial techniques in the economy is the main aim; efficiency and produc-
tivity should be maximized and on the contrary any obstacle to development 
and any kind of  threat from potentially revolutionary conditions should be 
minimized or limited23. Therefore, under regimes of  bio-power political in-
tervention occurs as means of  knowing and controlling populations. Conse-

21 Ibidem
22 Ibidem, p.23
23 Zieleniec Andrzej, Space and Social Theory, p.140
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quently, the knowledge of  individuals and populations through surveillance, 
management and control become crucial facts.

There are two aspects of  bio-power: first, the creation of  the ‘docile-body’ 
and the second is the policing of  the ‘species-body’. The docile-body has alre-
ady been mentioned; it is the principle of  bodily discipline; it is the study and 
control of  individual movements, gestures and actions of  body, to produce 
‘better’, more efficient and obedient subjects. For example, the formation of  
schools which become a principl arena for the training, disciplining and incul-
cation of  appropriate bodily practices for the creation of  morally and physi-
cally healthy children.

The second aspect of  bio-power is ‘species-body’, that is the control, study 
and manipulation of  populations, of  more areas and spheres of  social life 
and activity, which is how the disciplines and their discourses invaded and 
colonized the private and the public sphere24. For example, the role of  me-
dical specialists25 in managing the health of  the nation gave them a leading 
role in attempts to organize industrial labour and industrial society as a who-
le and thus to influence the direction of  government policy. Therefore the 
role of  Medical Officers of  Health was especially effective in promoting and 
achieving not only a number of  important changes in sanitary organization, 
disease prevention and treatment, but also in the organization and provision 
of  a whole host of  services that sought to improve the health of  the urban 
environment and its populations.

According to this definition it comes to our mind that power is not positive, 
but in the first volume of  Histoire de la sexualité Foucault argues that we must 
overcome the idea that power is oppression, because – even in their most ra-
dical form – oppressive measures are not just repression and censorship, but 
they are also productive, causing new behaviours to emerge; for Foucault even 
struggle or resistance in the disciplinary space that is the product of  power 

24 Zieleniec Andrzej, Space and social theory, P.141
25 Foucault stresses the role of  doctors from the end of  the eighteenth century as being 
fundamentally involved in the analysis and organization of  space. The operation of  medical 
disciplinary discourses illustrates and emphasizes the exercise of  knowledge and power in 
creating not only representations of  space but useful and beneficial space (Zieleniec, Space and 
social theory, p.135)
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is positive26. Therefore in Foucault’s view, in disciplinary spaces knowledge, 
power and space in industrial society and urbanization are interrelated. And 
the operation of  power is not repressive, negative and prohibitive. The point 
that Foucault emphasize about power is:

We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of  power in negative terms, power 
produces reality; it produces domains of  objects and rituals of  truth. The individual and 
the knowledge that may be gained of  him belong to this production27.

As a whole the aim of  disciplinary society was either expressed in or directed 
at the physical problems associated with urban living, such as overcrowding, 
poor sanitation, dirt and disease, and the moral impact on the working classes 
of  a poor urban environment. In the following chapters we will realize that 
even though Palestinian refugee space is disciplinary space according to its 
spatial arrangements, its effect on social life is not positive.

2. How are the disciplinary spaces of  Palestinian refugee camps in 
Lebanon created?

To answer the above question I shall first describe the methods or knowledge 
of  spatial surveillance for the aim of  keeping someone under surveillance, 
controlling his behaviour and his aptitudes through the improvement of  his 
performance and the multiplication of  his capacity, and second, the trans-
formation of  the body into docile-body in the framework of  the Foucault’s 
theory of  disciplinary space.

In Palestinian refugee camps both the physical arrangement of  space and 
regulation of  the body are under surveillance through different methods. 
Therefore, it is important to analyse the methods of  physical surveillance of  
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon historically, and the techniques of  surveillan-
ce that have been exercised through segregating, enclosing and distributing. 

26 Balan Sergio, M. Foucault’s view on power relations, http://cogito.ucdc.ro/nr
27 Foucault, (1977) Discipline and Punish, p.194, quoted in: Zieleniec, Space and social theory, p.127
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These techniques were implemented at various times by erecting physical bar-
riers, by violence or by enforcing strict laws against the Palestinians.

The second part is about Foucault’s concept of  ‘docile-body’ as intensi-
fication of  its subjection to make Palestinians more obedient by enforcing 
exceptional laws against them. The law transferred Palestinians to the cheap 
labour force because they needed work permits and were unable to choose 
their occupation freely. Although Palestinians are made docile in many ways 
such as through fear and uncertainty in regard of  their future, in this part I 
shall focus specifically on the area of  the labour force.

The methods of  spatial surveillance of  Palestinian refugees throu-
ghout history

The Palestinian tragedy started after the vote for Resolution 181 by the 
General Assembly of  the United Nations (UN) on 29 November 1947. The 
resolution concluded the division of  the Palestinian homeland into separate 
Jewish and Palestinian states, but Palestinians rejected the resolution or UN 
Partition Plan. The conflict started in 1948, when in Israel the establishment 
of  the state of  Israel was unilaterally declared. In the ensuing battles, Israeli 
troops planned and carried out the systematic expulsion of  the Palestinians in 
a campaign of  ethnic cleansing. Around 750,000 Palestinians were forced to 
flee their homeland; approximately 100,000 of  them were driven northwards 
across the Lebanese border. Today, there are about 425,000 registered refu-
gees who are living in Lebanon; about half  of  them are living in UNRWA 
camps and ‘informal’ camps28.

After the arrival of  the Palestinians in Lebanon following the Israeli ethnic 
cleansing, Palestinians from the northern part of  Palestine came into south 
Lebanon in the hope that after the fighting they could return to their villages. 
Thus, many families settled near the border in the camps set up by the Red 
Cross. The first step in making barriers for Palestinian movement started by 
sealing the border between Israel and Lebanon; thus, their hope for return in 

28 Kundesen A. and  Hanafi S. (Eds.), (2010) Palestinian Refugees: Identity, Space and Place 
in the Levant, London and NewYork, Routledge, p.2
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the near future was diminished. The Red Cross and United Nations Refuge-
es Works Agency set up 16 camps in Lebanon, scattered from Tripoli in the 
north to Tyre in the south of  the country29. Today, there are 12 official refugee 
camps because during the civil war and the Israel invasion some of  them were 
destroyed and were never rebuilt.

The areas designated by the host country for the Palestinian settlements 
were the officially recognized refugee camps. In other words, they were classi-
fied by their spatial separation, making them isolated from the rest of  society 
and specifying them as Palestinian refugees. This specification itself  is disci-
pline. In consequence, according to Foucault it is a disciplinary mechanism 
or the ‘art of  distribution’ of  individuals in space. The aim of  distribution is: 
organizing the individuals and groups, making them minorities in order to 
control them more easily, and manipulating space; the techniques used for this 
aim are through dispersion, enclosure and segregation.

Dispersion

The Lebanese government started to control Palestinian refugees by the 
technique of  dispersion. The government dispersed Palestinians through the 
whole country, from north to the south. The dispersion was carried out by the 
internal security forces of  Lebanon, and through the use of  coercion. The use 
of  force was needed for dispersion because Palestinian refugees refused to be 
separated from each other; according to one of  the refugees who was a direct 
observer of  the situation, distribution functioned as follows:

‘the sixty villagers refused to be separated, so the police beat our old people and fired in the 
air to frighten us and force us to get into the trucks, they beat us with sticks and rifle butts’30.

The next step after dispersion was officially selected spaces for refugees. 
The government started to exert control more effectively through managing 
time schedules and armed authorities were deployed as in an open-air pri-

29 Sanyal Romola, (2010) Squatting in Camps: Building and insurgency in Space of  Refuge, Urban 
studies published    online 28 June, SAGE, http://usj.sagepub.com, p.4
30 Sayigh Rosemary, (1979) The Palestinians from Peasants to Revolutionaries. London, Zed Books, 
p. 108
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son. As Sayigh has pointed out, passing in and outside of  the camp after 
9 pm could lead to trouble because there were two stations near the camp, 
one for the ordinary police, the other for the DB (Deuxième Bureau) Leba-
nese internal security or Maktab Thani; the two were enough to control a 
camp of  thousands. Moreover, special authorization from Military Security 
was required to visit other camps and visiting neighbourhoods; as a result, the 
penalty for infringement would be imprisonment. This kind of  surveillance 
by government discouraged communication between Palestinians who were 
living in the other camps because they were being harassed. The enforcement 
of  immobility and being fixed in one space was not limited to the Lebanese 
police or internal security but even imposed by UNRWA: for example, it was 
difficult to transfer their rights to rations and services from one camp to ano-
ther31. Then, Palestinians’ behaviours and activities were organized in time.

Not only in Palestine are Palestinians made up of  multiple geographically 
non-contiguous elements, also refugees in Lebanon are non-contiguous. This 
means that they are simultaneously locked in and out, in other words what 
Julie Peteet has pointed out: the intention to prevent ‘the emergence of  a geo-
graphically contiguous, cohesive Palestinian socio-political entity”32.

