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Refugees are often considered to be among the world’s most powerless groups; they face significant structural barriers to political
mobilization, often including extreme poverty and exposure to repression. Yet despite these odds refugee groups do occasionally
mobilize to demand better services and greater rights. In this paper I examine varying levels of mobilization among Syrian refugees
living in camps and informal settlements in Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan in order to explain how marginalized and dispossessed
groups manage to develop autonomous political strength. I explain the surprisingly high levels of mobilization in Jordan’s Za’atari
Camp compared to the relative quiescence of refugees in Turkish camps and Lebanese informal settlements as the product of a set of
strong informal leadership networks. These networks emerged due to two unique facets of the refugee management regime in
Jordan: the concentration of refugees in the camp, and a fragmented governance system. In Turkey and Lebanon, where these two
conditions were absent, refugees did not develop the strong leadership networks necessary to support mobilization. I develop this
argument through structured comparison of three cases and within-case process tracing, using primary source documents from
humanitarian agencies, contentious event data, and 87 original interviews conducted in the summer of 2015.

A t 5:30 p.m. on April 5, 2014, the Jordanian police
detained several Syrian refugees in Districts 7 and 8
of the sprawling city-cum-refugee-camp known as

Za’atari. The detained refugees were being smuggled out of
the camp, and upon hearing of the arrests their relatives made
calls throughout the nearby districts asking neighbors to
intervene to defend their “honor.”1 According to theminutes
of the Camp Management Coordination (CMC) meeting,
which was held three days later, the events escalated rapidly:

Crowds quickly increased from tens to hundreds to a PSD
[police] estimate of several thousand. Police posts in one part of
the camp were then attacked with stones & risked being
overrun. Reinforcements were called in from the Badia (Desert
Force) who were also attacked. Tear gas & warning shots using
live rounds were fired. Refugees proceeded to burn multiple tents
(less than 10) and 6 caravans. Gas cylinders were then thrown
into the fires. Other gas cylinders were turned on and the gas
ignited and turned towards the security forces. During the clash
refugees were shot, with one 17–18 year old male dying early
Sunday morning.2
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On the day after the event the humanitarian agencies
and NGOs in charge of the camp remained safely in their
base camp, too nervous to enter the districts where the
riot had occurred. Eventually the camp’s police ventured
in, and went immediately to the caravans of the districts’
six “street leaders”—informal authority figures with sig-
nificant sway within the refugee communities. The street
leaders made several demands—for better medical services
in the district and replacements of dilapidated caravans—
which the police promised to address, and the meeting
concluded with the street leaders pledging to restore calm
and guarantee the safety of the NGOs. Within 24 hours
NGO staff had resumed their work in the districts.3

Although distinctive for its size and violent denoue-
ment, the event described here is representative of the
type of refugee contention that became commonplace in
the Za’atari camp after its opening in the summer of 2012.
According to security reports from the United Nations
High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), in 2013 and
2014 the Syrians in Za’atari launched 327 contentious
events, including protests, sit-ins, demonstrations, road-
blocks, and stone-throwing incidents.4 In contrast to
typical portrayals of refugees as disempowered subjects,
the Za’atari refugees became a highly mobilized commu-
nity with complex informal leadership structures and
a tendency to make claims through the language of
contentious politics. Yet, strikingly, in the nearby states
of Lebanon and Turkey, which also hosted large numbers
of Syrian exiles, patterns of mobilization conformed far
more closely to the classic stereotypes. In these sites
refugees living in camps demonstrated little of the tenacity
and strength that characterized Za’atari’s refugee commu-
nities, and refugee protests were exceedingly rare.

What explains the divergent levels of mobilization
between the Syrian refugees living in Za’atari and those
who settled in camps in nearby Turkey and Lebanon? How
do refugees, who may be among the world’s most margin-
alized groups, manage on occasion to overcome tremendous
barriers to mobilization? I argue that levels of mobilization
among refugees and other marginalized groups depend on
the strength of their informal leadership networks, which in
turn are shaped by the types of regimes that manage and
govern them. Specifically, the regime overseeing the Za’atari
Camp was marked by a particular configuration of space and
governance, which facilitated the emergence of both powerful
and autonomous refugee leaders. The refugees in Za’atari
were concentrated in one place under the governance of
myriad poorly integrated and uncoordinated authorities.
This combination of concentration in space and fragmented
governance allowed refugees to construct strong informal
leadership networks, which then facilitated high levels of
mobilization through 2013 and 2014. This unique config-
uration was absent in both Turkey and Lebanon. As a result,
neither in Lebanon nor in Turkey were refugees able to
consistently mobilize to make collective demands.

The argument has important implications for academ-
ics and practitioners with an interest in refugees, migra-
tion, and humanitarianism. If history is a guide, the
millions of Syrians living in exile, along with the rest of
the world’s refugees, will likely remain in their host
countries for a considerable time, forcing them to con-
struct new lives and rebuild their communities. Yet we
know relatively little about how refugee communities
reconstitute themselves in exile and begin to organize
politically. Though scholars care about the integration of
these groups into host societies, as well as their impact on
an array of political outcomes like electoral politics,
national identities, redistribution, and violent conflict,
little attention has been given to how they overcome
structural barriers to mobilization. Moreover, the puzzle of
refugee mobilization is in many ways analogous to
a broader scholarly question: how do poor and marginal-
ized groups manage to mobilize, protest, and resist
authorities, despite tremendous odds? Though this study
deals only with cases of refugee mobilization, its findings
may have important implications for understanding mo-
bilization processes among a broad array of similarly
disempowered and dispossessed groups.

