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Abstract

THE MEDIATION OF PROLONGED DISPLACEMENT
in the EVERYDAY IRAQI REFUGEE HOUSEHOLD IN JORDAN

by Mirjam A. Twigt

This PhD-thesis considers how living in prolonged displacement in the Global South is a
mediated experience. I connect literature situated in the fields Forced Migration Studies
and Non-media-centric Media Studies to comprehend how forced migrants can be
understood as connected migrants. There has been valuable research on the intersections
of migration and mediation. Little attention has been given however to situated and
mediated experiences of forced migrants, for whom uncertainty is often the norm. I
consider how the interaction between mediated and situated practices constitute everyday

experiences of living in legal and social uncertainty.

I draw upon ethnographic fieldwork conducted from January to September 2015 on the
mediated practices of Iraqi refugees, living in Jordan’s capital Amman. Refugee protection
in Jordan is formalised as temporary and restricts the rights to work and to integrate
further into Jordan’s society. Among the Iraqi refugees in Jordan, this reinforces the
experience of waiting. Experiences of waiting also relates to limited opportunities for

legalised onwards travelling and to ongoing warfare in Iraq.

Forced migrants are digitally connected migrants. In the case of Iraqi refugees in Jordan,
perpetual uncertainty about one’s legal and social place in the world seems to reinforce the
need for connections to places and people elsewhere. Living in uncertainty is a deeply
affective terrain that is continuously (re)constituted through situated and mediated
interactions and practices. There are major structural barriers that prohibit 'progress' in the
lives of Iraqi refugees in Jordan. The use and interplay of media and technologies enables
some efforts to overcome these and perform important social and subjective functions for
the aspirations, identity-construction and home-making practices of refugees, especially

since their place in the world continues to be uncertain.
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A note on transliterations

With the transliteration and translation of Arabic names and words I have strived to be as
clear and consistent as possible. If words and names are commonly written in English I
have held on to that spelling. A special thank you to Hamdan Mansour and Mette
Stendevad. I am solely responsible if there have been any errors or mistakes in translation

and/or transliteration.
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Chapter 1 — Introduction

In this PhD-thesis I address the gap in academic knowledge on the mediation of forced
migration by considering what roles digital technologies play in the everyday experience of
prolonged displacement. I explore how information and communication technologies
(ICT') have different social and subjective roles in the everyday experiences of prolonged
uncertainty about one’s place in the world. In order to do so my focus goes out to a
particular “prolonged condition of displacement” (Dona, 2015) situated in the Global
South: Iraqi nationals who self-identify as refugees in Jordan and who left Iraq as a result
of the US-led invasion and its ongoing chaotic aftermath. I explore the roles of different
media technologies in their daily lives with uncertainty. Media technologies are actively
deployed to make sense of, to negotiate and contest that very uncertainty and as such help
the Iraqi refugees in this study to hold on to a dignified, everyday life. Virtual spaces and
transnational connections enable attachments and orientations to people, places and ideas
beyond one’s current situation and as such enable people to make sense of and to negotiate

the ongoing uncertainty they find themselves in.

Digital technologies have opened up new ways of staying connected despite geographical
distances. This potentially alters the everyday experiences of being a migrant, not least
because they enable people to stay actively involved in the lives of people and places they
are physically separated from. Existential and social doubts about belonging — often
reinforced by exclusionary grand narratives linked to patriarchal, colonial and capitalist
entanglements — are common among many migrants and their descendants. Research on
media and migration has shown that digital technologies enable diasporic communities to
negotiate their identity and their place in the world (Arthur & Gajjala, 2016; Georgiou,
2000; Gillespie, 1995; Hegde, 2016; Karim, 2003; Ponzanesi & Leurs, 2014; Witteborn,
2014, 2015). There is an “intense, cutting-edge creativity born out of existential angst of
the migrant who is neither here nor there” (Karim, 2003, p. 5). This might be even more
the case for forced migrants as uncertainty has become the norm among many conflict-
induced displaced populations (Horst & Grabska, 2015). Yet so far there has been

relatively little research done on media use by forced migrants.
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In western and non-western settings alike many forced migrants are increasingly living in
extended periods of prolonged legal and social insecurity (Dona, 2015). Especially in the
Global South, research on media use by forced migrants focuses largely on the practical
usage of ICT's and on humanitarian innovation. This thesis points to the importance of
digital connectivity beyond its instrumental use. It indicates that digital connections interact
with everyday social and subjective experiences of living in prolonged displacement in the
Global South. The Global South and the Global North cannot be differentiated into two
separate homogeneous spheres and are deeply connected (Chouliaraki, 2013, pp. 2-3), yet I
use this distinction to emphasize how global divisions of power and the unequal

distribution of resources reproduce inequalities.

To address these issues I build upon ethnographic fieldwork on the mediation of
uncertainty among Iraqi refugee households based in Jordan’s capital, Amman. The
experience of living in forced displacement and, often closely related to this, prolonged
uncertainty goes together with situated social, legal and material constraints that influence
mediated practices. I draw on yet extend upon Dana Diminescu’s epistemological figure of
the ‘connected migrant’ (2008) which suggests that forced migrants should be understood
as deeply connected. I do not aim to romanticize resilience or celebrate connectivity.
Instead I consider how in the experience of displacement human beings can be
simultaneously vulnerable and resourceful. An ethnographic focus on everyday life among
refugee households not only enables me to further unpack how experiences of
displacement are situated and mediated. It also provides me with the opportunity to
consider how their particular experiences extend to broader global political and theoretical
developments, and how capitalist and (post/neo)colonial entanglements (Ponzanesi &

Leurs, 2014) come into force within refugee households beyond Europe’s borders.

In October 2015, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in
Jordan had registered 50,856 ‘People of Concern’ from Iraq (UNHCR, 2015a). Some of
the registered Iraqi nationals had been living in Jordan for years as they sought refuge from
the conflict that erupted after the US invasion in 2003. Others came more recently to
Jordan as they fled initially to Syria or because they fled from the atrocities of ISIS (Islamic
State of Iraq and Syria, also known as ISIL or by the Arabic acronym Da’esh). Jordan also
hosts at least 650,000 Syrian displaced ‘People of concern’ and smaller numbers of

displaced persons from countries like Sudan, Somalia and Yemen (UNHCR, 2015b). An
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extensive number of Palestinians also find themselves in prolonged legal limbo (Ramahi,
2015). Like many non-western countries, Jordan has not ratified the 1951 Refugee
Convention. Instead, refugee protection in Jordan builds upon a Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) between the Jordanian government and UNHCR. This allows the
UN refugee agency to legalize the stay of displaced people in Jordan and to safeguard their
legal and social protection, but only temporarily (Stevens, 2013). Opportunities to obtain
Jordanian citizenship, the right to work and other opportunities to be integrated into
Jordan’s society continue to be restricted.! Legal and social uncertainty about a lack of a

future in Jordan and Iraq alter the subjectivities and experiences of Iraqi refugees in Jordan.

