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Abstract:  
 

This thesis explores the presumable human-passport relationship in relation to politics, power, and 

law. Building on the case of Palestinian refugees who escaped the war in Syria to live in the 

Netherlands, I give a brief ethnographic account of how passports have shaped the everyday life 

of Palestinian refugees. Through the Actor Network Theory, I illustrate how changing passports 

among the group has triggered different emotions and meanings associated with citizenship. The 

thesis also explores the idea of ‘passport dysphoria’, to explain the psychological experience of 

being torn between the identities that passports create and the identity that Palestinians wish to 

have. 
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Introduction 

The words of Mahmoud Darwish, a famous Palestinian poet, express the complexity of Palestinian 

people everywhere who live a life of paradoxes and contradictions more precisely than anybody 

else: ‘These forgotten ones, disconnected from the social fabric, these outcasts, deprived of work 

and equal rights, are at the same time expected to applaud their oppression because it provides 

them with the blessings of memory’ (Darwish, 1982, p. 16). There are contradictions between what 

Palestinians want and what they need to have to survive. This becomes noteworthy when we talk 

about the issue of passports or the lack thereof. A Palestinian may carry an Israeli passport; may 

be stateless, with a refugee passport; or carry a European passport but have no Palestinian passport. 

These Palestinians may be able to obtain any passport, yet they cannot secure a recognized 

Palestinian passport that serves their basic needs.  

  The passport issue for Palestinians is a long-standing one, which has been a legacy across 

generations since the Nakba (catastrophe) of 15 May 1948. Having to deal with the process of 

accessing critical travel documents throughout their lives, Palestinians are well placed to tell others 

what it means to live a life shaped by the passport. As Rashid Khalidi (1997) highlights, the 

‘quintessential Palestinian experience ... takes place at a border, an airport, a checkpoint: in short, 

at any one of those modern barriers where identities are checked and verified’ (p.1). This thesis 

addresses a perspective and knowledge gap about the issue of passports, focusing on Palestinian 

refugees who escaped the war in Syria to live in the Netherlands. The aim is to give an 

ethnographic account of how passports have shaped the lives of Palestinian refugees. The thesis 

also explores the idea of ‘passport dysphoria’ to explain the psychological experience of being 

torn between the identities that passports create and the identity that Palestinians wish to have. 

 Furthermore, one of the most useful concepts for this thesis is citizenship, as for years, 

passports have been associated with notions of citizenship. Sian Lazar (2018) defines citizenship, 

in simple terms, as belonging to a political community. Thus, to hold a particular passport, one has 

to belong to a political community, a nation. Stateless people, through this lens, also belong to a 

nation, which is referred to as a stateless nation (Payind & McClimans 2017). Nevertheless, the 

relationship between citizenship and passports is much more complex than this. Here, departing 

from actor-network theory (ANT) and notions of citizenship would help address the knowledge 

gap concerning the issue of passports when it comes to moral values for Palestinian-Syrian 

refugees.  



 6 

           Moreover, two central concepts, ‘borders’ and ‘social boundaries’ are essential to 

understand the experiences of the Palestinian-Syrians and the role of passports as material objects 

to maintain them. Since they have experienced multiple displacements, borders and social 

boundaries are always shifting and raising questions such as: when they are considered citizens, 

and when are they non-citizens?    

Therefore, the meaning of passports as ‘thing-power’ objects needs to be understood in order 

to explain the emotions and moral issues Syrian-Palestinians are facing in their subsequent changes 

of citizenship. Further, these material objects become significant when they carry them along their 

refugee journey. By carrying the passport, a person carries the past (refugee passport) and the 

future (Dutch passport) along the process of identity formation. 

 

a) Social and academic relevance  
 
 The topics of migration and refugees have become one of the most debated and divisive subjects 

among the public and politicians. As of January 2019, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) reported that there are 70.8 million displaced people worldwide (20.4 million under 

UNHCR, 5.5 million under UNRWA, 41.3 million internally displaced, and 3.5 million asylum 

seekers).1 The United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) was created in 1949 to assist 

one of the prominent refugee groups in the world, Palestinian refugees (5.5 million). The UNHCR 

described their situation as ‘by far the most protracted and largest of all refugee problems in the 

world today’.2  

  Many studies have been conducted on the situations of Palestinian refugees. The aim of 

this thesis is not to repeat or echo previous studies. I instead want to focus on an aspect that has 

often been overlooked or only slightly touched upon by other scholars, which is the passport issue. 

Shiblak (2010) argues in his article that ‘stateless communities (referring to Palestinian refugees) 

are the first to pay the price for political instability and insecurity in the countries in which they 

reside’ (p. 170). Palestinian refugees experienced this aspect of statelessness in Syria when the 

Syrian uprising started in 2011. Rosemary Sayigh (2013) writes the following:  

 
1 UNHCR website. "Figures at a Glance" 2019. Available online: https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-
glance.html 
2 Palestine refugees: locations and numbers. (2010, January 16). The New Humanitarian. 
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/report/89571/middle-east-palestinian-refugee-numberswhereabouts  
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Yet the Arab uprisings have exploded the post-1948 framework of existence of those 

Palestinians who live in the Arab world as refugees. As happened in the wake of the United 

States invasion of Iraq in 2003, the uprisings have exposed the basic insecurity and the loss 

of human rights to which statelessness makes Palestinians vulnerable. With the current 

displacement and cross-border flight of Palestinian refugees in Syria, a new tragedy 

unfolds.3 

This aspect of statelessness among Palestinian refugees and their dealing with the issue of 

passports provides a different narrative of the situation of protracted Palestinian refugees and the 

idea of returning to their homeland that has never materialized. With a European Dutch passport, 

though, some of the interviewees visited their homeland for the first time.  

 Sari Hanafi (2011) states in his article about flexible citizenship (Aihwa Ong 1999) that 

for Palestinians, the idea of accumulating foreign passports is not just ‘a matter of convenience 

and confidence’ (p.6) but also a matter of survival. He writes, ‘For those (Palestinians) who have 

never possessed a passport, having been forced to do with travel documents, the passport signifies 

and allows basic connectivity with family and labor markets’ (Hanafi 2011, p.6). 

  These stories, which are full of memory, pain, and suffering, portray Palestinian refugees’ 

situations and invite us to look at similar problems of other refugee populations in the world who 

hold a similar refugee passport. The stories of refugee communities ultimately bring a different 

perspective and allow us to see the bigger picture regarding the unjust global system of mobility 

that is maintained through passports. The similarities and differences in the experiences among 

Palestinians are articulated clearly with their experiences with different passports. Therefore, 

sharing these different experiences of the group of Palestinian-Syrian refugees will offer a new 

approach to border studies. It will showcase how borders and social boundaries created by the 

passports are experienced differently according to the use of different passports and how 

Palestinians, despite the limitations are finding a way to cross these borders and make sense of 

these social boundaries.  

  Following Hanafi’s (2011) argument that the Palestinian diaspora is not centred in one 

place but scattered throughout all parts of the world. This thesis focuses on one part of the 

 
3 Al-Shabaka: The Palestinian Policy Network. (2017, April 15). The Price of Statelessness: Palestinian Refugees 
From Syria. Al-Shabaka. https://al-shabaka.org/commentaries/the-price-of-statelessness-palestinian-refugees-
from-syria/  
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Palestinian diaspora: Palestinian refugees who came to the Netherlands recently since the outbreak 

of the Syrian war in 2011. Thus, this thesis gives a small account of the ethnography of passports 

in the case of Palestinian refugees of Syria. With this thesis, I do not intend to generalize these 

experiences to other Palestinian refugees or the rest of the Palestinian society. However, I hope 

that this approach of examining the ethnography of passports will invite other scholars to review 

passport issues for other Palestinian refugee groups (e.g., those in Lebanon and Jordan) and the 

border-scattered and fragmented Palestinian society (Palestinians with Palestinian Authority (PA) 

passports, Israeli passports, and other Western passports). 

 

b) Research questions: 

 

Main questions: how do passports influence (human and non-human) social interactions in the 

everyday life (being, moving, and residing) of Palestinian refugees, and in what way do these 

documents shape their identity formation? 

 

I answer this question with the help of the following sub-questions:  

 

1. How do passports and their holders in the actor network theory can act and influence each 

other?   

 

2. How have Palestinian refugees left ‘home’ to live in exile, and how have they dealt with 

borders and social boundaries created by the passports?  

 

3. How has the experience of crossing borders and social boundaries caused the distress of 

passport dysphoria? 
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Stepping into the field  
 
In this chapter, I will take the reader into the context of my research site, the Netherlands. I will 

start by bringing some of the demographical and geographical information about the Palestinian 

communities in the Netherlands. Further, I will elaborate on the reasons of my research participants 

for choosing the Netherlands as their final destination to build their ‘new homes.’ Furthermore, I 

will describe my entrance to the field, the research methods that I applied, and their relevance. 

Finally, I will introduce my research participants, and I will share my reflections on the research 

process along with the chapter. 

 

a) The national context of Palestinians in the Netherlands 
 

Before stepping into the field, I needed to equip myself with information about the history of 

Palestinians in the Netherlands. As one of the member states of the European Union, the 

Netherlands has been a popular immigration destination for Palestinians for the past decades. The 

history of the immigration of Palestinians in the Netherlands can be dated back to the years 

followed by the Nakba in 1948. The first Palestinian group that is documented to arrive in the 

Netherlands was a small group of students who were seeking higher education and work (Palestine 

International Institute 2008). In the Palestine International Institute (PII) report, some challenges 

that were faced by this first Palestinian group were mentioned. Mainly, it has to do with the social 

environment and political position of the Netherlands at the time ‘which was sympathetic towards 

Israel and highly ignorant of the Palestinian tragedy, Al-Nakba’. Further, the PPI report (2008) 

describes the first wave of Palestinian migrant workers, particularly between the years 1961 and 

1963. During this time, a group of 120 Palestinian migrant workers came to work in ROMI, a 

margarine factory at the Koningin Wilhelminahaven (W. Assenberg 2006). The company had a 

branch in the Palestinian city of Nablus; hence, the majority who came to the Netherlands were 

from that city, its surrounding area, and refugee camps (PPI report 2008).  

Further, W. Assenberg (2006) writes in his book titled ‘The history of the Palestinians in 

Vlaardingen’ that due to the 1967 war or as it referred to in Arabic an-Naksah (the Setback), people 

were unable to return to their homes and thus they were allowed to bring their families to the 

Netherlands, as well as, more waves of Palestinians came to the Netherlands. This small group 
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then grew to be the first Palestinian community in the Netherlands. Several Dutch media platforms 

have documented their stories and their early life experience in the Netherlands through interviews, 

documentaries, articles, and books.  

However, as the PII report (2008) highlights, the group have experienced exclusions and 

difficulties that prevented them from integrating into the Dutch society, such as ‘restrictive work 

conditions’ and ‘[being] confined to their accommodations and forbidden to work at any other 

place under risk of deportation.’ These difficulties and being faced with the ignorance about the 

Palestine/Israel question, have resulted in the group keeping ‘a low profile’ of their Palestinian 

identity and sometimes even identifying themselves with other identities such as ‘Jordanians’ (PII 

report 2008). Further, the PII report concludes that ‘[e]ven the inhabitants of the town of 

Vlaardingen, where they stayed, were not aware of the presence of a Palestinian community 

amongst them because of their low profile. 

However, the PII report also mentions that the arrival of this group had a significant impact 

on the presence of Palestinians in Dutch society. The group who came first as students and later 

the migrant workers formed the first-ever Palestinian association in the Netherlands in 1966 to 

promote awareness of the Palestinian cause. 

Although I knew before starting with this research that there is a Palestinian diaspora in 

the Netherlands, I was not aware of their history and experience as a community in the Netherlands. 

Throughout this research, I learned about the town of Vlaardingen, its history, and the position of 

the Dutch society from the question of Palestine and how that has been shifting throughout the 

years. When I started my research, I interviewed one Palestinian professor who arrived in the early 

1960s as a student. He works now as a professor in Computer Science in one of the Dutch 

Universities. His experience as a Palestinian in Dutch society was also similar to those of 

Palestinian migrant workers. He told me that at the time, people were not aware of the situation 

about Palestine and were very sympathetic with Israel. He explained to me how hostile 

environment was to have even a discussion about the topic. However, he mentioned that this has 

shifted after few years, and he was able to organize some discussions together with other Dutch 

students; some were even on the radio at the time. 

 Furthermore, according to the Palestinian Businessmen Association (PBA) report (2014), 

the number of Palestinians in the Netherlands is estimated to be around 12 – 15,000. However, the 

lack of accurate numbers and statistics is due to the fact, as stated in the PPI report, ‘the majority 
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do not have Palestinian passports or identities and were registered under other nationalities, renders 

a precise census difficult.’ Similarly, there are no statistics of the number of Palestinian-Syrian 

refugees who came to the Netherlands since the start of the Syrian war in 2011; those were 

registered under the category: stateless. Therefore, the only data available from the National 

Statistics Bureau (CBS) are those of whom are registered as stateless. In the report ‘Statelessness 

and refugees in the Netherlands’, some figures were given: 

 

According to Eurostat, of the four million people who applied for asylum in the EU in 

2015-2018, more than 115,000 were recorded as ‘stateless’, of ‘unknown nationality’, or 

their nationality was recorded as ‘Palestine’. […] In 2015, 43,093 applications were lodged 

compared to 14,716 in 2017. Of these, 120 were submitted by people recorded as 

‘stateless’, 310 in 2016 and 2,399 in 2015. 12,869 stateless persons were registered on 1 

January 2019 by the national statistics bureau (CBS) compared to 2,005 in 2012. The 

increase is mainly attributed to stateless refugees from Syria (p.1).4 

 

These figures illustrate that the numbers of Palestinians in the Netherlands, including those who 

came from Syria, are larger than the estimation given by the PBA and PPI reports. When I came 

in contact with some activists, and I asked them about the actual numbers of Palestinians in the 

Netherlands, I was given rough numbers similar to those mentioned above. This has confirmed my 

earlier assumption that Palestinians are not aware of how big their community is in the 

Netherlands, and they are located in different Dutch cities now where they have formed smaller 

Palestinian communities.  

Moreover, some actions were taken by those who recently arrived to get organized among 

themselves. Some have called to hold an election to elect a committee that would represent their 

interests and priorities in the Netherlands. This has resulted in the establishment of the organisation 

‘the Palestinian Community in the Netherlands.’ From the contact with this organisation, as well 

as with others such as ‘Youth for Palestine – Netherlands’ and the ‘Palestine Dutch Committee,’ I 

had the feeling that each organisation is operating separately at the local level without any 

 
4 The lives of stateless refugees in the Netherlands. (2020). European Network on Statelessness. 
https://www.statelessness.eu/updates/blog/lives-stateless-refugees-netherlands 
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coordinated activities at the national level. Some activities such as organizing a protest are being 

organized around the same time in different Dutch cities, for example, during Nakba Day.  

However, there are fewer to no collaborations among them. Some collaborations can be 

seen when it comes to external communication and messaging or when the activity takes place in 

the same city for both organisations. I talked with Palestinians who attended the last protests that 

these organisations and other Dutch organisations organized on the weekends in May 2021. From 

these conversations, my assumption was confirmed that there is no one organisation that represents 

the Palestinian community in the Netherlands. Further, many Palestinians still prefer to show up 

in protests and other activities individually without being affiliated with any civil or political 

organisation. Still, there is a strong sentiment around ‘getting together,’ especially when 

Palestinians gather around activities on Palestine.  

Furthermore, the Netherlands is not the only EU country that Palestinian-Syrians have 

chosen as their final destination for their refugee journey. For example, Sweden is a popular 

destination among the group. I assumed that this has to do with few factors, such as how fast they 

can apply for family reunification or apply for citizenship and acquire a European passport. I had 

this assumption based on my own experience and my family experience. My sister was the first 

one in our family to reach Europe and go to Sweden. Tucker (2018), in his study titled ‘Why here? 

Factors influencing Palestinian refugees from Syria in choosing Germany or Sweden as asylum 

destinations also concluded that the factor that has to do with citizenship accessibility played an 

essential role in the decision-making for the group. This has to do with the ‘prioritisation of 

resolving their and their families’ statelessness as quickly as possible’ (p.1).  

However, the Netherlands started to become a popular destination for the group not only 

because of accessibility to citizenship (within three years, they can receive Dutch citizenship) but 

for one crucial factor, which is how fast the process of family reunification is. Many of those who 

desired to reunite with their families as quickly as possible have chosen the Netherlands because 

the process was taken just a few months (up to six months) after receiving the positive asylum 

decision. This was considered short compared to other EU countries, where the process might take 

a year or even more. Also, in Germany and Sweden, the process started to take longer than it was 

because of the many asylum applications, especially from 2015 and onwards. These reasons that 

have been circulating among the group have motivated them to make their asylum destination the 
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Netherlands. Hence, as one of the popular asylum destinations for Palestinian-Syrians, the 

Netherlands proved to be an ideal research site for my subject.  

Overall, what I described here has shaped the process for this research, and some of the 

aspects I mentioned will reappear in the stories and experiences of my interviewees. 