Existing Literature: Refugees and
Other Marginalized Groups
Social scientists have long puzzled over how marginalized
social groups, with few resources and little political
influence, manage to develop autonomy and strength—
in some cases sufficient to resist and combat the powerful
actions of states and other authorities. Joel Migdal’s classic
“state in society” formulation posited that the state, rather
than exerting hegemonic social control over the territory it
purports to govern, often comes into conflict with power-
ful social forces capable of resisting its encroachments.5

Similarly, work on peasant rebellions was often motivated
by the paradox that peasants would seem to be unlikely
revolutionary actors given their poverty and societal
marginalization.6 Social movements scholars puzzled over
how poor and homeless people managed to build social
movements, defying theories that predicted movement
emergence only among well-resourced groups.7 And, more
recently, studies of the urban poor have asked why
communities in certain slums develop the capabilities to
effectively lobby governments and gain access to social
services.8 In different ways, these currents of research all
consider the question of how groups on the margins of
society develop the strength necessary to resist and engage
powerful authorities.
The question of how autonomous social strength may

emerge has less commonly been posed about refugees.
Political science scholarship on refugees has typically
examined the security implications of refugee flows,
particularly its connection to violent conflict. These
studies have found that large influxes of refugees can be
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triggers for war and ethnic conflict9 and that refugees
often get militarized and recruited into civil wars.10 But in
many of these studies the agency of refugees themselves is
curiously absent; violence is triggered automatically by
refugee “flows” or refugees are manipulated into violence
by more powerful armed groups. Moreover, despite the
fact that most refugee/host interactions are nonviolent,11

there is little consideration of the more prosaic political
strategies that refugees use to pursue their goals, or the
related question of how they develop political autonomy or
engage relevant authorities. This is surprising because
political science research has consistently found when
considering the broader category of immigrants that new
entrants to societies can develop into powerful political
constituencies, with the capacity to protest and riot,12

influence party nominations and electoral outcomes,13

and restructure public goods provision.14

Indeed, in research from other disciplines there is
plenty of evidence suggesting that refugee mobilization is
a recurring phenomenon with important political impli-
cations. For example, a host of ethnographic and
journalistic accounts of specific refugee camps, particu-
larly in the Middle East and East Africa, have found
refugee communities to be surprisingly tenacious and
vibrant, with considerable capacity to resist authorities
and make demands, including through protest.15 While
these studies offer rich and vivid evidence regarding
dynamics of refugee mobilization, because the scholarship
is almost all based on single cases it is difficult to identify
which factors are more important than others, and which
may have been present in cases where refugee strength was
weaker. This is where an explicitly comparative approach
can be constructive. By comparing a refugee camp where
refugee mobilization was high with two cases in which
camp-based refugees were relatively quiescent, I am able
to assess which factors most consistently generate this
important outcome.

A Theory of Mobilization among the
Dispossessed
Following Charles Tilly’s classic definition, I understand
mobilization as “the process by which a group goes from
being a passive collection of individuals to an active
participant in public life.”16 When pursued through
non-institutional channels, mobilization often takes the
form of contentious claims-making, like protests, boy-
cotts, or strikes.17 In the cases that follow I therefore
operationalize this variable by studying variation in the
making of contentious claims against authorities using
both peaceful and violent (though unarmed) repertoires.18

The strength of informal leadership networks is,
I argue, what explains the variation in this outcome. By
leadership network I mean a series of social relationships
between individuals with status, authority, and influence
within a community. The network is informal when

these relationships exist outside the boundaries of formal
institutions. The strength of such a network is a product
of two factors: the autonomy with which the leaders may
act and the density of the ties between them.

Informal leadership networks matter because they
allow disempowered groups to overcome two of the most
significant barriers to their mobilization: lack of resources
and political vulnerability. Social movements scholars
often emphasize that access to resources greatly facilitates
protest because it allows groups to recruit followers,
provide incentives, and build the organizations necessary
to sustain mobilization.19 And a lack of political influence
may leave groups vulnerable to repression, arrest, and
cooptation by powerful authorities. Strong informal lead-
ership networks help to overcome both these barriers
through two primary mechanisms. First, in the absence of
resources to provide incentives, leaders may use other
means, like social status or informal influence, to motivate
their followers into collective action. Moreover, in a scarce
resource environment informal leaders may be the only
ones with any resources to speak of—food, cash, goods,
etc.—and they may therefore be able to leverage resource
scarcity to their advantage, by providing even stronger
incentives for mobilization than would be possible in
a scenario of greater resource abundance. Second, where
leaders are bound together in networks of strong ties and
relationships, they may collaborate to defend each other
and their constituencies when they come under threat—
for example, by shielding their members from arrest or
rallying followers to physically resist encroachments from
authorities.

The logic behind this explanation draws, in part, from
theories of collective action developed by those proposing
solutions to Mancur Olson’s famous “free rider prob-
lem.”20 Under these theories groups with greater and
denser network ties, i.e., in which more people are
connected to each other through direct or indirect social
relationships, will be better able to act in unison to achieve
a shared goal.21 Roger Gould has particularly emphasized
that for poor or marginalized groups, informal networks—
based in neighborhoods, workplace groups, or friendship
circles—may provide the means to solve the assurance
problem inherent to collective action.22 Other scholars
have argued that more centralized networks, in which
leaders stand at the intersection of a web of network
relations, will better facilitate mobilization, as these leaders
will be well-positioned to motivate followers and sanction
dissenters.23

But this argument simply pushes the question back
one step. If strong leadership networks matter for
mobilizing marginalized communities, the question then
becomes: what produces strong versus weak networks? I
argue that two features of the refugee management
regimes that Syrians came to live under shaped the
character of these informal networks: the degree of
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consolidation of their governance structures and the
settlement patterns they promoted. Specifically, where
refugees were managed by a fragmented governance
regime and concentrated together in one place, they formed
strong informal networks and staged recurring protests.

The first variable—fragmented governance—refers to
a governance regime characterized by poor coordination,
a lack of formal accountability structures, and no central
point of authority. Typically, fragmented governance is
a phenomenon that has been identified in studies of state
formation,24 but an analogous phenomenon may also
emerge in the governance regimes that manage refugee
crises.25 In such situations multiple players, with varying
mandates, resources, and capacities, must collaborate to
conduct many of the activities normally associated with
state administration—like providing services, monitoring
social life, and enforcing rules. Because of this fragmenta-
tion in accountability and coordination they will conduct
these activities sporadically or ineffectively; most impor-
tantly, they will be unable to effectively police activities or
sanction those who violate the rules, giving leaders the
space to act without constraint or punishment.26 The
second variable—spatial concentration—entails the phys-
ical colocation of large numbers of people into a relatively
confined space, like a refugee camp. This concentration of
people into a small, contained space provides the context
for repeated face-to-face physical interactions between
diverse types of residents and leaders, who come to form
multiple relationships and hierarchies.27

