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Abstract

The global refugee crisis gives new urgency to questions of
gender and religion in contexts of displacement. This article
adopts and contributes to an intersectional feminist reading
of gendered displacement by examining the daily lives of a
diverse group of displaced Syrian women at the southern
borderlands of Turkey, a country hosting the world’s largest
population of refugees today. I argue that the vernaculars of
hospitality and border crossings surrounding these women’s
lives assemble gendered practices and religious discourses
in ways that rework and transcend their citizenship and
identity-based differences. These assemblages, moreover,
derive significant insight from women’s labour and every-
day networks at the local level, which often go unnoticed in
public debates. Research that shifts focus from institutional
governance to womens everyday sociality allows intersec-
tional feminists to capture the nuances of displaced women's
agency and the contingencies of their dwelling and mobility
in the Middle East against the de-historicized representa-
tions of victimized refugee women.

Résumé
La crise mondiale des réfugiés confére une nouvelle urgence
aux questions de genre et de religion dans les contextes de

déplacement. Cet article adopte, et alimente, une lecture
féministe intersectionnelle des déplacements sexospéci-
fiques en étudiant la vie quotidienne d'un groupe divers de
femmes syriennes déplacées dans les territoires transfron-
taliers du sud de la Turquie, pays qui accueille aujourd hui
la plus grande population de réfugiés au monde. Jargu-
mente que les particularités de laccueil et des passages de
frontiéres qui rythment la vie de ces femmes conjuguent
des pratiques sexospécifiques et des discours religieux dune
fagon qui repense et transcende leur citoyenneté et leurs dif-
férences identitaires. De plus, ces particularités conjuguées
permettent de dégager de nombreuses informations sur le
travail des femmes et les réseaux quotidiens au niveau local,
qui passent souvent inapercues dans les débats publics. Les
travaux de recherche qui déplacent leur intérét de la gou-
vernance institutionnelle a la vie sociale quotidienne des
femmes permettent aux féministes intersectionnelles de
saisir les nuances des actes posés par les femmes déplacées
et les imprévus concernant leur logement et leur mobilité
au Moyen-Orient, les uns et les autres étant a mettre en
perspective avec les représentations hors contexte historique
des femmes réfugiées victimisées.
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he displacement of millions due to the ongoing war in

Syria has alarmed the international public and drawn

attention to the accompanying gender-based violence
and religious persecution. Media outlets have documented
accounts of sexual slavery of Yazidi women and the persecu-
tion of sexual and religious minorities by “Islamist” groups
in Syria.! Politicians and civil society actors in Western coun-
tries have debated prioritizing the “most vulnerable” (e.g.,
Christian Syrians or “women-and-children”?) for refugee
sponsorship.3 Women and queer refugees have faced the need
to mobilize gendered images of victimhood on religious and
racial grounds to secure humanitarian assistance, legal pro-
tection, and political support.# These images often replicate
the Orientalist portrayals of Middle Eastern women as sexu-
ally and religiously oppressed by patriarchal, homophobic,
and violent—if not terrorist—Muslim men.5 They underscore
the need to situate problems of gendered displacement within
a broader “matrix of domination”® that includes patriarchy,
racism, heterosexism, colonialism, nationalism, and other
mutually constitutive systems of oppression.