 

b) Entrance to the field & methods  
 

As a first step to conduct this research, I decided to contact key people in the Palestinian 

community in the Netherlands who can give me their perspective on the subject and suggestions 

on whom to target. My goal was to reach out to people who know the Palestinian community in 

the Netherlands and are well connected. The first one was Umayya Abo Hannah, a Palestinian 

writer based in Amsterdam with her only daughter. She invited me to her house, and we had a 

conversation about my research, and she gave me directions and suggestions to find Palestinians 

different passports. I chose this approach because my initial research scope was to interview not 

just the group Palestinian-Syrians (whom I had good access to because of my own background as 

Palestinian-Syrian), but also other Palestinians in the Netherlands who had to deal with different 

(refugee) passports (Jordanian, Egyptian, Lebanese, Iraqi, Palestinian Authority, and Israeli).  

Moreover, one of my initial objectives was to find how similar or different their 

experiences are when it comes to dealing with passports. After I have done six interviews with 

Palestinians (other than Palestinian-Syrians), I decided to focus on one group first because I 

realized that I would not give justice in describing all their experiences in one small research 

project. Nonetheless, these interviews have informed me on the subject from different perspectives 

and allowed me to always think systematically and in terms of structure about the subject whenever 

I zoom in on the situation of Palestinian-Syrians. Hence, along the process of this research and 

when I started analysing the data, I kept these questions in my mind: in what way do these 

experiences relate to the larger fragmented Palestinian society? How have these different passports 

prevented Palestinians from coming together? Despite the restrictions imposed through these 

passports, how are Palestinians crossing the invented borders and social boundaries?    

Additionally, during the first phase of fieldwork, I decided to publish on my online social 

networks’ platforms (Facebook and Instagram) the subject of my research and that I’m looking for 

Palestinians who are settled in the Netherlands and who often travel (more than two times a year) 
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and thus have to deal with the issue of passport and the experience of crossing borders and social 

boundaries. My aim was to target Palestinians who are able to analyse the abstraction of the power 

that is manufactured in passports as material objects through their experiences. Hence, I intended 

to post the subject of my research on my online social networks’ platforms where I am connected 

with other students, scholars, professors, activists, and other professionals in the NGO sector. I 

received many positive responses from Facebook connections. Palestinians in my network replied 

positively, and other international connections replied by ‘tagging’ Palestinians they knew might 

be interested. Some people also just highlighted how important this issue is for them. One response 

was: 

This is really important and there is a lot of room for research in this area. The way 

passports affect an individual’s identity and sense of belonging can often be overlooked. 

I’m really happy you’re tackling this! Good luck! I got you if you need any help identifying 

and connecting with Palestinians in the US!   

 

Similarly, few responses asked me if I can extend the scope of my research site to other EU 

countries such as Germany, Sweden, and the UK. For example, one person based in Germany 

responded that if I can extend my research site to Germany, she can tell me about all the difficulties 

she is facing now because of her passport. I had a call with her, and she talked about the restrictions 

that she is facing because of her refugee passport and the inability to reunite with her family, who 

are still in Syria. Some aspects of her story will reappear in the stories of my interviewees further 

in the thesis. Nevertheless, being connected to Palestinians beyond the territorial borders of my 

research site made me realize that this issue is beyond physical borders, and online platforms can 

play an essential role in bringing Palestinians together even if they had never met before or were 

prevented from doing so because of the borders.  

Further, I started to reach out to those who replied to my requests for an interview and others 

who were suggested by my connections. My approach was first to start with interviewing those 

who are far from my own experience as a Palestinian-Syrian, as this would allow me to become 

more aware of my taken-for-granted assumptions about the subject. Therefore, my first interviews 

were with Palestinians who carried Israeli and Dutch passports (n:4), Palestinian Authority and 

Dutch passports (n:2), Iraqi refugee passports, and Dutch residence permits (n:1). I asked my 
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interviewees to bring their passports with them to the interview if they feel comfortable about it. 

Three of them did not bring their passports with them.  

To kick off the interview, I asked them to put their passports on the table next to each other, 

followed by a question about how do they feel about passports? My aim also was to observe their 

actions, reactions, emotions, and the way they talk about the passports when they hold them in 

their hands. My initial assumption was that people would see the materiality of passports and 

realize the abstraction of their power. However, I was surprised to see how people reacted, 

especially when we were in a public space such as in a café in Amsterdam, where I did most of 

my interviews outdoor. This was clear to me, especially with Palestinians who hold both Israeli 

and European passports.  

  For example, in one interview, the interviewee gave me the Israeli passport to have a look 

at it, and once I gave it back to her, she put it on the table upside down, covering its graphics from 

the people around us in the café. I had to wonder and ask myself first whether she has done this on 

purpose or not. So, I asked her to tell me about the stamps on the Israeli passport and how she got 

them. She showed me the passport again, which has no stamps except for the ones when she goes 

back to ‘al-blad5’ (an Arabic word for ‘home’ as her country). Then, she put the passport again in 

the same way to hide it from the public and told me that she never actually uses this passport for 

any purpose except when she wants to go back home because she is not allowed to use the 

European passport. When she travels anywhere else, she always uses a European passport. 

Whenever she talked about the European passport, she was pleased and proud telling me about all 

the countries she has visited with this passport especially Arab countries that she was prevented 

from visiting with her Israeli passport. She felt ashamed to show the Israeli passport in public, and 

she was open about it to me, saying that she only shows it when it is necessary. This encounter 

made me rethink how Palestinian-Syrians feel when they hold refugee passports and whether 

shame or other feelings are also connected to the materiality of passports? Perhaps when it comes 

to the refugee status and its negative stigmatisation. Or maybe, as one of the Palestinian-Syrian 

interviewees puts it, ‘I feel I need to protect it [refugee passport]. While the Dutch passport protects 

me’.   

Furthermore, I started conducting in-depth interviews with Palestinian-Syrians. I contacted 

first those who replied to my online social media post. I conducted a total of fifteen interviews. 

 
5 A term that is used by Palestinians with Israeli citizenship to avoid saying ‘Israel.’ 
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The duration of each interview was between 1.5 and 2 hours long. Due to the outbreak of COVID-

19 in 2020, 5 interviews were conducted via the online platform Zoom. Having an online setting 

for an interview has advantages and limitations. For example, some of the interviewees felt more 

comfortable talking from their houses and were able to easily bring their passports to show them 

and talk about them during the interview. However, the interview had to be limited to an hour each 

time because of the interviewees’ other commitments (such as other meetings, online classes, or 

taking care of their children in the house). This was different when I did physical interviews, where 

we would go outside and meet in a café or somewhere in Amsterdam, and we would keep talking 

even if we went past an hour.   

Additionally, I stayed in touch with my interviewees after the interview through online 

social networks such as Facebook and Instagram. As I follow their updates on these platforms, I 

can watch for any developments regarding their passport, identity, emotions, and how they express 

their ideas about their ‘home’. For example, one of the interviewees was still ‘stateless’ when I did 

the first interview with him. By the end of last year, he received his Dutch passport and wrote a 

post about it on Facebook. Following that development, I met with him again to ask follow-up 

questions regarding these developments. That was helpful to understand the different experiences 

influenced by passports. Therefore, this research has been a process whereby I switched between 

online and offline spaces to encounter people and get closer to their everyday experiences.    

In December 2020, I decided to organize focus groups to explore discourses among the 

community that was mentioned during the interviews. For instance, the discourse about preserving 

the right of return through preserving the refugee passport and the refugee identity. The 

interviewees talked carefully about this idea, so it was vital for me to understand how they would 

address it in a group dynamic. This method revealed some interesting insights. For instance, those 

who successfully received a Dutch European passport constructed a new idea to preserve their 

right of return that does not necessarily link it with keeping the refugee passport. In addition, these 

insights have suggested that there might be a generational shift between the first generation of 

refugees, who experienced the Nakba from Palestine, and their children and grandchildren who 

were born in the refugee camps. This idea is further elaborated on in the first chapter.  

The two focus groups were organized through the online platform Zoom. The first one took 

place on 20 March 2021, and the second focus group discussion was held on 18 April 2021. I 

reached out to online social groups on Facebook to find participants who might be interested. I 
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decided to select from the people who responded for the first focus group, people who are between 

the age of 35 and 45, and in the second the focus group, people who are between the ages 20 and 

35. This decision was mainly to spot the generational shifts in the discourse among the group and 

how do they now view these discourses? 

 

c) The research participants 
 

Throughout the fieldwork, a number of Palestinians (other than Palestinian-Syrians) became my 

research participants in interviews and informal conversations. This was first because of my initial 

border scope to target Palestinians with different passports. Later, my focus became only 

Palestinian refugees who came from Syria in 2011 and are now settled in the Netherlands. 

Therefore, the main stories that will appear in this thesis belong to Yafa, Ahmad, Ibrahim, and 

Mostafa. Further, the participants who joined both focus group discussions: Ayman, Imad, Hanin, 

Hasan, Khaled, and Shatha. All of these ten people (two women and eight men) identify with the 

identity ‘Palestinian’, except for Ahmad, who preferred to identify himself as ‘stateless.’  

Further, when it comes to ‘being Syrian,’ all of them identified as such to some degree. 

Some of them gave me even percentages to describe how they felt about these different identities, 

such as the case with Yafa. She told me that at first, she felt that 70% of her identity was Palestinian 

and 30% was Syrian when she was still in Syria. This, however, has changed when she has received 

the Dutch passport and after visiting Palestine for the first time. She told me that she realized these 

percentages when she was walking in Jerusalem, and they become for her as follows: 70% Syrian, 

20% Palestinian, and 10% Dutch. Of course, she was aware that these percentages change 

according to the situation she is dealing with. However, I had the assumption that her visit to 

Palestine would make her feel even more connected with her ‘Palestinian-ness,’ but this was not 

the case. Yet, I can understand why she felt in this way since all her life was in the Yarmouk 

Refugee Camp in Damascus where her close family and friends were, and visiting Palestine was 

for her more to connect with her history and the history of her parents and grandparents.     

 Moreover, some of the interviewees (Ahmad, Ibrahim, Ayman) did not feel affiliated with 

being Syrian or Dutch. Ibrahim and Ayman identified themselves just as Palestinians even though 

they both have Dutch passports. For Ahmad, he identified just as ‘stateless’ when I first met him 

because he was still holding no passport and just his refugee identity card that states his nationality 
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as stateless. Imad, Hanin, Hasan, Khaled, and Shatha, identified themselves with the three 

identities. For me, I had to wonder, why do I affiliate myself with three identities? Perhaps my 

experience as a child who tried to move away from the Yarmouk Camp and be around more 

Syrians has influenced how I identify myself now. Others might have spent all their daily 

interactions in the Camp and had fewer interactions with Syrians. In addition, there is a difference 

between Syrian and Palestinian Arabic dialects, and people would consider my Arabic dialect 

‘more Syrian than Palestinian’. Because of that, I had incidents where, upon their first impression 

of me, Palestinians and Syrians would say things such as ‘but, you’re like us, Syrian’ and ‘you 

don’t look Palestinian.’ 

Further, all the participants used different passports in their journey to the Netherlands. The 

Table 1 below show interviewees and their passports:  

 

 Syrian 

refugee 

passport 

Palestinian 

Authority 

passport 

‘Fake’ 

European 

passport6 

Dutch refugee 

passport  

Dutch 

passport 

Yafa X   X X 

Ahamd X   X X 

Mostafa  X  X X X 

Shatha X X  X X 

Ayman X  X X X 

Imad  X  X X X 

Hanin  X   X X 

Khaled X X  X X 

Ibrahim X   X X 

Hasan X   X X 

 

 

 

 

 
6 I intentionally hid what kind of a passport it was for ethical concerns.  
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i. Yafa, Ibrahim, and Hanin 
 

These three interviewees had common background characteristics. All three are in their late 

twenties. All of them are students at Dutch universities. Yafa is studying International Studies in 

Leiden, Ibrahim is studying Law in Amsterdam, and Hanin has finished her bachelor degree 

program in Media and Culture in Utrecht. Further, Yafa and Ibrahim both live alone in the 

Netherlands while their families are still in Syria. Hanin lives with her parents in Utrecht. Also, 

their family situation is similar. Their parents were educated and had jobs such as a teacher, a 

pharmacist, and civil engineer.    

 

ii. Hasan, Khaled, Shatha, Mostafa, and Ahmad 
 
These four interviewees had similar occupations in non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and 

in the social/cultural sector in the Netherlands. Moustafa is in his mid-thirties and works for a 

Dutch organisation that provide support for children in the refugee centres in the Netherlands. 

Shatha is her late forties and also working for a Dutch organisation that helps newcomers in their 

integration process. However, Shatha was born in Algeria and lived in Saudi Arabia and Syria. 

After the death of her husband, she fled to the Netherlands with her three children. Further, Khaled 

is in his mid-thirties and works as photographer. Hasan is in his late-thirties and works at the 

municipality. Ahmad is in his early thirties and he is a ballet dancer. He has been working with 

several NGOs in fundraising events for refugee children.  

 

iii. Ayman and Imad  
 
Both of the interviewees are in their late forties. Ayman had a degree as civil engineer assistant 

but he is now unemployed because he still cannot find a suitable job for him. He lives with his 

family in Zwolle. Further, Imad is working as a post delivery man and he lives with his family in 

Arnhem.  
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Historical context  
 

a) The historical context of ‘the’ passport system 

 
By writing about the historical context about passports, I aim to highlight some of the significant 

developments and changes that advanced the establishment of the passport system that we know 

today. I want to follow Keshavarz’s (2009) argument here that there are ‘[m]ore than [one] history 

of the passport’ (p.13). I would therefore rather focus on the moments of history where passports 

were significant and essential.  

  The passport system as we know it today can be considered new and modern, especially 

with all the latest developments in the design of this document. Nevertheless, its historical roots 

go back to the sixteenth century in Europe, when people were granted ‘passport letters’ to travel 

safely in times of war (Korpela 2016). However, in other parts of the world, the use of documents 

was also essential and notable, such as in China, where a primary necessary passport (zhuan) was 

used to determine one’s ability to move (see Nylan, & Loewe 2010, p. 297, 317–318). In the 

Islamic Caliphate, the receipt that proved that its holder had paid their tax (‘jizya’ for non-Muslims 

and ‘zakah’ for Muslims) was called ‘bara'a’ (in Arabic, this means ‘innocence’).  

  John Torpey (2018) argues that the control of movement by authorities remained an 

‘internal matter’ until the nineteenth century, when capitalism and nation-states rose to 

prominence. In France, however, Trophy (2018) writes that the creation of the passports was also 

connected to the creation of the legal status of ‘foreigners’, who ‘had been defined as those born 

outside the seigneurie’ (p.24). In addition, the term ‘passports’ is believed to have originated from 

the French word ‘portes’, meaning city ‘walls’ or ‘gates’ from which to pass through (Benedictus 

2006).  

    During World War I, for security reasons, passport control was introduced by the European 

governments; after the war, this passport control remained, even though several delegates from the 

League of Nations opposed it and wanted it to be removed (Korpela 2016). Furthermore, in 

England, for example, the first modern British passport was ‘the product of the British Nationality 

and Status Aliens Act 1914, consisted of a single page, folded into eight and held together with a 

cardboard cover’ (Benedictus 2006). However, Satler (2012) mentions that during that time, ‘the 

passport photograph [was] not yet trusted as a technology for identification’ (p.8). He also provides 

descriptions of the information that this passport included:   
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Age 

Height 

Forehead (high, ordinary, oval, slightly receding) 

Eyes (colours– blue, green, brown, including grey) 

Nose (large, straight, roman) 

Mouth (straight, firm, large, ordinary, medium, thick lips)  

Chin (round) 

Colour of Hair (Brown) 

Complexion (Fresh, pale, peachy, dark) 

Face (oval, thin)  

   

  People started to feel that this type of passport was ‘dehumanising’ (Benedictus 2006). In 

1920, the Paris Conference on Passports & Customs Formalities and Through Tickets was 

organized by the League of Nations to set standards and guidelines on passport design and 

regulations (Benedictus 2006). In 1921, the first blue British passport in the format of a book was 

issued and can be seen in Figure 1 below. It had 32 pages and was written in French.  

 
Figure 1: UK Passport issued in 1924 after WW1 
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 In 1980, the UN International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO)7 made the standardisation of 

passports include the use of machine-readable travel documents (MRTDs) (ICAO website). In 

2013, Member States adopted the ICAO Traveller Identification Programme (ICAO TRIP), which 

has the aim of assisting ‘States in the implementation of effective and efficient travel document 

and border control systems’ (ICAO website). A more recent development is the biometric passport, 

which involves radio-frequency identification (RFD) computer chips that store the passport 

holder’s identity and their personal information. 