The theory is schematically laid out in the process map in
figure 1. The two independent variables, fragmented gover-
nance and spatial concentration, together lead to the emer-
gence of strong informal leadership networks by removing
coercive constraints on leaders’ actions (M1) and facilitating
the formation of dense network ties (M2). Mobilization

occurs when these strong informal leaders motivate their
followers (M3) and collaborate with each other to protect
against threats from camp authorities (M4). Note that in this
argument it is the combination of fragmented governance and
spatial concentration that produces the types of networks that
facilitate mobilization. Indeed, the presence of one condition
without the other may have quite the opposite effect. For
example, studies of concentration camps and other “total
institutions” have found that a concentrated space governed
by a powerful authority may create the conditions for extreme
levels social control—a finding that the Turkey case in this
study largely confirms.28

To test this theory I rely on two well-established
qualitative research techniques: the comparative method
and within-case process tracing.29 I compare three cases,
Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon, with broadly similar
characteristics but in which the key dependent variable
—refugee mobilization—took on different values. I fur-
ther control for potential confounding factors by focusing
only on refugees located in camps or camp-like settings,
where refugee living conditions and social backgrounds
were similar across cases.30 In Jordan, I focus on the
Za’atari camp, which was the only Syrian refugee camp
among the cases with strong levels of refugee mobilization.
In Turkey I study the 25 formal camps established by the
Turkish government, and in Lebanon I analyze the
country’s myriad informal tented settlements. Because
the outcome of interest is uniform across the camps in
both Turkey and Lebanon, I often discuss these camps in
aggregate rather than focusing on any particular one. I
complement the comparative case analysis with process
tracing within all three cases to illuminate the mechanisms
connecting the variables in the theory and to evaluate
alternative theories. To draw my inferences I triangulate
across three types of data: 87 interviews conducted during

Figure 1
Process map of refugee mobilization
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the summer of 2015 with refugees, aid providers, and
government representatives in Turkey, Lebanon, and
Jordan; quantitative data on contentious events in each
site; and UNHCR camp management documents.31

Syrian Refugee Mobilization: Evidence
from Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon
While the Syrian uprising began in early 2011 as
a peaceful protest movement against the regime of Bashar
al-Assad, by the end of its first year it had unraveled into
a deadly civil war, causing tens of thousands of refugees to
begin fleeing across the country’s borders, primarily into
Lebanon, Turkey, and Jordan. These countries set up
three distinct regimes tomanage the refugee inflows. In the
following sub-sections I examine the relationship between
governance structures, spatial configurations, informal
leadership, and refugee mobilization in each of these sites.
The findings from this analysis are summarized in figure 2,
which depicts the scoring of each variable across cases.

Mobilization in Jordan’s Za’atari Camp
The Za’atari Camp was opened on July 28, 2012, when
the Jordanian government made a unilateral decision to
begin settling refugees on an open stretch of desert in the
north of the country.32 The population of the camp grew
quickly. By the end of 2012 there were 55,000 residents,

and the population peaked in April 2013 at roughly
200,000 residents.33 Incoming Syrians were met at the
border by the Jordanian military and, after a brief regis-
tration process, were brought to Za’atari where they were
collected into an area in the open desert surrounded by
a small ditch.

The rapid settlement of large numbers of Syrians into
this contained space put tremendous pressure on the
organization that had been charged with the camp’s
management, the Jordanian Hashemite Charity Organi-
zation (JHCO), a pseudo-governmental aid and relief
organization. According to one former JHCO official, the
organization, which had almost no experience managing
camps, was overwhelmed by the experience of having to
open and run Za’atari.34 Lacking the capacity to run
Za’atari on its own, JHCO sought help from various UN
organizations and NGOs for myriad operational activities;
UNHCR handled refugee registration, the World Food
Program distributed food, UNICEF and Save the Chil-
dren tried to set up schools, and the Norwegian Refugee
Council distributed tents.35 These disparate organizations,
with different experiences and mandates, often found
themselves at odds over how to manage the camp, and
decisions were uncoordinated and haphazard. For exam-
ple, many of the humanitarian organizations took what
one UN officer described as an “infrastructural” approach

Figure 2
Truth table of cases and variables
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to service provision, which he said they imported from
their experiences with refugee crises in Africa.36 This
approach emphasized “setting up the apparatuses of service
provision,” like facilities, logistics, and orderly processes,
rather than distributing aid quickly and directly to
residents, which was JHCO’s preferred approach.

These differences in vision led to a profound lack of
coordination in camp management. Indeed, not only did
the various organizations disagree, but they would
sometimes actively undermine each other. For example,
on one occasion in the winter of 2012, a UN organiza-
tion received a donation of caravans from Saudi Arabia
but decided not to distribute them directly to residents,
instead stashing them in an area enclosed by fences at
some distance from the camp. That night there was
a rainstorm and after residents appealed to JHCO for
better shelter, its officials urged them to break down the
fences and take the caravans for themselves.37 Another
piece of evidence pointing to the disarray of the initial
governance system is that in March 2013 JHCO decided
to hand management responsibilities over to UNHCR,
which had far more experience running refugee camps.
The new camp director, Kilian Kleinschmidt, chaired his
first CMC meeting on March 19, 2013. At this gathering
he chastised his Jordanian and international partners for
their poor collaboration over the previous months, and
emphasized the need to improve accountability: “We need
to work together, in a spirit of teamwork and partnership,
with UNHCR coordinating . . . . It’s important that we
have clarity of organisation and responsibilities.”38

The extreme fragmentation in Za’atari’s initial gover-
nance model undermined the humanitarian and govern-
mental organizations’ ability to shape the development of
the camp as it grew, monitor the daily activities of its
residents, or sanction refugees who broke the rules. The
authorities in charge maintained a limited presence in the
camp; indeed in the early days they rarely entered the camp
at all, instead distributing food and non-food items from
a central point at the main gate.39 With no authorities to
monitor or sanction them, residents frequently violated
official camp policies. For example, though the aid organ-
izations tried to direct Syrians to set up their tents and
caravans along an orderly grid-like model, residents would
move their makeshift dwellings to areas where they pre-
ferred to live (often near relatives or members of their home
villages).40 Residents also tapped into the camp’s electricity
lines to secure private access to electricity; they refused to
use public kitchens and bathrooms, instead building private
versions in their own homes; they inserted hoses into public
water tanks to fill their own private tanks; and they opened
their own businesses despite the Jordanian government’s
legal prohibitions.41 An important reason that residents
were able to break the rules with such impunity was that for
more than a year and a half after its opening Za’atari
maintained no regular police force.42 Instead, security was

provided by two quasi-military organizations: the Jordanian
gendarmerie and a Bedouin paramilitary regiment called the
Royal Badia Forces. Neither force had any experience with
policing and, like the aid organizations, they maintained no
regular presence in the camp. Rather, they remained
stationed at the periphery of the camp, only entering when
there was unrest, which they typically quelled with tear-
gas.43 One aid worker who was present during these
early days described the security system as follows:

The Bedouin forces were not able to control things in the camp.
They often tried to get something under control but then they
would be pushed aside and they would have to withdraw.
Eventually the gendarmerie began getting involved and they
were able to control things better but they took a very heavy-
handed approach. They used tear gas. There were so many times
when I had teargas in my eyes from them putting down riots.44

The regular use of such heavy-handed security tactics to
quell dissent demonstrates that for the authorities control-
ling Za’atari it was not a lack of will that shaped their hands-
off security approach—rather it was a lack of capacity due to
the weakly consolidated governance system.
The vacuum of authority and control in the camp

quickly came to be filled by leaders within the refugee
community, who began to establish their own informal
system of governance. These leaders generally had one of
two profiles.45 In some cases, they were figures who had
held positions of authority back in Syria, mostly as the
heads of large families or leaders of villages or clans. For
example, one leader in District 8 who had been a trader in
a town outside Dera’a, arrived in Za’atari in early 2013
with 50 members of his extended family, who all settled
into the same district.46 In other cases, leaders built up
their authority within the camp itself—they became
known as individuals who could solve problems, get things
done, or access goods, which was particularly important
for residents suffering from the humanitarian organiza-
tions’ haphazard aid distribution practices. Many of them
amassed considerable resources by running smuggling
operations or informal businesses, including shops on
the camp’s main street, the “Champs Elysée.”47 These
informal businesses practices, and the tendency for leaders
to distribute resources differentially to their families and
constituents, led some humanitarian officials to character-
ize them as mafia-type figures.48 Though camp authorities
were aware of these illegal activities and alarmed at refugee
leaders acquiring autonomous bases of power, their in-
effectual security system and lack of policing capacity left
them without the means to rein these leaders in.
Though these leaders mostly had not known each

other before moving to Za’atari, their close proximity in
the camp meant that they interacted frequently and got to
know each other quickly. Within a few months they had
worked out their own informal system of governance, with
each leader taking responsibility for a particular street
(the source of the informal epithet, “street leaders,” by
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which they were known).49 Although in some instances
a leader’s efforts to assert control over a street were resented
by certain residents, they rarely resorted to violence. And
overall the system they worked out was welcomed, as it
brought a degree of order and stability to the chaos of the
camp’s early days.50 Hierarchies also emerged: street
leaders in a particular district would select one member
to become a district leader, with authority over potentially
thousands of residents living in a single camp district.
Describing one former district leader, an NGO worker
noted that he had “controlled so many people in the camp.
The other street leaders supported him because he is
respected and has the most authority.”51 The street leaders
in a district would gather often to socialize and jointly
work out disputes. For example, two street leaders in
District 8, who met each other in the camp because they
had settled in the same district, described how they
collaborated to mediate disputes between families or fights
between young men.52 They came to serve as hubs at the
center of camp districts; they would typically procure an
extra trailer which then provided a gathering place for
members of the community.
Two documents drafted by UNHCR in the months

after it took over management of the camp provide
additional evidence beyond interview data that the street
leader system emerged due to the close physical proximity
of leaders in the camp and the general vacuum in
authority. The first, the “Zaatari Governance Plan,”
outlined UNHCR’s vision for re-imposing order on the
camp, and the second, the “2013 Safety and Security
Report,” provided an overview of safety and security
concerns through 2013.53 A section on “Camp Manage-
ment” in the “Safety and Security Report” discusses the
reasons behind the turnover in management from JHCO
to UNHCR. It notes that one of the biggest problems with
the early governance regime was that “‘humanitarian’ or
perhaps more specifically ‘public’ space . . . [was] arguably
long contested between some of the longer-staying in-
formal refugee leaders and the camp management.”54 In
another section of the report, the rise of the “street leaders”
governance system is said to have originated “from the
absence of formal authority and decentralized humanitar-
ian structures, which lead to street leaders being born. The
majority of whom were self-appointed.”55 Similarly, the
“Zaatari Governance Plan” explains that in the year
following the camp’s opening the rapid inflow of refugees
had forced camp management to focus its efforts on “life-
saving activities” like providing shelter, food, and water,
and that contact with residents was typically only at arrival
or during aid distributions. It goes on:

As a result, refugee community structures—the mechanisms
through which refugees manage their day-to-day lives—have
grown up spontaneously. In some cases these are clustered
around groups with a common place of origin in Syria, who
are able to provide reciprocal support and protection. In others,

powerful individuals and organized gangs have imposed their will
on sections of the camp, diverting assistance and engaging in
criminal activities . . . With limited avenues for dialogue with aid
agencies and the GoJ, refugees tend to express frustration
through demonstrations and violence. Change is pursued
through force and pressure. [There is a] stated belief by some
criminal and political groups that Zaatari is now ‘Syrian
territory’, viewing interventions by Jordanian security inside
the camp as a threat to their hegemony.56

As the final sentences of this excerpt suggest, the rise of
street leaders in Za’atari was followed by a marked
escalation in contentious events—including demonstrating,
rioting, stone-throwing, blocking roads, and occupying
buildings. In many instances, street leaders used their
considerable influence among their constituents and their
control over resources to motivate camp residents into
action. For example, street leaders worked together to
mobilize members of camp districts who had been denied
access to a particular good or service, like electricity,
caravans, or clean water.57 Often these protests occurred
at the main gate of the camp, which was the site of most aid
distributions.58 Street leaders would also encourage resi-
dents to defend single members of their communities who
had been affronted or aggrieved—as depicted in the
opening vignette of this essay, when several refugees from
a particular family were detained. Sometimes they orga-
nized protests for more nefarious reasons: one NGO
member explained that street leaders would sometimes
pay children to throw stones during a distribution to create
a diversion and draw in security forces, while they engaged
in an illegal undertaking elsewhere in the camp.59 They
would also deliberately disrupt distributions so they could
siphon off extra food or goods, which they would then
sell.60 Sometimes they fomented riots so that they could
step forward and serve as mediators, therefore positioning
themselves as indispensable in front of camp authorities.61