Post-colonial and transnational feminists argue that the
language of gender oppression can help justify “white, West-
ern, and Christian racial and religious superiority” when
divorced from other mechanisms of power” The sexual
and religious subordination of women and queer people in
Muslim societies often becomes a pretext for anti-immigrant
rhetoric and border control in the West,® and humanitarian
interventions in the Global South.® A feminist intersectional
approach (emphasizing the interconnected nature of social
identities and related power structures) is thus essential to
debunk the deployment of such discourses for addressing
the problems of displaced Syrian women. Yet this approach
should not rely merely on a categorical understanding of
social differences to describe the subjective experiences
of this heterogeneous community. As scholars of homo-
nationalism note, when bound to identitarian paradigms,
intersectional frameworks categorize race, class, gender, and
sexuality as distinct, commensurate, and pre-established
markers of identity that intersect in specific domains of
political life.!® As such, they fall short of capturing how these
social categories themselves get constituted, assembled, and
transcended in unpredictable ways within the actual rela-
tions of people under scrutiny. Moreover, these relations do
not always concern encounters between Middle Eastern and
Western liberal subjects in overtly political or bureaucratic
domains of life. In the Middle East, where asylum laws and
resettlement policies are less structured and more depend-
ent on local responses than in their Western counterparts,™
displaced women negotiate their social roles and transcend
their differences through ordinary relations of neighbourli-
ness, kinship, and hospitality, often within the home space.
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This article examines such negotiations at the southern
borderlands of Turkey, a country hosting the world’s largest
population of displaced persons today (over three million)
due to the Syrian war.’> I focus on the daily lives and struggles
of a diverse group of displaced Syrian women, as these lives
are shaped by the contingencies of their dwelling and move-
ment in Turkey’s province of Hatay, near the border with
Syria. I argue that the vernaculars of hospitality and border
crossing surrounding these women’s lives present complex
articulations of gender with religion vis-a-vis—but also
beyond—their citizenship and identity-based differences.
These articulations derive significant insight from women’s
labour and everyday networks at the local level, which often
are dismissed as trivial in public and political debates.

Since the early days of the Syrian war in 2011, Hatay has
been a major destination for displaced people, because it
has geographic and historical connections to Syria, long-
established cross-border networks, and Arabic-speaking
demographics. As of October 2017 Hatay is among the four
provinces with the largest Syrian populations in Turkey. It
hosts about 17,000 refugees registered in four camps and an
estimated 400,000 in its towns and villages.” In my long-
term ethnographic research from 2010 to 2014 I examined the
conditions of religious co-existence between diverse popula-
tions in Hatay’s administrative capital Antakya, composed
of bilingual (Turkish-Arabic) Alawis, Jews, Orthodox Chris-
tians, and Alevi and Sunni Turks, as well as a small number
of Armenians.'4 The data presented in this article, however,
derive largely from my follow-up visits to the region over the
summers of 2015 and 2016 for a total of three months, during
which I interacted primarily with displaced Syrians.

Specifically I draw on participant observation in women’s
homosocial gatherings in Antakya, and on fifteen in-depth
interviews with Syrian women aged twenty-two to seventy.
Eight of these women came from middle-upper-class Sunni
families from Aleppo with former business ties to the region,
three were Orthodox Christians from Homs and Damascus,
and the remaining four had previously lived in the country-
side near Aleppo and Latakia before they came to Hatay. All
interviews were semi-structured and audio-recorded and
were conducted in Turkish, Arabic, and English, depending
on the respondents’ language skills and socioeconomic back-
ground.’> They took place during my regular visits to these
women’s houses, often after I had developed an understanding
of the social context of their lives. These visits also situated
our interaction in a hospitality context where my identity as
a Turkish woman anthropologist from Canada was inflected,
subsumed, and transcended by my status as a guest.

My data challenge the victimizing stories of sexual and
gender-based violence under Muslim rule. Instead, the
women’s experiences register day-to-day interactions that
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entail cultural intimacy, reciprocity, and piety, as well as ten-
sions and exclusions within gendered domains of hospitality.
The forms of commitment and labour that women invest in
these domains are inseparable from their ethnic, religious,
and national affiliations. Yet they also express contingent
assemblages of gendered practices and religious discourses
that may be obscured by an identity-based intersectional
reading and its presuppositions about “the character of
those domains which are said to intersect”’® This article
addresses these assemblages, calling for an intersectional
feminist approach that de-centres Western imaginations of
the “refugee” and territorially bounded categories of citizen-
ship beyond identitarian paradigms.

Hatay as the Nexus of Nation and Religion

Scholars approach the challenges of displacement by focusing
on institutional processes. They examine how legislation and
policy shape refugee life,”7 and debate the agency of refugees
in responding to such governance.'® Feminist scholars in par-
ticular effectively demonstrate the central role gender plays
in the operation of, and responses to, asylum mechanisms by
situating the experiences of displaced women and queer peo-
ple in politico-legal contexts.’® Recent work on Syrian refu-
gees maintains this focus on governance. While some scholars
examine the regulation of Syrian refugees through global
and national immigration regimes,2® others point to politi-
cal structures and ethnoreligious factors to explain regional
responses to the current refugee crisis.?* Studies of Syrian ref-
ugee women in Europe and the Middle East likewise address
how they endure institutional marginalization, gender-based
insecurities, and ethno-religious and legal violence.?