Enclosure

Enclosure is another characteristic of  disciplinary spaces; the space is enclosed 
by the erection of  physical barriers. Physical barriers form obstacles to mobil-
ity and interaction, consequently they enforce immobility. The refugee camps 
in Lebanon are enclosed by barriers, checkpoints, watchtowers and bureau-
cratic checks to disrupt and control the relationship between the landscape 
and human mobility and to sort and separate populations. Physical obstacles 

31 Ibidem, p.136
32 Peteet Julie, (1991) Gender in Crisis: Women and the Palestinian Resistance Movement, p.24 , 
quoted in: Sanyal Romola, Squatting in camps: Building and Insurgency in Spaces of  Refuge (2010), 
Urban studies published on line 28 June, SAGE,  http://usj.sagepub.com/content/ear-
ly/2010/06/22/0042098010363494, p. 5
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are accompanied by administrative measures to curb mobility such as curfews 
and the permit system; this brings about separation and exclusion33.

Camp enclosure and the separation of  camps give rise to spatial enclaves 
and immobile bodies. Enclaves are spatial zones where populations are con-
tained, isolated from others and surrounded by a dominant state; in other 
words, marginal spaces. Enclaves are like reservations, ghettos and Bantustans 
created in unilateral moves; this means the power of  one party to act in its 
interests and the weaker party’s inability to halt such moves. These enclaves 
facilitate the unhindered mobility of  a dominant, privileged group34. 

Enclosure is not always carried out by erecting physical barriers. It has 
been achieved sometimes by abandoning any urban design in such a manner 
that in any movement there are obstacles, or not planning in advance any 
spaces for movement. For example, most camps are designed with a single 
entrance leaving one single entry for cars, all secondary roads that connect the 
camp with its spatial environment are closed, and the physical presence of  the 
army at the entrance and the search of  refugees for security reasons imposed 
by decision of  the Lebanese authorities are the methods used by sovereign 
powers for strict controlling35.

The strict control of  the demographic expansion of  refugee camp spaces, 
and the concomitant exclusion of  the same spaces from urban planning re-
gulation, turn the camp into a physically uncomfortable space which is under 
pressure. As a consequence, over time the place changes into a slum and de-
velops a kind of  urban sprawl because of  the naturally growing population 
inside the camp; and the space becomes automatically enclosed.

The Palestinian refugee camps are enclosed by physical barriers and by po-
lice for regulating refugees, which is contrary to the will of  Palestinians refuge-

33 Peteet Julie, (2010) Cartographic Violence, Displacement and Refugee Camps: Palestine and Iraq , 
quoted in: Kundesen A. and Hanafi S. , Palestinian Refugees: Identity, Space and Place in the Levant, 
London and New York: Routledge, p.21-23
34 Peteet Julie, (2011) A fortress country and a gated enclave: locating the Palestinian margin, Birzeit 
University Working Paper No. 2011/17 (ENG), posted online February 19, http://papers.
ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1764249, p.7
35 Dorai Mohamed Kamel, (2010) Palestinian Refugee Camps in Lebanon: Migration, mobility and 
the urbanization process, quoted in: A. Kundesen and  S.Hanafi , Palestinian Refugees: Identity, Space 
and Place in the Levant, London and New York: Routledge, p. 71-72
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es. It may be argued that today some camps in Lebanon are connected to their 
urban environment through daily mobility, through the growing presence of  
other groups of  refugees and migrants, and through the development of  com-
mercial activities, that these events blur the boundaries of  the refugee camps 
and make them a part of  the city. Although they are becoming part of  the city 
today, the exceptional and special laws make the spaces of  the refugee camp 
still an enclosed space in what has been referred to as a ‘state within a state’36.

In sum, enclosure separate the space of  Palestinian refugee camps from 
host population; it enclave some group of  people in a space and the conse-
quence of  enclaving is immobility, marginalizing, and segregation. Therefore 
enclosure can be considered as an expression of  a strategy of  political and 
strategic domination. It is ensuing Lebanese government to reduce the inte-
gration of  permanent settlement in Lebanon.

‘Docile body’

After controlling space by dispersion, enclosure and segregation through 
physical, social and political barriers, and enforcing immobility, the individual 
should be managed in more efficient ways. The body in disciplinary space 
should be controlled over time and should be subjected to power and author-
ity in order to be at the same time both economic and controllable. This is the 
way ‘docile body’ is created. In Foucault’s words:

Discipline increases the forces of  the body (in economic terms of  utility) and diminishes 
these same forces (in terms of  obedience)…if  economic exploitation separates the force 
and production of  labour, let us say that disciplinary coercion establishes in the body the 
constricting link between an increased aptitude and increased domination.37

36 Sanyal Romola, (2010) Squatting in camps: Building and Insurgency in Spaces of  Refuge, Ur-
ban studies published on line 28 June, by SAGE,  http://usj.sagepub.com/content/ear-
ly/2010/06/22/0042098010363494, p.10
37 Foucault M(1980), Power/knowledge, Colin Gordon, p.137-8, quoted in: Zieleniec Andrzej, 
Space and social theory, Sage Publication, 2007. London,  New York, India, and Singapore, 
p.134
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Palestinians are reduced to docile-bodies in many ways but I shall focus on 
the framework of  cheap labour. In Israel the period of  economic prosperity 
began due at least in part to cheap labour drawn from the newly-occupied 
Palestinian population of  more than a million people; the same is true regard-
ing neighbouring Arab countries. In Lebanon the situation is worst because 
of  the discriminatory law against Palestinian refugees38.

For several reasons Palestinian became docile in the area of  the labour 
force: first, the area officially assigned by the Lebanese Government to Pa-
lestinians for living is far from the city. In the early years of  the Palestinians’ 
lives in Lebanon, and their locations far from city centres, they had to work 
in agriculture, because it was the most available occupation specifically in the 
area they were living in. The problem of  agricultural work was that it was not 
a regular job, it was seasonal. Therefore, they regularly became jobless, or 
they had to change their job continuously. 

Besides agricultural labour, Palestinians could work as construction wor-
kers.  For example, in 1950 many Palestinians joined the project of  Kurr Hal-
da, digging tunnels through mountain terrain. Women and girls were working. 
Women carried rocks on their heads, and the men dragged loaded trucks with 
their bare hands.  There were no limits to working hours. It was the hardest 
job with the poorest wages. Women and young boys at the age 12 started to 
work with the lowest wages39.

The Lebanese law bans Palestinian refugees from engaging in a variety 
of  different professions, especially white-collar ones. Palestinians were always 
able to get low-level jobs: masons, labourers, concierges. Lacking work per-
mits and generally employed in small enterprises, Palestinians worked for low 
wages under poor working conditions and without access to Lebanon’s social 
security system40.

The strict and discriminatory Lebanese law against Palestinians adds the 
effect of  ‘docile body’; the body becomes subjected to the host authorities. 

38 Article 9 of  the decree states that the minister of  labour and social affairs identifies in 
December of  each year the jobs and professions will be restricted to Lebanese citizens only. 
39 Sayigh Rosemary, (1079) The Palestinians from Peasants to Revolutionaries, London, Zed Books , p.118
40 Sanyal Romola, (2010) Squatting in camps: Building and Insurgency in Spaces of  Refuge, Ur-
ban studies published on line 28 June, by SAGE, http://usj.sagepub.com/content/ear-
ly/2010/06/22/0042098010363494, p.8
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The authorities established social security for sickness and accidents at work 
in their law and began to deduct contributions from the wages of  Palestinian 
workers just as from Lebanese as the law required. However, Palestinian wor-
kers got no social security benefits on the grounds that they were foreigners.

In addition, if  they tried to do something more ambitious it was very diffi-
cult to get a work permit41. In the case of  less prestigious jobs, even though a 
work permit is required usually no one asks for it because no one is ready to 
work for the amount that Palestinians are being paid. That is how a political 
anatomy is created whereby the body reaches its maximum economic poten-
tial under the powers in disciplinary spaces.

The strict and discriminatory Lebanese law, the long distances of  the lo-
cation of  camps from city centres, and the violation of  the Convention on 
the Elimination of  Racial Discrimination42 by the host government make the 
Palestinians’ bodies docile. They have been living for years in a space with the 
least cost and with the maximum production for the host country; they are 
productive in the sense that they are ready to work for the lowest wages, long 
hours of  work, no social security and safety measures and tolerate all legal 
discrimination against them, leading Palestinians to the condition of  cheap 
labourers. This the way the body becomes a useful force with the least cost 
and productivity increases.