Street leaders from a particular district also worked
together to protect each other from security forces. If
one was arrested or detained, others would stage a demon-
stration in response, and when security forces intervened
to quell a protest, leaders would mobilize even more
followers to intimidate them and force them to retreat.62

Though sometimes unrest in Za’atari did emerge sponta-
neously, without the specific sponsorship of street leaders,
interviewees were consistent in attributing much of the
unrest to the active efforts of these figures.63

One example relayed by security officials in the camp is
relatively representative of the type of events that
occurred. Water in the camp was distributed by a Jorda-
nian contractor who would regularly fill large public
water tanks. The trucks used to carry the drinking water
were generally painted green, to distinguish them from
the orange trucks used to cart out wastewater from the
communal toilets. In one incident a resident in District 6
noticed something odd about one of these green trucks
and, with a stone, scraped the paint away from the side of
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the truck’s water tank, revealing an orange undercoat. The
truck was a sludge removal truck that had been hastily
repainted green and re-appropriated to distribute drinking
water. The resident called the local street leader on his
mobile phone, and quickly a crowd of 400 people
gathered. They began throwing stones at the tank driver
and threatening to kill him. Shortly thereafter the gendar-
merie and camp police arrived. They entered into nego-
tiations with several street leaders and, after learning what
happened, they arrested the truck driver and the street
leaders encouraged the assembled crowd to disperse.

By the beginning of 2013, protest had become the de
facto channel for refugee communities to air their griev-
ances to camp authorities. The persistence of such
contention is reflected in data collected by the UN for
its Safety and Security Reports. These reports include
every event reported to UNHCR by the security forces and
humanitarian organizations working in the camp, includ-
ing incidences of protest, disorder, gatherings, sit-ins, and
stone-throwing.64 Figure 3 plots the number of events by
type for 2013 and 2014. It points to the consistency of
protest through this period, with stone-throwing incidents
representing the majority of events (45%), followed by
protests (25%). Though some of these events, like stone-
throwing and disorder, seem to suggest contention of
a more spontaneous and disorganized nature, many
interviewees noted that even in these instances street

leaders often played an organizing role (for example, by
paying children to throw stones at NGO workers).
One question that the figure raises is why contention

appears to have declined beginning in summer 2013.
That deceleration coincides with the new camp manage-
ment’s deliberate efforts to reach out to street leaders and
incorporate them into camp governance. Although some
camp administrators were wary of working with street
leaders, the camp director Kilian Kleinschmidt became
convinced that the only way to bring order to the camp
was by recognizing street leaders’ authority and working
with them in camp administration.65 He held frequent ad
hoc meetings with street leaders, which for much of 2013
and 2014 served as the primary forum through which
differences between refugees and camp management were
negotiated.66 This new pattern of interactions provided
a semi-formal communication channel that had not
existed before, and camp authorities essentially gave up
on trying to curtail street leaders’ illicit activities.67 Under
these new terms, leaders had far fewer reasons to resort to
contentious methods to press their claims; they main-
tained their authority and became UNHCR’s de facto
partners in camp governance.

Quiescence in the Turkish Refugee Camps
Like in Jordan, the Turkish government’s initial response
to the Syrian refugee crisis was centered on housing Syrians

Figure 3
Number of monthly contentious events in Za’atari camp (2013 and 2014)
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in refugee camps, and by mid-2015 it was operating 25
camps along its border with Syria. The largest of these
camps had populations in the tens of thousands, while
some of the smaller ones housed only several thousand
refugees.68 Yet in contrast to Za’atari, concentration in the
case of the Turkish camps did not facilitate the rise of
strong informal leadership networks, and there were few
reported examples of refugees mobilizing to make claims
or raise grievances with authorities.69

The weakness of the Syrian communities in Turkish
camps can be attributed to the well-consolidated gover-
nance systems that administered these spaces, which
precluded the emergence of autonomous leadership net-
works. Shortly after the uprising broke out, the govern-
ment in Ankara assumed sole responsibility for managing
refugee inflows. The camps that it constructed along its
border were run by a government agency under the Prime
Minister’s office—the Disaster and Emergency Manage-
ment Presidency (AFAD). This agency was closely linked to
the central government and received significant funding and
support. It had a strong mandate, a significant budget,
a competent managerial corps, and the ability to dictate
terms to subsidiary government agencies.70 It appointed
one camp director and two vice directors to run each camp,
who then delegated tasks to a small number of security and
service provision organizations, all with ties to the govern-
ment.71 Security was provided by the Turkish Jandarma
and a private security company. Most significantly, AFAD
declined repeated offers of assistance from UNHCR and
international NGOs, insisting that it was able to run and
manage the camps on its own.72 There were therefore far
fewer agencies and organizations operating in the Turkish
camps than in Za’atari, and those that were there were
closely managed by the AFAD representatives.
AFAD’s strong mandate and top-down management

approach allowed it to closely monitor and control life in
its camps from the beginning of the crisis.73 According to
one UN worker who had been providing regular support
to schools in the camps since 2013, the camps were
extremely well resourced and the security environment was
“tight” and “controlled.”74 The heavy-handed security
approach was also confirmed by a Turkish official who had
been involved in managing the five camps in Hatay
governorate. Two of these camps were the first to be
opened by the Turkish government, and during these
early days several incidences of unrest occurred. But the
official stressed that these incidences were dealt with
harshly:

In the beginning there was some unrest; sometimes families
would quarrel with each other and sometimes there was trouble
because they believed aid was being distributed unevenly. But
now we have full control over the camps. At the beginning there
were these troublemakers; but we exiled them. Now we have
security cameras, and security personnel that go into the camp
whenever there’s a problem.75