The legal and political conditions under which displaced
Syrians arrive and settle in Turkey are indeed a vital compo-
nent of their lived experiences. As a result of its “geographical
limitation” policy towards the 1951 Refugee Convention and
partial commitment to the 1967 Protocol, Turkey grants refu-
gee status only to “citizens of member states of the Council of
Europe” and provides temporary asylum for asylum seekers
in third countries, with no prospect of long-term integration
in Turkey.?3 The recent arrivals from Syria, however, came

under Turkey’s impromptu “temporary protection regime,”
which espoused an open border policy for “Syrian guests”

and provided them with “differential inclusion” in the form
of legal access to health, education, and employment in some
sectors.24 The future of Syrians in the country has neverthe-
less remained precarious. Turkey closed its southern borders
in 2015 and is building a wall along them. It also signed a deal
with the European Union in 2016 promising to accept mass
returns of migrants from Greece in exchange for financial
assistance.?> The uncertainties of national asylum policy and
the limited involvement of the UNHCR in the resettlement of
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displaced Syrians in Turkey have made local politics and his-
tories particularly influential in the lives of this population
and their local hosts.

In the case of Hatay, the sociocultural impact of these recent
demographic developments registers a longer history of shift-
ing border regimes in the context of colonial relations and
nation building. Formerly called the Sanjak of Alexandretta,
the province was annexed to Turkey from French Mandate
Syria in 1939, following a plebiscite that was state-managed
from Turkey’s capital, Ankara.?¢ The sanjak’s delayed union
with Turkey mitigated the effects of the national homog-
enization that characterized the transition from the Ottoman
Empire to the Turkish Republic in the post-First World War
era. This did not prevent the exodus and dispossession of its
religiously diverse Arabophone and Armenian populations
after the annexation, however.?” As outliers to the new repub-
lic’s ideals of national homogeneity, the remaining kin of these
communities faced assimilationist language, education, and
population policies, along with economic restrictions and
property ownership restrictions. Combined with the anti-
Arab sentiments at the heart of Republican nationalism, which
sought to align Turkey with “modern and secular Europe”
rather than with the “Islamic Middle East,’?8 these measure-
ments have led to the minoritization and further outmigration
of the region’s Jewish, Christian, and Alawi citizens.?d

Although the annexation has divided communities and
detached many from their extended kin, sanjak’s residents
have maintained religious, linguistic, business, and fam-
ily ties with people in Syria, often through frequent and
reciprocated visits across the border. In the early days of
my fieldwork in 2010, I met Syrian women who had settled
in Antakya after marrying into local families of the same
religion, as well as Antakyans who had previously lived in
Syria for university education or short-term business. While
non-Sunni urban populations were mostly bilingual, older
women in Hatay’s Alawi and Christian villages knew little
Turkish and spoke of distant relatives residing in northern
Syria. Private taxis carried hundreds between Antakya and
Aleppo each day, and many vendors in Antakyas “Syrian
bazaar” relied economically on cross-border trade with
Aleppine merchants. The 2009 Syria-Turkey Visa Waiver
Agreement also led to the increased presence of Syrian tour-
ists in Antakya, which many locals considered beneficial for
business until mid-summer 2011.3°

Despite these various forms of relatedness across the
border, my long-term interlocutors in the region distinguish
themselves from Syrians, often to avoid potential accusa-
tions and suspicions regarding where their true loyalty
resides. This self-differentiation gained a stronger sectarian
dimension after the Syrian war due to President Erdogan’s
(Sunni) Islam-oriented divisive rhetoric, his anti-Assad and
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pro-rebel stance, and the rise of authoritarianism through-
out the country3! My contacts among the region’s Arabo-
phone Alawi and Christian populations, for instance, often
expressed suspicions about pious Sunni Syrian refugees who
fled the Assad regime and who have been “welcomed” by the
governing Justice and Development Party.32