The idea for this project originated from what I now consider to be a rather naive
observation made during my first visit to Jordan in 2012 when I first started working with
Iraqi refugees. Regardless of their financial circumstances, almost all Iraqi refugees I was
then working with owned smartphones. This, I then thought, contrasted starkly with the
outdated mobile phone I, a white middle-class person with Dutch citizenship, owned as I
confused access to a smartphone as a sign of affluence. This thesis writes itself against this
presumption: it shows how technological devices that make transnational as well as local
connectivity possible are crucial in the uncertain lives of urban refugees for a wide variety
of reasons, whilst also more affordable and available (Madianou & Miller, 2011a, 2011b). It
also suggests a caution for simplified and distinction-making processes between ‘others’
and ourselves. Back in 2012, literature suggested that Iraqi refugees were increasingly
‘stuck’ in legal limbo in Jordan as none of the three traditional solutions for prolonged
displacement — local integration, return or resettlement to a third country — were available.
Return to Iraq was not considered a viable option, by the authorities or by the Iraqis
themselves. Obtaining Jordanian citizenship, known as local integration, is restricted and
the opportunities to travel legally onwards through resettlement slots were drying up
(Chatelard & Morris, 2011; Chatty & Mansour, 2011a; Marfleet & Chatty, 2009). I became
intrigued by how digital connectivity helps to construct the experience of forced migration
and in particular the experience of ‘stuckedness’ (Hage, 2015): how would it fee/ for people
to be digitally connected to other parts of the world, while being at the same time restricted

from (re)building a life?

I Recent changes show that there is some willingness to incorporate (only) Syrian refugees into Jordan’s

labour market (Betts & Collier, 2015)
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Upon the start of this research project in 2013 large numbers of people from Syria were
increasingly seeking refuge in neighbouring countries including Jordan. However, because
of personal connections I had made in 2012 I was aware that many Iraqi nationals who
identified themselves as refugees were still in Jordan. They continued to live in ‘waiting’,
and were largely dependent on international support that now was allocated for Syrian
refugees. Humanitarian aid relates to the attention span of most news media outlets
(Chouliaraki, 2013), and is inherently short-term and temporary (Brun, 2016; Fassin, 2012).
Long before the Syrian refugee crisis there were already signs that international support for
Iraqi refugees was waning (ICG, 2008). My main academic interest was in what happens
when aid dries up but people continue to live in prolonged yet digitally connected
conditions of displacement and insecurity. The research questions I aim to answer in this

thesis are the following:

- How is the everyday situated experience of living in prolonged displacement
among Iraqi refugee households in Jordan mediated?

- How do the socio-historical contextual and localized circumstances of living in
prolonged legal and social uncertainty in Jordan feed into the mediated practices
and interpretations of media content of Iraqi refugees?

- How do mediated practices interact with and potentially reconfigure situated
experiences of living in prolonged displacement among Iraqi refugee households in
Jordan? What social and subjective functions do media have in the lives of Iraqi

refugee households in Jordan who find themselves in prolonged uncertainty?

In the lives of the people in this study, war and other manifestations of violence and
injustice are no longer exceptions but ongoing, recurring events. The particularities around
these experiences might be unique to the Iraqi context as I will further unpack in Chapter
2, but the lives of many people worldwide are characterized by the ongoing presence
and/or possibility of physical and systemic violence, poverty and conflict (Vigh, 2008). For
them, crisis has been the chronic, ever-present and endemic background for years. It is not
a turning point or a temporary rupture: it is the context in which many are navigating their
lives. Uncertainty and disorder have become the norm and the everyday is negotiated out

upon this background of prolonged political, social and economic decay.? Crisis and

2 Ghasan Hage (2015) and Lauren Betlant (2011)provide a somewhat similar ctitique on ctisis, although their

work is set in late modern societies in the Global North. Hage (2015, p. 3) considers “living the crisis” and
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normality can be conveyed through mediated imageries and message and subjectivities of
what is normal can change in crisis. Through transnational encounters Iraqi refugee
audiences do encounter different worlds and possibilities of being in the world. This can

remind them of their own position in the world and what they have lost.

Let me show this by drawing upon an example narrative from the ethnographic data I
collected. The middle-aged Iraqi couple I call Abu Adam and Kholoud (#36)** and their
two sons Adam (#34) and Solomon play a central role throughout this thesis. Kholoud
and her family initially sought refuge in Syria in 20006, but they came to Jordan in 2011
when the peaceful revolution transformed into a violent conflict. We became friends in
2012 and over the years we stayed in contact over Facebook. After all these years, Kholoud
and Abu Adam still describe their situation in Jordan as ‘waiting’ to travel onwards. This
segment of my ethnographic field notes takes us back to a hot summer night in 2014 when
I was conducting preliminary field work. It takes place in what was then their home: a
ground-floor two-bedroom apartment in an area called Hashmi Schmalf — one of the lower-

class areas located in the east of Amman.

“It is late. We are all watching America’s got talent, the talent show. People act in all sorts of creative
ways, and the winner will receive 1 million USD. Four former US soldiers arrive on stage. They have

served in Fallujal®, and the shows takes a patriotic twist as the andience provides them with a standing

the “situation of a permanent crisis a conservative technique of government”. Berlant (2011, p. 49) states the
following: “To be in crisis is not to have the privilege of the taken-for-granted: it is to bear an extended
butrden of vulnerability for an undetermined duration.” The everyday is an impasse shaped by the ctisis
ordinary. In these circumstances fantasy can be an escape, an opening and a defence. I will come back to the

work of both authors in chapter 3.
3 Throughout this thesis I use pseudonyms to secure anonymity.

4'The numbers behind the names of people I intetviewed refer to the numbets used in Appendix 1 showing

more in-depth information on the people I have interviewed.

>In chapter 6 I give a further description of this area. Everyday experiences of prolonged displacement are
obviously situated and relate to experiences in one’s physical location but in the rest of the thesis this plays a

less outspoken role, just because much of Iraqi refugee life was confined to the temporary home.

6 Fallujah is a city in Iraq. During the 2003 US-led invasion, this city was one of the few places that actively

resisted the surge of US force, resulting in heavy combat and the deaths of thousands of Iraqi civilians. US
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ovation_for the services to ‘their country’. To me this contrast feels surreal. Sitting in Amman, in the home
of my Iraqi friends who were forced to leave their country and are treated like dirt whereas we are watching
how these soldiers who have messed up their country are heralded. .. I feel furious. They tell me to calm
down.”