The practice of exiling “troublemakers”—either to
non-camp settings in Turkey or, in extreme cases, back
to Syria—was documented in at least one other context. In
the aftermath of the biggest recorded protest in a Turkish
refugee camp—when hundreds of people gathered in front
of the camp’s administrative building after a child died
from a fire caused by faulty electrical wiring – the Turkish
authorities used security camera footage to identify those
involved and deported 600 refugees back to Syria.76 The
Turkish authorities also maintained a much higher ratio of
police and security personnel to refugees than did the
authorities in Za’atari, and these security forces were
directly accountable to AFAD’s camp directors. For
example, in the Hatay camps approximately 100 security
officials monitored camps of 3,000 to 4,000 residents; by
contrast, roughly the same number of security forces were
tasked with monitoring the 100,000 plus residents of
Za’atari in early 2013.77

The contrast in levels of governance between Za’atari
and the Turkish camps was also reflected in the different
spatial layouts of these settlements.78 Space in the Turkish
camps was organized according to the well-ordered logic of
high-modernist urban planning: containers or tents were
clustered into symmetrical blocks, separated by wide and
open paved streets.79 In contrast, the refugees in Za’atari
resisted such deliberate planning schemes, and reorganized
the space of the camp into dense and haphazard streets, with
creatively designed living compounds, which better suited
their needs and more closely approximated their living
conditions in Syria.80 Relatedly, the main streets of Za’atari,
particularly the Champs Elysée, were bustling with life, as
residents shopped and mingled at the hundreds of illegal
stores andmarkets that cluttered the street (all operating out
of appropriated trailers). No similar refugee businesses were
allowed in the Turkish camps. Further, the Turkish camps
were surrounded by double barbed wire fences, as opposed
to the easily passable ditch that surroundedmost of Za’atari.
And Syrians in Turkish camps lived under the constant
surveillance of security cameras, whereas Za’atari had no
such sophisticated mechanisms of panoptic control.

With such tight control over their lives, the refugees
living in the Turkish camps did not develop leadership
networks with autonomous loci of power. Rather, the
leaders that did emerge were appointed by the camp
authorities, and served more as mechanisms for demobi-
lization than as independent leaders. AFAD devised
a governance system in early 2013 whereby every three
to seven streets would elect a “mukhtar,” who would help
the camp authorities by distributing aid and information
to their districts.81 In some ways these men did approx-
imate the street leaders of Za’atari; they were typically
community leaders who had been active in the camp or
who had been tribal or village elders.82 A key difference,
though, was that their positions were, from the beginning,
created and endorsed formally by the AFAD
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administrators, and their power was tied largely to these
official designations. They were monitored closely by the
authorities to ensure they did not gain too much auton-
omy.83 Eventually, AFAD introduced a rotation system,
whereby no leader could serve as mukhtar for more than
one year, to ensure that power did not become overly
concentrated.84 In this sense, the mukhtars in the Turkish
camps were a set of coopted leaders, unable or unwilling to
mobilize their communities or square off against the
powerful authorities who ran the camp.

Lebanon’s Dispersed Refugees
In Lebanon, the response to the Syrian refugee crisis was
in many ways the opposite of Turkey’s. The Lebanese
government at first refused to establish a legal and policy
framework for managing the influx of refugees. The
government provided little direct aid or relief, in part
because it is itself weak and divided, with limited capacity
in many parts of Lebanon. It allowed UNHCR andNGOs
to fill this gap, but its lack of involvement meant that there
was little centralized coordination of aid activities. One
policy that was consistently applied throughout the crisis
was a prohibition on formal refugee camps, a rule that was
directly informed by Lebanon’s troubled history with
Palestinian refugee camps.85

As in Turkey, Lebanon’s refugees developed weak
leadership networks and there were few incidents of
protest. Interviews with Syrians, researchers, academics,
government officials, UN organizations, and NGOs all
confirmed that there were few strong refugee leaders, and
very few incidences of refugees making contentious claims
against authorities. These conclusions are supported by
event data scraped from publicly available news, Internet,
and social media sources from February 2014 to January
2017, which include only eighteen examples of conten-
tious events involving Syrians in all of Lebanon.86 The
factors responsible for these low levels of mobilization
were, however, different than those in Turkey. Because the
Syrians in Lebanon were prevented from concentrating in
one place, they were unable to develop the kinds of dense
leadership networks necessary to support mobilization.

With no formal camps for them to move into, many
Syrians in Lebanon set up settlements wherever they
could, typically on vacant strips of land or near farms
where they had once been seasonal laborers. These
informal settlements represented the most concentrated
settlements of refugees in Lebanon, and were the closest
analogues to the Turkish and Jordanian camps. At the
end of 2014 there were 1,421 informal settlements in the
country, each of whose resident populations rarely
surpassed 1,000.87 Technically when refugees settled they
fell under the authority of local Lebanese governors,
who were given free rein to manage the Syrian commu-
nities as they saw fit.88 In fact, aid and services were
provided through a byzantine system in which local and

international NGOs, as well as government ministries and
UN organizations, shared responsibilities for particular
regions and sectors.89 There was no consistent security
presence in these camps, although occasionally the Leb-
anese police forces would detain or harass refugees. In this
sense the governance regime was even more fragmented
than the regime that governed Za’atari in its early days.
But despite this fragmented governance, dense in-

formal networks did not emerge in Lebanon, as the
physical isolation and distance between refugee settle-
ments prevented the kind of networking and relationship-
building that had characterized Za’atari’s communities.
Syrians generally remained in their informal settlements,
in part due to a focus on meeting daily needs and in part
due to concerns about being harassed at checkpoints or
arrested for holding out-of-date papers.90 They therefore
formed few relationships with Syrians in other locations,
even when neighboring settlements were only several
kilometers away.91 According to one Syrian activist who
spearheaded an effort to organize five of the Syrian
settlements in the Bekaa, the distance between the
communities and the challenges to moving around were
major barriers to mobilization. He and several other
Syrians tried to build networks between the five settle-
ments, establishing a community center in the largest one
where refugees could discuss shared concerns and organize
themselves. But the initiative was a failure; the settlements
were too far apart and transportation back and forth was
difficult.92 Similarly, NGOs focusing on “community
mobilization” and “social protection” tried to bring
together Syrians living in clusters of settlements to form
committees that could represent their communities to
authorities and coordinate demands. Most of these ini-
tiatives succeeded only for as long as the NGOs provided
direct support.93 Other research efforts have similarly
found that Syrians in Lebanon lacked robust community
structures, and that this was driven by the physical
dispersion of their settlements.94

The only informal leaders to emerge in Lebanon were
a category of figures that the aid community termed
“shawish.” Shawish were in many ways analogous to
Za’atari’s street leaders and the Turkish mukhtars: they
were figures of authority whose power derived from their
preexisting social prominence or their ability to get things
done.95 Each camp typically had one shawish, who may
have been the head of the largest family or had the
strongest relationship to a Lebanese landlord. However,
networks of shawish never emerged; each shawish exerted
control over his own camp or settlement, and maintained
few ties with those in other areas.96 As in Za’atari,
a fragmented governance regime allowed these shawish
to act relatively autonomously and to serve as resource
brokers. Indeed, in many cases they came to serve as
intermediaries between refugee communities and aid
organizations, who relied on shawish for aid distribution.97
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But because their constituencies were relatively small and
their networks limited, they could not build the kind of
complex social structures that facilitated mutual collabo-
ration and sustained mobilization in Za’atari.