Such suspicions have both historical and contempo-
rary referents in the context of the Turkish state’s role in
the marginalization of these populations. People associ-
ate these recent demographic movements with different
instances of governmental resettlements of Sunnis into the
region throughout the history of modern Turkey. They also
expressed anxiety over the cross-border mobility and vio-
lence of Sunni jihadist groups fighting in Syria. More often
than not, however, both locals and Syrian newcomers inhabit
multiple positionalities vis-a-vis each other, shifting between
kin, neighbour, and enemy, depending on the context of
their social interaction. As they have self-settled in Hatay
by mobilizing formerly established networks and commu-
nal histories, or by engendering new bonds, the majority of
displaced Syrians have become part of the local social fabric
in urban and rural areas, rather than being confined to its
refugee camps. Women'’s socialization within this fabric con-
cerns their specific roles and labour within day-to-day rela-
tions of hospitality. These relations are imbued with power,
hierarchies, and rivalry, as much as with intimacy, reciproc-
ity, and affection. When women invoke religious discourse
to narrate these relations, they emphasize the relational and
ethical aspects of their religion, rather than its individual-
ized or identity-based representations.

In what follows, I turn to vignettes from my fieldwork that
illustrate how displaced women’s everyday sociality simulta-
neously registers and transcends the differences across gen-
der and religion beyond the formal structures of governance.
If legal categories of (religious) minority and Syrian refugee
build on the idea of the nation as bounded by naturalized
borders, this sociality continuously unsettles such neat pres-
entations and their manifestations.

Ambivalences of Hospitality
“The more you eat on this table, the more you love us, the
more you love Allah) Aisha’s mother (forty-five) remarks,
when I try to politely decline her offer to fill up my plate with
home-made pastries for the third time. I had known Aisha
(twenty-seven) for over a month by then (June 2016), but
this was my first visit to the two-bedroom duplex apartment
she lives in with her family—her parents, her two younger
sisters, and her husband, who works as a medical doctor in
a Syrian health clinic in Antakya.33 Men are not at home in
the afternoons, so Aisha tells me to be comfortable, to act “as
in [my] own home,” while removing her hijab and long coat
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that covers her jeans and T-shirt. I learn that their apartment
belongs to an Alawi merchant with whom Aisha’s father had
close business ties prior to the conflict. “This is nothing like
our house in Aleppo, but our landlord is a good man. God
bless him,” her mother says, and Aisha adds, “At least we
don’t live in one of these typical Syrian neighbourhoods; we
may be the only Syrian family living in this district”

Indeed, the majority of displaced Syrians in Antakya pop-
ulate low-income neighbourhoods, which are identifiable
through Arabic signs on restaurants and shops, as well as by
the graffiti on the street walls. Arab citizens of Turkey do not
know how to read and write in Arabic. But they speak it well
enough to make the city “feel like home” for many Syrians, as
some remarked to explain to me why they settled in this part
of the country. However, young women who wish to build
a new life in Turkey, such as Aisha, see this as yet another
challenge. “Everybody here speaks Arabic, so Syrians don’t
make the effort to learn Turkish,” Aisha states, as we move
from their fashionably decorated kitchen to the living room
for afternoon coffee. “But we have to learn it if we don’t want
to be a guest or a refugee in this country forever”

Brought together at a kitchen table, the two registers of
hospitality—the literal practices of feeding guests and the
figurative framing of asylum as permanent guesthood—are
central to the social roles and self-image of many displaced
women I met in Antakya. They express different ways in
which a mother and a daughter aspire to be a host and to
belong in a country where they have been simultaneously
welcomed and excluded as the state’s “guests” Tahir Zaman
observes that displaced Muslims who constitute the majority
of the world’s refugees today “read exile in majority Muslim
countries as familiar and as home.”34 These groups reimagine
their own migration through an Islamic narrative that builds
on the pre-Islamic tradition of tribal hospitality toward
strangers. These Islamic conceptions of home and mobility,
Zaman further suggests, point to the fluidity of religious kin-
ship beyond citizenship and envision territorial sovereignty
as belonging to God rather than to the state.3