3. By whom and how are these spaces created?

How and by whom are disciplinary spaces of  Palestinian refugee camps in 
Lebanon created? To answer by whom the spaces are created I mean what 

41 Sayigh Rosemary, (1079) The Palestinians from Peasants to Revolutionaries, London, Zed Books, 
p.116
42 Article 5 of  the CERD stipulates that state parties undertake to prohibit and to eliminate 
all forms of  racial discrimination and to guarantee the rights of  everyone, notably in the 
enjoyment of  the following rights: ‘(e) Economic, social and cultural rights, in particular:.. 
(i) The rights to work, to free choice of  employment, to just and favourable conditions of  
work, to protection against unemployment, to equal pay for equal work, to just and favour-
able remuneration;... (vi) The right to public health, medical care, social security and social 
services’.
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institutions are exercising the power, and what techniques have been used 
to organize and control the disciplinary spaces of  Palestinian refugee camps 
in Lebanon. There have been a number of  institutions that exercised their 
power in Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon, but the most important of  all 
were: the Israeli military, host government and international, humanitarian 
and Islamic organizations. It is important to explain that Foucault believes 
in the micro-physics of  power or disciplinary power; for him the sovereign 
power is considered as the macro-physics of  power. In the framework of  Fou-
cault’s definition of  power, I include military and host power as sovereign and 
the rest of  the institutions as disciplinary power. As a whole, all institutions 
– either sovereign or disciplinary powers – were the powers of  the region 
that imposed their authority with different techniques. However, they were all 
similar in creating the space of  exception under the influence of  ‘bio-power’. 
The form of  exercising power was sometimes under direct surveillance by the 
Lebanese army or law enforcement; sometimes indirectly through the basis of  
humanitarian action that has shifted from rights to welfare.43

Sovereign powers (Disciplinary Powers)

In Foucault’s view sovereign power is no longer involved with obedience to the 
law of  the king or central authority. Foucault argues that disciplinary power 
gradually took over from sovereign power in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, although the remnants of  sovereign power still remain in tension 
with disciplinary power44. In Lebanon the space of  exception for Palestinian 
camps is promulgated by many actors that are involved in different modes of  
governance under the cover of  laws and regulations. Therefore, the powers 
exercised in Palestinian refugee camps through different actors are discipli-
nary powers, but some actors use sovereign disciplinary powers or macro-
powers more in the traditional sense, others use non-sovereign disciplinary 
powers. Sovereign disciplinary powers mean the actors are using violence and 

43 Hanafi, Sari, (2008) Palestinian Refugee Camps in the Palestinian Territory: Territory of  Exception 
and Locus of  Resistance, http://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/8631,  p.503
44  http://www.michel-foucault.com/concepts/
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armies, and enforcing laws; the operation of  sovereign power is through spe-
cific visible actors, and it affects a small portion of  an individual’s life. On the 
contrary, non-sovereign disciplinary power comes from everywhere and acts 
on everyone; it is invisible, so resistance is difficult. In addition, disciplinary 
power affects all aspect of  life, subjecting everyone to surveillance at all times.

The Israeli military

As the first and major sovereign, the Israel military exercises power directly 
by the use of  force and indirectly by its influence on the host government or 
by its colonizing power to keep these spaces excluded. Although Israel has 
expelled many Palestinians from their homeland and controlled their lands, it 
is continuing to impose its power on them by supervising the spaces in which 
they are living both from inside and outside Lebanon. From outside, in 1974 
an Israel air raid destroyed a refugee camp in the south of  Lebanon; subse-
quently, in 1978 the invasion carried out by Maronite militias was supported 
by the Israeli army and destroyed three refugee camps. From inside, in 1982 
Israel was responsible for the invasion of  the territory of  Lebanon toward the 
Palestinians and for the massacres in the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps; 
this invasion was far larger than the first invasion45.

The targets of  these attacks by Israeli forces were particularly the cam-
ps and Palestinian Revolutionary Movement (PRM) bases. In this invasion 
Israel was able to successfully defeat the most important and most favourable 
institutions among Palestinians, like the PLO. The strategy that Israel used 
was brutality and violence: after the PLO evacuation, the Israeli Army encir-
cled the camps of  Beirut and unleashed its allied right-wing Lebanese militia 
forces on Shatila and the adjacent neighbourhood of  Sabra, resulting in the 
wholesale massacre of  at least 1,500 civilians, in spite of  a negotiated agree-
ment whereby the PLO agreed to withdraw from Lebanon in return for the 

45 Shiblak Abbas, (2010) Passport for what price? Statelessness among Palestinian refugees, quoted in: 
A. Kundesen and S Hanafi , Palestinian Refugees: Identity, Space and Place in the Levant, London and 
New York: Routledge, p. 121
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US guarantee of  the safety of  ‘Palestinian non-combatants in Beirut’46. The 
consequence of  this invasion was that the Lebanese government intervened 
with its army to control the camps, then again, after several years, the Leba-
nese army was back in charge of  camps, and once more imposed restrictions 
on them, specifically in their social activities like the reconstruction that was 
needed after destruction.

In addition to direct control by the army, Israel imposed its power indi-
rectly through the law and action against international law to control Pale-
stinian camps. For example, Palestinians were not allowed to enter to their 
occupied homeland even if  they had citizenship of  a western country or a fo-
reign passport. Israel retains total control of  movement across border crossing 
and has reinstated most of  the restrictions.  There are certain rules that forbid 
Palestinian holders of  foreign passports to enter or to extend their visa47. This 
brings more fragmentation, and for holders of  Palestinian passports who can 
travel to any country except their own, deprivation of  their right to return to 
their home and also to be recognized as a Palestinian nation.

Israel’s extension of  its control on 20% more land than was demarcated for 
the Israeli state under the UN Partition Plan, and – as Masalha pointed out 
in 1922 – the continuous process of  the Israeli policy of  gaining more land 
in historical Palestine and expelling as many Palestinians as possible through 
intimidation and the use of  force, the Israeli occupation of  the West Bank and 
Gaza has been based on a continuous process of  land grabbing, fragmenta-
tion and displacement; grabbing more land and expelling more Palestinians, 
and with the neglect of  this situation by the international community, the 
chance of  return becomes less and the feeling of  insecurity grows48. The fee-
ling of  no hope of  peace agreements is the most powerful way of  controlling 
the Palestinian’s souls.

In addition, Israel uses all kinds of  techniques for manipulating or control-
ling Palestinian refugees in the neighbouring Arab countries for the purposes 

46 Khalidi Rashid, (2001) Palestinian Refugees in Lebanon, quoted in: Kortam Manal, Politics, 
Patronage and Popular Committees in the Shatila Refugee Camps, Lebanon (2010).in: S.Hanafi , Pales-
tinian refugees… , p.195
47 Masalha, (1922) the concept of  ‘transferring’ the Palestinian Arab in Zionist Thinking, Planning and 
Action, 1882-1948, quoted in:  Shiblak Abbas, in:  Palestinian Refugees, p124-126
48  Ibidem, p, 114,122
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of  surveillance and disciplinary power. It is already controls most of  the Pa-
lestinian lands.

Host Government as sovereign power

Lebanon as a host authority has exerted its power through enforcing para-
doxical laws against Palestinian refugees for decades. This paradoxical law is 
responsible for Palestinian refugees not enjoying the rights and benefits they 
ought to as residents of  Lebanon. The way this law affects Palestinian refugees 
is that they are first excluded from the realm of  municipal planning and ser-
vice provision while simultaneously included as a problem of  security threats 
and taxes.  For example, after the war between the Lebanese army and Fatah 
al-Islam49 inside the Nahr El- Bared 50refugee camp, the Lebanese-Palestinian 
Dialogue committee (LPD) and Internal Security Forces (ISF) installed a po-
lice station inside the old camp, to directly guard and control Palestinians 
for security reasons but at the same time they ignored the genuine problems 
of  everyday life in camp. They even ignore the current actors or popular 
committees that are reliable for the people in the camp because everything is 
controlled by Lebanese governments through Lebanese military intelligence 
and the ISF. For example, they have used the Security Committee when they 
wanted a person for legal reasons, but in exchange they never gave them ac-
knowledgment or resources as a local municipal power. Thus, security was not 
for securing the refugees but for controlling them; it also created an insecure 
atmosphere inside the refugee camp.

The second aspect of  enforcing paradoxical laws against Palestinians was 
for controlling the individual, a powerful strategy. Controlling the individual 

49 Fatah al-Islam is one of  the extremist Islamic organizations which invest progressively in 
the space of  camp. There is a hypothesis that Syria, Saudi Arabia and al-Qaida are support-
ing this group.
50 Nahr El-Bared refugee camp, located in north of  Tripoli in Lebanon. The armed battle 
between the Lebanese army and Fatah al-Islam lasted three months, resulting in the killing of  
over 40 Palestinian civilians, 167 Lebanese soldiers and over 200 Fatah al-Islam fighters, and the 
destruction of  almost all of  the camp’s premises and the flight of  around 33,000 to other camps 
(Hanafi Sari, “Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon as a space of  exception”, 2008 P.1-2). 
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had political bases; as Lebanon comprised several religions51and the balance 
between confessional groups is important to them, they feared that the Pale-
stinian presence would add to its Muslim Sunni population and hence alter 
its volatile sectarian political system52. Therefore, for the political formation 
of  the government, in spite of  the fact that the Lebanese state has endorsed 
international humanitarian laws, in the case of  Palestinian rights the law and 
regulations are violated. Therefore, like other Arab countries, Lebanon offi-
cially justifies the denial of  basic rights to preserve the identity of  the refugees 
and to make sure that they will not permanently settle in Arab states. This has 
caused the exodus of  Palestinian beyond the Arab region, which is one of  the 
objectives of  the Zionist ideology, namely the dispersal of  Palestinian refugees 
away from their homeland53.