(Field notes, 2014/07/03)

My notes say perhaps more about my own feelings than that it shows what happened in
the refugee household that night: I felt arrested by the complex flows were shown through
the TV-screen and the calmness of my friends whose lives were so directly affected. A year
later, in a recorded interview I asked Kholoud’s son Adam (#34) about this episode as I
was still intrigued by their calm reaction. Adam answered: “We take it simple becanse people out
there they never know, they don't know the truth, they don't know what really happened, everything they
know is what the media says, so... We take it simple. You can do nothing about it. |...] 1t is normal.””
Adam’s response can point to interesting issues such as his perception as the American
spectators of being ignorant of what had happened in Iraq and his ideas about the role
American media has played in this regard. For now, I contend that what I considered as
unjust is for them a normality that they are on a daily basis reminded of and have to live

with.

This thesis will explore this normality in uncertainty. The process of normalization is a
recurring aspect of living in crisis. Over the years I have had recurring in-depth
conversations with Iraqi refugees during which personal experiences of violence, the
mediatized brutal warfare in Iraq, of ISIS and the rest of the world and the ongoing
marginalization in Jordan, were often explained as ‘normal’. The normal here implies that
disorder as crisis has become part of a one’s everyday life, whereas my own normative
framework of ‘normality’ plays an important role in my observations. What is ‘normal’ in
crisis is not how people living in crisis believe things could and perhaps ought to be (Vigh,

2008, p. 11). Normalization should not be confused with indifference.

With the exception of the aforementioned vignette, I draw upon ethnographic fieldwork

forces captured the city in November 2004, but have been accused of war crimes for using white phosphorus

as a weapon (Monbiot, 2005)

" The Ttalic cursive font is used to mark out segments of recorded interviews. I use capitals if people would

put emphasis on words or spoke significantly louder.
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conducted from January 2015 through September 2015 among Iraqi refugee households in
Amman. I lived with an Iraqi family for three months and largely drew upon personal
connections, established since 2012, to meet research participants. The analysis builds
upon extensive field notes of participant observations and 42 in-depth semi-structured
interviews, which were thematically coded using Qualitative Data Analysis software called
NVIVO. All of the Iraqi nationals who took part in this study were registered with the UN
refugee agency, but they were often not officially recognised as ‘refugees’ and are in policy
documents referred to as ‘People of Concern’. This can be understood in line with the
agreement UNHCR made with the Jordanian government, which is discussed in greater
depth in Chapter 2 but that can be summarized as a system of temporary protection.
Throughout this thesis I predominantly use the term (Iraqi) refugee to refer to the Iraqi
nationals registered at UNHCR. I use this label since the Iraqi nationals I worked with

predominantly self-identified (also) as refugees.

Worldwide, the labels ‘refugee’” and ‘forced migrant’ are both appropriated as governing
tools to differentiate ‘undesirable’ irregular, illegalized or economic migrants and ‘desirable’
refugees or forced migrants. Moreover, they are used to institutionalise a ‘state of
exception’ while excluding others and misrecognise that reasons behind any kind of
migration are often multi-causal and multi-layered (Lindley, 2010). I use the label ‘refugee’
as the Iraqi nationals in this study self-identified as refugee. I do not consider being a
refugee as a static identity marker, but I focus on becoming a refugee referred to as
‘refugee-ness’: the process of becoming a refugee is not simply the result of crossing
nation-states borders. It is a gradual transformation through which refugees learn from the
international community, each other and the host country (Malkki, 1995, p. 114). This
continuous dynamic process is deeply mediated and in flux. The appropriation of the
refugee label by Iraqi ‘People of concern’ can, for instance, not only be linked to structural
uncertainty but also to the hope that this label will provide a safe and legal avenue for
onward migration (Chatelard, 2016). All but two Iraqi refugees I worked with described

their situation as ‘waiting’ for UNHCR to provide them with the ability to travel onwards.

Early writing on networks, mobility and globalization (Appadurai, 1990, 1996; Castells,

8 In July 2014, T conducted three weeks of preliminary fieldwork to further develop my research proposal in

order to further assess the feasibility and relevance of this study.
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2000; Urry, 2000) painted rosy pictures of how digital technologies could contribute to
more egalitarian societies. Arjun Appadurai (1996) presumed that global cultural circulation
and digital interconnectedness would result in a world less bounded by borders. The
contrary seems to have happened: since the 1990s the securitisation discourse has become
a dominant paradigm of Western governments. Securitisation is the practice of power to
define something as an existential threat and as such provides the possibility to deploy
exceptional measures to curtail that threat. The discourse is used to prioritise closing down
geographical borders based upon the presumed threat of terrorism, cultural contamination
and financial crisis (Chouliaraki & Georgiou, 2017; Duftield, 2001; Emmers, 2007). The
‘remote control’ of international borders has further reified the image of Fortress Europe.
Open to a global market and technologies, its borders are intentionally but porously closed
off for people (Anderson, 2014; Hyndman & Mountz, 2008). Appadurai misrecognised
that not everyone has equal opportunities for mobility and/or equal access to capital (Ong,
1999; Sassen, 2000). Transnational and global media productions might circulate particular
ideas and images — such as of potential lives elsewhere - but the social and material
conditions in which these productions are read differ significantly and do not necessarily

bring about social change.

Because of its short-term emergency-driven focus, humanitarian approaches tend to frame
conflict-affected migrants as temporary ‘matter out of place’ (Malkki, 1995) and as right-
optional subjects (Hyndman & Giles, 2011). As I will further substantiate through
empirical findings presented in this thesis, I came to the understanding that such
approaches misrecognize that what is supposed to be temporary often becomes prolonged
for years. Related to this, I argue against a misplaced crisis-rhetoric that misrecognises the
longevity of living in crisis and tend underestimate western involvement in political and
social decay in the Global South. Instead, I consider whether and how digital technologies
are deployed during prolonged displacement for negotiating and even contesting the
extended territorial, temporal and social uncertainty that many forced and other migrants
find themselves in. I explore whether digital technologies can somehow help them to make
life, while living in these circumstances, bearable and meaningful. In doing so, I insist that
beyond the instrumental use of for instance mobile phone-use, digital technologies have
important social and subjective functions in the lives of forced migrants living in prolonged
displacement. Before I continue however I need to unpack some important concepts and

definitions, situated in the field of Non-media-centric Media Studies that play a central role
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in my understanding of how digital technologies relate to the social world.