 

b) The historical context of the Palestinian passport   

 

The passport system was introduced in Palestine by the colonial empire of Great Britain in 1920 

(Qafisheh 2008). By that time, a passport was very much connected to the concept of nationality, 

and the Government of Palestine passed the “Passport Ordinance” legislation on 16 December 

1925, to issue the Palestinian citizenship and grant the Palestinian passport (Qafisheh 2008). As a 

result, the regulations of the Palestinian passport were set, and the Palestinian passport (Figure 2) 

was printed for the first time in 1926 (Qafisheh 2008).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7 ICAO Website: https://www.icao.int/Security/FAL/PKD/Pages/ePassportBasics.aspx  

Figure 2 - Palestinian passport – the back cover is printed with the words ‘ 
نیطسلف ةموكح ’ (Government of Palestine) in Arabic and ‘( י״א( הניתשלפ ’ 

(Mandatory Palestine) in Hebrew. 
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 In addition, the passport was issued by the Department of Immigration of the Government 

of Palestine, which had its offices in Jerusalem, Haifa, and Jaffa (Qafisheh 2008). Each passport 

was signed formally inside on behalf of the British government by the Chief Executive of Palestine 

(Qafisheh 2008) and stated the following:   

 

By His Majesty’s High Commissioner for Palestine 

  

These are to request and require in the Name of His Majesty all those whom it may concern 

to allow the bearer to pass freely without let or hindrance and to afford [him/her] every 

assistance and protection of which [he/she] may stand in need. (as stated in Qafisheh 2008, 

p.192) 
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This passport reflected the relationship between Palestine and Britain at the time. The content 

(Figure 3) of the passport was written in four languages, the three official languages of Palestine 

(Arabic, English, and Hebrew) and French (Qafisheh 2008). The passport design was similar to 

the British passport, and the nationality was indicated as directed by the Passport Ordinance 

articles) as follows: ‘for native Palestinians: Article 1; for naturalized persons: Article 7; for 

persons naturalized by marriage: Article 1’ (Qafisheh 2008, p. 192). Palestinians with these 

passports had to get an entry visa to travel to other British-controlled areas or colonies. These visas 

were requested by the British embassies and consulates, as indicated on the last page of the 

passport (Qafisheh 2008). Between 1926 and 1935 alone, about 70,000 Palestinian passports were 

issued (Qafisheh 2008). Palestinians were not considered or recognized as British subjects but 

rather as ‘British-protected persons’. 

 

Figure 3: Inside of a Palestinian Passport  
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     On 29 November 1947, the UN Partition Plan Resolution 181 was adopted. This resolution 

recommended the end of the British mandate, creating an 

independent Jewish state and an Arab state, and proposed that 

the city of Jerusalem would be controlled by a Special 

International Regime (Figure 4). The plan was rejected by the 

Palestinian and Arab leaders and accepted by the Jewish 

Agency for Palestine (Morris 2008). As Hadawi (1991) states, 

this plan violated the UN Charter, particularly the principle of 

self-determination, which gives the right to the people to decide 

their own destiny. As the UN Partition Plan Resolution 181 set 

a date for the end of the British mandate on Palestine on 15 May 

1948, this was also the end of validity for the first Palestinian 

passports.  

 

    Feldman (2008) writes: ‘[i]n the immediate aftermath of 

1948, the 750,000 persons displaced from their homes lost this 

nationality and became instead part of the broader category of 

“refugees”’ (p.499).   Palestinians then advocated for visibility 

and recognition to be recognized as Palestinian refugees, not 

just refugees (Feldman 2008). When Palestinians became 

refugees, there was still no refugee regime, or international agreement (Feldman 2008). The 

League of Nations developed the Nansen passport, ‘which were issued by governments, “allow(ed) 

refugees to travel legally across international boundaries” but “did not confer upon the bearer 

citizenship rights”’ (Feldman 2008, p. 510). Furthermore, in 1951, the ‘Convention Relating to the 

Status of Refugees’ or the so-called ‘Refugee Convention’ was adopted by the General Assembly 

of the United Nations.8 Followed by its 1967 Protocol, these two documents became the legal 

framework to deal with the category of ‘refugees’. Later in the thesis, I discuss the idea of 

establishing this category with concepts of citizenship.   

 

 
8 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (1951). Refworld | Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees. Refworld. https://www.refworld.org/docid/3be01b964.html  

Figure 4 - UN Partition Plan Resolution 
181 
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     The 1951 convention defined the term ‘refugee’ and introduced the UNHCR mandate of 

refugees. However, Palestinians refugees were under the mandate of UNRWA, which is the 

agency that provided them with papers and assistance. These were practical documents, such as 

registration in refugee camps or school, which added to the already-existing documents such as 

Palestinian passports, land registration records, school records, et cetera. Feldman (2008) writes: 

‘[t]his multiplicity of paper, in turn, circulated within the broader field of Palestinian visibility 

claims. Mandate-era documents had symbolic significance but no longer any practical value. 

UNRWA papers, on the other hand, were both materially and symbolically important’ (p. 511).  

 

     In 1965, the Arab states realized that they needed to find a solution for the Palestinian refugee 

crisis. In September 1965, the Casablanca Protocol was adopted by the League of Arab States 

(LAS) (Shiblak 2010). The Protocol aimed to give Palestinian refugees equal social and economic 

rights in their host countries and issue travel documents by the host state without granting 

nationality (Shiblak 2010). ‘It was thought this would also serve to remind the international 

community of its responsibility in resolving the refugee issue following the UN resolutions 

including the UN General Assembly Res. 194 of 1948 that enshrined the refugees’ rights to 

repatriation and compensation’ (Shiblak 2010, p.166). However, as Shiblak (2010) mentions, this 

was never a part of a strategy by the Arab states. It instead led to institutional racism and the denial 

of equal rights (access to education, work, and heath) for Palestinian refugees in the name of ‘a 

political necessity to keep their cause and identity alive’ (Shiblak 2010, p. 170).   

 

     Today, there are 5.5million Palestinian refugees who have either a refugee passport or no 

passport, spread across the region in Jordan; Lebanon; the Syrian Arab Republic; the Gaza Strip; 

the West Bank, including East Jerusalem; and across the globe.9 More than 1.5 million refugees 

live in 58 recognized Palestinian refugee camps in Jordan, Lebanon, the Syrian Arab Republic, the 

Gaza Strip, and the West Bank, including East Jerusalem. For Palestinians, the questions of how 

to obtain a passport that serves their basic needs, and once they do so, how they can maintain a 

sense of belonging to their Palestine homeland, have shaped their lives. 

 
9 UNRWA-website: https://www.unrwa.org/  
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c) The Syrian refugee passport for Palestinians 

 

 

Palestinian refugees who were able to obtain the Syrian refugee passport were those who came to 

Syria in the waves of refugees because of the first displacement Nakba 1948 due to the 

establishment of the state of Israel. In addition, those who came because of the second 

displacement known as the Naksa (meaning ‘setback’, an Arabic name for the defeat) during the 

Suez Crisis (1956)10 also had access to the Syrian refugee passport. This document (Figure 5) is 

referred to as a ‘travel document for Palestinian refugees’, known in Arabic as wathiqat safar. 

 
10 Ministerie van Algemene Zaken. (2020, January 10). Country of Origin Information Report. Report | 
Government.Nl. https://www.government.nl/documents/reports/2019/12/31/country-of-origin-information-
report-syria-december-2019  

Figure  Syrian refugee passport for Palestinian refugees Figure 5: Travel document for Palestinian refugees (in 
Arabic: wathiqat safar) 
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Thus, only Palestinian refugees who were registered in the General Authority for Palestinian Arab 

Refugees (i.e., those who entered in 1948 or 1956) can obtain such a document. Those who are not 

registered cannot obtain the Syrian refugee passport. There are no statistics on how large this group 

is.11  

 

 

This document, however, is neglected and not recognized by most countries. The experience of 

neglect and unrecognition of this document became very prominent in the lives of Palestinian 

refugees, especially during the outbreak of the Syrian war. The Action Group for Palestinians of 

Syria (AGPS), a London-based human rights watchdog that monitors the situation of Palestinian 

refugees in war-torn Syria, has highlighted these experiences. On their website, they published the 

story of Ahmad and Hassan, who both are Palestinian-Syrian refugees and were subjected to a 

number of passport issues when dealing with embassies or governmental bodies.12 They wrote the 

following:   

 

Ahmed, a Palestinian refugee in Lebanon, said that whenever he goes to any embassy, as 

soon as the embassy guard looks at the Syrian document, they are often not allowed in to 

meet the embassy’s employees, usually under the pretext that their country does not 

provide entry visas to those holding the Syrian travel document. He adds that this is what 

happened to him in the Turkish, UAE, and Saudi Arabian embassies when he attempted to 

apply for a visa.13 

 

 

This was Hassan’s experience in Turkey:  

 

Hassan, a Palestinian-Syrian refugee currently in north Turkey, says that he was subjected 

to a number of embarrassing incidents while dealing with the Turkish governmental bodies, 

 
11 Ibid. 
12 Action Group for Palestinians of Syria. (2018). “Travel Document”. . . the curse that haunts the Palestinians of 
Syria wherever they go. AGPS. https://www.actionpal.org.uk/en/post/6535/travel-document-the-curse-that-
haunts-the-palestinians-of-syria-wherever-they-go  
13 Ibid. 
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where on many occasions the employees would seem confused with how to deal with the 

Syrian travel document, asking him whether he is Palestinian or Syrian.14 

 

Furthermore, the AGPS stated that they had received many complaints about situations where 

Syrian refugee passport holders cannot obtain visas even if they have met all the requirements.15 

 

 

Moreover, a similar story has been published by the United World Collage (UWC) about Malek’s 

passport (Figure 6).16 Together with his family, they tried to escape the war by crossing the Turkish 

border ‘illegally’. His family got arrested and were sent back to Syria, while Malek was the only 

one to make it to Turkey. Malek was 16 years old at the time, alone in Turkey and could not be 

reunited with his family. He got in touch with the UWC Committee for Palestinian Refugees, who 

promised to help Malek attend the UWC (United World College) high schools. The college offered 

to undertake guardianship for the entire 2-year duration of his program in India since he could not 

return to his family. The college and Malek later faced challenges with bringing him because of 

his refugee passport. They wrote the following:   

 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 A New Home At MUWCI: Malek’s Story (Syria/Palestine, ’18). Available online: UWC Mahindra College,. 
(2020). https://uwcmahindracollege.org/uwc-blog/a-new-home-at-muwci-maleks-story-syria-palestine-18/  

Figure  [caption UWC: Malek’s Refugee Travel Document has proved to be a 
stumbling block in his Indian student visa application process] Figure 6: Malek’s passport  
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When attempting to apply for a student visa at the Indian Consulate in Istanbul, Malek 

learned his Syrian Travel Document would not be acceptable in place of a passport, despite 

being the de-facto refugee document for the half-million Palestinian refugees in Syria. The 

College formally appealed to both the Indian Consulate in Istanbul and the Indian Embassy 

in Ankara about the special circumstances around Malek’s refugee status. The college even 

cited a similar case from 2012. The Indian Embassy in Lebanon issued a student visa for 

a UWC Mahindra College student who was a Palestinian refugee with a Lebanese Travel 

Document. Based on this precedent, the Istanbul Consul officer referred Malek’s case to 

US(PV), CPV Division, MEA, Patiala House, where the case has been pending since late 

July. Malek continues to be without his family in Istanbul, anxiously waiting to start his 

new journey at UWC Mahindra College. 
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Theoretical Framework 
 

In this chapter, I aim to initiate a theoretical debate about passports as objects and passports for 

Palestinian refugees of Syria. I start this chapter with a discussion about notions of citizenship and 

the invention of passports. I highlight historical observations when passports and citizenship both 

became strongly connected and interwind. Further, I discuss the materiality of passports and the 

process of materialisation. I argue, that there is a material link between passports and their holders 

and in order to understand the issues Palestinian-Syrians are facing, this link need to be analysed. 

Therefore, in this thesis, I choose the approach to treat passports as objects with an agency using 

the Actor-Network Theory. Furthermore, in each subsection, I provide a theoretical argument on 

how passports as objects can act and influence human social interactions in their everyday life. 

Additionally, through a conceptual model, I bring an analysis of both empirical data and theoretical 

concepts together.  

 

I. Citizenship or Passports? The Interplay between Notions of Citizenship after 
Passports Entered the Scene.  

 

One of the most useful concepts for this thesis is citizenship, as for years, passports have been 

associated with notions of citizenship. Sian Lazar (2018) defines citizenship, in simple terms, as 

belonging to a political community. Thus, to hold a particular passport, one has to belong to a 

political community, a nation. Stateless people, through this lens, also belong to a nation, which is 

referred to as a stateless nation (Payind & McClimans 2017). Thus, passports and how individuals 

can access different passports can be understood through the lens of citizenship. If people lack a 

passport, it is because of their lack of citizenship. Nevertheless, the relationship between 

citizenship and passports is much more complex than this. Here, I discuss the concept of 

citizenship in relation to materiality of passports. Further. I will argue that departing from actor-

network theory (ANT) and notions of citizenship would help address the knowledge gap 

concerning the issue of passports when it comes to moral values for Palestinian-Syrian refugees.    

 

a. The history of the origin of passports differs from the history of citizenship.  
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Historically, citizenship as a concept of belonging to a political community is believed to have 

originated from the understandings of citizenship from ‘ancient Greece’ and ‘imperial Rome’.17 

As Lazar (2018) indicates, two main traditions of citizenship continue to be important today: 

‘liberal and civic republican’. The civic republican tradition, which refers to citizenship as self-

rule and political agency, can be traced back to the democracy in Athens and the ideas of Aristotle, 

Rousseau, Cicero, and Machiavelli (Lazar 2013, Lazar 2018, and Bellamy 2014). Therefore, a 

citizen in the civic republican tradition is expected to participate in the democratic processes of the 

community. As for the liberal tradition of citizenship, the focus was on citizenship as a legal status 

rather than political participation in democracy (Bellamy 2014). The liberal tradition of citizenship 

is believed to have first originated from Roman juridical practices (see Pocock 1998 and Walzer 

1989). Thus, a citizen in the liberal tradition belongs to a legal community and can ask for the 

protection of the law as well as act freely by the law.    

Furthermore, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, a new form of citizenship emerged, 

mixing aspects of both liberal and civic republican traditions. Both Marshall (1950) and Rokkan 

(1974), who have shaped the debate about the development of this modern democratic citizenship, 

linked citizenship with the process of nation-state building. Bellamy (2014) wrote: 

 

They saw citizenship as the product of the interrelated processes of state building, the 

emergence of commercial and industrial society, and the construction of national 

consciousness, with all three driven forward in various ways by class struggle and war. The 

net effect of these three processes was to create a ‘people’, who were entitled to be treated 

as equals before the law and possessed equal rights to buy and sell goods, services, and 

labor; whose interests were overseen by a sovereign political authority; and who shared a 

national identity that shaped their allegiance to each other and their states (p. 13). 

 

As Hannah Arendt (1973) described, citizenship and access to rights by the state were only granted 

for those recognized as nationals. For those who became non-nationals, Keshavarz (2018) wrote 

that their rights can be granted through a supranational body such as the League of Nations, which 

‘was a by-product of the process of creating nation-states’ (p. 46).   

 
17 Bellamy, R. (2014). Citizenship: Historical development of. Citizenship: Historical Development of', in 
James Wright (ed), International Encyclopaedia of Social and Behavioural Sciences, 2nd ed., Elsevier. 
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Still, despite the different forms of citizenship, one concept was crucial to constructing 

citizenship: creating the category of ‘noncitizen’ (Lazar 2018). As Lazar (2018) further explains 

this category: ‘non-citizens might be conceptualised as strangers, migrants, or refugees, and these 

individuals always raise questions about the definitions of political communities and their borders’.  

Coming back to how this relates to the creation of the passport. I discussed earlier under 

the historical context of passport-creation and how the rise of passport control became prominent 

after World War I; it also became necessary since nation-states needed to identify who belonged 

to their nation and who was a ‘noncitizen’.  

Hence, historically, people can argue that both passports and citizenship have originated 

from different notions. Nevertheless, both notions later became intertwined and connected. A 

question that must be posed then arises: what impact have the passports as objects had when they 

entered 'the scene'? Or why was it important for nation-states to make that connection between 

notions of citizenship and passports? Principally, because passports became part of the repertoire 

of identifying citizens and distinguishing them from non-citizens, along with ID cards. They 

became increasingly important as cross-border mobility became more widespread. 

As I mentioned earlier, the delegates of the League of Nations tried to fight against the 

institutionalisation of passport making (Korpela 2016, Keshavarz 2018). Keshavarz (2018) writes: 

‘[t]he League of Nations at first resisted the systematic rise of passport making, which was a result 

of the First World War and violent nation-state building processes that, in turn, left many migrants 

stateless, producing a population called refugees’ (p. 47).  

However, the League of Nations was forced to give up that resistance in the wake of the 

Russian refugee crisis in the 1920s and due to the need to come up with a solution for immobile 

refugees and stateless travellers (Keshavarz 2018). Their answer was to copy the nation-state 

practice and create the ‘Nansen Passport’ for the newly identified population ‘refugees’ 

(Keshavarz 2018). At first, the product was the outcome of an agreement between 16 governments, 

but later more than 50 governments joined the agreement, which was seen as a success (Keshavarz 

2018). Thus, as Keshavarz (2018) writes, ‘one can argue what created refugees as a population 

was not only the invention of the nation-state, but also the invention of passports as a way to 

recognise who belonged to which nation-state and who did not’ (P. 47). Many have argued that 

the origins of the Refugee Convention and modern international refugee law are linked to the 
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creation of the Nansen passport (Weis 1982; see also Skran 1995). The UNHCR stated on their 

website: ‘[t]he Norwegian visionary [Fridtjof Nansen] introduced the so-called “Nansen passport,” 

which was the first legal instrument used for the international protection of refugees’.18   

The invention of the Nansen passport is a vital historical observation; it demonstrates how 

passports and citizenship became increasingly entangled in a way that one cannot exist without the 

other, as well as, it highlights the role that passports as objects have played in establishing the 

category ‘refugees.’ Although the Nansen passport was considered a success, this product shifted 

the opposing position of the League of Nations from addressing the central issue of exclusion 

practices and the institutionalisation of passport making by nation-states to one merely focusing 

on a practical solution for newly identified populations. This shift further legitimised the nation-

state narrative that everyone must belong to a country, and citizenship regulations are how to 

become a member of a nation. 