For Syrian arrivals in Turkey, religious affinity (as well as
difference) constitutes an ethical resource that shapes their
social relations with locals from diverse ethno-religious affili-
ations. In offering more food, Aisha’s mother invited me—a
guest in her home and a host in the country where she reset-
tled—to participate in a neighbourly and divine love, con-
joined in an Islamic ethics of giving and receiving beyond the
institutional domain of legal. “I am not Muslim for you or for
myself,” she later explained to me over coffee when I asked her
to elaborate more on the relationship between feeding guests
and loving God. “I am Muslim for God, and it is my duty as
a Muslim to feed my guests properly, no matter who they are”
The presentation of hospitality as a divine order unbound by
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specific identities erases the hierarchies that are intrinsic to
the separation of the host from the guest. Aisha’s comment
about being a “refugee;” by contrast, reminds us how these
hierarchies of hospitality have come to define Syrian women’s
differential status in Turkey. This differential status, as both
knew well, is not easy to resolve solely through abstract reli-
gious referents and their affective cadence.

Anthropologists have long described how local customs of
hosting and visiting others are central to building and main-
taining political alliances in Middle Eastern and Mediterra-
nean contexts.36 Often less discussed is how these customs
depend on women’s labour and social networks, which are
formed in less visible parts of the home space. The materi-
ality of everyday hospitality—involving actual visits to the
houses, the display of guestrooms, and verbal and ritualistic
expressions of neighbourliness—requires women’s often
undervalued collaborative work in carefully seasoning, pre-
paring, and serving food to the guests.3” This work often pro-
vides a common moral framework that connects women to
each other across religion, kin, or socioeconomic class, while
also harbouring hierarchies between them on other grounds.
Anne Meneley calls this phenomenon “competitive hospital-
ity” in her ethnography of how Yemeni women manifest their
status and wealth in gender-segregated spheres of hosting.38
In research conducted in pre-war Syria, Christa Salamandra
likewise considers Damascene women’s customary morning
coffee visits and monthly afternoon receptions as gendered
sites of competitive display and markers of social distinction.3

For Syrian women in Antakya, the coexistence of power
and intimacy in home visits transforms ordinary categories
of hospitality into shared linguistic tools to convey their
experiences of social dislocation. Women particularly use
these categories to describe difficulties in reciprocating and
being recognized as “hosts” by the locals with whom they
now have social relations. In July 2016, while we were prepar-
ing for a day-long trip to visit a number of Syrian refugee
families residing in Hatay’s border villages, an Alawi NGO
worker repeatedly advised me to accept their offers of delica-
cies, even if I did not want to. When I questioned her insist-
ence, she told me that it is common among local visitors to
Syrians’ houses to refuse such offers—a refusal that my Syr-
ian interlocutors later confirmed they interpreted as denying
them host status.

Such denial is particularly offensive to the Syrian women
I met. The majority of these women, like Aisha’s mother,
spend their time at home while their husbands and sons
work as occasional labourers in construction and the historic
souk with a daily wage of 40 lira, half of what a local worker
would make.4° They receive aid from humanitarian agencies,
which is vital but also controversial, since it causes friction
with the locals who, according to some Syrian women, are
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also poor and thus jealous of the attention Syrians receive.
“If the villagers visit us, they watch what we serve them,”
Naima (thirty-five) noted, “and then they either don’t accept
it, saying they have just eaten, or comment on how they can’t
afford this brand of cookie or that kind of tea ... you know,
just to make us feel less proud, incompetent, or guilty”

Halima (forty-five) articulated the significance of visita-
tion networks for social belonging when a sympathetic NGO
worker told her, “You are here as guests, we do not think of
you as refugees,” during our visit to her single-bedroom unit
in alow-income neighbourhood in Antakya. Simultaneously
acknowledging and challenging the hierarchy implicit in
this state-induced rhetoric of guesthood, she responded, “I
am grateful to those of you who do not make me feel like
a ‘refugee; who visit me and invite me to their homes, as
neighbours would normally do”