1.1 Defining Mediation, Affordances and Polymedia

Mediation is the dialectical relationship between technological possibilities and the
structural social and material possibilities and limitations in place. It refers to the social
effects that different media forms can bring but also considers how everyday localized
experiences alter practices around media-use (Couldry, 2012; Mazzarella, 2004; Silverstone,
2005). This PhD does not focus on one media form (such as TVs or smartphones) nor
does it focus on social media in particular. Instead, I explore the interplay between the
multiple characteristics and potentialities different media and digital technologies have,
how these interact with each other and are played out within the refugee household. I
consider how different mediated images and information — from times and places
elsewhere but also from Jordan at the time of fieldwork — together feed into everyday
experiences of different members within Iraqi refugee households living in Amman. The
satellite TV and the smartphone both played important roles within these households.
There was at least one smartphone in every refugee household I visited. In most cases all
adults and teenagers had their own smartphones. This widespread availability of
smartphones - despite the apparent financial struggles of many families and insecurity
about one’s financial situation in the future — and the ever-presence of the flickering TV
screen, suggest the importance of digital technologies and point to the richness of media

consumption in the daily lives of Iraqi refugees.

I explore the different values and utilities different media and digital technologies have, and
how they relate to each other and influence the experiences of Iraqi refugees in Jordan.
Affordances are the different possibilities for action an object — in this case digital
technologies — has. These affordances go beyond the functional as they relate to one’s
presence in the social and material world (Hutchby, 2001). Different media and digital
technologies each have their own characteristics that provide different opportunities as
well as limitations. Access to a wider variety of different media forms also widens up the
possibility on how and in what ways to communicate, to obtain information and to be
entertained. The concept of ‘polymedia’ by Madianou and Miller (2011a, 2011b) enables
me to further understand how different media and platforms are used and appropriated in

relation to other available digital technologies. Decisions about media use are largely
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shaped by one’s social environment and personal preferences, yet it is through the
interaction between different, sometimes contesting images and information obtained
through different screens and speaker boxes that social relationships and experiences can

be sustained and/or reconfigured.

We can question to what extent the mediation of forced displacement is new. Social
relations have always been always negotiated and mediated through objects. Eatlier
experiences of prolonged displacement, have shown that hope and despair have been
mediated through particular material objects (Dudley, 2010) and story-telling (Al-Hardan,
2016). Memories of the past in one’s former homeland and/or future orientation to better
lives (in place or elsewhere) were always part of migrants’ subjectivities. What has changed
is the immediacy and persistence of information and pictures of people, places and times
elsewhere. Digital technologies can be seen as structuring forces that alter everyday life and
practices. Networked technologies are continuously restructuring information flows and
alter how human beings interact with each other. Their very pervasiveness generates new

intensities (boyd, 2010) and alters social relations and experiences.

This does not mean that all forced migrants are equally digitally connected. Like physical
mobility, digital connectivity is not evenly distributed. There are differences in degree,
initiation and control of movement and communication, which are deeply racialized,
classed and gendered (Massey, 1991). Whether a refugee becomes a refugee (as poor
people often do not have access to the capital needed to find refuge beyond the borders of
their native country (Van Hear, 2004)), is media-savvy and/or has access to digital
technologies largely depends on the circumstances in which he or she was living prior to
flight. This becomes evident when the mediated experiences of Syrian and Iraqi refugees
who often have a relatively affluent middle-class background (Frouws, Phillips, Hassan, &
Twigt, 2016; Gillespie et al., 2016) are compared to the experiences of poorer Karenni
refugees (Robertson, Wilding, & Gifford, 2016) or Eritrean refugees (Opas & McMurray,
2015).

In the lives of forced migrants, and in regard to this study the legal and social uncertainty
related to prolonged displacement, particular affordances might play out differently and
can have different or more significant meanings than in the lives of people who have

migrated for other reasons or who have stayed put. In protracted conflicts families and
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friends tend to become dispersed over different nation-states. The legal and social
prolonged uncertainty in neighboring countries reinforces the need for further onward
secondary migration and dispersal across the globe (Monsutti, 2008; Van Hear, 2003). The
people in this study are continuously reminded of borders and of the effects these have on
their everyday lives, but digital technologies also enable them to transgress these same
borders. Digital technologies thus have a “paradoxical presence” (Gillespie et al., 2016, p.
2). They might provide forced and other migrants with the possibility to challenge their
circumstances, but they also increase the visibility of what is formally framed as illicit
behaviour — crossing borders irregularly, working informally - and therefore increase the
chance for control and governance. They can therefore be simultaneously a resource, a

threat and a range of things in between.

As Gillespie et al. (2016, p. 9) have noted the research conducted on media use during
forced migration journeys primarily focuses upon the travels of young men, without fully
considering gendered and generational differences (see for exceptions Grabska, 2016;
Grabska, Del Franco, & De Regt, 2016). Most refugee-oriented literature continues to be
positioned as gender-neutral but in its claim to be neutral it tends to prioritize men’s
experiences (Indra, 1999). Other research focuses exclusively upon women. Whereas I see
the merits of standpoint theory (Harding, 1991), I consider gender as a relational construct
played out in the everyday. Gender refers to the power differences that shape socio-
cultural positioning and the ways men and women experience and live their lives (Al-Ali &
Pratt, 2007, p. 8). Comprehensive research, from Sri Lanka and former Yugoslavia to
Canada, has shown that displacement can provide space to address accepted gendered
norms, expectations and modes of behaviour (Al-Ali & Pratt, 2007; Al-Ali, 2007; Hyndman
& Giles, 2011; Indra, 1999; Kibreab, 2004; Korac, 2004; Matsuoka & Sorenson, 1999;
McSpadden, 1999; Rajasignham-Senanayake, 2004). The same can be argued for migration
in general and its potentially empowering but also unsettling nature (Benhabib & Resnik,
2009). Gender is played out within the household, and interacts with other identity
markers. Interconnecting axes of power related to various identity markers and
interconnecting axes — such as gender, race, class, age, sexuality, nationality and legal status
interact (Crenshaw, 1991). Throughout this thesis, I draw upon intersectionality as a
heuristic device as it enables me to further explore how and why particular differences
become meaningful in reference to other differences (Korteweg & Yurdakul, 2013). The

research focus is on members of refugee households. In line with Marie Gillespie (1995, p.
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52) I consider the different people within the household as “integral parts of and agents in
systems and relationships”. Households are not homogeneous. A focus on households
enables me to explore how differences are played out in and around ideas of what is home.
This PhD therefore explore how the experiences of not being able to go ‘home’, but not
being able to move on ecither, are mediated differently for men and women and children

and adults within Iraqi refugee households in Jordan.