 

b. The materialization of citizenship and the production of passports    

 

When passports entered the sense, passports as material objects became these tangible and concrete 

items in the hands of their holders that manifest the abstraction of the notion of citizenship (those 

who belong to the nation were given a national passport to be distinguished from non-citizens). To 

establish this material link between notions of citizenship and passports, three elements were 

essential here: (1) defining and creating the physical borders; (2) defining the notion of national 

citizenship (creating by that the social boundaries between citizens and non-citizens) and link it to 

the physical borders; (3) the material practices between the state and the citizens or non-citizens 

(such as the act of showing the passport). All these three elements are manufactured through the 

material quality of passports, and each element cannot exist without these material bureaucratic 

documents. As Salter (2012) indicates, ‘in the absence of the Passport Office, there can be no 

passport; equally, there can be no Passport Office without the passport’ (p. 4).  

 Further, the process of materialization of citizenship into these material objects is a strong 

case for two reasons. Firstly, to look at how states transform the abstraction of citizenship and give 

social meanings to concrete bureaucratic objects. Secondly, to examine how people experience the 

 
18 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2009). Nansen - a man of action and vision. UNHCR. 
https://www.unhcr.org/events/nansen/4aae50086/nansen-man-action-vision.html  
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power abstractions of these devices, which are socially coded by states. Keshavarz (2019) explains 

the process of passports before they become such formal documents. Firstly, they are made from 

generic material; 'the cover and digital parts are cheaply produced' (p. 95). Then, those papers 

become nationalized through the graphic design of the cover and papers (e.g., Dutch, Syrian, 

Palestinian), for example, by adding symbols of the imagined national identity. Further, those 

materials are being personalized by adding a personal photo of the citizen, biometric data, 

signatures, and other personal information.  Keshavarz (2019) writes:  

 

The process of the production of such an artifact from a “transnational” commodity to a 

highly nationalized and personalized device reveals the artifactuality of nationality and 

citizenship. It affirms that citizenship is a process of material articulation, both in terms of 

protecting individuals through a book, and in terms of giving access to nationalized 

material infrastructures. It affirms that it is the materiality of government practices that can 

shape politics (p. 95). 

 

Thus, it is the materiality of passports that can demonstrate for us the resources and limitations of 

citizenship designed by governmental practices (such as rights, resources, agreements, 

negotiations that are manufactured into these material objects. See further the concept the design 

of politics). 

Furthermore, for someone who is born with native citizenship (and thus a native passport), 

the passport might not be as important as for someone who ‘became a citizen’ of that nation and 

received its passport, especially when it comes to access to resources. For the latter, the material 

quality of the passport is essential in the sense that it confirms their rightful eligibility for the 

acquired citizenship and resources. This can be illustrated through the act of showing the passport.  

Lindholm (2020), in her article about ‘being Palestinian in Sweden’, uses the term ‘pragmatic 

citizenship’ to describe the case of Palestinians with Swedish citizenship. She writes:  

 

[...] Restraints architected in Swedish society, mean a continued existence of being only 

partially accepted and partially at home, a pragmatic and proud acknowledgment and 

embracement of the passport and the citizenship as aspects to celebrate, but also a tacit 
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acceptance of not being fully accepted, clearly differentiating between citizenship and 

identity (P. 147). 

 

For example, If the naturalized person was denied any of the resources on the basis of ‘not looking 

native enough’, the act of showing the passport (and how that makes them feel that they have the 

right to these resources) confirms that the material quality has an important value. At that moment 

of denial of resources, the naturalized person has to show ‘evidence’ that they belong and have the 

right to these resources, which can be demonstrated through the material quality of passports. The 

act of showing the passport (or the inability to do so) will reappear in the interviewees' stories 

further in the thesis.   

Moreover, what makes the material quality of the passports important (after being 

nationalized and then personalized) is the fact that it allows their holders to narrate their history 

and remember their individual experiences. These material objects become part of the multiple 

objects that refugees/migrants carry and keep with them along the process of new identity 

formation. When Palestinian-Syrians explain their emotions, identity shifts, and moral issues in 

connection to citizenship, it is through talking about the passport and remembering the past through 

it.  

Thus, through carrying these material objects, a person carries the past (refugee passport) 

and the future (Dutch passport) along the process of identity formation. Feldman (2008) wrote 

about how when the Nakba 1948 took place, more than 750,000 Palestinians lost their nationality 

and citizenship. However, Palestinians kept their mandate-era documents, including the 

Palestinian passports with them and have passed them through generations until this day. These 

material objects for Palestinians, as Feldman, argues '[have] symbolic significance but no longer 

any practical value' (p.511). The same situation happened again with Palestinian-Syrians in the 

Netherlands. Their refugee passports have no longer any practical value, just a symbolic and social 

one which they can narrate their biography through them. At the same time, the Dutch passport 

has both practical value (as evidence to access to resources) and symbolic and moral value (the 

emotional belonging to the Palestinian citizenship and the feeling of being complicit with the 

Dutch citizenship further will be elaborated further in the thesis). Keshavarz (2019), while 

explaining how the American traveller is narrating proudly the many stamps in her passport in a 

video that she posted online, writes: 
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What gives the narrator of the film the ability to narrate her passport in this particular way? 

Perhaps it is the form and materiality of her passport, as it is the materiality of the event of 

border crossing in the form of a book that matters. It is a form of thing-power that speaks 

for itself without a direct relation to the concept [...] the narrative such materiality allows 

us to construct, in many cases, is only an affirmative and homogeneous one: that there is, 

and should be, a “rational” material link between the body, the citizen, and the nation-state 

(p. 93-94). 

 

In the fieldwork, the interviewees narrated their experiences and emotions by holding their 

passports in their hands, placing them next to each other, and talking about them. Therefore, the 

meaning of passports as ‘thing-power’ objects needs to be understood in order to explain the 

emotions and moral issues Syrian-Palestinians are facing in their subsequent changes of 

citizenship.  To do so, the Actor-Network Theory (ANT) is an ideal instrument to analyse the 

meanings of passports and their power-thing relation.   

In the following section, ‘Passports as ‘Things’: Objects with Agency’, I will explain ANT 

and its analysis. In the second section, ‘Passports as Border Producers’, I will be explaining two 

central concepts, ‘borders’ and ‘social boundaries.’ Both of them are essential to understand the 

experiences of the interviewees and the role of passports as material objects to maintain them. In 

the third section, ‘Passport as “Intermediate Communicators” Body-Dossier-Identity-Space’, I will 

be further elaborating on the material link between passports as thing-power objects and people.   

 

II. Passports as ‘Things’: Objects with Agency 
  

I chose the word ‘things’ to analyse the meanings of passports for people in terms of the parallels 

between ‘passports’ and ‘things’. Similar to passports, the word ‘things’ can refer to ‘many things’, 

to specific ‘things’, or to ‘nothings’.  Starting from the simple definition for a passport, a passport 

refers to ‘an official document provided by the government of a particular country which shows 

that the owner is a citizen of that country and allows that person to travel to foreign countries’ 

(Cambridge Academic Content Dictionary 2019). That aspect of allowing or disallowing people 

to travel or be mobile is perhaps one of the most noticeable social and political conditions produced 
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by the passport. In this case, political decisions determine issues such as who has the right to gain 

access to a country or who can decide whether or not a person has the right of access.  

  However, other social, cultural, and political conditions such as being, residing, and 

moving are also produced by the passports (Keshavarz 2019). The concept of ‘design politics’, 

introduced by Mahmoud Keshavarz (2019) may be useful to examine these conditions. In his 

words, design politics in the case of passports refers to ‘a series of practices, [entailed] through 

examining the passport, its histories, its designing, and its transformations and reappropriations’ 

(p. 4). By looking through the lens of ‘design politics’ in studying passports, it is possible to 

analyse both ‘the politics of design’ and ‘the design of politics’ that involve the creation of these 

official documents (Keshavarz 2019). While the former refers to the material practices that are 

involved in the act of design itself and its practice in which much of it ‘produced historically and 

discursively, but it is also produced materially’ (Keshavarz 2019, p. 3), the latter refers to ‘the 

materialities produced by different human and non-human actors that generate different conditions 

for certain politics to emerge’ (Keshavarz 2019, p. 4).   

  For instance, on the one hand, a passport is often seen as its symbolic representation, in 

which professional designers produce a passport document representing the imagined national 

identity of a country. On the other hand, there are the politics created by the passport itself, such 

as possibilities or ‘impossibilities for certain bodies to move, inhabit, and act in particular moments 

and places’ (Keshavarz 2019, p .4). Adding onto this, Feldman (2012) uses the term ‘politics of 

living’ in his ethnography about Palestinian refugees. In doing so, he highlights the different life 

conditions that are created for Palestinians through their refugee status and humanitarian situation; 

he writes: ‘In distinguishing the politics of living from the politics of life, I signal that I give 

attention not just to the humanitarian operation as such but to the dynamics of being (surviving, 

claiming, acting) within it’ (Feldman 2012, p. 157).  

  Moreover, as Mark Salter (2012) argues, ‘if we decenter the human and stop viewing 

material only in terms of how they serve the human, then we see the way that passports and “data-

doubles” relate to the material infrastructure and the human, how the passports themselves 

circulate and act’ (p. 2). No doubt holding a top-ranked ‘powerful’ passport allows its holder to 

move and be more mobile than other passport holders.19 This is measured in terms of access to 

 
19 The Official Passport Index Ranking. (2021). Henley & Partners. https://www.henleyglobal.com/passport-
index/ranking  
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destination countries without requiring a prior visa. Thus, when a person inhabits, moves, and 

travels, the passport that person holds matters.  

As Salter (2012) indicates, ‘the passport not only makes things possible but also acts - we 

can make meaning from the passport and make meaning of ourselves through the object of the 

passport in fundamentally different ways than we were able to when passports were simple letters’ 

(p. 5). Thus, there is a passport-human relationship that cannot be ignored, as this relationship 

influences everyday life and the world. Scholars such as Bruno Latour, Michel Callon, and John 

Law, who developed the ANT, saw such object-human relations. As Law explains, ‘[ANT] treat[s] 

everything in the social and natural worlds as a continuously generated effect of the webs of 

relations within which they are located’ (Law 2009, p. 41).  

Studying passports through ANT can help to examine how and when passports, as objects, 

can act. Additionally, the ANT approach ‘describes the enactment of materially and discursively 

heterogeneous relations’ (Law 2009, p. 41). Applying ANT to the passport, it is clear that: 1. there 

is a semiotic relationship – elements in the network (humans and passports) can shape and be 

shaped by each other; 2. The network has heterogeneity (both passports and humans are actors); 

and 3. There is materiality in the network (passports are not just social, but also material objects).  

 However, Latour (2005), in his book titled ‘Reassembling the Social’ revaluates ANT and 

provides further explanations to avoid ANT from being misunderstood and thus misused. He 

explains that ANT should not aim to assemble the actors in a network and then treat that network 

as ‘the social’. By this term, he refers to the processes and relations that come together to form 

what people often call ‘the social’ or ‘society.’ By assembling the different actors, relations, 

ongoing processes to construct these concepts, people reach a stage where these concepts become 

stable, fixed, and unchangeable. By doing so, people often overlook the underlying ongoing 

process to construct ‘the social’ in the first place.  Latour (2005) argues that ‘the social cannot be 

construed as a kind of material or domain’. Therefore, ANT does not intend to explain ‘why’ 

certain connections arise. Instead, ANT sees the connections between human and non-human 

objects in the same way in meaning formation. (Latour 2005). Thus, by describing how human 

and non-human actors interact, how meanings arise in everyday settings, social mechanisms can 

be uncovered. 
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 Moreover, when it comes to the role of non-humans, Latour (2005) defines what type of 

actors would make the application of ANT valid. He sees that ANT as an approach is applicable 

to studies that ‘gives non-humans a type of agency that is more open than the traditional natural 

causality [and] more efficient than the symbolic one’ (p. 10). Further, he highlights that these non-

human objects are not recognized as social ‘except during the brief moment when they are 

reshuffled together’ (p. 65). Consequently, passports as material objects when they are not in use 

or in circulation are not considered social per se. It is the moments when people interact with these 

objects that make the association (passports and humans) a social construct and gives its social 

meaning. Thus, one should investigate these social settings such as people’s experience with 

‘passport situations’, and examine how they make sense out of these situations.    

Based on the literature review, I have argued that passports could act and influence human 

social interactions. In this thesis, ANT, which focuses on connections between human and non-

human actors, is central in the approach. The word ‘actant’ may be more helpful in this case as it 

treats both objects and humans as equal. Actant-networks are thus constructed and reconstructed 

through social interactions between different actants (passports and humans). These social 

interactions can be observed as flows from one actant-network to another. The influence of the 

passport can subsequently be traced by tracking these flows.  

 

a) Mapping Decisions and Destinations of Both Actants  

 

Based on the actor-network theory, ANT analysis diagrams (AADs),20 and empirical data, I made 

a chart (Figure 7) to trace the connections and impacts on mobility decisions. Palestinian refugees 

found themselves trapped with limited options that would later determine their travel patterns for 

their refugee journey to the Netherlands; thus, their experiences interacting with borders and social 

boundaries were created by the passport (see the following section: Passports as Border 

Producers). My aim is not to map all travel patterns that Palestinian refugees take with their 

different passports, but rather to make the case that decisions are made through the concept of the 

design of politics as well as that human bodies are oriented in a certain direction through the 

 
20 Payne, L. (2017). Visualization in analysis: Developing ANT analysis diagrams (AADs). Qualitative 
research, 17(1), 118-133. 
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concept of biopolitics by Foucault (explained further in the section: Passports as Intermediate 

Communicators).  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7 – mapping decisions and destinations of both actants 

 

I followed the AADs’ way of mapping the actant-networks and their influences. The actant-

networks are represented in the diagram as boxes, the influences as diamonds, and the connections 

as the lines drawn between them.  

 

Starting from the top of the diagram, passports and their holders are placed next to each 

other. Both actants exist on their own. Both hold a balanced relationship characterised by 

belonging. Even if the passport holder did not apply for a passport initially, it still exists and 

belongs to the passport holder. Similarly, passport holders belong to their passport and cannot 

change this even if they want to. During my fieldwork, the interviewees described such a 

relationship when most of them mentioned how before the outbreak of the Syrian war, they had 
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not thought about leaving the Yarmouk Refugee Camp. Thus, they did not need to apply for a 

refugee passport. They knew that their refugee passports were there and available whenever they 

wanted to ask for them, but at the same time, they knew the limitations that were created by that 

passport. Thus, when Ibrahim stated that the passport did not hold any value for him at that time, 

he was mindful of the immobility created by the designed passport itself. In the design of politics, 

Keshavarz (2019) focuses on how materialities can allow for particular politics to emerge. These 

refugee passports are then material objects that have been designed to create the political 

conditions that Palestinian refugees have found themselves in.  

 

Furthermore, going downward, the diagram describes the actions and reactions of both 

actants. If passport holders decide to travel, the passport determines which destinations they are 

allowed to travel to. Since these refugee passports for Palestinian refugees have been designed to 

limit their mobility, they direct their bodies to go in a different direction. That direction, however, 

can put them in danger and force them to risk their lives. Many stories and reports have made note 

of refugees who threw themselves into the Mediterranean Sea and risked their lives to reach 

Europe. These stories and reports focus on the root causes of the issue and how refugees are 

running away from human rights abuses.21 Of course, the root causes are the reasons they left their 

homes in the first place. However, one question that these reports fail to address is who threw these 

refugee bodies in the sea or who directed them to take the sea route to survive in the first place.  

Biopolitics describes the act of forcing the body to do things that it otherwise would not do 

(Foucault 1977, Butler 2004). In this case, the politically designed refugee passports orientate their 

holders as to which direction they can go in. If their only direction is to go by sea, then they 

abandon their refugee passports and take that route. If they can find a way to replace their passports 

with ‘fake’ passports that orient their bodies in a different direction, they may take that route. 

According to an Aljazeera report last year on refugees and migrants coming from Libya to Europe 

on refugee boats, ‘since 2016, almost 12,000 refugees and migrants have drowned in the 

Mediterranean while trying to reach Europe’.22  In that report a migrant named Saou made a 

striking remark to explain why he took such a journey that could have ended in death, saying: ‘in 

 
21 Why do People Risk Their Lives to Cross the Mediterranean? (2020, October 28). Human Rights Watch. 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/07/28/why-do-people-risk-their-lives-cross-mediterranean  
22 Al Jazeera. (2020, January 14). ‘I’ll die with no regrets’: Risking their lives in Mediterranean. Europe | Al 
Jazeera. https://www.aljazeera.com/gallery/2020/1/14/ill-die-with-no-regrets-risking-their-lives-in-mediterranean  
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life when you've lost everything, you're not scared of anything anymore’.23 This quote shows how 

humans can also react to the designed politics in which they have found themselves. Taking back 

their agency and reaching a destination that their designed passports have previously prevented 

them from reaching constitutes an act of liberation. They freed themselves from the limitations 

and restrictions that have been imposed upon them and designed through the materiality of their 

passports. For this reason, I call the second chapter of my thesis: Liberation from the Passport.  

 

 

III. Passports as Border Producers 
 

To rethink passports as borders means to think first of borders not as nature-given or fixed entities 

but as producers of physical borders and social boundaries. Borders, as we know them today, 

came into existence only when modern nation-states were established: ‘In a world configured into 

nation-states, each claiming that its population maintains a unique history, culture, and 

identity’ (Basch, Glick-Schiller, & Blanc 2005, p. 242). Here, Basch, Glick-Schiller, and Blanc 

(2005) state that borders are very much connected to the social boundaries created through national 

identity and culture. 