Either as a religiously framed discourse, a metaphorical
relationship, or an everyday practice, the vernaculars of
hospitality assist displaced women in Antakya to cling—if
tenuously—to a life interrupted by displacement. Notwith-
standing the accounts of exclusion, hostility, and resentment,
women also endure through the affinity they form with
other women (both Syrian and local) via these vernaculars
and practices. Some of these practices take more deliberate
forms outside the home space in other parts of Turkey. For
example, the neighbourhood initiative “woman-to-woman
refugee kitchen” unites Turkish, Kurdish, and Syrian women
around cooking in Istanbul’s low-income districts.4! Others
are built around shared religious idioms. For instance, the
mawlids—religious ceremonies in which Islamic holy days
are celebrated by reading passages from the Koran—are the
main home-based activities through which Syrian Muslim
women and their local neighbours gather and establish
more reciprocal relations with one another. Echoing Aisha’s
mother’s remarks about feeding in the name of God, women
consider the food they serve in these instances as an ethical
and religious obligation rather than a power-laden display of
individual generosity.

Together, these practices present an alternative to the
bio-political invocation of hospitality by governments,
humanitarian organizations, and international law, as widely
debated in migratory contexts.#> They remind us that hospi-
tality as a “cosmopolitical right™#3 to be granted by nation-
states and guaranteed by international law is just as gendered
as its material manifestations in ordinary relations. It con-
jures an undifferentiated, gender-blind figure of the human
or the citizen, while at the same time mobilizing visceral
and domestic-like bonding with guests.#4 Such portrayals
obscure both women’s figurative and literal connections to
the home space and their often-invisible labour in hosting
others, and how this domestic-like bonding is experienced
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and expressed differently by men and women as well as by
different women. They also raise new questions for feminist
scholars of migration to tackle: what are the possibilities for
producing a critical politics around displaced women’s affec-
tive and social investments in hospitality given that these
relations are already defined by social hierarchies and an
asymmetrical division of labour between the sexes?

Following Jasbir Puar’s take on the work of Deleuze and
Guattari,4 I suggest that displaced women’s hospitality rela-
tions in Antakya be understood not only as arenas of inter-
secting identities, but also as assemblages of diverse religious
discourses, social categories, gendered practices, and recip-
rocated and unreciprocated relations.4® These assemblages—
like the very category of the “Syrian refugee women”—are
emergent, heterogeneous, and ephemeral in the nonethe-
less ordered social life.4” They mobilize religion as a shared
idiom that implies an ethical force of everyday interaction,
as well as a marker of identity. When this social life becomes
interrupted by wars, displacement, and multiple instances of
legal and illegal border crossing, the individual biographies
of these women become even more fragmented. The cross-
border journeys of Yasmine (thirty-three) illustrate how this
fragmentation produces unpredictable alliances along and
beyond distinctively perceived social categories of religion,
ethnicity, and gender.

Bordering Encounters
A self-identified devout Christian, Yasmine is originally
from the city of Homs, where she worked as a translator in
a tourism office and had met her husband-to-be, Hasim, a
Christian mechanic. Shortly after their engagement, the war
began and left them in two different neighbourhoods, one
under the control of government forces and the other of the
opposition. “Between his house and mine, there was one
street that neither of us could cross without having the pos-
sibility of being killed,” she said. “It was easier for both of us
to come to and meet in Turkey than visit each other there”
Yasmine was the first to leave, and like thousands of Syr-
ian nationals she could legitimately cross into Turkey from
Yayladag1 using her passport. She stayed near a Christian
family in Altinozu, where I first met her, helping them with
housework and harvesting crops. She communicated with
Hasim over Whatsapp for a year and a half, until Hasim hired
a smuggler to help him enter Turkey through Cilvegozu, the
second border crossing point between Hatay and Syria and
one that was under 1518 control on the Syrian side. They were
married in Turkey and had a child there, but because it was
easier to cross the border into the regime-controlled areas of
Syria than to get an appointment with the Syrian Embassy in
Istanbul to register their daughter, they went back to Homs.
“We also wanted to see if we could return. The situation was
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slightly better around where my family lived, but the living
conditions were still harsh. We could not have any connec-
tion to Hasim’s family, though. Their neighbourhood was
completely destroyed”