Alternative Explanations
I have argued that the concentration of Syrian refugees in
the Za’atari Camp under the control of myriad uncoor-
dinated agencies facilitated the rise of informal leaders who
were able to mobilize their communities. But there are at
least two other theories that could plausibly explain this
variation, both of which appear in anthropological
studies of refugee mobilization in other sites. The first
is that refugees in Za’atari protested because they held
deeper grievances than those in other camps due to worse
conditions.98 But regional patterns in refugee living
conditions do not provide much support for this theory.
In Turkey it is true that camp-based refugees encoun-
tered relatively clean and safe living conditions, though
interviews and third-party accounts still documented
significant grievances among refugees, who complained
mostly about the lack of freedoms and restrictions on
movements (a reflection of the camps’ consolidated
governance and high levels of policing).99 But even if
conditions in the Turkish camps were better than in
Za’atari, in Lebanon, the other site of low mobilization,
conditions for refugees were widely acknowledged to be
the worst in the region.100 Refugees in Lebanon faced
deep economic and physical insecurity, with hardships
that included a lack of economic opportunities, hostile
host communities, poor housing, and a lack of access to
basic goods and healthcare.101 Although conditions in
Za’atari, particularly when the camp first opened, were
far from ideal, they certainly were no worse than the dire
circumstances facing Syrians in Lebanon. Grievances,
then, cannot explain differential levels of contention
across these sites.
Another plausible counter-explanation is that there was

something unique about the social histories, identities, or
experiences of the refugee communities in Za’atari that
made them more likely to protest in the first place.102 We
can evaluate this explanation by considering the most
important ways in which these refugee communities might
differ. First, it might be that the refugees in Za’atari were
from a higher class background than those in Lebanon and
Turkey. In fact, the data indicate that this was not the case
—refugees living in camps in Turkey, Lebanon, and
Jordan were almost all drawn from a similar class position,
with lower incomes, rural livelihoods, and no more than
secondary education. They also shared the same linguistic
and religious profile – almost all were Sunni Muslim
Arabs, the majority ethnic group in Syria.103

A second possibility is that refugees from regions with
stronger social networks, like clan ties or tribal structures,
or who had previous experience with contention were the

ones who mobilized in exile. Indeed, a February 2015
analysis of the demographics of the Za’atari Camp found
that 82% of camp residents come from the region of
Dera’a, which was the site of the first protests against the
Asad regime.104 Perhaps the Dera’awis who settled in
Za’atari leveraged the strong social networks that allowed
them to initiate protest in the first place. But, again, the
empirical patterns within and across cases do not provide
much support to this explanation. First, as discussed
earlier, many street leaders that emerged in Za’atari were
not authority figures before the war but rather built up
their influence after arriving in the camp. If preexisting
social networks were the cause of Za’atari’s strong informal
leaders, we would expect to see the majority of these
leaders drawing their authority from social contexts that
predated their exile. Second, within Za’atari the same
forms of authority emerged even in districts (like Districts
7 and 8) where residents hailed from regions other than
Dera’a.105 Third, in other camps and regions in Jordan,
Dera’awis similarly made up the majority of residents, yet
there was far less protesting. For example, a second
Jordanian camp, the Azraq Refugee Camp, was opened
in April 2014, and was set up with a governance regime
that approximated those in the Turkish camps.106 Yet
despite having a large numbers of Dera’awis, Azraq saw
consistently low levels of mobilization.107 The same can be
said of the Emirates Jordanian Camp, a smaller camp of
5,000 residents, of which over 50% of residents were
Dera’awi.108 Similarly, in Irbid Province, where in 2015
77% of the Syrian population was Dera’awi, there were
very few contentious episodes, both in the two camps
located in the province and among the non-camp Syrian
population.109 Finally, across the other two cases exam-
ined here—Lebanon and Turkey—refugee place of origin
had little effect on levels of mobilization. Both countries’
camp-based refugees hailed from diverse regions, yet
despite this diversity refugee mobilization patterns were
uniformly low.110 Indeed, in some camps, like those in
North Lebanon, over 80% of the population came from
Homs, a Syrian city that, like Dera’a, has dense tribal
structures and rose up early against the Asad regime—yet
these camps witnessed few protests.111 In short, were
region of origin the primary driver of mobilization we
would expect to see protest emerge among refugee
populations from the same place, or from places with
similar characteristics—yet we do not. Dera’awis (and
non-Dera’awis) protested in Za’atari but not elsewhere,
and in other countries, levels of mobilization were
uniformly low, regardless of place of origin.

Conclusion
Despite the often harsh circumstances of their displace-
ment, the preceding analysis suggests that under certain
conditions refugees may in fact mobilize politically.
Where they are able to form strong and autonomous
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informal social structures, they may organize to pressure
governments and other authorities, demand rights, or
negotiate for better services. Such dynamics are important
because they shape the political relationship between
refugees and the governments and communities who host
them, and set the course for long-term trajectories of
integration and political engagement. The findings here
are also important for debates regarding the appropriate
scope and nature of humanitarian aid practices in
managing refugee crises. Critics of humanitarian actors
have pointed to the often authoritarian nature of hu-
manitarian management and the unwillingness of aid
organizations to recognize the political dimensions of
refugee crises—arguments that this study in many ways
supports.112 Yet while the conditions supporting mobili-
zation in Za’atari were mostly accidental artifacts of
Jordan’s particular humanitarian regime, one could imag-
ine a humanitarian system specifically designed to foster
and support the mobilization processes that this study has
identified. Indeed, to the extent that most humanitarians
would almost certainly endorse the goal of empowering
refugees, this study may hold some important (albeit
uncomfortable) lessons about how to go about achieving
this goal, perhaps with considerably less violence and chaos
than characterized the Za’atari experience.113