   Similarly, Mari Korpela (2016) argues that ‘in the contemporary world, people, mobile 

or not, act within the existing national order of things’ (p. 113), citing the institutionalised 

infrastructure of the global mobility regime that, in principle, each person has to belong to one 

state (or two or three, in some cases); to move between these states, one has to interact with the 

passport system (Korpela 2016). Therefore, a passport is an important element for the existence of 

well-known borders between states. As Salter (2012) indicates, ‘in the absence of the Passport 

Office, there can be no passport; equally, there can be no Passport Office without the passport’ (p. 

4).  

 While one can think of the passport as a document to facilitate the movement of its holder 

within the global mobility regime, in practice, passports are used as a prevention mechanism to 

stop non-citizens from crossing borders (Jansen 2009). Therefore, the significance of the passports 

lies not just when their holders encounter the border. Still, perhaps, it is even more interesting to 

examine how the passport can become an extension to the border itself and helps to maintain that 

 
23 ibid. 
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border, mainly by producing and maintaining social boundaries. As Keshavarz (2019) argues, ‘a 

passport as a specific device of bordering politics and practice acts on behalf of the border’ (p. 7). 

By this he highlights the capacity of passports to produce borders and social boundaries. This 

understanding emerged from a new paradigm in critical borders studies, the delocalisation of 

borders (Bigo 2002, Mountz 2011, Keshavarz 2019). 

   In classical anthropology, a distinction has been made between boundaries and borders. On 

one hand, borders were considered territorial limits that have been established by the nation-states. 

On the other hand, there were socially constructed boundaries within society such as class, gender, 

and race (Fassin 2011). Nevertheless, Fassin argues that both borders and boundaries are needed 

to understand ‘how immigration is governed and experienced’ (Fassin 2011). In the case of 

Palestinians, Hanafi (2011) highlights the social boundaries created between the various 

Palestinian communities: ‘some borders have constructed and reinvented new boundaries of 

difference and distinctiveness among these communities’ (Hanafi 2011, p. 2). In doing so, he refers 

to the social boundaries created by the borders for Palestinian (refugee) communities (e.g., 

refugees in Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan). For example, Palestinian refugees within the territory of 

the Syrian borders have developed an affiliation with the Syrian identity alongside with their 

Palestinian identity (Lindholm 2020). 

  De Genova (2013) takes this even further, arguing that ‘the management and policing of 

borders establish and maintain “a world apartheid”’ (p. 1192). Through this comparison with 

apartheid policies, he seeks to highlight the social boundaries and new ways of racialisation that 

are created by the borders. Then, he demonstrates that, for example, the ‘politics of nativism’ are 

used to further define who is native and who is an immigrant, who is allowed to enter and who is 

not, and who is an ‘illegal’ immigrant and who is just an immigrant.  

  Additionally, ‘illegality’ is produced by the borders and the passport system (Fassin 2011, 

De Genova 2013, Keshavarz 2019). De Genova (2013) uses the term ‘border spectacle’ to refer to 

the encounters or calls it, the ‘scene’ between ‘illegal’ migrants and the border. He argues that 

‘[the] Border Spectacle [is] a spectacle of enforcement at “the” border, whereby migrant 

“illegality” is rendered spectacularly visible’ (p. 1181). Correspondingly, Keshavarz (2019) uses 

the term ‘passporting’ to refer to the actions created by ‘the designed thing [passport] and the 

activity of designing [practices, situations, and contexts involved in designing passports]’ (p. 5), 
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which results in designing the condition of mobility and immobility as well as the production of 

‘illegality’ (in which bodies are seen as legal, semi-legal, or illegal).  

  In the case of Palestinians, these bureaucratic categories are part of their everyday lives. 

This was clearly revealed in Feldman’s (2012) ethnographic study in which he wrote that these 

‘bureaucratic categories that give differential access to services, the material artefacts of assistance 

that shape daily life—is a key way that people define themselves, their community, and their 

relationship with other Palestinians’ (p. 169). 

 In this chapter, I argued that social boundaries and borders are produced by passports. 

Furthermore, in the thesis, I utilise a conceptual model to show the connections between social 

boundaries and borders. 

 

 

 
IV. Passport as ‘Intermediate Communicators’  

Body-Dossier-Identity-Space 
 

a) Body 

In the first section, I started by analysing passports through the word ‘things’. To understand what 

kind of ‘things’ a passport can be or do, one must look at the passport as a communicator in which 

it plays an intermediate role to communicate ‘things’ such as a person’s body, dossier, identity, 

and space to others (states, border guards, and its holders). In addition, one needs to consider how 

it allows others to communicate these same ‘things’ to the person in the form of a visible story. To 

explore such an idea, I will first build upon the work of Foucault. In Discipline and Punish, 

Foucault (1977) writes that “the body is directly involved in the political field” (p. 25). The 

involvement of the body in politics, or biopolitics, happens through different practices that force 

the body to do things that it otherwise would not do (Butler 2004). Foucault (1977) explains this 

concept further by showing practices that involve the body as a process in which ‘power relations 

have an immediate hold upon it [the body]; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to 

carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs’ (p. 25).  

  However, to understand how this happens in the passport system, Foucault’s concept of 
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‘confession’ also needs to be applied. Foucault explains that in western culture, governments 

demand from people an ‘act of truth’: ‘not just that the subject tell the truth but that he tell the truth 

about himself his faults, his desires, the state of his soul, and so on’ (cited by Salter 2016, p. 180). 

Salter (2016) further argues that in the passport system, the confessionary complex that involves 

obedience, examination, and confession ‘provides a crucial link between the “political economy 

of the body” and the biopolitical governmentality of the international management of populations’ 

(p. 180). At the border, the confessionary complex is embedded in various practices: people are 

asked to tell the truth but even if they do so, their stories may be under what can be referred to as 

‘reasonable suspicion’ (Salter 2016). The border guards may look with suspicious eyes at bodily 

reactions and facial expressions: ‘If we do not confess in a way that echoes with the story that the 

examiner has told him/her self about us, then we are suspect’ (Salter 2016, p. 183). Thus, in such 

a case, the passport has played the role of an intermediate communicator to tell the story of its 

holder to guards. The experience of being under ‘reasonable suspicion’ adds another layer to the 

passport issue, which brings someone’s identity into questioning. At the border, a person cannot 

be more than one identity, and this has to be confirmed through the passport. For this reason, 

Palestinian refugees who identify themselves as Palestinian-Syrian feel that their Syrian identity 

is taken away at the border since they cannot confirm it through a passport once their identity is 

being questioned (see the concept of passport dysphoria).   

b) Dossier  

 

  The story that a passport tells is not just what has been recorded on the passport itself 

(personal information, entry visas, or stamps), which I refer to it as the ‘visible story’. The invisible 

is what I call the ‘dossier’, which refers to the information collected about a person through the 

passport. The information included in the dossier is often not visible, even to the people 

themselves. It is somewhat sorted by governments in a database. Ironically, this invisible dossier 

makes individuals visible, not just to their government, but to other sovereign states they may or 

may not have entered. For example, this dossier is shared with all EU member states in the EU’s 

passport system. As Korpela (2016) explains, ‘if the databases contain the wrong kind of 

information or no information at all of a particular individual, he or she is defined as suspicious 

and high risk’ (p. 122). For instance, stateless people who might not have a passport or a refugee 

passport do not have a dossier, which means that they are constantly be subjected to ‘reasonable 
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suspicion’ and ‘high risk’ in the global mobility regime.  

  To understand how dossiers are created through passports, the helpful concept of the ‘data-

double’, coined by Kevin D. Haggerty and Richard V. Ericson (2000), needs to be discussed. They 

write: ‘we are witnessing a convergence of what were once discrete surveillance systems to the 

point that we can now speak of an emerging “surveillant assemblage”. This assemblage operates 

by abstracting human bodies from their territorial settings and separating them into a series of 

discrete flows. These flows are then reassembled into distinct ‘data doubles’ which can be 

scrutinised and targeted for intervention’ (p. 606). Thus, in the global mobility regime, each 

passport’s holder has a ‘data-double’, or digital information about our lives coded in data and 

records and spread in a (global) information system. Salter (2012) argues that ‘the technical 

standards that render identity data into machine-readable code open up a new space for political 

action: data-doubles interact with security algorithms and risk profiles in entirely novel and 

unpredictable ways’ (p. 5). A passport can play a vital role in circulating the dossier of its holder 

and acting with other technologies to identify a person as high risk.   

c) Identity  

 
  Passports have been associated with identity (as well as with citizenship, nationalism, 

national identity, and belonging). As Keshavarz (2019) writes, ‘Some cultural practices that 

surround passports as a mediating metaphor for identity as well as a concrete object of 

identification can gain another layer of meaning after they are set in circulation’ (p. 6). However, 

I would argue that this mediating metaphor does not happen in vacuum. As Navaro-Yashin (2007) 

writes in her ethnography of documents, ‘metaphors […] are not simply constructions, 

representations, or images that are removed from social reality. Metaphors ‘do things’; they 

engender and enact political affectivities’ (p. 94; see also Aretxaga 2005). As Löfgren (1999) 

indicates, it is through passports that one’s individual identity is linked with the state. Moreover, 

Pogonyi (2018) argued in his analysis of passports as a means of identity management by the 

sovereign state through citizenship that ‘even if homeland governments intend it [citizenship and 

thus, passports] as an identity-building tool, eligible individuals regard and use citizenship for 

instrumental purposes’ (p. 979).  

  This thesis focuses on identity between these lines; the role of passports in ascribing certain 
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identity to their holders and how their self-perceived identity is affected by passports? Still, it 

would start from the intermediate communicator role that the passport plays in shaping and 

facilitating its holder’s identity and experience with borders. Yael Navaro-Yashin (2007) and Stef 

Jansen (2009) have conducted research regarding the ethnography of documents. Navaro-Yashin 

(2007) argued that ‘documents are affective: they produce and effect affect. They take the shape 

of or transform into effect and become part of their handlers in that way’ (p. 95). Building on this 

analysis of documents, Jansen (2009) conducted an ethnography about the documentary 

requirements that citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina as well as Serbia must meet to access the 

EU. In his analysis, he shows how people can come ‘into being in particular ways through them 

[documents]’ (p. 816). He further describes documents including passports as ‘certifying 

documents’ in reference to ‘the process of identifying and thereby collectively imputing capacities 

[of documents (passports) on the bodies]’ (p. 816). He further writes that ‘passports [certify] bodies 

as immobilized’ (p. 817). The passport can certify whether a person is worthy of crossing the 

border or not (Jansen 2009). Correspondingly, Kelly (2006) in his ethnographic account of 

documented lives of Palestinians living in the West Bank and occupied territories during the 

second Palestinian intifada (‘rebellion’ in Arabic) writes: ‘[i]dentity documents have played a 

central role in Palestinian life’ (p. 91). He further argues that these documents increased anxiety 

and suspicion, and while they were created ‘as part of wider “security” measures, they produce 

insecurity’ (p.104).  

  Furthermore, to examine the role passports have played in shaping Palestinian identity, I 

borrow a helpful concept from gender studies and psychology, gender dysphoria, to apply to the 

study of passports. Zucker et al. (2016) wrote: ‘Gender dysphoria is a term that denotes persistent 

discomfort with one’s biologic sex or assigned gender’ (p. 217). Gender dysphoria describes the 

feeling of dissonance or distress between someone’s sex (the body) and their gender identity (the 

self) and the wish for a change of sex. This feeling of being trapped in-between then creates 

psychological issues. Hanafi (2011) talked about a sense of ‘being in-between’ among Palestinians 

who are in exile. For Palestinians who are in exile with different passports, they experience than a 

passport dysphoria, a term I will use to refer to the experience of distress between Palestinians’ 

ascribed identity that comes with the passport and their wishes to have Palestinian passports (the 

body) that meets their Palestinian identity (the self).  
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d) Space 

 
  Lastly, to understand how passports communicate space, I apply Lefebvre’s (1991) concept 

of social space and the boundary of social space. Lefebvre explains that a social space is ‘a product 

and means of production’ (p. 85). This means that space is socially produced, and once that process 

is finished, that space becomes part of social production. He further writes: ‘Space is at once result 

and cause, product and producer’ (p. 142). Furthermore, social space is determined by physical 

borders, signs, symbols, or a discourse which will turn the space itself into a symbol (Lefebvre 

1991). When crossing borders, Fuchs (2019) argues that national boundaries are ‘marked by a 

distinction between citizens and non-citizens, communicated in the form of passports that grant 

access to, and provide certain rights within, a national territory’ (p. 8). Thus, the passport becomes 

a communicator of the social space with its social boundaries and physical borders. Furthermore, 

this social space is connected to other notions, such as a home.  

  For Palestinian refugees, not having a Palestinian passport and just a refugee passport 

equals not having a home or the right to return home. Those who have different passports have 

different homes and a different sense of belonging to each of these homes. One thing that connects 

all the dots between the Palestinian diaspora and refugees is the idea of Palestine. Mason (2007) 

uses the term ‘hybrid third space’ to refer to ‘how Palestinians make sense of and negotiate the 

interplay of various elements of their identities’ (p. 274). Furthermore, Mason connects this idea 

to Edward Said’s concept of how Palestinians in exile make sense of their different identities. He 

writes: ‘[a]ccording to Said, identity for Palestinians in the diaspora is like a series of notes flowing 

over, around and through one another, where two or more voices or notes can be heard 

simultaneously’ (Mason 2007, p. 274).   

  Furthermore, Mason (2007) explains the concept of a home as a ‘safe space’ where 

Palestinians do not feel like outsiders, and instead feel a sense of belonging – “that you are secure. 

There is a sense of possibility for the future” (p. 274). Alternatively, there is the idea of homeland 

(Palestine) that is not experienced per se; instead, it is passed down through generations (Mason 

2007). He writes: “when Palestinians think of home, they often conceptualise both Palestine as the 

primary home of origin and the place they live and come home to in reality” (p.275). Thus, a 

passport can communicate a sense of home for Palestinians. However, most Palestinians 

(especially in the region) are not allowed to experience home or have a passport to the country 
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they have settled in (Shiblak 2010, Masson 2007, Hanafi 2011). I would add that Palestinians 

might develop a sense of home to more than two homes; such is the case for Palestinian refugees 

in Syria, who lost their second home in Syria because of the war and had to search for a new home 

in Europe or elsewhere.   

 

V. The Conceptual Model and AADs  
 

 

In the theoretical chapter, I discussed the different theoretical concepts that have been applied to 

this thesis. In this section, I will incorporate both theoretical concepts and empirical data into a 

conceptual model to contextualise the experiences of Palestinians with borders and social 

boundaries.  

This conceptual model can be read in both top-down or bottom-up directions starting from 

any of the actant-networks: passports or passport holders. Starting from the top, the diagram shows 

what type of borders and social boundaries the passport produces based on the experiences of the 

interviewees. On the social boundaries side, there are five categories created by their different 

passports. Depending on what borders they are crossing and what passport they hold when they 

Figure 8 - The conceptual model borders and social boundaries.  
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do, an individual’s identification differs. For example, holding the Syrian refugee passport and 

using it to cross the Syrian border, in Syria, they are identified as Palestinian refugees who live in 

Syria and have their dossier in the Syrian security system.  

Similar to other Syrians, if their dossier has any information about, for example, political 

involvement in the Syrian uprising against the Syrian regime, they will be arrested. Additionally, 

similar to Syrians, all men ages 18 and above have to fulfil compulsory military service. Syrians, 

are transferred to the Syrian Army, and Palestinian refugees must join the Palestine Liberation 

Army (PLA),24,25 which is affiliated with the Syrian regime. Escaping the compulsory military 

service in deadly warfare is one reason why many Palestinians and Syrians leave Syria. The UN 

refugee agency described their situation ‘draft evaders in detention face a risk of torture and other 

forms of ill-treatment’.26 Thus, for this group of men to cross the many checkpoints in Syria and 

the Syrian border, this likely happens ‘illegally’. In the chapter ‘Liberation from the Passport’, I 

discuss the case of Ibrahim and his experience reaching Turkey.    

Furthermore, in countries such as Turkey or Lebanon, those who hold Syrian refugee 

passports often experience being identified as either as Syrian refugees (semi-Syrian) or 

Palestinian refugees; alternatively, government officials may be confused on how to identify them, 

such as the previously discussed case of Malek in Turkey. However, the experience of Yafa, which 

I discuss in the first chapter, ‘Passport at Birth: The Experience of Limitations’, is slightly 

different, as she crosses the Syrian border with her Syrian refugee passport to board a plane to 

Egypt. At the airport, she was immediately identified by Egyptian border control officers as a 

Palestinian, not Syrian, and she was treated differently than her Syrian friends. She felt that her 

Syrian identity was taken away.  