A month later, when 1s1s was attacking Homs, Yasmine’s
mother told them to leave Syria for good, since they were con-
stantly being interrogated by the regime’s security because
Hasim did not have a Syrian stamp on his passport. Yasmine
explained, “It looks suspicious in Homs when neighbours
see investigators entering your house all the time, as if we
did something wrong. In our neighbourhood, many areas
have Sunni, Shi’a, Druze, Ismaili, and Makdoushi people, as
well as Maronite and Orthodox Christians. People there only
think about their security and safety, they do not care about
being pro-regime or anti-regime, they just don't want trou-
blemakers in their neighbourhood. So we left again.”

Back in Hatay the young couple kept their distance from
other Syrians who populated the district they lived in to avoid
being drawn in to the complexity of Syrian politics. “We have
no relationship with Syrians here. They think differently than
us. We don’t want to talk about politics and be involved. But we
have many Turkish friends, not only through the church, but
from town, Muslims, Christians. We speak the same language
and get along well” Hasim found his current job—repairing
cars—through Turkish contacts (that is, Arabophone Turkish
citizens) he made in the refugee camp where he stayed upon
crossing the border for the second time. Yasmine came a few
months later on a flight via Beirut and Istanbul. When I last
saw them in the summer of 2016, they were renting the base-
ment unit of the house owned by their church’s priest’s relative.
They were thankful for the donations they received from the
church and the support of the local community, but Yasmine
wished to disown the “Syrian refugee” label: “When we go to
the hospital, for instance, or on the street, they give me a look
of repugnance. I do not wear the veil, so at first they think I
am Turkish. But then when I speak they know I am Syrian. I
see how nicely the nurses treat Turkish people, they open their
office doors with smiles. If a Syrian knocked at their doors
they do not smile ... In Syria we hosted the Lebanese refu-
gees and Iragis, we never frowned at them. Here, they treat us
badly as Syrians instead of welcoming us”

Yasmine nostalgically defines pre-war Syria as shaped by
a local conviviality between diverse religious communities
and as welcoming of other displaced populations of the Mid-
dle East. This account resonates with anthropologist Dawn
Chatty’s analysis of Syria as “a refuge state.”4® Chatty claims
that established traditions of religious cohabitation in the
Middle East and forced migrations of minoritized commu-
nities into Syria (e.g., Armenians, Circassians, Palestinians)
since the nineteenth century explains why so many Syrians
escaping the conflict today have settled in the neighbouring
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countries of Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon without register-
ing with the UN as “refugees” Seeking “survival in dignity”4°
rather than legal asylum, displaced Syrians have relied on kin
or other networks, coming and going across borders on the
basis of the intensity of the conflict back home. Indeed, like
Yasmine and Hasim, many Syrians I met in Hatay crossed the
border multiple times in both directions and contemplated a
potential return. Even after Turkey closed the border in 2015
and tightened its border security, there were occasions to
go back. Some Syrians who crossed the border on foot into
Syria from Hatay with the permission of the Turkish authori-
ties for the 2017 Muslim Eid celebrations did not return.5°
Scholarly and popular references to Middle Eastern cos-
mopolitanism, however, tend to obscure how colonial, global,
and regional power dynamics have historically shaped
intercommunal interdependence and sectarian divides
in the region, leading to the dispossession of its diverse
populations.5! These dynamics inform the bureaucratic chal-
lenges and social exclusion that Yasmine identified after her
national position shifted from host to guest. These resent-
ments nevertheless coexist with small acts of care, cultural
intimacy, economic support, and neighbourliness outside
of institutional frameworks. Religion, in this context, is
more than an affiliation whose identification is based on the
presence or absence of its visible gendered markers, such as
“the veil” It also works as an ethical and affective resource
to endure displacement and its aftereffects. “I now leave
everything to God,” Yasmine said, by way of concluding our
three-hour-long interview.