1.2 Prolonged Conditions of Displacement.

Like the Iraqi refugees in this study, many conflict-affected migrants find themselves in
prolonged condition of restricted legal and social rights and uncertainty about the future.
UNHCR defines this prolonged uncertainty as ‘protraction’ but I move away from this
policy-driven concept. Instead I find Georgia Dona’s ‘prolonged conditions of
displacement’ (2015) more helpful for understanding the everyday experiences of time and
place of people living in uncertainty. This people-centred approach enables me to move
beyond the limits of labels such as ‘forced migrant’ and ‘refugee’. It is a more inclusive
concept that does more justice to the personal experiences of prolonged uncertainty and

enables me to consider the Iraqi refugees in this study as future-oriented subjects.

Protraction is a legal definition that connotes a temporal framework. The term, although
never formally defined as such (Crisp, 2003), is now commonly used to demarcate the
circumstances of individuals who are recognized as refugees and for whom one of the
three durable solution — voluntary repatriation, local integration or resettlement to a third
country — is not reached within 5 years.® In 2015, UNHCR estimated that 6.7 million
refugees were finding themselves in ‘protracted refugee situations’, such as people from
Afghanistan living in Pakistan and Iran and people from Somalia living in Kenya
(UNHCR, 2015a). In 2011 the average length that people would spend in ‘protracted
displacement’ was 20 years (Loescher & Milner, 2011), but over the last years it increased

to an average of 26 years (UNHCR, 2015a).

9 Eatly definitions of Protracted Refugee Situations (PRS) used a threshold number of 25,000 refugees in a
particular place to identify protraction. Later the argument was made that many smaller ‘residual caseloads’
could also be consideted as PRS. The threshold number is not mentioned in 2009 UNHCR Executive
Committee conclusion (Loescher & Milner, 2011, p. 15).
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However, many conflict-affected migrants are not formally recognized as refugees,
suggesting that these people are not considered in the numbers and estimations of
UNHCR. This includes internally displaced persons (IDPs) who did not cross the borders
of a nation-state to seck refuge, undocumented migrants for whom invisibility might be a
strategy, asylum-seekers who are waiting for leave to remain and/or waiting in detention
centers, individuals caught in bureaucratic vacuums of unresolved, often exclusionary,
residency issues and others who are ‘in transit’ from one place and one state to the other.
In the Global North, xenophobic migrant policies are deployed to make sure that asylum
seekers are not formally recognized as refugees and are prolonged considered as right-
optional human beings (Don4, 2015; Hyndman & Giles, 2011; Hyndman & Mountz,
2008).

The temporal framework of protraction also negates that forced migration often does not
follow a linear, straightforward process. Many of the Iraqi refugees in this study were in
Jordan less than 5 years, but their lives had been affected by conflict and insecurity long
before they left Iraq. Others initially sought refuge in Syria or Iraqi Kurdistan. Moreover,
the expectations and hopes of those Iraqi refugees who only recently came to Jordan were
informed and mediated through the experience of friends and loved ones who had been in
Jordan before them. ‘Prolonged conditions of displacement’ is a more people-centered
approach that cuts across different times and geographical locations and enables me to
understand how people who are displaced try to make sense of their situation, through
their socio-historical context and hopes for the future. For those migrants who are
formally recognized and for those who are not, in the Global North as well as in the
Global South, the “end of permanency is in sight” (Dona, 2015, p. 70). Contexts that
seemingly look very different — in regards to living and legal conditions — have in common

that experiences of many migrants worldwide are marked by uncertainty and immobility.

1.3 The normality of crisis

What was framed as Europe’s ‘migration and/or refugee crisis” was misplaced and
misrecognized the above-mentioned temporal conditions. If there is a crisis of Europe it is
one of legitimation of its borders (Collyer & Russel, 2016) and/or of cooperation (Gamlen,

2015). Many forced and other migrant populations who might or might not travel in(to)
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Europe were and are still living in prolonged uncertainty that started long before 2015. The
word ‘crisis’ also seems to imply that an aberrant, short-term period of change and chaos
and obscures that many people do not merely move through, but are often caught in

prolonged uncertainty.

The stereotypical depiction and associated misconceptions of refugees as either ‘vulnerable
victims’ and/or ‘cunning crooks’ (C. Horst, 2003) became again manifest in how the 2015
European refugee/migrant crisis’ was framed. The realization that many people travelling
in(to) Europe owned smartphones was the source of contention in tabloids as well as on
Twitter (Gillespie et al., 2016; Leurs, 2016)). The surprise that refugees are not necessarily
poor, the fear that a smartphone could be used as a ‘terrorist essential’ and the hope for
techno-fixes to systemic problems regarding geopolitics and borders™® are all signs of
“high-tech orientalism” (Chun, 2008). Having access to technology would be a sign of
positive development, but only if the way of using it fits into western political agendas and
the people using it remain at distance. During the so-called social media revolutions in the
Middle East and North Africa the use of smartphones was widely celebrated, but now that
the same people are fleeing for the structural constraints they were protesting against,
having access to these devices marks them out as undeserving and/or dangerous (Leurs,
2016). In this thesis, I turn this image around: precisely because of prolonged conditions of
displacement and the chronicity of crisis (related to societal violence and decay and legal

and social uncertainty) having access to digital technologies is crucial.

In situations of crisis, people move within social environments, but the social environment
also moves them. ‘Crisis’ puts a prolonged hold on people and societies. Only sometimes
are people able to overcome crisis. But amidst of crisis people hold onto life as meaningful
in fragmented, ever volatile worlds and in situations of disorder continue to act. Crisis is a
terrain of meaning and action. Crisis then is about finding one’s way despite the structural
limitations in and beyond one’s physical place (Vigh, 2008). Digital technologies might play
important roles in navigating in crisis. As I will show throughout this thesis this includes
providing means to (temporarily) overcome the boredom that is associated with waiting,

providing opportunities to maintain intimate contact with loved ones who have either

10 Gillespie et al (2016) for instance point out that digital applications that were targeted on helping refugees
were often not able to keep up with the complex developments such as border closures and that refugees

were often not aware of the existence of these top-down designed applications.
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moved on or stayed behind, finding relatively safe ways of being employed informally, for
making sense of and negotiating one’s situation, for contesting exclusionary borders and
(mis)representiatons and to hold on to hopes and aspirations. In this thesis I therefore
consider the mediation of prolonged displacement and uncertainty by asking how digital
technologies help to navigate and negotiate, to hold onto and to make life meaningful

amidst and despite crisis?