Moreover, most of the interviewees had experienced being identified as ‘illegal’ during 

 
24Rijksoverheid.nl. 2021. [online] Available at: 
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/binaries/rijksoverheid/documenten/ambtsberichten/2020/05/15/algemeen-
ambtsbericht-syrie-van-mei-2020/EN_AAB+Syrie+11+mei+2020.pdf    
25 London, C. R. P.-. (2021). Dozens of Palestinian Refugees Forced into Military Conscription in Syria. Palestinian 
Return Centre - London | https://prc.org.uk/en/news/3572/dozens-of-palestinian-refugees-forced-into-military-
conscription-in-syria  
26I. (2020, November 27). Fleeing military draft can be grounds for asylum finds EU's highest court. InfoMigrants. 
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/28655/fleeing-military-draft-can-be-grounds-for-asylum-finds-eu-s-highest-
court  
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their journey to the Netherlands either in Egypt, in Turkey, or when they arrived in Europe. Once 

they arrived in the Netherlands, when they asked for asylum, they were identified by Immigration 

and Naturalisation Service (IND) officers as ‘stateless’; this is when they feel both of their 

identities are taken away and they are instead left with an empty identity ‘statelessness’. Under the 

chapter ‘Statelessness as Freedom’, I discuss their experiences with confronting statelessness and 

then how they internalise it as an identity. During this period of approximately three years, they 

hold Dutch refugee passports.   

Finally, the new social boundary created through becoming ‘Dutch’ is experienced when 

they apply for the Dutch nationality and receive their first official passport in their lives, the 

European Dutch passport. The new passport comes with new aspirations and new restrictions, 

which I discussed in the last chapter. With the new passport, the sense of freedom is often 

highlighted. Some of the interviewees have decided to visit countries they have been to before 

when they were considered ‘illegal’ or dehumanised as Palestinian or Syrian refugees. They kept 

saying during the interviews, ‘I am the same human, but with a different paper’. Some interviewees 

visited countries that had previously been impossible to visit before with their Syrian refugee 

passport, such as their homeland of Palestine.    

In the previous sections, I have discussed the capacity of the passport to serve as border 

producers and intermediate communicators. On the one hand, passports have produced social 

boundaries that certify bodies with different labels. On the other hand, going bottom-up in the 

diagram, people also experience these labels and identify themselves with them. All of these 

experiences happen in passport situations, moments in which people’s identities are checked and 

questioned. Thus, the passport communicates these produced social boundaries on the right with 

the produced borders on the left.     

Furthermore, under the social boundaries in the diagram comes identity crisis, which may 

lead to passport dysphoria. I have previously explained that passport dysphoria is the feeling of 

distress between Palestinians’ ascribed identity in association with their passport and their wishes 

to have a Palestinian passport (the body) that meets their Palestinian identity (the self). This also 

happens when Palestinian refugees experience different social boundaries. Since their birth in 

refugee camps in Syria, they have grown up identifying themselves with one or both of the two 
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identities. Then, in confronting passport situations when they cross borders, their identities come 

into question, and their bodies are often certified with different labels. Additionally, the experience 

of taking away their identities to be left without one, as stateless refugees, may further cause 

identity crisis. Finally, when they are faced with the only option of ‘becoming Dutch’, to receive 

a Dutch passport is considered conflicting. On the one hand, they want the passport, but on the 

other hand, they might not necessarily want ‘to be Dutch’. With the Dutch passport comes the 

feeling of being complicit in what the Dutch government stands for in the question of Palestine. 

Palestinian refugees are often torn between all these different passports, yet none of them have 

validated their identity.    

Through this conceptual model, I have discussed applying different theoretical concepts to 

the empirical data. In the following four chapters, I start by taking a closer look at interviewees’ 

stories of and experiences with passports. As these stories were always about social boundaries, 

borders, and the experience of crossing these, the word “hudud” (an Arabic synonym with the 

words ‘boundaries’ and ‘limitations’) was often used to describe their limits experienced with their 

passports. Therefore, I structure the following four chapters by using the word ‘limitations’ to 

describe the limits of each social boundary and border produced through each designed passport 

from their birthplace in the refugee camp in Syria until they arrive in the Netherlands. Therefore, 

the first chapter talks about ‘Passport at Birth: The Experience of Limitations’. Then, it is followed 

by the second chapter, ‘Liberation from the Passport’, which describes breaking free from those 

limitations. The third chapter, ‘Statelessness as Freedom’, talks about their experiences with 

confronting statelessness. Finally, the last chapter is entitled ‘A New Passport: New Aspirations, 

New Restrictions’. One thing for readers to keep in mind when reading these chapters is the 

relationship between the passport and the passport holder and how this relationship between the 

human and the material object changes, forming different meanings in relation to politics, power, 

and law in the process. 
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Chapter 1 

Passport at birth: the Experience of Limitations 
 

This chapter takes a closer look at the moments during which the socialisation of the passport and 

its holder takes place. Having been born and grown up around the social boundaries and borders 

created by the Syrian refugee passport, Palestinians often try to find a way to make a sense out of 

these constructs. They interact with these boundaries, socialise these limits, and form an identity 

accordingly. In this chapter, I discuss the limitations that come with a Syrian refugee passport and 

how Palestinians experience these limitations. I describe these limitations from the point of view 

of the passport and its relationship to the passport holder.   

 

‘Ibrahim, these are your boundaries’. - Ibrahim’s passport 

 

‘I know my boundaries, the boundaries that the passports drew for me’. - Ibrahim.  

  

Ibrahim’s situation is shared by many Palestinian refugees who were born and grew up in refugee 

camps in Syria and thus hold a Syrian refugee passport. Their experiences with the passport differ 

from others in the world who were born with a ‘normal’ passport. In the first quote, Ibrahim talks 

about a conversation that happens often between himself and his passport, a conversation about 

the boundaries created by the refugee passport he holds. This conversation is socialised and 

normalised at a very early age. Thus, growing up with a refugee passport means that refugees must 

accept their reality and the boundaries that limit them.  

 Furthermore, to explain these boundaries and his feelings about the concept of a passport 

for Palestinians, Ibrahim put it clearly with these words:  
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...As a Palestinian, I have a different experience with the passport. For me, the passport has 

no value. Now, we are talking about the passport; it doesn’t interest me because I know I 

can’t have one; I can’t move even if I have a travel document. My mobility is tremendously 

limited. I need security approval to access Jordan or Lebanon. And Turkey doesn’t grant 

us a visa, so the passport has always been a topic that doesn’t interest me.  

This feeling of being indifferent or unconcerned about passports shows that before the Syrian war 

began in 2011, most Palestinians did not see it as a priority to obtain a passport or to be able to 

move. They were aware of the limits produced by their refugee passports. In the earlier-discussed 

concept ‘design politics’, Keshavarz (2019) refers to these material objects that are designed to 

allow certain politics to emerge through political agreements and negotiations. In this case, 

Palestinian refugees were aware of their political condition because of their passport, the result of 

which is their immobility. Therefore, at that moment, a passport had no value to them. 

Furthermore, this sentiment reveals a forced acceptance of the situation created by their passport, 

a forced acceptance to live within a box. To break out of that box, Palestinian refugees might have 

to liberate themselves (see Chapter 2: Liberation from the Passport).  

 

a) Limitations on Identity  

 

Palestinians in Syria are born with the status of ‘refugee’, which they acquire automatically from 

their parents and grandparents who were the first generation of refugees that moved to Syria from 

the first (Nakba 1948) and second forced displacements (1967). The people I spoke to in my 

fieldwork belong to the second (their parents experienced forced displacement) or the third refugee 

generation (their grandparents experienced forced displacement). They experienced growing up in 

a complex context; as refugees, they experienced the boundaries and limitations of having both a 

connection with Palestine and a connection with Syria. For example, in Syria, they experienced 

limits to the extent to which they can talk about themselves as Syrians or just as Palestinians since 

they do not hold any documents that confirm their Syrian identity. Hanafi (2011) addressed how 

physical borders (in this case, Syrian borders) have reinvented social boundaries within Palestinian 

communities.    
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Moreover, their experience with these two social boundaries (Palestinian and semi-Syrian) 

are different from that of the first Palestinian refugee generation. This situation, of course, has 

influenced their identity formation and has caused an identity crisis in some cases (see the concept 

of passport dysphoria, p.39). Yafa utilised the following words to compare her own experiences to 

the experiences of her parents and grandparents: 

I was born in Syria. My mother and father were also born in Syria. We practically belong 

to Arabs 4827; my grandfather is the first one to arrive in Syrian lands. Since that time, the 

idea of the right of return and that Palestinians should not be naturalised was very 

prominent. 

 

Here, Yafa describes a time when Palestinians and the rest of the Arab world saw the right to return 

as something that should not be forgotten, and the risk of being naturalised, receiving another 

nationality, and a passport would erase that right. This discourse was formalised in the Casablanca 

Protocol among Arab states, which aimed to give Palestinian refugees equal social and economic 

rights in their host countries and to issue refugee passports by the host state without granting 

nationality (Shiblak 2010). Therefore, many Palestinians during that era protected their refugee 

status across generations, as it came to represent their rights in Palestine. Some people would take 

that idea even further and consider Palestinian refugees who went to Europe and became 

naturalised, for example, as traitors who exchanged their right to return for a European passport. 

Ibrahim indicated how past and new generations felt about this idea before coming to Europe:  

   

We never thought to leave here [the Yarmouk Camp in Syria], go to European countries 

and get European passports because, for us, the Yarmouk Camp was our identity. We were 

living in a piece of Palestine inside the Syrian territories, and the camp represented our 

identity. So, when we were talking about ourselves, we said that we were from the camp. 

The camp was our home and our passport. So, we never actually thought of getting a 

European identity or nationality. No, we accepted the conditions of our life, and we were 

living it. And it was helping us always to think about home, Palestine. 

 

 
27 48-Palestinian or 48-Arab are names refers to Palestinians that remained within Israel's 1948 borders after the 
Nakba.  
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Consequently, one’s sense of identity and the passport have become very much intertwined. One 

cannot be talked without the other. People considered that changing one would result in changing 

the other. Thus, because of this discourse, most Palestinians did not want to change their passport 

condition at that time and accepted it because it represented a moral claim to their homeland. 

Additionally, Ibrahim revealed how he conceptualises the concept of ‘home’ as both the camp and 

Palestine. Mason (2007) describes this through the concept of ‘hybrid third space’ where 

Palestinians negotiate different elements of their identity and sense of belonging. Furthermore, the 

passport is also used as a metaphor for the camp as a home. Following Navaro-Yashin’s (2007) 

argument that ‘[m]etaphors “do things”; they engender and enact political affectivities’ (p. 94; see 

also Aretxaga, 2005). Thus, even though someone might not apply for the refugee passport, it 

nevertheless exists and is used as a metaphor to communicate about social spaces (the camp, in 

this case).   

 

Furthermore, names play an essential role in forming people’s Palestinian identity. Here, 

Yafa explains, ‘For me, when I was born in Syria, I was born with the Palestinian cause on my 

shoulder. My father told me that he named me after the Palestinian village [Yafa], so whenever 

someone would ask me: where are you from? I remember that I am from Palestine’.  Not only was 

Yafa named after the name of a Palestinian village, but everyone in her family was also named 

using that same logic. This is a pattern in many Palestinian refugee families. In an article talking 

about this pattern and the importance of names in forming the Palestinian identity, Raed (2019) 

writes: ‘An entire generation did not know Palestine except in the tales of their grandparents. They 

carry Palestine by name in their personal identity card’. 28 

 

 Therefore, it is evident that names and the act of naming have a significant place in the 

formation of the identity of Palestinian refugees. In addition to naming children, places, shops, 

schools, and anything else that is important in everyday life would also be named in a way that 

recalls Palestinian identity. The goal that names achieve is twofold: as a form of resistance in not 

forgetting their Palestinian cause and their connection with the land and as an imaginary tool that 

 
28 Raed Mosa (2019) Aljazeera Net: Yafa, Carmel and Jaffa. The names of a Palestinian generation that does not 
forget the cause. https://cutt.ly/Rn6ZTeA  
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helps them to imagine living in Palestine. An example of the latter is the Yarmouk Camp, where 

Palestinian refugees lived their everyday life. These refugees named schools, streets, and shops 

with the names of their villages in Palestine. This example shows how the camp is being produced 

as a social space through the act of naming and discourse (Lefebvre 1991). Later, this constructed 

social space produced social meanings, such as when the camp is referred to as a metaphorical 

identity or passport.  

   

 

b) Limitations on the Mobility  

 

When one thinks of passport limitations, perhaps the first thing that comes to mind is limitations 

on mobility. This was also exemplified through my fieldwork, especially when interviewees 

mentioned having to go through refugee journeys from Syria to the Netherlands because of these 

limitations. The limited options they had at that time determined what destinations and routes they 

could follow. This has created a travel pattern among Palestinian refugees coming from Syria to 

Europe. Notably, this travel pattern is different from the popular travel pattern that many Syrian 

refugees went through to arrive in Europe (i.e., going from Syria to Turkey, and then taking a 

refugee boat to Europe). Here, I identify some travel patterns to illustrate the limitations on 

mobility experienced by my interviewees. Foucault (1977) explains the concept of biopolitics by 

showing how passports, in this case, orient human bodies to go in different directions. My aim is 

not to highlight travel patterns, but instead to highlight that through a certain pattern, Palestinian 

refugees’ experiences with borders and social boundaries may be different. Their identities are 

questioned, depending on which borders they cross, and passports, as material objects that state 

their identities, communicate these identities to border agents.     

 

i. Syria - Egypt - Refugee Boat - Europe (Netherlands) 

 

One interviewee started her journey in Damascus, Syria and wanted to escape the conflict. At the 

time, she decided to leave Syria and go to another country. Her decisions and options were limited 

and determined by the passport she holds. The only place to which it was possible for her to travel 

was Egypt. Due to the political transition taking place in Egypt at the time, Egypt allowed 
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Palestinian-Syrian passport holders to enter Egypt. This was previously not possible without a 

visa, and, of course, obtaining one was difficult for Palestinian Syrians. After living in Egypt 

illegally because her residence permits expired and she was not able to renew it, the interviewee 

decided to leave to Europe by taking a refugee boat from Alexandria in Egypt to Italy. This travel 

pattern became popular among Palestinian Syrians who escaped the conflict in Syria.   

 

ii. Syria - Egypt - Illegally Entering a Third Country - Europe (Netherlands).  

 

This was a different travel pattern that emerged because of the passport condition of Palestinian 

Syrians. It also started from Damascus to Cairo by plane since this was the only option at the time. 

However, when people did not wish to risk their lives by crossing the sea with a refugee boat and 

instead wanted to escape by plane, they may have taken this path. Some tried to take a refugee 

boat but failed to do so, or the smugglers decide that they should take the boat from one of Egypt’s 

neighbouring countries, such as Libya.  

 

 

iii. Syria - Turkey (Illegally) - Refugee Boat - Europe (Netherlands) 

 

Since Turkey does not grant visas to Palestinian refugees, they have to go to Turkish borders to 

enter ‘illegally’. To reach the Turkish borders, they have to pass through different armed groups, 

such as ISIS. These groups also determine whether a person can leave or not. If they can, they give 

people papers that would allow smugglers to help them pass through the Turkish borders.  Once 

the person passes, the person follows the known travel pattern with a refugee boat from Turkey to 

Greece and from there, either by walking or using ‘fake’ passports to travel to the Netherlands. 
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Chapter 2 

Liberation from the passport 
 

In the previous chapter, I discussed the limitations that Palestinians often experience with social 

boundaries and borders. In this chapter, I will focus specifically on the moment of liberation from 

the passport. By this, I refer to the moment that refugees abandon the refugee passport to survive. 

An important note here is that I describe these experiences from the perspective of passport holders 

and how their relationship to the passport changes.    

 

a) Stepping into the Boat to Survive  
 

Perhaps the most accurate depiction of liberation from the passport is that of Palestinian refugees 

stepping into the refugee boat, escaping danger by crossing the sea and arriving at new destinations 

to survive. This moment and the feeling after these refugees arrive on a beach represent a taste of 

what liberation and freedom of movement feels like. Yafa’s case is an excellent example of this, 

as she took a crowded refugee boat from Egypt to Italy in a trip that took five to seven days at sea 

to finally reach the Netherlands. The following quote illustrates the experience of limitations on 

mobility:  

My choices were limited; I have nothing except the boat in front of me that I have to cross 

the sea with; this was the choice I had. Sometimes, I say to myself, this was not a choice; 

it was the only way to survive. Even the word “choice” felt like a luxury at the time. I did 

not have a choice except to cross the sea.   

 

In the theoretical chapter about ‘passports as intermediate communicators’, I argued that passports 

hold a narrative about their holders. Since that narrative restricted Palestinians from surviving a 

dangerous situation, they searched for new narratives (in the case of ‘fake’ passports) or other 

ways that would allow them to survive. Thus, liberation from the passport became a moment of 

abandoning that narrative to survive. At that moment, the passport, the papers, the designed 

politics, and all the imposed restrictions ceased to be an issue. The borders and other restrictions 
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disappeared in the minds of the passport holders, and they took back control of the crucial decisions 

that had to be made in order to survive.  

 

b) Making up Scenarios to Survive  
 

For Ibrahim, the moment of liberation from the passport came somewhat earlier when he was still 

in Damascus on his way to Turkey. He knew that his passport would not allow him to survive. 

However, he could not abandon it immediately, as he needed the passport to pass checkpoints that 

belonged to the Syrian regime and other armed groups, such as ISIS. He explains:  

With this document, I cannot go to Turkey by plane, and this would have saved me a lot of 

suffering, but because of holding this document, I had to take the road from Damascus to 

the Turkish border. I had to pass through the checkpoints of the Syrian regime and other 

militias in all their forms. 