In conclusion, the duality of  the law and the continuous ‘subverting the 
legal with the political and vice versa’ is the main factor that sustains the status 
of  Palestinians and keeps them in a state of  exception, included in the regime 
of  security but excluded from regime of  law. As Hanafi points out, ‘the camp 
is a legally suspended space where military intelligence has governed it in a 
state of  exception’; security and policing of  the camp is not about securing 
refugees from crime or armed militant groups, but it is about controlling in-
dividuals for political reasons54. The strategy of  applying paradoxical law for 
controlling Palestinian refugees in Lebanon is a way of  practising disciplinary 
power, or in Foucault’s word by constructing ‘anatomo-politics of  the body’ as a 
means of  controlling bodies in space.

51 There are 18 officially recognized religious sects of  which the Shia and the Sunni Mus-
lims, the Maronites and Roman Orthodox are the most powerful groups. The Parliament 
consists of  128 deputies and is made up to proportionally represent the various sectarian 
groups; it serves for 4-year terms.
52 Shiblak Abbas, in Palestinian Refugees:…p117
53 Ibidem
54 Kundesen A. and Hanafi S., Eds., (2010) Palestinian Refugees: Identity, Space and Place in the 
Levant, London and New York: Routledge. p.36-37 
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Local sovereigns as disciplinary powers

There were different institutions governing the Palestinian refugee camps, 
such as notables, political factions, the Palestinian Liberation Organization 
(PLO), popular unions and organizations (workers, women, engineers, etc), 
Community Based Organizations (CBOs), Non-Governmental Organiza-
tions (NGOs) and the Palestinian Muslim Scholar’s League (an Imam coa-
lition close to Hamas). But the most influential institutions were the PLO, 
Hamas and international organizations like UNRWA.

The PLO

The Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) as the sole legitimate rep-
resentative of  Palestinian people was created in 1964. In Lebanon the au-
tonomy of  the PLO in 1969 was agreed after the Cairo Agreement between 
the Lebanese government and PLO. The autonomy permitted the PLO as 
the resistance movement to launch attacks against Israel from Lebanese ter-
ritory55, and the PLO had the authority to govern the camps in Lebanon in 
order to ‘liberate’ the population of  the camps from the oppression that was 
exercised by Lebanese Military Intelligence. At that time legal control of  the 
Palestinian camps was in the hands of  PLO, but under Lebanese sovereignty; 
the PLO established ‘a state within a state’ in Lebanon.

After the Cairo agreement, PLO had the authority to govern the camps. 
With that status it established two institutions: first, the Palestinian Armed 
Struggle Command served as a local police in the camps; second, popular 
committees operated as a municipality with the responsibility for maintai-
ning services such as electricity, water, garbage collection and the handling of  
small disputes. The PLO was able to consolidate Palestinians’ dwellings into 
solid houses and build three- or four-storey buildings for the first time. There-
fore, the PLO was the first authority; it established various social institutions 

55 Hanafi, Sari, (2010) Governance, Governmentalities, and the State of  Exception in the Palestinian 
Refugee Camps of  Lebanon, Journal of  Refugee Studies, published by Oxford University Press, 
http://jrs.oxfordjournals.org, p.4
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that were the main providers of  social services and work opportunities for 
Palestinians56.

Politically, the PLO promoted a collective political and national identity 
among the exiled Palestinians that until then had seen themselves ‘merely’ 
as refugees. The PLO included in its structure popular organizations such as 
workers’ unions, though these bodies were controlled by a central office. The 
agreement provided Palestinian refugees in Lebanon with social rights and 
socio-economic improvement, recognition of  their authority inside the cam-
ps, and the right to armed resistance against Israel in coordination with the 
Lebanese army. For Palestinians the period 1970-1980 is called the ‘golden 
age’ that they have experienced in Lebanon.

The critical aspects of  the PLO organization regarding the administration 
of  the camps were first, the absence of  a powerful authority to be able to unify 
the too many factions and institutions that were inside the camps; second, the 
PLO – with its traditional focus more on political and military matters rather 
than the delivery of  social services – due to its lack of  territorial sovereignty 
was not in a position to develop national education or health plans capable of  
providing an alternative to the UNRWA programmes. The presence of  PLO 
was thus short-lived57.

In sum, because of  the possession of  heavy armaments by the PLO in Le-
banon, a lack of  cooperation between different institutions inside the refugee 
camps, the lack of  a strong position regarding health and education policy, 
and the 1982 Israeli invasions, the power of  the PLO declined in Lebanon 
and its military forces were evacuated. The evacuation of  the PLO had a ne-
gative effect for the living condition of  camp-dwellers. After the evacuation, 
popular committees were not only unable to meet the people’s needs and pro-
vide basic services, but they were also the cause of  many problems due to their 
ambitions to advance their own political and individual interests. The incapa-
bility of  the popular committees pushed toward the self-governing of  camp 

56 Kortam Manal, Politics, Patronage and Popular Committees in the Shatila Refugee Camp, Lebanon, 
in Palestinian Refugees:…p, 199-200
57 Al-Husseini Jalal, (2000) UNRWA and the Palestinian Nation-Building Process, Journal of  Pales-
tinian studies Vol. 29, No. 2 Winter, University of  California Press on behalf  of  the Institute 
for Palestine Studies  http://palestine-studies.org/files/jalil.pdf, p.56
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residents. A self-governing camp is an unofficial and unsustainable mode of  
governing which will generally be associated with more chaos. 

Hamas

After the 1982 war in Lebanon, power in the camps was taken over by pro-
Syrian committees which were recognized by Palestinians and Lebanese as le-
gitimate and sovereign. The pro-Syrian committees weren’t able to maintain 
order and regulation inside the camps or prevent crime. So the Palestinians 
were forced to adopt alternative authorities such as Islamic authorities and 
other informal political authorities for assistance. In the absence of  other reg-
ular authorities to maintain social order in camps, the camp residents relied 
more on notions of  morality and ethics – particularly Islamic ones (Ikhlaq) 
– to promote norms. As a result, sheikhs, imams and other ‘morally sound’ 
persons were granted most of  the authority58.

As the most influential Palestinian faction, under the influence of  Syrian 
authority Hamas started to impose its power through social intervention. For 
example, it regularly sponsored mass weddings; these weddings helped young 
couples to deal with high expenses of  weddings, which was a reason for delay-
ing marriage59. In this sense the specific interpretation of  Islam, both Shari’a 
and Ikhlaq (morals), came to function as mentalities of  governance, or “go-
vernmentalities” for camp residents. There is a good example that represents 
how Islamist factions control individuals through the moral idea of  Ikhlaq in 
Islamism: Hanafi reports that the anthropologist Michael Jensen, in conduc-
ting field work on a Hamas soccer team in Gaza, observed how ‘the creation 
of  sound Muslims at the individual level was accomplished through the physi-
cal conditioning of  one’s body through sport; it was this ‘care of  self ’ that 
marked one as an Islamist. The soccer players with whom Jensen interacted 

58 Hanafi S., (2010) Governing the Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon and Syria, in: Kundesen A. 
and Hanafi S.(Eds.), Palestinian Refugees: Identity, Space and Place in the Levant, London and New 
York: Routledge. P.45
59 Jensen, (2009) The Political Ideology of  Hamas: a Grassroots of  perspective, p.5, quoted in:Kun-
desen A. and Hanafi S. (Eds.), Palestinian Refugees: Identity, Space and Place in the Levant, London 
and New York: Routledge. P,46
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also adopted new styles of  dress and new ways of  talking about themselves, 
morally distinct from other Palestinians in Gaza60.

Islamism through Hamas literature as a science of  the soul has transfor-
med many Palestinians, especially young men, through constructing their sen-
se of  self. Therefore, moral principles became a way of  commanding respect 
and authority in the camps. Palestinians in Lebanon in this period of  time 
recognized new ‘technologies of  subjectivity’, in other words new ways of  
understanding their own selves, not just as Muslims, but as refugees. As Rose 
reminds us:

Technologies of  subjectivity thus exist in a kind of  symbiotic relationship with what one 
might term ‘techniques of  the self ’: the ways in which we are enabled, by means of  the 
languages, criteria, and techniques offered to us, to act upon our bodies, souls, thoughts, 
and conduct in order to achieve happiness, wisdom, health, and fulfilment61.

The United Nations Relief and Work Agency (UNRWA)

The international regime for refugee protection and the internationally adopt-
ed definition of  “refugee” are embodied in the 1951 Refugee Convention, its 
companion instrument the 1967 Refugee Protocol, and the Statute of  the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The Refugee 
Convention and Protocol incorporate the now universally accepted definition 
of  “refugee”:

[A]ny person who ... as a result of  events occurring before 1 January 1951 and owing to 
well-founded fear of  being persecuted for reasons of  race, religion, nationality, member-
ship of  a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of  his nationa-
lity and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself  of  the protection of  
that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of  his former 
habitual residence as a result of  such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling 
to return to it62.