My husband and I have good intentions towards people, even
though God has made it hard for us. He is testing us now to see
whether we will keep following him or we will leave him. No, we
will follow him ... In the midst of all the stress of having to leave
our home in Damascus and to start a new life with nothing, I got
pregnant, and my pregnancy test showed that my daughter might
be born with a disability. I lived nine months through stress, but I
knew that God wants me strong, so that my child will have strength
and not weakness. So I gave birth to her, and she was the most
beautiful of God’s creation, a miracle, and our future. I know that

God never leaves me, I always follow God.

Yasmine gave meaning to both her displacement and her
motherhood through this account of a testing God, assured
faith, and the reward of a “miraculous” birth. Her gendered
body lay at the heart of Yasmine’s piety and its narration,
connecting the ordinary to the divine and the personal to
the social, and ensuring the future of her family and kin. A
mother, a wife, a Christian, a Syrian, an Arab, a guest, and a
host, Yasmine simultaneously inhabited difference and tran-
scended it in everyday sociality. As communal and national
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borders interrupt the order of her life, this sociality reassem-
bles her gender roles, religious identity, and acts/narratives
of piety in often unpredictable ways.

From Intersections to Assemblages

Just as there is no universal experience of displacement,
there is also no universal “women’s experience” of resilience
and resistance in the face of discriminatory practices and
victimizing narratives surrounding their lives in the camps,
detention centres, and urban settings. An intersectional
feminist approach provides the tools to identify the global
power structures and local vernaculars of ethnicity, language,
religion, and socioeconomic status informing the contingen-
cies of being a refugee woman. The interdependency of the
systems of oppression, however, does not mean that these
social categories are equivalent or commensurable. As Joan
Wallach Scott notes, racial difference often “works to estab-
lish the outsider status of those others who aren’t part of the
presumed homogeneity of the national body”>? Sexual dif-
ference, by contrast, cannot be excluded from—and rather is
vital to—the reproduction of that body. This conceptualiza-
tion elevates the nation’s women as sexual others above racial
outsiders, as evident in the racial, sexualized, and religious
framings of the “Syrian refugee” as an object of compassion
or suspicion in the West.

Research that shifts focus from institutional governance
to the everyday life of asylum complicates these exclusionary
ideas of belonging and formalized hierarchies of suffering that
are legally and semantically etched on to the “refugee” cat-
egory.53 The stories and lived experiences of Syrian women in
Hatay reveals that these social categorizations, although influ-
ential, may not correspond to the realities of displaced women
in practice. Not only do these women float across or disown
the labels of refugee, asylum seeker, minority, or citizen; they
often rely on other aspects of their lives, religious practices,
and social relations to survive. They navigate spectrums of
power in the house, on the street, among themselves, and
vis-a-vis other men and women, rather than solely in their
bureaucratic encounters with international humanitarian
agencies or nation-states. Like Yasmine and Aisha, they some-
times align more with Turkish citizens of their own religious
and linguistic communities or socioeconomic class than with
other displaced Syrians or state and civil society actors.

Even subnational identity categories prove to be unstable
and indeterminate in the social context of these alignments.
Displaced Syrian and local Antakyan women become each
other’s kin, neighbour, friend, or enemy in gendered domains
of everyday hospitality. These contingent (and expectedly
reciprocal) positions evade being fixated on a particular
ethno-religious identity, territorial belonging, or legal status.
Women’s everyday labour in less visible parts of the house is
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essential to establish and maintain these hospitality relations.
When states or humanitarian agencies invoke the language of
hospitality to frame their relations to displaced populations,
they interrupt this reciprocal logic of relatedness, as implied
in Aisha’s references to her official guest status, Naima’s and
Halima’s resentful accounts of hosting others, and Yasmine’s
memories of pre-war Syria and her cross-border journeys and
bordering encounters. To make sense of these invocations,
women turn once again to everyday life in which religion, gen-
der, and ethnicity emerge, merge, and give meaning to each
other in dynamic ways, rather than intersecting as pre-estab-
lished identities. Perhaps we should look more to this life and
the forms of assemblages it entails to present more nuanced
understandings of displaced women’s agency against the de-
historicized representations of victimized refugee women.
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