More broadly, the logic of how spatial concentration
and fragmented governance facilitate the rise of informal
leadership networks may provide a framework for un-
derstanding how marginalized communities in general
manage to develop the social strength necessary to resist
powerful authorities. Many social groups, including
peasants, migrants, laborers, slum-dwellers, and prisoners,
face the same types of barriers to mobilization that plague
refugee communities—they lack access to financial and
non-financial resources and they have few rights or little
formal influence over authorities. Given these challenges it
is surprising how frequently such groups manage to
protest. The argument presented here—that informal
leadership networks help to solve these challenges, and
that these networks emerge in spaces of physical concen-
tration where authority structures are fragmented and
uncoordinated—may shed light on where and when we
should expect to see mobilization by these types of groups.
Put another way, where social groups face conditions of
low resource access and political vulnerability, we should
expect to see the combination of spatial concentration and
fragmented governance produce strong informal leader-
ship networks capable of supporting political mobilization.

Indeed, scholarship on an array of groups in which
these scope conditions hold, including peasants, urban
slum-dwellers, and prisoners, have proffered findings
suggesting that this logic may hold elsewhere. For
example, in their studies of the urban poor Asef Bayat
and Diane Singerman have both highlighted the impor-
tant role that space can play in facilitating the rise of

dense social networks.114 They show that close social
relations and strong networks can serve as alternatives to
physical resources in supporting mobilization, and that
certain urban spaces help to produce such networks.
Similarly, an older literature on peasant mobilization
identifies space and rural isolation as factors explaining
why certain types of peasants are more “revolutionary”
than others.115 These studies stress that the relative
isolation and autonomy of smallholding peasants allows
them to organize outside the reach of government control.
In addition, villages themselves provide a space in which
peasants form strong networks and close solidary relation-
ships, which in turn provide them with the organizational
strength to resist repression. Finally, those who have
examined prison riots have similarly identified conflicts
and divisions within prison management authorities—
typically between wardens and guards—as a key factor that
facilitates the mobilization of inmates.116 They also point
out that prisons, which—like camps—are total institu-
tions that concentrate individuals into a confined space,
may paradoxically facilitate the rise of mobilizing
networks.
Though these studies provide only suggestive evidence

to support the portability of my explanation, they do
indicate that the processes that conspired to produce
Za’atari’s informal leaders may be at work in other social
sites and among other social groups. Although I do not
claim to offer a theory that comprehensively explains
mobilization among the dispossessed, I do suggest that
where communities are grouped together and left to their
own devices, strong informal leaders are likely to emerge,
and that these leaders may help such marginal groups
overcome otherwise considerable barriers to mobilization.
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79 Scott 1998. On the use of high-modernist planning

as a technique for asserting social control in refugee
camps see Hyndman 2000 and Beehner 2015.

80 See also Beehner 2015.
81 Interviews T.17, T.24, T.25, and T.27.
82 Interview T.27.
83 Interview T.17.
84 Interview T.24.
85 For an explanation of the logic behind Lebanon’s

prohibition on camps see International Crisis Group
2013a, 16–18.

86 The data were scraped by the Lebanese data
consultancy EQLIM; they are enumerated in
Appendix C. Further, these data show that where
events did occur they tended to be in places where
there were greater concentrations of refugees and
humanitarian governance was weak. For example,
the greatest number of events occurred in Aarsal,
a remote and inaccessible municipality in the north
Beka’a Valley that took in large numbers of refugees.

87 World Food Program 2013, 13; Thibos 2014.
88 Interview L.14.
89 Interviews L.07, L.09, L.13, L.21, and L.26.
90 Interviews L.11, L.17, and L.21.
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al-Saadi 2015; al-Masri 2015.
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Feldman 2008 and Holzer 2015 cite grievances with
humanitarian policies as triggers for protests.

99 Interviews T.15, T.23, and T.25. For reports
documenting such grievances see Özden 2013, 6;
Erdoğan 2015, 60; International Crisis Group
2013b.

100 Two interviewees working on the refugee crisis at the
regional level confirmed that conditions for refugees
in Lebanon, particularly in ITS, were worse than in
other countries, including in Za’atari; interviews R.1
and R.2.

101 On conditions in Lebanon see Norwegian Refugee
Council 2013; World Food Program 2013; al-Masri
2015. In addition, several statistics reported by
UNHCR as part of its Regional Refugee and
Resilience Plan point to the poorer conditions in
Lebanon. For example, in 2014, Lebanon had lower
levels of education enrollment (30%) than Turkey
(52%) and Jordan (85%). It also had more refugees
relying on food assistance programs, and its voucher
values were lower than those for refugees in Turkey
and in Jordan’s camps.Moreover, Lebanon’s refugees
were sicker than those in Jordan, with a higher
proportion of patients having communicable
diseases. See 3RP Regional Monthly updates for
January, February, and March 2015, available at
http://www.3rpsyriacrisis.org/publications/regional-
response-dashboards/, and UNHCR’s 2013 “At a
Glance: Health Data for Syrian Refugees,” available
at https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/
40686.

102 Malkki 1995 discusses the importance of Hutu
national identity in the construction of strong
networks among Burundian refugees in Tanzania,
and Horst 2006 places previous social networks and
cultural practices at the center of her explanation for
Somalis’ strength in Kenya’s Dadaab Camp.

103 Interviews T.06, T.08, T.09, L.19, L.24, J.08, and
J.25. See also: AFAD 2013; BRIC 2013; al-Masri
2015; REACH 2014, 2015.

104 REACH 2015, 6.
105 For a map showing the regions of origin for each

Za’atari district see: REACH 2015, 14. I also
conducted interviews with street leaders from
both Dera’a and Damascus, whose roles in their
communities did not differ.

106 One UN officer described Azraq as a “concentration
camp” compared to Za’atari. Interview J.04.

107 The UN reported only 5 “civil disturbances” from
April 28, 2014 to December 31, 2014 in Azraq;
UNHCR 2015a, 6.
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112 See, for example, Hyndman 2000, Terry 2002,
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