60 Rose, (1990) Governing the Soul: Technologies or Human Subjectivity , p.11, quoted in: ibid
61 Ibidem
62 Susan M. Akram,  Palestinian Refugees and Their Legal Status: Rights, Politics, and Implications 
for a Just Solution (2002),  Journal of  Palestine Studies, Vol. 31, No. 3 Spring, Published by: 
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The international refugee protection provided by UNHCR is twofold: direct 
protection of  refugees’ human rights on a daily basis; and the search for and 
implementation of  durable solutions for refugees from the available choices of  
voluntary repatriation, resettlement or host-country absorption. UNHCR’s 
work in implementing durable solutions in any refugee situation is guided by 
the pivotal principle of  individual refugee choice.

In contrast to the regime set up under the 1951 Refugee Convention and 
the UNHCR mandate, a separate regime governs the status of  Palestinian 
refugees. This regime comprises two special UN agencies – the United Na-
tions Conciliation Commission on Palestine (UNCCP) and the United Na-
tions Relief  and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) and certain 
provisions of  the 1951 Refugee Convention and the UNHCR statute. To the 
establishment of  the UNCCP on 11 December 1948 was given the critical 
function of  protecting refugees and furthering consensus concerning the ap-
propriate solution to their problems. But, a year later, when UN General As-
sembly (UNGA) began to doubt the temporary nature of  Palestinian refugee 
situation, on 18 December 1949 it decided to set up a proper agency to carry 
out relief  work amongst the Palestinian refugees, the agency named UNRWA. 
As UNRWA’s mandate suggests, the agency’s beneficiaries receive basic sub-
sistence – food, clothing and shelter – but none of  the protections for a wide 
range of  human rights and fundamental freedoms that were to be guaranteed 
by the 1951 Refugee Convention and UNHCR. The reason that UNHCR set 
apart Palestinian refugees under its protection mandate was:

Article 1D of  the 1951 Refugee Convention singles the Palestinians out for special tre-
atment because this Convention shall not apply to persons who are at present receiving 
from organs or agencies of  the United Nations other than the United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees protection or assistance. When such protection or assistance has 
ceased for any reason, without the position of  such persons being definitively settled in 
accordance with the relevant resolutions adopted by the General Assembly of  the United 
Nations, these persons shall ipso facto be entitled to the benefits of  this Convention63.

University of  California Press on behalf  of  the Institute for Palestine Studies, p37, http://
www.jstor.org/stable/3247442
63 Ibidem, p.39 
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The UNRWA was the main provider of  services for Palestinian refugees: 
its existence was temporary, its mandate has been regularly extended by the 
United Nations General Assembly since 1946, and it has established itself  as 
a ‘quasi-state’ institution64.  Although the UNRWA is governing the camps 
and recognizes the Palestinians ‘right of  return’, the UNRWA mandate was 
strict compared to UNHCR mandate because it excluded Palestinians from 
jurisdictional protection. The lack of  Palestinian protection in the UN man-
date deprived Palestinians of  obligatory international intervention, as is dem-
onstrated whenever their refugee camps are bombed or they are massacred. 
Therefore the UN mandate included neither de jure protection of  refugees nor 
their return to their home65.

Just as critical, besides the lack of  protection in UNRWA’s mandate, the 
organization is financially dependent on the United States and some Euro-
peans donors, and the goodwill of  host authorities in some of  its operations. 
Therefore, if  UNRWA goes in the direction of  a durable solution or making 
sensitive decisions – such as the right of  return – it will be faced with the 
danger of  politicization. As a result UNRWA has been unable to make per-
manent changes in the situation of  the Palestinians beyond social services. 
The reason that UNRWA is unable to act politically is that the UNRWA is 
itself  subject to other powers that restrict its authority. However, in some cases 
the UNRWA has acted beyond its strict mandate because as an international 
institution it is directly involved with the Palestinian plight and their right 
of  return. For example, the organization started linking service provision to 
advocacy, recently the rights-based approach to its humanitarian mandate has 
been emerging, and housing, children and women’s rights are in the mandate 
but the right of  return is not yet included in the UNRWA advocacy strategy.

In the view of  Palestinian refugees, UNRWA has a political dimension be-
cause it symbolizes their refugee status by ration cards and their justification 
for their right of  return. In addition, the UNRWA has the authority to govern 
the camps; for example it has the power to cut the ration rolls for individuals 

64 Al Huseini Jala & Bocco Ricardo, Dynamics of  humanitarian aid, local and regional politics, in 
Palestinian refugees..p.128
65 Hanafi Sari, (2008) Palestinian Refugee Camps in the Palestinian Territory: Territory of  Exception 
and Locus of  Resistance, http://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/8631,  p,504
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who do not obey UNRWA regulations, but does not enjoy a ruling position 
to be able to act accordingly. Therefore, a kind of  mistrust arose in the rela-
tionship of  refugees with UNRWA. For example, refugees consider UNRWA 
responsible for some of  the disorders in the camps.

As a result, as long as Palestinians are excluded from international protec-
tion and UNRWA’s mandate is limited only to social services and excludes 
them from political rights, there will be no solution to the Palestinian problem.

Humanitarian powers

Human rights and humanitarian law since the creation of  the state of  Israel con-
firm that the denationalization of  Palestinians was illegal and that they retain the 
right to return to their places of  origin. Moreover, humanitarian law used to refer 
to “protected people,” but current humanitarian practices focus mainly on “vic-
tims” or “survivors” in order to sound more positive.66 As a result, bio-power is 
exercised not only by different kinds of  sovereign authorities through the govern-
ment of  the refugee camps, but also by humanitarian organizations.

Humanitarian aid is a kind of  technology for controlling people specifi-
cally in closed spaces such as refugee camps because in open spaces refugees 
are more integrated in society and are less dependent on humanitarian orga-
nizations. As Julie Peteet noted in her work on Palestinian refugee camps in 
Lebanon:  the ways in which the collection of  rations and access to health care 
had to be achieved became ways in which the refugee body was disciplined 
and controlled by aid organizations. For example, refugees were taught how 
to stand in orderly lines for their rations, and children were made to drink 
milk and subjected to other forms of  health and wellbeing practices that were 
humiliating. Therefore, living in the camp allowed rations to be more easily 
provided, but it also meant being subjected to forms of  control and bio-power 
that reduce them to subjects of  interventions.67

66 Ibidem,  p.503
67 Peteet Julie, (2005) Landscape of  Hope and Despair: Palestinian Refugee Camps, quoted in: Ro-
mola,  Squatting in Camps: Building and insurgency in Space of  Refuge (2010), Urban studies pub-
lished online 28 June, SAGE, http://usj.sagepub.com, p.5
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According to Peteet humanitarian aid or rations are linked to political con-
tainment. The provision of  aid becomes one of  the ways in which refugees 
ensure that their predicament is not marginalized in the global humanitarian/
political system. Therefore, any cuts in aid are met with protests not only becau-
se they are dependent on it but also the rations have a deeply political connota-
tion68. In other words, as Malkki mentioned, universalizing individual refugees 
into humanitarian subjects involves abstracting their predicaments from specific 
political, historical and cultural contexts and tends to silence them69.

In the end, deployment of  bio-power by humanitarian organizations (con-
sidering Palestinians as bodies to be fed and sheltered in a bare life without 
political existence) facilitates the surveillance and control of  refugees and this 
“care, cure and control” system has transformed refugee camps into discipli-
nary spaces70.

4. Why do exceptional disciplinary spaces (closed spaces) reduce 
the life of  refugees to bare life?

The arrangements of  exceptional disciplinary spaces have intensified the 
control and surveillance of  the physical spaces and the bodies of  Palestinian 
refugees in Lebanon. Living continuously in these kinds of  spaces without 
any official improvement for 60 years affects urban and social status; it turns 
Palestinian lives into ‘bare lives’71. It is important to mention that here bare 
life refers to what Hannah Arendt (1985) pointed out: ‘Bare life’ is the condi-

68 Peteet Julie, (2005) Landscape of  Hope and Despair: Palestinian Refugee Camps, p.82, quoted in: 
Romola Sanyal Romola, Squatting in camps…, 2010, p.5
69 Maalki, (1996) Speechles emissaries:  refugees, humanitarianism, and dehistoricization, Cultural An-
thropology  , p.378, quoted in: Romola Sanyal, Squatting in camps…, 2010
70 Hanafi Sari, (2008) Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon as a space of  exception , http://www.
reseau-terra.eu/article798.html p,8
71 In ancient Greek the term  ‘bios’ means ‘life’, specifically the way of  life of  human collec-
tives or full life, as distinct from zōē, that is the simple life of  an organism, or ‘bare life’ that is 
common to all living beings just being alive.
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tion when people do not have a right to defend their rights as a minority or 
the right to have rights”72.