However, it is risky to show the refugee passport at checkpoints, which would signify that its 

holder is trying to escape Syria, especially at checkpoints controlled by the Syrian regime. This 

assumption comes from the idea that Palestinians do not have any relatives that live far away from 

Syria, where they live. Thus, for example, moving from Damascus, which is located in the southern 

part of Syria, to Idlib, which is in the northern part of Syria, would raise suspicion. Ibrahim 

explains: 

All checkpoints, when they see that I am a Palestinian, they say: get off the bus. The Syrians 

stay on the bus, and the Palestinians go down. They used to know that Palestinians don’t 

go to other Syrian [cities] to visit someone, so they ask where are you going? Where are 

you leaving? Even though I prepared a very long story (laugh). 

This long story is a scenario a passport holder prepares to cover up his passport narrative, hoping 

that this would decrease the chance of being identified as a suspect and would enable him to pass. 

If he tells the truth, he may be in danger. If he does not tell the truth, he is a suspect since this 

made-up scenario does not echo the story that the guards told themselves. Salter (2016) discussed 

this with the confessionary complex and the idea of being identified as ‘reasonable suspicion’. 
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However, for Palestinian refugees who experience the identification of being ‘reasonable 

suspicion’, it makes them question their identity. As they are being treated differently because of 

their refugee passports. What passport people have defines their fixed identity. At that moment, 

even if they feel that they are Syrians, their passports say otherwise. Ibrahim further describes the 

scenario:      

The story was that I am going to get engaged to a woman from Afrin, (laugh). The 

chauffeur used to give names to the checkpoint, and next to each name, they write from 

where and what his/her story is. The moment he gives the paper to the checkpoint’s guard, 

the guard asks: where is the bridegroom? The bridegroom goes down (laugh). I go down, 

and I think that a civilised discussion will take place. 

Every time, Ibrahim gets off the bus. He is questioned, and his story is checked. Sometimes, they 

did not allow him to pass and would beat him up to confess. After passing through many 

checkpoints, Ibrahim learned how to handle them, which was basically with money.  

What makes the made-up scenario an intriguing act is the idea of making it to cover or complement 

the narrative that the passport tells to checkpoint’s guards. Furthermore, Ibrahim has prepared 

different scenarios for different checkpoints. Consequently, for instance, when he had to pass 

through a checkpoint that was run by the Islamic armed group ‘Al Nusra’, the questions were 

different and thus the scenario: 

Suddenly, everyone changed their looks in the bus. The woman who was wearing a hijab 

wore a Niqab. The woman who was sitting next to me gave me a scarf to cover the holes 

in my jeans and water to wash my hair, and another man gave me Miswak29 (laugh).   

Additionally, here, the confessionary complex and biopolitics can be seen, as the refugee changes 

how the body looks so that it can tell the guards a story to allow them to pass. Thus, making up a 

scenario is not just a story to tell but also to be shown through how the body looks.    

At these checkpoints, there is someone from the Islamic legal court. They asked him questions 

 
29 Miswak is a teeth cleaning twig made from the Salvadora persica tree. It features prominently in Islamic 
hygienical jurisprudence.  
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about his religious orientation, and what he has been doing concerning the conflict, and if he knows 

any names of people who work for the Syrian regime.  

At the end, I answered the questions normally, and they checked my name [in their system], 

they didn’t find anything on my name, so they gave me a paper and said: you are allowed 

to go.  

The paper he received from the Islamic group is essential to pass Turkish borders. Smugglers 

would not help him if he did not have such a paper. At that moment, this paper was the passport 

that would allow him to pass the border into Turkey.  

c) “I Buy New Passports to Survive.” 
 

Another way to be liberated from passport limitations is to buy another passport that would allow 

its holder to cross the border and survive. For example, Ayman bought a European passport that 

allowed him to escape Syria, go to another country, and fly to the Netherlands. Another interviewee 

had a similar story, going to Greece and buying a ‘fake’ European passport to come to the 

Netherlands. The market for ‘fake’ passports has been reported by different media as ‘booming’ 

during the large influx of refugees in 2015–16.30 In an article describing how refugees experience 

crossing borders with ‘fake’ passports, one refugee explains:   

You need to enter with confidence and feel as if you’re carrying your actual real ID. 

Because they look not just at your ID, they look at your clothes and your behaviour.31 

Again, this shows how bodies and passports are interlinked. They both tell a story to the guards, 

as I explained earlier. However, one different aspect has been changed here in the relationship 

between the passport and its holder. While the refugee passport was more influential before as an 

actant-network than the passport holder, the passport holder using a ‘fake’ passport is now more 

influential than the passport. It is true that without a ‘fake’ passport, the passport holder may not 

 
30 Adow, M. (2016, March 4). The booming fake passport market for refugees in Athens. Human Rights | Al 
Jazeera. https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2016/3/4/the-booming-fake-passport-market-for-refugees-in-
athens  
31 Abdulrahim, R. (2015, November 2). Syrians Seeking Asylum in West Use Fake Passports Along the Way. WSJ. 
https://www.wsj.com/articles/syrians-seeking-asylum-in-west-use-fake-passports-along-the-way-1446420293  
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be able to cross the border. However, passport holders who decide to buy ‘fake’ passports can use 

them to go in the direction they wish.   
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Chapter 3 

Statelessness as a Freedom 
 

After the phase of liberation from the refugee passport, Palestinians enter into a new phase, which 

further shapes their experience and forms their sense of identity. This new phase starts from the 

moment they arrive in the Netherlands as asylum seekers. They start their asylum procedures and 

first interact with governmental institutions, such as Immigration and Naturalisation Service 

(IND). The IND officers plan two interviews with each asylum seeker. These interviews determine 

whether someone can be granted refugee status and stay in the Netherlands. Palestinian Syrians 

are a group of Palestinian society that is considered stateless by the EU and the Netherlands. Not 

all Palestinians are considered as such; for example, Palestinian refugees coming from Gaza are 

considered ‘unknown’ (in Dutch, ‘onbekend’). This consideration comes from the fact that both 

the EU and the Netherlands do not recognise a Palestinian state. Palestinian documents, such as 

the passport or the UNRWA papers, are only accepted to confirm their statelessness. Feldman 

(2008) described how after the Nakba, the UNRWA refugee papers had material and symbolic 

value for Palestinian refugees, as they represented their moral claim (the right of return) and their 

Palestinian visibility. Nevertheless, in the Netherlands, these documents are only considered as 

confirmations of their statelessness.  

Furthermore, at this point, once they are recognised as stateless refugees, they can obtain 

Dutch refugee passports, which allow them to travel within EU to Schengen countries. However, 

most of them cannot visit countries that they wished to with this new refugee passport to, for 

example, reunite with their families (e.g., in Turkey, Egypt, Lebanon, as these countries do not 

grant them visas on a refugee passport). Thus, for three years, they wait for the moment in which 

they can obtain a ‘red passport’.  

In this chapter, I describe Palestinians’ experiences with confronting statelessness and how 

they made sense of them. Similar to the previous chapter, I describe these experiences from the 

perspective of the passport holders and their relationship to the material object that states their 

statelessness.  
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a) Confronting Statelessness  
 

One of the first interactions that happens between Palestinian-Syrian refugees and the IND officers 

is the moment in which they are told that they are stateless. This moment is often quite intense and 

is loaded with many emotions, trauma triggers, and the feeling of powerlessness. Ahamd explains 

this experience clearly in his account:  

 

When I arrived in the Netherlands, I had been introducing myself as a Palestinian Syrian; 

that’s what we used to say. But technically, we are stateless, neither Palestinian nor Syrian. 

When I was told that I am stateless, I asked what that means. They said: you do not have a 

homeland. I said: what about me coming from Syria?! This is not your homeland or 

country, they said. So, I asked: okay, what about my origin as a Palestinian?! This is not 

your homeland either, they answered. So, I asked again: where is my homeland? They 

answered me: you don't have a homeland. Then they said “congratulations.”  They are 

congratulating me for not having a homeland! I did not understand what that means, and I 

seriously was thinking to kill myself (intense breathing) ... the only thing that prevented 

me was leaving my family in a war without any help. 

 

Almost all of the interviewees had a similar story of confrontation with statelessness. IND officers 

do not officially recognise their identity or nationality and provide them with a paper called a  

‘Nationality Declaration’ (in Dutch ‘Nationaliteitsverklaring’) that they have to sign to continue 

their asylum procedure. The Nationality Declaration is one page long and requires a person’s basic 

information, such as name, birth date, birthplace (e.g., Damascus), birth country (Syria), 

nationality (stateless), and gender. Furthermore, it has one sentence: ‘[the undersigned person] 

declares that he or she is stateless’. Without signing this paper, Palestinian refugees cannot 

continue with their procedure of seeking asylum.  

Some might have already prepared themselves for this moment of confrontation, and it 

passes with a minor disagreement with the officer. Others might argue with the officer and, at first, 

refuse to sign the paper and stress the need to be recognised as Palestinians. Those who refuse at 

first are later convinced since they are given no other options, as they hear from asylum lawyers 

that this decision will be more beneficial for their future in the Netherlands. According to Dutch 
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law, those who have established their stateless status can apply for Dutch nationality through a 

particular procedure, after three years of legal residence and at a reduced fee.32  Thus, the Dutch 

passport can be obtained after three years, which provides refugees with a more confident and 

clearer perspective of their future in the Netherlands. Other asylum seekers (e.g., those with Syrian 

nationality) are granted refugee status and only have the right to naturalisation after spending 

almost six years living in the Netherlands. Thus, this short-term naturalisation for Palestinian 

refugees is the reason behind the “congratulations” that they receive after being recognised as 

stateless. 

However, this experience of confronting statelessness as a new social boundary often 

causes a major identity crisis, as Palestinian refugees feel that both of their identities have been 

taken away. Now, they cannot prove that they are Palestinian or Syrian and still cannot identify 

themselves as Dutch. This identity crisis caused by the different social boundaries may stimulate 

them to further question their identities. Later in the thesis, I elaborate upon this experience.    

    

b) Accepting Statelessness as Freedom  

 

After being granted refugee status and making the decision to live in the Netherlands, Palestinians 

start with a new phase in their identity formation, internalising statelessness as a free identity space. 

By using the term free identity space, I highlight how through documents, people also come into 

being (Jansen 2009). Although statelessness imposes a new social boundary, its limits are is not 

firmly defined. Thus, stateless people can experience an empty identity space that they can fill 

with their desired meanings. For example, as far as nationality is concerned, statelessness is 

presented in every Dutch document a person may have received in the Netherlands. Most 

prominently, they can be marked as stateless on the document they use in their everyday 

interactions in the Netherlands, which is their ‘residence permit’ (in Dutch: verblijfsvergunning), 

sometimes referred to as an identity card. During their stay in the Netherlands and through their 

interactions with locals, it becomes clear how statelessness is internalised as a new identity. 

Ibrahim gave an example of such interaction with a local:  

 
32 Ministerie van Algemene Zaken. (2020). Statelessness. Dutch Nationality | Government.Nl. https://www.government.nl/topics/dutch-
nationality/statelessness   
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One time, I remember someone asked me: where are you from? I didn’t tell him I am from 

Palestine. I told him; I am stateless. He was surprised and asked: how can you be without 

a homeland? So, I showed him the identity card and told him to look at the nationality 

where it says that I am with no homeland [stateless]. He was then in shock and started to 

cry, like how can a human be without a homeland?   

This is a typical response from Dutch locals when they hear about Palestinian Syrians’ condition 

of statelessness. At first, they cannot believe that such a thing as ‘stateless’ exists globally, and 

then Palestinians feel that they have to prove it by showing their Dutch documents. During the 

focus group discussion, this topic came up, and the group discussed how they feel when they have 

to explain an unimaginable situation to people who were born naturally with the right documents 

without all these complications:   

 

Hosam: The worst feeling that you could feel is when you see people living totally in 

another world. It’s a mixed feeling, and I can’t explain it. It is your life problem, and for 

each one of us, this was the issue of our lives. But for another person, it’s a fantasy. 

 

Despite the negativity associated with the experience of statelessness for them and how it is being 

perceived by the Dutch society, Palestinian refugees seem to find a way to make sense of this new 

identity. Some consider it just a ‘legal status defined by the Dutch system’, but it does not define 

them or their identity. This idea was explained during the focus group discussion:  

 

Shatha: They labelled us with this thing [statelessness] because it’s their system. In their 

system, we are without a homeland. So, I say again, personally, I don’t say I am stateless. 

I am a refugee, and my family is refugees. I was labelled as such here, and it actually 

worked to my benefit to receive the [Dutch] nationality after 3 years since none of the Arab 

countries accepted me. So yes, it’s okay to be here stateless and end up receiving Dutch 

nationality. But I always explain that we are all refugees and that the generation before us 

were told that they are leaving for a week until things settle down, and then they can go 

back to their homes. 
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Hosam: If we look at the other side, we have our full rights in this country, so this makes 

it up [for being stateless].  

 

Moreover, others felt that it is liberating to live with the label stateless. On the one hand, it 

gives freedom in the sense of having a free identity space that goes beyond the borders and social 

boundaries defined by the classical citizenship notions. Being stateless may allow a person to be 

or feel affiliated with multiple identities simultaneously without ascribing them with passports. 

Ibrahim remarks:  

 

The only actual identity that every human should hold is statelessness, his or her nationality 

should be stateless since we all live in one homeland. 

 

On the other hand, mentioning their statelessness can be a political tactic to talk about the root 

causes of what made them stateless in the first place. Ibrahim explains this idea:  

 

I was sad, and I delayed my nationality application because I didn’t want to give up my 

nationality, which was stateless. I was very happy that I found my true identity, which is 

being stateless. I was able through this avenue [being stateless] to tell the story of Palestine, 

gather people around me, show them what Palestine is. It was a very successful project for 

me.       

 

 

c) Questioning Identities and the Identity Crisis  

 

Having to negotiate all these different identities, Palestinian refugees question them at different 

moments in their lives, especially when they are being confronted with a new identity, such as 

being stateless. It is logical that, when interacting with people who define a person in a certain 

way, the person might start questioning that definition; the person might make sense of it in a way 

that fits the person’s current feelings and ways of being. Though I am discussing this topic at this 

stage, it is essential to note that questioning one’s own identity is an act that does not just happen 

at this stage only; rather, it is an ongoing process that takes place in different stages during identity 
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formation for Palestinian-Syrian refugees who grow up with multiple identities. However, this act 

of questioning and understanding one’s own identity can also be considered a luxury. It is a luxury 

in the sense that it requires enough headspace and a great degree of calmness that other Palestinian 

refugees might not have in the camps or during their refugee journey. Yafa indicates her conception 

of this luxury:   

 

When I was on the boat, my primary need was a bed and pillow; it wasn’t thinking about 

the universe, identity, or belonging. I needed a bed, I felt the blessing of having a bed… 

just a place to sleep on without hurting me, so this reflects the primary needs; it’s similar 

to Maslow's pyramid of needs.” 

 

Therefore, statelessness as a free identity space can be an essential trigger to deepen the 

questioning of different identities that have been ascribed to oneself. Ibrahim explained how that 

worked for him: 

 

When I first saw stateless, I studied in depth my identity and who I am. Especially in this 

period, some people are telling me that you’re Syrian, others tell me that you’re Palestinian, 

and there are those who say you’re neither of these [two identities; Palestinian or Syrian], 

and tomorrow you will tell me you’re Dutch. With all this, I know one thing for sure that 

it is written on my identity card now which is stateless, so this has created a major [identity] 

crisis but it has helped me to understand who I really am. 

 

Furthermore, this act of questioning one’s identities contributes significantly to the feeling of 

distress about how individuals feel about their identity and how the material object defines them 

(i.e., the state of passport dysphoria). Edward Said (1995) addressed the state of being in-between 

for Palestinians who are in exile and are part of different social structures. This in-betweenness 

can be seen through living within different social boundaries and mechanisms. Placing these social 

boundaries next to each other (see the conceptual model in Figure 8) shows how the relationship 

between passports and the notion of citizenship are far more complex than reducing them to a 

debate about citizenship. Fassin (2011) stresses that both borders and social boundaries are 

important to understand how immigration is governed. In addition to this, detaching passports from 
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citizenship centres the experience of refugees and migrants who are limited by borders and social 

boundaries.   
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Chapter 4 

A New Passport: 

New Aspirations, New Limitations 
 

 

In this chapter, I focus in on the experience of ‘becoming Dutch’ for Palestinian refugees. After 

they have spent three years with the label of statelessness, finally, their objective to obtain their 

first ever non-refugee passport can be realised. This takes place through a process which I will 

describe in this chapter. Additionally, once they successfully obtain the Dutch passport, they 

realise that even with a European passport, they will most likely face limitations. An important 

note here is that I describe these new aspirations and limitations from the point of view of the 

passport and its relationship to the passport holder.   

 

a) The Process of Receiving a Dutch Passport 

   
Obtaining a Dutch passport becomes one of the primary goals for Palestinian refugees during their 

refugee journey. Following Salter’s (2012) argument that by decentralising the human, we can see 

how passports relate to the human. Therefore, ‘becoming Dutch’ or receiving Dutch citizenship is 

not necessarily the main goal for Palestinian refugees. On the contrary, obtaining a passport is 

what matters to them. For example, one interviewee explained that when she decided to take the 

refugee journey, she wanted to obtain a European passport and return to one of the Arab countries, 

where she can live and be treated with respect and dignity.  