1.4 Chapter overview

This thesis shows some of the different roles that digital technologies play in the lives of a
particular forced migrant population. Chapter 2 provides the contextual background of
the ‘transit’ experience of Iraqi refugees in Jordan. It contains three different sections: first,
I will explain what political and social developments within Iraq resulted in the outward
migration of Iraqi nationals and the pessimistic outlook many Iraqi refugees have on the
future of Iraq. I then explain Jordan’s refugee protection context and the role UNHCR
plays in establishing a protection space that is only temporary. This chapter concludes with
a description of the Middle Eastern media landscape more generally and the Iraqi media
landscape more specifically, as this is necessary to fully understand how Iraqi refugees

deploy digital technologies and interpret particular content.

Chapter 3 continues with a literature review connecting academic literature situated in
media studies, forced migration studies and anthropology. In this chapter I draw upon
theoretical as well as empirical studies that can be useful to further explore digital
connectivity in experiences of prolonged displacement. I first consider how Non-Media
Centric Studies have enabled us to understand the interplay between TV-viewing practices,
social relations and domestic spaces. In experiences of migration, experiences of home’
and identity are less settled, whereas in prolonged conditions of displacement notions of
home and where the future will be, is perpetually unsettled. In conditions of prolonged
displacement in the Global South, this experience is deeply informed by ‘humanitarian
reason’ (Fassin, 2012) that reinforces an experience of waiting. Waiting is an affective
phenomenon (Hage, 2009). The work of two affect scholars, Lauren Berlant (2011) and
Sara Ahmed (2006, 2013), further enables me to explore how mediated attachments can
enable people to stay optimistic in the present yet hopefully oriented towards particular

futures. As these studies are all situated in late modern, western societies I consider
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literature on transnational affect and ‘pragmatic of hope’ (Allan, 2014) to further

comprehend how these concepts can be applied in a non-western setting.

In Chapter 4 I discuss ethnography as a methodological approach. I argue that
methodological components of ethnography - long-term social immersion, participant
observations and the iterative process between empirical research and theory — are
important to come to a closer understanding of everyday mediated experiences. I discuss
how this approach has been discussed in the fields of Forced Migration Studies and Non-
media-centric Media Studies. I also discuss epistemological and ethical discussions related
to conducting a media-ethnographic study with forced migrants. This study is inherently
partial: the personal everyday experiences of the people in this study are situated within
their own socio-historical and current contexts and through my lens as the ethnographer.
As a western female researcher conducting research in the Middle East I am — and always
will be - the outsider looking in. I draw upon Donna Haraway’s (1988) notion of situated
knowledge: to not render the persons we work with as only innocent or vulnerable and to

consider power-sensitive solidarities.

In Chapter 5 I explore the role of information and how communication processes by and
with UNHCR further contributes to how the Iraqi refugees in Jordan experience life in
‘waiting’ in Jordan. I consider how communication with UNHR, but also among fellow
Iraqi refugees further informs how Iraqi refugees make sense of and try to actively change
their situation in Jordan. Waiting is not a passive experience as becomes evident in my
exploration of the roles that digital technologies play in making sense of changes in
policies, for estimating one’s chance for travelling onwards through third-country

resettlement, contesting the regime through protest and travelling through irregular means.

In Chapter 6 I further explore different mediated experiences that relate to the more
situated, localised experience of place: within Jordan and within the home. I first consider
two different neighborhoods where many Iraqi refugees are living called Hashmi Schmali
and Gardens. The Iraqi refugees living in these different locations have different experiences
of place and therefore their experiences of uncertainty takes shape differently. I show that
experience of insecurity is a multi-layered process and that uncertainty has many faces.
Different material and affective circumstances make many refugees resort to the safety of

their home. I argue that digital technologies enable the Iraqi refugees to establish an ‘absent
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presence’ in Jordan. The experience of waiting in Jordan is a mediated and gendered
experience. The availability of different digital technologies generate different ways of
coping and for carving out places for different members in the home and for the

structuring of time.

In Chapter 7 I consider the mediated orientations to places and times elsewhere, beyond
Jordan and the present. What I call affective affordances — the potential of mediated
technologies to cross-over and circulate particular affects such as hope and nostalgia —
enable Iraqi refugees to reorient themselves to particular places and people, despite the
experience of being physically and temporarily ‘stuck’ in Jordan. I first consider one’s
relationship to the past and to Iraq, and how the experience of loss — of a homeland,
stability and security — is deeply mediated. This further feeds into the need to orient one’s
hope to the future elsewhere. Particular media become the vessels through which people’s
lives are refracted via the experiences of distant but similar ‘others’ - friends and family
members who have already travelled onwards to western countries - who in their

perception are able to rebuild a ‘good life’ that is free from waiting.

As a main outcome of the findings I suggest to move away from dichotomies such as
stuck/mobile, refugee/citizen, vulnerable/empowered and mediated/non-mediated.
Instead I argue for both and more at the same time, as I have come to the understanding
that experiences of waiting and (im)mobility are multi-layered dynamic processes.
Experiences of migration have always been about negotiating and navigating risks and
uncertainty (Hegde, 2016, p. 1) and mediated practices have always been part of the
migrant experience. The social dynamics and circumstances of an intensified global
economy and the availability of digital devices however partly reconstitute the very
experience of being displaced and living in uncertainty. The affordances of digital
technologies and analogue media are important to negotiate one’s place in the world and to
hold on to a meaningful life. Different media partly shape these experiences but how
particular messages and information are read is deeply situated in Jordan’s specific
geographical, social and legal context. People are not free-floating individuals. They are
deeply affected by ongoing material and social restrictions. It is through a maze of
possibilities and control that the Iraqi refugees in this study navigate and find ways to
move. This movement can be — but is not necessarily - physically to places elsewhere or

socially in Jordan. It is always entwined together with affective, emotional and imaginative
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movements through the presence of absent others, the experiences of not being ‘at home’
in Jordan, in interactions with the humanitarian regime and through one’s imaginations to
past and future’s elsewhere. The mediated environment in which refugees are located

therefore plays an important role in how prolonged displacement is experienced.
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Chapter 2 — Setting the Scene: The Research Context

In this chapter I provide a comprehensive overview to set the scene of the mediated
experience of Iraqi forced displacement in Jordan. This is crucial as mediated practices are
situated in the socio-historical and material context people find themselves in. The chapter
includes a brief overview of Iraq’s more recent history to further comprehend what Iraqi
refugees sought refuge for, the different migration regimes that shape experiences in
Jordan and an overview of the transnational and Iraqi media-landscape to further
understand what media Iraqi refugees in Jordan might use. I sometimes refer to other
refugee contexts to consider potential common threads that come back throughout this
thesis. I consider some anecdotal accounts provided by Iraqi refugees in Jordan, as the
people in this study often made comparisons to the more distant and recent past and to

how life used to be mediated, back in Iraq.