To claim that Palestinian refugees in Lebanon are excluded from their ba-
sic rights, this chapter is divided into two parts. In the first part I describe the 
advantages of  urban public space, then I describe the way in which the lack of  
official spatial plans for Palestinian refugee camps –specifically in the area of  
urban public spaces – as the main element of  spatial planning and structural 
urbanization effects urban exclusion and the consequence of  urban exclusion 
is pushing the refugee community into poverty and social exclusion.

In the second part of  this article I try to give an image of  the everyday 
life of  refugees who are living in closed spaces and lacking any public urban 
spaces. In this part I choose the Burj el-Barajneh camp as a case study and 
describe in detail the brief  history of  the urban and spatial arrangement of  
the camp and its effect on the social life of  individuals and groups.

To have a clearer image of  how spatial arrangements and urban plan-
ning can affect people’s everyday life, I compare two refugee camps: one in 
Lebanon, the other in Jordan, in which the latter has organized more open 
and urban-like spaces. It is worth mentioning that based on FAFO’s survey 
the rate of  poverty, the undeveloped situation of  housing, health, education 
and employment in Lebanon is higher than in Jordan. More importantly, re-
garding the basic rights of  each citizen the European Commission, Bhalla & 
Lapeyre (1997), has reported the following statement:

“(…) each citizen has the right to a certain basic standard of  living and a right to parti-
cipate in the major social and occupational institutions of  the society: employment, hou-
sing, health care, education and so on. (…) beyond the diversity of  national situations, 
(social exclusion) is tending to establish within society a mechanism which excludes part of  
the population from economic and social life and from their share of  the general prosperi-
ty. (…) The problem now is not one of  disparity between the top and bottom of  the social 
scale (up/down), but also between those comfortably placed within society and those on 
the fringe (in/out)”73.

72 Arendt H., (1985) origins of  totalitarianism, quoted in: Hanafi Sari, Spacio-cide: colonial 
politics, invisibility and rezoning in Palestinian territory (2010), Routledge, London. http://www.
informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t780786794
73 Ibidem, p.1
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The advantages of  urban public planning and open spaces

United Nations Human settlements programme (UN-Habitat) working paper 
divided the urban reality in towns and cities into two parts: the built area and 
the un-built area. The un-built area considers the parts of  the city that have 
no proper buildings; instead, they can have streets, roads, infrastructures and 
other elements, and especially green areas such as recreational areas, parks 
and plazas inside the cities. The street system is considered as un-built area 
which provides the connectivity matrix for the city, which is fundamental for 
urban mobility. The advantages of  public spaces are: firstly, they provide ur-
ban economic productivity because of  the efficiency of  mobility. Secondly, 
the street pattern as the un-built area also provides the matrix for the layout 
of  basic urban services – mainly energy, water supply and sanitation, drain-
age, transportation, parking lots and other services. The affordability of  these 
urban services is related to the quality of  the street patterns. Thirdly, the street 
patterns, including plazas and public gardens, are the key element of  personal 
interaction and communication between citizens. In that sense, they define 
the cultural and political quality of  city life. Fourthly, the walk-ability of  the 
spaces, the safety of  the sidewalks and the form and location of  shops along 
the street determine the quality and quantity of  street life74.

On the contrary, poorly planned cities are without proper quantities of  
public space and lack the streets to connect the various parts of  the city, and 
the irregular block pattern and plotting reduce the potential for a prosperous 
urban economy. Moreover, the very long distances between crossings reduces 
street life, urban intensity and mobility and facilitates congestion.

Spatial urban planning is critical fact in urbanization because it includes 
multiple advantages in a society. These advantages include the provision of  
basic urban services, the capacity to generate prosperity such as job creation, 
health and education services, sustainability, resilience to natural disasters and 
safety and security. In the following paragraph I will apply the general concept 
of  un-planned public spaces or closed spatial spaces to the Burj el-Barajneh 
refugee camp in Lebanon. The spatial arrangement of  the camp means that 

74 Clos John, (2013) The relevance of  street patterns and public space in urban area, UN- Habitat work-
ing paper , http://www.unhabitat.org/pmss/listItemDetails.aspx?publicationID=3465, p.1
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it is not included in any of  the urbanization benefits that should be considered 
as the basic right of  each individual living in any society.

According to Hanafi “open space” is defined as both urban and societal. 
Open urban space is regulated by the host country to look like any residential 
low-income neighbourhood, allowing it to be connected with the surrounding 
cities and villages and having a governance body capable of  dealing with the 
municipal issues inside the camps. From the societal point of  view, camp dwel-
lers are relatively integrated socially and economically into the surrounding 
neighbourhood and labour market. A “closed space” does not meet at least 
one of  these conditions; camps organized as “closed spaces” constitute urban 
enclaves or satellites located at the urban periphery, lacking in green spaces, 
and with poor access and poor housing75.

In sum, what UN-Habitat describes as public spaces and its advantages in 
both social and urban life includes all aspects of  open spaces. In my under-
standing the crucial factors in both public and open spaces are integrating the 
inhabitant of  that place with the rest of  population, and this is the core of  the 
discussion.

Effects of close and open spatial arrangements on urban and social life

Closed spatial arrangement of the Burj el-Barajneh camp in Lebanon

To achieve a clear picture of  the living conditions of  Palestinian refugees liv-
ing in unplanned spaces, I use and describe as the case study the closed spaces 
of  Burj el-Barajneh spaces, which lack any organized public urban spaces. 
The Burj el-Barajneh camp in Lebanon is located in the southern suburb of  
Beirut, on the main road to the international airport. The camp was set up in 
Lebanon in 1948 to accommodate low-income peasants and urban Palestin-
ian refugees who lacked the means to support themselves. The land allocated 
to the refugees to settle the camp was located in an underdeveloped, sparsely 

75 Socio-Economic Survey of  Palestinian Refugees in Lebanon, (2010) American university of  Bei-
rut, http://www.unrwa.org/userfiles/2011012074253.pdf, p.4
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inhabited agricultural area south of  Beirut76. From the beginning of  their 
arrival the selection of  site did not follow the principle of  responding to refu-
gee’s requirements as far as possible.

Looking at aerial views of  the camp, the actual borders of  the camp are 
defined by the main roads on the north and west boundaries and by a fence 
on the east boundary. The southern boundary is a little more difficult to de-
termine due to the absence of  a major road or fence. From an aerial view, it 
is easy to distinguish the dense built-up areas and narrow winding roads and 
alleyways within the camp from the surrounding neighbourhoods and organi-
zed wide roads of  Beirut. The view shows that there is almost no uninhabited 
area in the camp large enough for basic services like energy, water supply, 
sanitation or public spaces like plazas and parks.

With regard to street patterns as the fundamental factor for urban mobil-
ity, Burj el-Barajneh has one only main road, which leads from the entrance 
of  the camp to the PRCS hospital and the UNRWA school. The rest of  the 
camp is a labyrinth of  winding narrow alleyways, thus most parts of  the camp 
are not accessible to cars. The northern part of  the camp is a combined resi-
dential and office area known to house offices as well as the larger shops and 
services77.

In addition, there is not only a lack of  infrastructure, but also – due to the 
building and space restrictions enforced and no building codes or zoning laws 
to regulate the growth – the camp grew organically. In organically growing 
settlements and urbanization, growth is created naturally without any formal 
planning strategy; the government does not take any responsibility for devel-
opment. Therefore, in these spaces the buildings often encroach upon public 
roads and spaces, resulting in dense clusters of  attached buildings that have 
been structurally extended to a height of  three to four stories (see Figure 1).

In Burj el-Barajneh the buildings are separated by a tangled web of  1-1.5 
metre-wide alleys that follow no rhythm or logical pattern78. Consequently, 

76 Latif  Nadia, (2010) Space, Power and Identity in a Palestinian Refugee Camp - Terra, published 
online by Occupied Palestine, http://occupiedpalestine.wordpress.com.  P.3
77 Masad Dana, (2009) Moving Towards Self  Reliance: Living Conditions of  Refugee Camps in Leb-
anon and Opportunities for Development, Master diss., California Polytechnic State University San 
Luis Obispo 
78 Ibidem
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the camp is quite confusing and visitors without a plan and knowledge are 
easily disoriented, which creates an unsafe domestic and urban feeling for the 
residents of  the camp .

Figure 1. Urban slum settlement

The lack of  any street pattern and un-built area for the layout of  urban basic 
service affects water supplies, sanitation, drainage and electricity. There is no 
piped water in Burj el-Barajneh and the vast majority of  households have no 
water filtering devices. The only reliable access to water is through trucks and 
vendor-delivered water. The sanitation unit and sewerage system is provided 
by UNRWA but it is not enough; FAFO also reports that some 45% of  refu-
gees in Lebanon live in communities where open drain ditches exist. An inad-
equate drainage system means that excess water from tanks and rooftops sits 
stagnant in the street – despite water shortages, alleyways are often flooded. 
In addition, the electricity network is another problem in the camp; almost 
all households are connected to an electric network, and because of  the lack 
of  space all electric cables hang between buildings, which this creates a risky 
situation for the health and security (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Exposed electrical wires and narrow, cramped, unpaved alleys

The population density in Burj el-Barajneh is high; in an area of  104,000 
square metres the density according to the CSO survey is as high as 32,000-
33,00079. In other words there are approximately 20,000 people living in 0.1 
sq km80. Inside houses there are three or more persons living per room. Thus, 
the residents of  the camp are confronted with limited space both inside and 
outside. Recently the situation become worse: at least 3,000 people have ar-
rived in the past year, fleeing the violence in Syria. Their arrival has stretched 
the limited resources available in the camp, leaving many without adequate 
access to even the most basic public services.