Furthermore, the process of obtaining a Dutch passport starts with an application at the 

municipality and takes up to one year to receive a decision from the IND. If all the information is 

accurate, they first receive a letter from the IND that their application has been nominated by the 

IND and will be sent to the King of the Netherlands, who will make a final decision. Within 20 

weeks, the final decision should be received. If positive, the final decision comes in a letter from 

the IND that confirms that the King has made a positive decision in their naturalisation request. 
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The letter also stresses that this decision only becomes effective when the municipality continues 

the procedure and invites the person to a naturalisation ceremony. Only then can a person become 

a Dutch citizen. For Palestinian refugees, this one-year process is a year full of hope. They imagine 

themselves when they receive their Dutch passport and what they would do once they have it. 

Ahmad explains his feelings during this one-year process: 

 

I have hope, honestly. Sometimes when I’m on the bike, I start thinking that I will receive 

the Dutch passport. I cry. Most of the time, I feel like that because I lived my whole life in 

Syria, where people considered me as a Palestinian, as a refugee with no rights. We didn’t 

even dare to say that we have rights. Now, after 3 years, I would have a nationality. This 

is the first passport that I will receive in my whole life, the first identity, and the first 

citizenship, and I am at the age of 30.” 

 

What Ahmad describes in his quote also resonated with many Palestinian refugees. The moment 

they obtain the Dutch passport becomes a significant event in their lives. It might also trigger a 

special type of trauma related to the passport and passport situations, which some of them called 

‘passport trauma’. Receiving the passport reminds them that they were refugees, dehumanised at 

borders and checkpoints; it can also bring to mind the limitations and danger they have 

experienced, as well as their statelessness and being deprived of their Palestinian and Syrian 

identities. Understanding this makes it clear why this event is such a major event in their lives. 

Figure 9 
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Often, those who successfully obtain the Dutch passport post on social media, announcing their 

major life event. Mustafa posted a picture (Figure 9) on Facebook of his old refugee passport next 

to his new Dutch passport. He wrote: 

 

 These notebooks carry a lot within their papers. #bribe #AboMohammmedforPasspoorts 

#Smuggling #detained #barred #GoBackToTheEndOfLine #suffering #Camp # 

Municipality … etc.  

 

b) Same Human, but with a Different Paper 
 
After receiving the Dutch passport, Palestinian refugees start experiencing borders and social 

boundaries differently. The limitations they have previously experienced with the refugee passport 

are now lifted. They are not denied access to most of the destinations they wish to go to. 

Nevertheless, they still experience new limitations that I now discuss further. This phase of one’s 

passport transition can be illustrated through these words from Shatha:   

 

I feel I was reborn. I am the same person but with a different paper that changed my whole 

life. Because of it, I came into being. I became more respected, and I became a human 

being. 

 

What is significant about this passport transition is the mixed feelings that are experienced. On the 

one hand, Palestinian refugees feel relieved and happy that they have experienced some freedom. 

However, on the other hand, it also brings a sombre and downhearted feeling; because of ‘just a 

paper’, they had to go through so much, and a European passport is now their ‘saviour’. They 

acknowledge now that this ‘notebook’, as Mustafa described it, has greatly influenced their lives.  

Furthermore, the feeling of passport dysphoria continues at every stage, even after 

obtaining the Dutch passport, as their Palestinian identity is not visible on it. However, most 

Palestinian refugees still hold onto their identity as Palestinians, their identity as refugees, and their 

right of return. During the focus group discussion, Mustafa addressed how the old narrative about 

the right of return is not valid anymore (the right of return can only be preserved through preserving 

the refugee passport). He explains: ‘no one can take that right form us. It is recognised under 

international law’. Thus, supernational bodies such as the UN becomes their only instrument to 
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the recognition of that right. Moreover, here, Shatha highlights her thoughts after receiving the 

Dutch passport:  

  

At the end, I reached the level that I know myself very well. I am convinced that I am who 

I am and that no passport or paper will change [me]. I will stay as I am, carrying the beliefs 

that I believe in… I will go ahead, not caring what paper I hold. What is important is 

holding something that would ease my life and mobility, something that would just show 

me the respect that every human should have. 

 

Furthermore, as I described earlier, the notion of home changes for Palestinian refugees 

through the concept of hybrid third space when they conceptualised home as the camp and 

Palestine (Mason 2007). In addition to these, the Netherlands becomes their third home. Thus, for 

them, home becomes this home constructed through different layers. Moreover, the word ‘home’ 

means different things in Arabic; there are different meanings associated with ‘the feeling at 

home’.  Yafa put it in these words:    

 

Now, after I have received the Dutch passport and had to go through all these experiences, 

I am assured now that I do not have a home [as the meaning of a country in Arabic]. The 

feeling of home [as a peaceful state of affairs and security] I have found here, in the place 

where I live: that’s the difference. The beauty of the Arabic language is that there is a 

difference [in the Arabic meaning to the word ‘home’], between home like your house, 

home as your country, and home as the [feeling of safety and security].” 

 

c) New Aspirations with New Restrictions 
 

As much as the experience of freedom was highlighted in reference to newly secured 

passports, Palestinian refugees still face limitations. Therefore, their aspirations for basic human 

rights and their desire to be treated as equal human beings still cannot be realised, even when 

holding the power of the European Dutch passport. They are still not equal to others who hold 

European (Dutch) passports. For instance, one of the reasons that one interviewee chose to come 

to the Netherlands was her dream to obtain a Dutch passport after a relatively short period and be 
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able to reunite with her family members, who are still in Syria. However, her first shock was when 

she understood that she could not bring her family to the Netherlands through family reunification 

procedures. According to Dutch law, only unaccompanied minors who are under 18 can apply for 

family reunification and bring their parents to the Netherlands. Her second shock was when she 

realised that she could not go back to Syria due to political reasons, and her family cannot leave 

Syria because of their refugee passports. The interviewee described her feelings at that moment:  

 

I started to ask myself, why did I come here? This was a big disappointment for me. All 

this journey, and I am thinking that this is the only way to see my family, and now I can’t 

see them even if I have the nationality. 

 

Last month, the father of the interviewee passed away in Syria. This event has affected her 

significantly, especially since she was left alone in the Netherlands and cannot even be with her 

family during this time. When I recently met with her, she explained to me how she felt oppression 

through passports since they separated her from her family. Thus, it does not matter if a person 

successfully obtains a European passport if the passport system remains as it is, ‘to maintain a 

world of apartheid’, as De Genova (2013) indicates (p. 1192). Therefore, it is vital to address these 

institutionalised and structural inequalities in the passport system.   

 

d) Visiting the Homeland, Palestine. 
 

Yafa knew that now that she had liberated herself from the passport’s limitations, she could go 

anywhere. Her first destination with the Dutch passport – similar to some other Palestinian 

refugees – was to visit Palestine. She explains:  

Those limitations have been broken. I don’t care about anything in this life, and I want to 

visit every place in the world, go everywhere, and do everything. You can’t even imagine 

how many opportunities there are. But the first thought that came to my mind was to go to 

Palestine. They thought that if I take the [Dutch] nationality, I will forget who I am?! 

Never! I am going back there. And for real, I received the passport 12th December, and on 

1st January I was in Palestine.  
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This idea of visiting the homeland is often what Palestinian refugees think of once they have 

obtained their passport. However, it is not that easy to visit. For some, this is still impossible. First, 

their Palestinian identity may not be visible when they visit, especially to the Israeli border officers. 

The Dutch passport does not show their Palestinian identity, but it does show their place of birth, 

and that is a city in Syria. Additionally, they cannot hide their Palestinian names or looks.  Thus, 

to pass, they have to make up a scenario that would complement their passport narrative and avoid 

raising any suspicion. For example, for Yafa, she planned her first trip with a tourist group of 

Turkish women so that her story of visiting for tourism was clear. She even prepared herself for 

all kinds of questions that might be asked of her:  

 

In these two weeks, I talked and interrogated everyone who went to Palestine. They won’t 

allow anyone to pass without question, even if you are white with blue eyes. For me, from 

the first question, they will kick me out; a Palestinian and was living in Syria and Egypt, 

and now going there. So, my whole story was suspicious. Despite the fact that I want to go 

there, I want to try; at least I can say to myself that I have tried. It’s like validation for [my] 

identity like you want to do a test for your identity. I have been raised my whole life as a 

Palestinian; let me see how it feels when I am there.      

 

After waiting for a long time at the Israeli airport, Yafa’s plan succeeded, and she was granted 

access. Mostafa, however, was also thinking of going there to visit, but he later cancelled his plans. 

He heard what happened with three of his friends, a doctor, a singer, and an Oud player, at the 

borders, where they were denied access and one of them was detained for three days. During the 

focus group, Mostafa explained, saying:  

 

Sorry... I don’t want to burn your dreams, but it’s not that easy. Even if you hold a Dutch 

passport, you’re still labelled as Palestinian Syrian etc. This [label] will stick with you in 

their systems and computers. So, this paper won’t help you… Just the idea of [possible] 

detention for three days, I don’t have to live it and relive the trauma at any government 

after receiving the [Dutch] passport. So, I don’t want to go! I don’t want to be threatened 

with detention and be subjected to all these questions and answers. I don't want to live this 

once again.    
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Moreover, it is important to remember that Israel has passed a law that would deny access to 

anyone who is outspoken about Palestinian rights and supports the non-violent movement of 

boycott, divestment, and sanctions; such an individual cannot enter Israel even if the person is a 

native European.33   

 

e) ‘We are Living in a Democratic Society, yet we cannot talk about Palestine’. 
 

Another limitation that Palestinian refugees face is when talking about Palestine. Expressing their 

identity or requesting their rights in public spaces or online on social media platforms can be 

challenging. This is experienced as confusion for Palestinian refugees who grew up in camps 

where they can speak and imagine Palestine every day and say anything about Israel; they have 

now moved to a place where Palestine is almost considered taboo, and criticising Israel is conflated 

with charges of anti-Semitism. An interviewee who works at the municipality asked his supervisor 

if there are any guidelines on what someone should share on social media platforms. The 

supervisor answered him: ‘you are free to say whatever you want on your platforms, but it is 

preferable to avoid talking about Israel/Palestine’.  

 

In another incident, Mostafa was interviewed once by the Dutch media about his 

participation in an exhibition in Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam. Even after he insisted on being 

identified as a Palestinian, in the report, they mentioned him as a Syrian refugee. Additionally, 

Yafa, who identifies as Palestinian-Syrian Dutch, was once asked to reduce her identity to just 

‘Dutch’, as she now holds just a Dutch passport. Therefore, once they express their Palestinian 

identity, this is perceived as either nostalgia or political activism.  

 

Furthermore, when it comes to limiting the expression of the Palestinian identity, a good 

example that illustrates this is the recent Eurovision song festival, an international song 

competition organised annually by the European Broadcasting Union (EBU) that features 

participants representing primarily European countries. Although Israel participates each year and 

 
33 The Implementation of the Israeli Anti-BDS Travel Ban. (2019). Lawfare. 
https://www.lawfareblog.com/implementation-israeli-anti-bds-travel-ban  
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Eurovision has been accused of whitewashing and pinkwashing Israeli war crimes,34 something 

different happened at the festival in Rotterdam this year. Israel was represented by a black singer 

with Ethiopian roots singing a song called ‘Set me free’. At the same time, Eurovision asked 

Ahmad Joudeh, a Palestinian-Syrian ballet dancer who came as a refugee to the Netherlands, to 

perform a show during the breaks. The problem is that he was not presented with his identity, 

instead being referred to as a stateless refugee from Syria. Umayya Abo Hanna, a Palestinian 

writer, wrote an article in the Dutch media about this:  

 

The Israeli singer with Ethiopian roots is portrayed as a good soldier in her soldier’s 

uniform. Israel promotes diversity except for one crucial identity; the taboo to be erased. 

That identity is tucked away in the second break of the Eurovision Song Contest, when 

Ahmad Joudeh, in a skirt, performs a ballet dance. Ahmad is openly gay and famous for 

his motto ‘dance or die’. A gay refugee and Muslim dancer – Europe loves it. Ahmad is 

presented as a refugee from Syria, but he is also a Palestinian. Many refugees from Syria 

are Palestinians, who have been displaced two or three times. [Expressing that] Ahmad as 

Palestinian is taboo. Like the Jews at the time, Ahmad can lose his job if he makes visible 

that he is Palestinian.35 

 

Furthermore, the Dutch government has been one of the closest supporters of the Israeli 

government in the past decades, at the expense of Palestinian rights. When I asked about what the 

red colour of the European Dutch passport represents, Ibrahim’s response was this:  

 

The red colour reminds me of the blood and the complicity of the European countries in 

our misery in Palestine and Syria. As a Dutch citizen, I became complicit as well. 

Especially since the Dutch government is a supporter of the Zionist Israeli government and 

some of our tax money supports that. So, since we are participating in this democratic 

 
34 Maikey, H. (2019). Eurovision has turned into a ‘pinkwashing’ opportunity for Israel – the LGBT+ community 
should boycott it. The Independent. https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/eurovision-israel-lgbt-rights-
pinkwashing-palestine-a8804851.html  
35 U. Abo Hannah. (2021). De Palestijn als mens is taboe. NRC: https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2021/05/21/de-
palestijn-als-mens-is-taboe-a4044475  
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[society], we are complicit […], so for me, when I think about the red passport, I think 

about my complicity and responsibility and to what extent I can limit it.  

 

Thus, obtaining a Dutch passport becomes a complex issue. On the one hand, Palestinian refugees 

acknowledge the possibilities that come with it. On the other hand, it can be associated with shame, 

as they feel complicit in what the Dutch government stands for. In the first chapter, I discussed an 

old discourse among the Palestinian refugee community where shame was also associated with 

those who abandoned the refugee passport (and thus, the right of return) to obtain a European 

passport. This meaning, however, has shifted across generations. This discourse was prominent 

among the first and second generations (those who experienced the first and second displacement 

in 1948 and 1967 and their children), especially because of the Casablanca Protocol of 1965 that 

was adopted by Arab states to preserve Palestinian refugee status and their right of return (Shiblak 

2010). 
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Conclusion 
 

In this thesis, I gave a brief account of the ethnography of passports of Palestinian-Syrian refugees 

who recently arrived in the Netherlands. I have demonstrated that both passports and humans hold 

a presumable relationship that takes different shapes and allows for different social meanings and 

mechanisms to emerge in relation to politics, power, and law.    

           More specifically, I demonstrated how different, changing passports triggered different 

emotions, psychological experiences, and identity shifts among the surveyed group of Palestinian-

Syrian refugees. Holding the Syrian refugee passport was seen as a way of preserving one’s 

Palestinian identity and right of return. Exchanging that passport with a European one was 

associated with abandoning that right, as well as betrayal and shame. However, once the Syrian 

war erupted in 2011 and Palestinian refugees were forcibly displaced once again from their homes 

in Syria, this has shifted their priorities. Furthermore, the younger generation has seen the solution 

for their problem as taking a refugee journey to Europe, fixing their passport situation, and then 

coming back to the region with a European passport to be treated with respect and dignity.  

           Moreover, through the concepts of biopolitics and design politics, I presented the case of 

how refugee bodies are oriented in a certain direction through politically designed passports. 

Therefore, abandoning the refugee passport and being able to successfully reach Europe (a 

destination that their bodies cannot reach with their refugee passports) can be seen as an act of 

liberating the body from the passport. Those who took risky refugee journeys and arrived in Europe 

were grateful that they achieved their objective. Thus, getting rid of the refugee passport, in this 

case, is not associated with shame, but instead with liberty.  

           Furthermore, tracing the passport-human relationship among the group revealed how the 

passport as power-thing objects allow their holders to narrate their stories and explain their moral 

issues. Also, how these objects play a role along the process of new identity formation. Moreover, 

these objects communicates with other materialities at the border, leading to traumatic 

psychological experiences. I explored this experience through the concept of passport dysphoria. 

Thus, questioning identity at the border can lead to an identity crisis and feelings of distress, 

especially if the body (passport) does not meet self (identity). This traumatic psychological 

experience becomes expressly clear when refugees arrive in the Netherlands and are classified as 
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stateless. They feel that both of their identities, Palestinian and Syrian, have been aggressively 

taken away when they sign a declaration that they are stateless.    

            Additionally, obtaining a Dutch passport comes with the process of ‘becoming Dutch’. 

Although the objective is mainly to obtain a passport, becoming a Dutch citizen is a by-product of 

the process. When this happens, Palestinian refugees experience contradictions between their 

Palestinian identity and the newly ascribed Dutch identity. They experience limitations to what 

extent they can express their Palestinian identity in public and online spaces. Furthermore, they 

feel (indirectly) responsible for and complicit with what the Dutch government stands for in the 

question of Palestine. However, some of them have constructed new notions about their right of 

return. For example, some us the Dutch passport to visit their homeland for the first time. Others 

have relied on preserving their rights either through international law or preserving their 

refugeeness and expressing it whenever they come in contact with others.  

           Finally, although the stories presented in this thesis have offered a different perspective on 

the experience of borders and social boundaries, a question may arise through reading them: What 

is the solution for passports? I do not intend to address this question in this thesis. Instead, I want 

to bring a better understanding of the refugee experience with borders and social boundaries. 

However, this leads to more questions: how can we address the structural inequalities in the 

passport system? How can we prevent the dehumanisation of refugees, especially at borders? What 

can be done about Palestinian society, which has become border-fragmented because of passports? 

We have seen that even if individuals change their passport, they might still be unable to reunite 

with their families. Thus, the issue is far more complex than just changing a passport or becoming 

a citizen of a nation. As dots are connected, passports and humans will keep designing and 

redesigning the world around us. 
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