The chapter starts by discussing the political and social developments within the
geographical territory known as Iraq that have led to outward migration. Like any
migration, forced migration from Iraq should be placed within a post-colonial socio-
historical context (Chatelard & Morris, 2011). The context in which people seek refuge and
the reasons why can potentially alter attachments to their (former) home country and
thoughts on where the future is.

I continue with an overview of Jordan’s social and legal context. The experience of being a
forced migrant is actively shaped by those who are “staying put” (Brah, 1996, p. 181) and
by the legal context in place. Jordan’s host population is to a large extent composed of
descendants of people who at one point in their life were forced to seek refuge (Chatty,
2013). This has shaped the country’s policies and has impacted refugee protection in
Jordan as only temporary.

Finally, I will set out the media developments in the region and Iraq. Since the early 1990s
satellite technology has transformed Arab broadcasting into a transnational field. The
increased availability and access to Internet and smartphones have further contributed to
connections that can transgress borders. Many Iraqi refugees in Jordan continue to be
active audiences of Iraqi media content through satellite connections and Internet. After

the US-led invasion, the state-controlled system collapsed into smaller broadcasting outlets
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that reflected the fragmentation occurring in the country. This influences what Iraqi

refugees watch and how they interpret mediated content.

2.1 Iraqi Forced Displacement: A Historical Overview of Outward Migration

In 2000, three years after the US-led invasion, humanitarian organizations as well as
academics started to report on what they framed as “Iraq’s refugee crisis” (ICG, 2008;
Amnesty International, 2008; Marfleet & Chatty, 2009; Sassoon, 2010; Weiss Fagen, 2009).
Dawn Chatty and Philip Marfleet (Marfleet & Chatty, 2009, p. 1) for instance stated: “The
world was caught off-guard as hundreds of thousands of Iraqgis fled their homes.” Most of
these outputs were emergency-driven and policy-oriented and therefore neglected historical
dynamics and continuities. They recognised the role western countries played in the fall of
Saddam Hussein and the chaos that erupted after 2003 and rightfully critiqued the lack of
responsibility taken by western governments to support Iraqi forced migrants (Chatelard,
2009). However, they neglected earlier western entanglements in Iraq, including the
remnants of British colonialism, as well as the fact that outward Iraqi-migration predates

2003.

Since 1948 there have been several episodes of Iragi outward migration, related to armed
conflict, political unrest, violence towards particular ethnic or religious groups and societal
failure (Al-Ali, 2007; Al-Ali & Pratt, 2009; Al-Rasheed, 1994; Chatelard, 2002, 2009;
Dewachi, 2017; Van Hear, 1995). I foucs on Iraq’s more recent past. Under Saddam
Hussein’s rule many people including Kurds in the North, Shi’a Muslims in the South and
those in the opposition were victims of persecution and state-violence, resulting in flight.
Wortldwide it was estimated that in 1996 between 4 million Iraqi nationals were living
abroad, of whom 600.000 were formally recognized as refugees (USCR, 1996). In the same
year, it was suggested that since the Gulf War (1990-1991) up to two million Iraqi nationals
had left for Jordan in order to migrate onwards to countries like Canada and Australia
(UNHCR, 1996). Between 1990 and 2000 more than 250.000 Iraqis requested asylum in a
European country. Many of them reached their destination after transiting through Jordan,
Syria and/or Turkey. Prior to the US-led invasion, Iraqis in Jordan were mostly ‘invisible’
migrants regardless of the reason why they had left the country. They were largely

neglected by academics and in the grey literature of international organisations. Relief and
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opportunities to legalize one’s stay were absent. Moreover, the then predominantly Shi’a
Muslim Iraqi refugees experienced uncertainty, as Jordan is a predominantly Sunni Muslim
country and rather unfamiliar with and even hostile to this denomination of Islam. This
resulted in the need for Iraqi migrants to search for futures elsewhere and to move (in
often illegalised manners) onwards (Chatelard, 2002). The numbers mentioned above
suggest that what was framed as crisis in 2015 might in fact have been a continuation in
line with the Middle Eastern’s troublesome past. What has changed is Jordan’s refugee
protection context and the role played by the international community (see section 2 of
this chapter) as well as the overall security situation in Iraq, which has altered the

characteristics and experiences of Iraqi nationals seeking refuge.

In order to further understand the subjectivities and experiences of those Iragi migrants
who sought refuge as a result of the chaos that emerged after 2003, we also need to go
back into the more distant past. The US-led Gulf war in 1990-1991 (also referred to as
Operation Desert Storm) and the UN-imposed economic sanctions (1990 — 2003) have
effectively created the extremely precarious environment in post-2003 Iraq (Al-
Mohammad, 2012). In 2012, when I first started conducting research on Iraqi forced
displacement, I was assisted by Mohammed. Born in the 1980s, he had never known a
country that was in peace. Since 1980, Iraq has been in conflict. The brutal Iran-Iraq war
(1980 -1988) and the frequent escalation and violence inflicted upon Kurdish Iraqi citizens
were followed by Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990. US-led air bombardments liberated
Kuwnait, but destroyed much of Iraq’s infrastructure including many civilian facilities.
Warfare against the Iraqi regime continued through the 1991 — 2003 embargo, by Iraqis
referred to as A/-hishaar. The ban on exports and imports was officially intended to curtail
the power of Saddam Hussein and his Ba’athist party, but .A/-bishaar etfectively
strengthened the position of the repressive regime. The elaborate governmental
bureaucracy was backed by a ‘shadow state’ that consisted of patronage networks that were
lenient to Saddam Hussein and enabled the ruthless regime to tighten its grip (Tripp, 2010,
pp. 259-267). The embargo however had detrimental consequences for the everyday lives
of people living in Iraq as it crippled the country’s economy and the infrastructure, further
derailing Iraq (Dewachi, 2017). Malnutrition, poverty and unemployment became
widespread. It had become increasingly difficult to find adequate medicine within the
country (p 8). The awareness that the country’s infrastructure was failing provided highly

educated professionals a further incentive to look for futures elsewhere. Medical
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professionals oriented their hopes for the future towards the UK, as their education as well
as the Iraqi medical system was deeply rooted in British imperial past (pp. 25-206). Social
support systems — like nurseries and free transport — collapsed, pushing professional

women back into their homes (Al-Ali, 2007, p. 180).