After analyzing the spatial arrangement of  Burj el-Barajneh, in the next 
part I mention the Burje el-Barajneh camp as representative of  the general 
social and urban situation of  the refugee camps in Lebanon.

79 Masad Dana, (2009) Moving Towards Self  Reliance: Living Conditions of  Refugee Camps in Leb-
anon and Opportunities for Development, Master diss., California Polytechnic State University San 
Luis Obispo http://digitalcommons.calpoly.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1154&contex-
t=theses
80 Latif  Nadia, (2010) Space, Power and Identity in a Palestinian refugee camp - Terra, Published 
online by occupied Palestine. http://occupiedpalestine.wordpress.com.
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Social and urban status of Burj el-Barajneh camp

The people who are most affected in these unplanned closed spatial arrange-
ments with a lack of  any public spaces are women and children, because 
they are the most vulnerable (in addition to seniors and people with disabili-
ties). The spaces of  refugee camps are unable to provide any relief  either for 
children to play or for women to communicate socially; there are no social 
and entertainment spaces for children and women. Women’s safety and se-
curity are very much dependent on access to urban public spaces. The lack 
of  enough space, specifically public and recreational spaces like streets, parks 
and public transport, affects the economic status of  individuals, specifically 
the women and children who spend most of  their time in the camp.

The safety and security are in danger not because of  the lack of  police but, 
as Jacob concludes, for a space to be seen as safe and pleasant, there should 
be evidence that the environment is being used and that there will always be 
other people around to observe. This feeling of  safety can be reinforced if  
there is a familiarity with the activities on the street and the people there that 
comes from these routine activities81. Walking in dark and narrow alleys, in a 
space without public, streets and green spaces like the Burj el-Barajneh camp 
will create the feeling of  an unsafe environment, specifically for women and 
children.

Living in unplanned spaces in Le Corbusier’s view affects the body and 
the soul; according to him a space without any ‘circulation’ there would have 
no living and working functions in the city. Accessibility becomes hard and at 
the same time the tranquillity and safety of  living spaces can’t be guaranteed. 
‘Circulation’ means giving a proper place first to the environment of  living for 
the family under the rule of  ‘24 solar hours’, second to the working environ-
ment, which is the daily act of  human obligation, third to the culture of  the 
body on one hand and intellectual leisure on the other82. None of  the elements 
of  ‘circulation’ are applied to the Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon.

81 Jacob J., (1961) “The Death and Life of  Great American Cities”,  quoted in: Tungare  Amit, 
Le Corbusier’s Principles of  City Planning and Their Application in Virtual Environment (2001),  www.
collectionscanada.gc.ca/obj/s4/f2/dsk3/ftp04/MQ61319.pdf, P.80
82 Ibidem, p.51
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Isolation of  humans from the natural environment affects the body and 
the spirit; a good design should capture the sun and green space because 
they have powerful positive influences on human wellbeing. According to an 
MSF survey the lack of  public places and dense population have a serious 
impact on people’s emotional stability, particularly for women. The survey 
showed that among the more than 1,000 patients MSF worked with in 2009 
and 2010, some 60 percent were Palestinian and Lebanese women between 
the ages of  25 and 40 who were affected by emotional unease. According to 
one of  the patients:

“Living conditions here are very difficult; I don’t think there’s anyone who finds them to-
lerable. Houses are overcrowded and built close together. Zinc roofs cause temperatures to 
rise in the summer and drop sharply in the winter. The infrastructure is nearly non-existent, 
and there is very little privacy in people’s personal lives, which makes everyone seem short-
tempered. Sometimes, when someone says hello, you want to start a fight with them83.

Contrary to what the standard definition of  shelter and site plans for refugees 
is, in the Burj el-Barajneh camp in any visitor’s mind the appearance is like a 
low-income settlement: cinderblocks, irregular and disorganized housing con-
ditions create an unsatisfactory structure of  the buildings, which reduces the 
potential for a prosperous urban economy. In Palestinian refugee camp spaces 
there is no empty space to provide any of  those advantages of  public space. 
Particularly women, children, the elderly and handicapped are the people 
who are affected the most by these situations.

Comparison of open and closed spaces (Burj el-Barajneh versus Jebel 
el-Hussein)

In comparison with Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon, the spatial ar-
rangements of  Palestinian refugee camps in Jordan are more open. This 
means that more spaces are used for the arrangement of  public spaces and 

83 Doctors Without Borders/Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), (2011) Lebanon: Mental 
Health Care in Burj el-Barajneh, HTTP://WWW.DOCTORSWITHOUTBORDERS.ORG/
NEWS/ARTICLE.CFM?ID=5055
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the street system. Therefore, urban mobility, connections with local neigh-
bourhoods, and basic services are in a better condition, though it may not be 
enough. It is important to highlight that the Jordanian authorities adopted a 
policy of  easing refugee integration into Jordanian society by providing ac-
cess to public services, work in all professions and the right of  citizenship. 
This strategy, together with the support provided by UNRWA, allows living 
conditions among the large majority of  Palestinian refugees and displaced in 
Jordan which are not very different from those of  the rest of  the Jordanian 
population. Palestinian refugees in Jordan, living in more open spaces, are 
less confronted with labour discrimination, poverty and urban slums; also in 
terms of  community housing and infrastructure, settlements are comparable 
to other areas in Jordan.

The Jebel el-Hussein Camp in Jordan as an example gives us a clear im-
age of  how much the living conditions can improve if  the quality of  life has 
been considered before the creation of  a camp. The brief  description of  Jebel 
el-Hussein in Jordan can indicate what it looks like to live in more open and 
urban-like spaces; it shows the difference from the closed spaces of  refugee 
camps in Lebanon like Burj el-Barajneh. The Jebel el-Hussein camp was es-
tablished in Jordan in 1952, as a result of  the 1948 Arab-Israeli war; the camp 
has 29,560 refugees registered at UNRWA, but the unofficial population esti-
mate is between 40,000 and 60,000 inhabitants. It is located in an area of  0.42 
square kilometres northwest of  Amman84.

Jebel el-Hussein looks like a ‘working class neighbourhood’. The layout of  
the camp is regular. There is one main big road cut by 50 smaller streets going 
to the outside. Commercial activities are concentrated along the main road. 
Houses are mainly made with concrete blockwork for walls and covered by 
reinforced concrete roofs. Most of  them count 2 to 3 storeys (see Figure 3).

84 Oesch Lucas, (2010) Improvement Practices and Strategies in al-Hussein Palestinian Refugee Camp, 
Jordan , IFI-UNRWA conference, Beirut, AUB 8-9 October,  http://www.aub.edu.lb/ifi/public_pol-
icy/pal_camps/pc_events/Documents/20101008ifi_unrwa60_conference/conference_presentations/day2/ifi_un-
rwa_conf_day2panel2_ppt4_oesch.pdf, p.2
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Figure 3. Regular layout, and 2 or 3 storey houses

However, overcrowding of  houses and lack of  available spaces in the Jabal 
el- Hussein camp are obvious, and still the structure of  the camp suffers from 
the poor housing conditions such as poor construction, inadequate ventilation 
and dampness, and low levels of  maintenance are evident. Figure 3 shows that 
the camp is more contiguous to the urban landscape; the ‘borders’ are formed 
by streets, and at first glance it is not easy to determine where the camp ends. 
There has been some physical infrastructure built in the camp; 98% of  houses 
have connections to the water supply and sewerage system. 100% have con-
nections to electricity. Most of  the roads, pathways and stairs are paved85. In 
addition there has been some housing rehabilitation effort too. Therefore, the 
camp is very accessible and functional, and it has grown more like an urban-
like space (see Figure 4).

85 Ibidem, p.3
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Figure 4. Functional and paved roads (Urban-like)

In Lebanon after 60 years still 50% of  refugees live in camps, in Jordan just 
30% live in camps. The percentage of  social hardship cases (SHC) in Jordan 
is about 3 percent, while Lebanon has a higher percentage of  SHC (about 
11 percent)86. The quality of  health and education in Jordan is comparable 
with the host populations because they have the choice to leave the camp for 
a better life, and regarding education the comparability becomes higher. As 
a result, closed spaces have a salient effect on the living condition and urban 
situation of  refugees. Although discrimination in law, the labour market and 
citizenship rights plays a partial role in poverty and urbanity, the evidence 
shows that comparing refugee camp and non-refugee camp dwellers in Jordan 
who are living under the same rule, the non-camp dwellers have better social 
and urban conditions. Moreover, the survey demonstrates that there are not 
many differences between Palestinian non-camps dwellers who are integrated 
with the society and the rest of  the host population.