Despite everyday experiences of poverty, violence and state repression many of the Iraqi
people I have spoken to over the years have rather fond memories of the embargo-period
as this was contrasted with most recent developments. Nadje Al-Ali (2007, p. 261) comes
to similar conclusions: “Any positive nostalgia for the period before the invasion is largely
a measure of the extent to which living conditions have deteriorated since 2003.” It seems
that for many of the people who left Iraq after 2003, prior to the invasion there was a
general awareness of what formal and informal rules (not) to transgress that made it
possible for many Iraqi nationals to live relatively stable lives as long as they would walk
the line. Among those Iraqi refugees who had fled Saddam Hussein’s Ba’athist regime
there was the hope that the country’s situation would improve after the regime would be
overthrown. Madawi Al-Rahseed (1994) shows that in the early 1990s Iraqi refugees who
were living in the UK and who identified as Arab (Sunni and Shi’a Muslims) were hoping
to return to a post-Ba’athist Iraq. This further explains the political involvement as well as
the (mis)use of the Iraqi (Arab) diaspora in supporting the ousting of Saddam Hussein (See
Al-Ali & Pratt, 2009).

In March 2003, a US-led coalition - supported by countries like the UK and Australia -
invaded Iraq under what turned out to be false pretences that the country had Weapons of
Mass Destruction (WMD). An additional reason provided by the US Government to
justify what they framed as Operation Iraqi Freedom was to free the Iraqi people from the
oppressive reign of Saddam Hussein and his Ba’athist regime. Initially there was little
popular and organised resistance and after three weeks the allied forces found themselves
occupying Iraq (Tripp, 2010, pp. 278-282). There were however few plans for
reconstructing Post-Saddam Iraq (Barakat, 2005). The first two acts of the Coalition
Provisional Authority (CPA), the US-led transitional government were a recipe for disaster.
The dissolution of the Ba’ath party and the ban of all members of the Ba’ath party from
public positions as well as the abolishment of the entire Iraqi army and security apparatus
meant that at the stroke of a pen, 300.000 young armed men were out of work and on the

street (Tripp, 2010, pp. 282-285). Moreover, during the sanction years Saddam Hussein
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armed powerful gangs to help him smuggle goods into the country and just before the
invasion he freed all prisoners further derailing the country (Fontan, 2009, p. 113 cited in
Al-Mohammad, 2012, p. 599). Widespread looting occurred across Iraq (Barakat, 2005)

and gender-based violence increased dramatically (Lee-Koo, 2011).

Sovereignty was handed over to the Iraqi Interim Government in June 2004, yet Lewis
Paul Bremer, the American leader of the transitional government, appointed its members.
Bremer’s team was pushing for a representational democracy that would mirror popular
distribution of Iraq’s communally divided society, but through their policies they were
further essentialising sectarian and national differences (Sky, 2015; Tripp, 2010, pp. 277—
316). Although there certainly were animosities regarding the violence inflicted upon the
Kurds in the North and the Shi’a people in the South and a need for reconciliation, US and
UK policies ignored that the country had a long history of secular politics and that in the
everyday pragmatics, differences between Shi’a and Sunni people was not clear-cut.
Classifying people based upon religion is a recent phenomenon. Before, differences were
largely based upon social class, place of residence, profession and education, urban or rural
background, political orientation and generation (Al-Ali, 2007, p. 2). For example, in the
second half of the 20th century there were many Sunni / Shi’a matriages, but the
constitution that became law in 2005 made mixed marriages extremely difficult (Al-Alj,

2007, p. 40).

It was only in 2005 that the security situation further deteriorated. Most of the Iraqi people
I worked with would describe the 2003 — 2005-period as a hopeful time during which they
were looking forward to how the future in their country would further evolve. Instead,
living conditions worsened, there was a sharp increase in criminality and general
lawlessness became part of everyday life (Al-Ali, 2007; Al-Mohammad, 2012; Marfleet,
2010; Tripp, 2010, pp. 277-316). The police and army continued to be in disarray at least
until 2008 and in the absence of a central state there was an incentive to pledge allegiance
to tribes and sectarian communities in order to find additional means to secure one’s safety
now the state had fallen apart (Al-Mohammad, 2012; Boyle, 2009). Bombs in Shi’ite areas
triggered reprisals in Sunni neighbourhoods and vice versa creating a vicious circle of
violence and revenge. Militias linked to political parties and terrorist groups like the
militant Sunni network Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and Shi’a militias like the Mahdi Army

sought to establish sectarian boundaries across what had previously been mixed
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neighbourhoods. Many civilians became targets for bombings and/or lost their lives
because of the violence. Iragi Body Count (IBC), an ongoing web-based civilian-led
initiative dedicated to record civilian deaths since 2003, estimates that by the time of
writing (2d of August, 2017) between 178,234 and 199,591 civilians in Iraq have lost their
lives (See also Boyle, 2009 on this data-set). Kidnapping also became a major industry.
While often motivated by revenge as well as often exclusionary political and religious ideas
these messages were further appropriated to obtain the attention of the internationally
oriented media as this would enable them to obtain higher ransom (Al-Mohammad,

2012).1

Life in post-invasion Iraq continued to be marked by the continual struggle to live through
dangers, threats and uncertainty. Due to the pervasive violence and a rapid regression of
social and human security, many Iraqi civilians decided to flee to Iraq’s neighbouring
countries: Syria, Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan. In 2011, the US withdrew its troops from
Iraq, but the violent insurgency and political instability continued. A common critique
towards the Shi’a dominated government was that they would sideline Iraq’s Sunni
minority and that they were effectively governed by Iran. Meanwhile, its then leader Nouri
Al-Maliki who was pushed forward by the US government (Filkins, 2014; Sky, 2015, pp.
336-338) was becoming an authoritarian leader (Dodge, 2013). In 2014, Sunni insurgents
belonging to ISIS confiscated large segments of Syria and North Iraq including cities like
Mosul, Tikrit and Fallujah. This again resulted in large numbers of forced internally and

internationally displaced people (Higel, 2016; UNHCR, 2010).

At the time of writing it is uncertain how Iraq’s future will further develop. It seems that
ISIS is losing ground to Iraqi military forces that are supported by airstrikes of multiple
foreign players with competing political agendas. Meanwhile the Baghdad-led Iraqi
government — operating from the highly securitised Green Zone - continues to be largely
dysfunctional, torn by corruption, ethno-sectarian repression and the violence of militias
consisting of religious fundamentalists. Regardless of whether some sort of peace will be
restored, all but two of the people I worked with were very pessimistic about the future of
Iraq and did not envision the possibility of return. Mohammad Al-Haydar (2012, p. 604)

conducted ethnographic fieldwork in 2006-2007 and in 2009 states he “never met a person

M gee Chapter 7 on how the Iraqi refugees in Jordan consider the role of in particular Al-Jazeera in regard to

the unraveling of Iraqi society.

38



in Basra or Baghdad who had not experienced at least the kidnapping of a close family
member, a friend or neighbour”. He shows through the account of his friend’s kidnapping
how a combination of different uncertainties have come to play