86 Hanafi Sari, (2008) Palestinian Refugee Camps in the Palestinian Territory: Territory of  Exception 
and Locus of  Resistance,  http://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/8631, p.499
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Conclusion

The first step of  discipline in Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon started 
with strict spatial partitioning by dispersing, enclosing and enclaving. The 
techniques have been applied within these closed spaces for the organiza-
tion of  individuals with the aim of  knowing what individuals are doing. The 
mode of  control changed over time according to the function of  surveillance. 
Sometimes they were controlled by erecting physical barriers, through ad-
ministration of  refugee camps by the police and Lebanese internal security, 
through the spatial layouts of  refugee camps like Burj el-Barajneh to facilitate 
the surveillance and control; and sometimes violently through military action, 
and sometimes more politely through the enforcement of  the law. A good 
example is mentioned by Jenifer Hyndman: “…although spatial orders in 
refugee shelters in the camps are in along neat grids and aerial photographs 
are used to count them in order to estimate the size of  the population. The 
Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon do not correspond to the spatial order, 
but this is not to say that the camps are not disciplinary spaces in the Foucault-
ian sense or that power does not mark their spatial and social organization. 
On the contrary, the shifts in Burj el-Barajneh camp’s boundaries and the dif-
ference in their permeability over time demonstrate the ways in which power 
relations are spatially embedded”87. Therefore, sometimes the power is made 
more functional by making the space more overcrowded or unplanned.

The peculiarity of  disciplinary space is that it makes the body docile at the 
lowest possible cost, relatively invisible, and economic growth of  power and 
the social power become intense in the most economical way. Palestinian refu-
gees in Lebanon are legally reduced to cheap labour in order to be controlled, 
regulated and arranged in a more efficient way.

With reference to the relations of  powers within the space there are two 
kinds of  institutions exercising disciplinary power in refugee camp spaces: 
sovereign and non-sovereign powers. Sovereign disciplinary powers are exer-
cised by Israel and the host government of  Lebanon by law and violence. 

87 Hyndman Jenifer, (2000) Managing Displacement Refugees and the Politics of  Humanitar-
ianism, quoted in: Latif, Nadia, Space, Power and Identity in a Palestinian refugee camp - Terra (2010), 
published online by occupied Palestine, http://barthes.ens.fr/TERRA/article800.html 
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Non-sovereign disciplinary powers are exercised by local and international 
institutions. The role of  the Israel military as a colonizing power is to keep Pa-
lestinian away from their land; the host governments’ aim is not letting Pale-
stinians integrate or resettle in their country for political reasons. In addition, 
other local institutions like the PLO were not strong enough to unify all the 
institutions or handle internal crises in the camps; UNRWA and humanita-
rian organizations’ positions were conducive to survival and control than pro-
tection. As a whole, the control matrix is through violence, legal and physical 
constraints (checkpoints, barriers and watchtowers) and humanitarian aid for 
refugees, only the techniques they use for exercising power are different and 
they are not looking for a permanent and sustainable solutions.

To answer the question of  how the disciplinary techniques have worked in 
Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon, I singled out three types of  techniques: 
hierarchical observation, normalizing judgement and examination, in the fra-
mework of  Foucault’s theory of  disciplinary techniques, as follows.

Firstly, hierarchical observation was through discriminatory laws, and so-
metimes violence. Refugees are coerced indirectly by making them immobile, 
physically and socially excluded and not permitted to work freely in any pro-
fession they deserve.

Secondly, they are classified as Palestinian refugees through living in 
unplanned areas, excluding them from the satisfaction of  any basic needs for 
living. As refugees, they are being punished by a lack of  cooperation between 
the current institutions for solving the core of  problem. They are ranked as 
Palestinian refugees who are different from the rest of  the population.

Thirdly, the examination procedures are: make them good subjects, qualify 
them as the subjects who create the fewest problems for the authorities who 
dominate the subjects. The subjects who resist the powers are classified as 
“not normal” because they are not obeying the standards that the authorities 
set for all; for example, they may be classified as terrorists.

Eyal Weizman suggested the typology of  the power that Israel exercised over 
Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT) should be named “occupying power”88. 

88 Weizman Eyal, (2002) The Politics of  Verticality, Quoted in: Zawawi Zahraa, transformation 
of  public space in armed conflict zone: the occupied Palestinian territories case, COSMOP-
OLIS - Centre for Urban Research , City, Culture & Society,  Vrije Universiteit Brussel, 
repository.tudelft.nl/assets/uuid:20b512ae-a274.../zawawi_totaal.pd, p.22
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In my opinion the typology of  the disciplinary power exercised over Palestinian 
refugees in Lebanese space is better named “keeping Palestinians in the state of  
exception”. All powers achieved their own goals, that is observation, distribution 
and surveillance. The powers didn’t work together; each developed its knowledge 
to guarantee its control over the space with different techniques. Therefore, the 
life of  Palestinians has not improved and is reduced to the simplest expression.

The impact of  the powers in disciplinary spaces is the transformation of  re-
fugee camps into a space with social-economic problems; consequently, the so-
cial-economic problems arise from architectural and urban problems too. In the 
dimension of  architectural and urban problems, Palestinian refugees become 
isolated in their own urban slum area, and their connections with the outside 
of  their area in limited as result; they are constrained into a small network. The 
unhealthy houses and environment affect the human body and soul. Moreover, 
using improper industrial materials for construction, depriving them from con-
nections to nature through the urban and architectural forms, depriving them 
from a central plaza or open square for gathering and children’s playgrounds, 
make them psychologically hostile to their environment.

In the dimension of  social and economic matters, Palestinians are being 
excluded, so they end up being considered the poorest among the rest of  
society in Lebanon. Settlers in these spaces are continuously living in a space 
without any proper sanitation system, with poor-quality water, electricity net-
work and health care system. Mixing what Bhalla & Lapeyre and John Gal-
tung said: unequal access to resources like employment, housing, healthcare 
and education as basic rights is structural violence, and structural violence 
brings up human right violations. Consequently the Palestinian lives turn to 
“bare lives, in this situation”, as Hannah Arendt pointed out, and  “people do 
not have a right to defend their rights as a minority”

Foucault did not address directly the actual experience of  individuals and 
groups or the daily use of  closed space. Therefore, we complement Foucault’s 
approach with modern architect Le Corbusier’s (1929) concept of  the im-
portance of  planned and regulated space and its connection to daily lived 
experience; in his words:

“A town is a tool. Towns no longer fulfil this function. They are ineffectual; they use up our 
bodies, they thwart our souls. The lack of  order to be found everywhere in them offends 
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us; their degradation wounds our self-esteem and humiliates our sense of  dignity. They 
are no longer worthy of  the age. They are no longer worthy of  us89.

Le Corbusier held the strong opinion that social unrest was largely tied to 
a lack of  buildings suited to the needs of  workers, arguing that good design 
could rescue societies from social unrest. It is important to say that good de-
sign must include the connection of  people to each other, also urban regions 
and housing consistent with the urban fabric. Otherwise, the wellbeing of  
residents would be affected both physically and emotionally.

In the end, if  the purpose of  discipline is to enclose subjects as in the Panop-
ticon, to produce better economy, education and better society through control-
ling space and the body, with regard to Palestinian refugees disciplinary power 
fails to do it, then discipline in these spaces becomes pointless. The web of  
powers contributes to the governance of  the camp through different techniques, 
and different modes of  governing and managing that were variable, informal 
and inconsistent, but none have had any impressive role in improving the Pale-
stinians’ present social life or future hope for their right of  return.

The camps have been used by Palestinians as a way to silence the colonial 
voice that insists on relegating them to what Gregory (2004) calls a “mute 
object of  history”90. In the context of  the architectural and urban situation they 
are deprived of  space, light and order: those are things that men need just as 
much as they need bread or a place to sleep.

According to the UN refugee agency report, the year 2013 had the highest 
levels of  forced displacement ever seen, due to unusually large numbers of  
new refugees and internally displaced people. The report says 5.9 million pe-
ople were forced to flee their homes in the first six months of  the year, com-
pared with 7.6 million for all of  2012. The biggest producer of  new displace-
ment was Syria. There are 6.5 million people forced to leave their homes in 
Syria, nearly a third of  the country’s population91. There comes to the mind 
the question how will it end with the future of  these refugees? 

89 Tungare  Amit, (2001) Le Corbusier’s Principles of  City Planning and Their Application in Virtual 
Environment, www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/obj/s4/f2/dsk3/ftp04/MQ61319.pdf, P.1
90 Jamal Sarah & Sandor Adam, (2010) “Temporarily Permanent: Agamben and Palestinian Refugee 
Camps in Lebanon”, http://www.cpsa-acsp.ca/papers-2010/Jamal-Sandor.pdf
91 UNHCR, the Mid-Year 2013 report, http://unhcr.org/52af08d26.html
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