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Informality, Claim-Making, and Legal Pluralism

One day, dur ing an inter view with a Palestinian fam ily liv ing in a contested Palestinian ref u gee camp in Amman, 
I learned about the use of hujja con tracts for install ing new elec tric meter boxes. In order to con nect a home to 
the power grid, the Jordanian Electric Power Company (JEPCO) required proof of occu pancy. This presented 

a prob lem in contested ref u gee camps, whose res i dents, despite liv ing in the camp for decades, have no right to the 
camp’s land and there fore no right to own built prop erty. In the place of title deeds, my inter loc u tors explained, JEPCO 
would accept a hujja, a form of con tract between two parties that dates back to the Otto man era and has been nul li
fied by mod ern Jordanian law. As I con tin ued my research, I learned that the use of hujaj (plu ral for hujja) was not a 
minor phe nom e non. Within Palestinian camps, hujja con tracts are com monly used for inher i tance, buy ing and sell ing 
houses, establishing build ing guide lines, and dem on strat ing occu pancy to var i ous state enti ties. The power com pany 
was just one of many state agencies that in prac tice autho rize hujaj as a form of proof, despite their extra le gal sta tus.

Using the hujja as its point of entry, this arti cle high lights how legal con struc tions of contested Palestinian ref
u gee camps operate under plu ral legal con di tions, often as a result of colo nial rule and a par a dox i cal endur ance of 
pre co lo nial legal regimes. This legal plu ral ity chal lenges the trope of “infor mal ity” in contested Palestinian camps 
by dem on strat ing that “for mal” and “infor mal” sta tuses are not opposed or con tra dic tory; rather, pro cesses of mak
ing claims to land and the built envi ron ment are more com pli cated than that dichot omy can encom pass.

Muhammad Amin camp, the camp upon which this arti cle focuses, is built on a plot of land that remains the 
pri vate prop erty of a Cir cas sian Jordanian man, the descen dant of late nineteenthcen tury Otto man Cir cas sian ref
u gees. Like other contested Palestinian camps, it remains unrec og nized by the United Nations Relief and Works 
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), the UN body respon si ble for Palestinian ref u gees, and is 
now deemed a “squat ter set tle ment” by the Jordanian host author i ties.

Since the 1960s, the emer gence of “infor mal set tle ments” in the Middle East, Africa, Latin America, and 
Southeast Asia has received sig nifi  cant atten tion among aca dem ics, pol icy mak ers, and prac ti tion ers.1 This trope 
of “infor mal ity” has taken on a pow er ful hold within lit er a ture about urban devel op ment and gov er nance in the 
“Third World.”2 One strand of this lit er a ture, underpinned by a cod i fied under stand ing of the law and the tel e o
log i cal move ment toward indi vid ual pri vate prop erty, has argued that legal i za tion (turn ing infor mal houses into 
legally owned assets) would help lift infor mal set tlers and squat ters out of pov erty.3

The study of Palestinian ref u gee camps has also gen er ated con sid er able schol ar ship. Yet, despite aca demic rec og
ni tion of the camp as a space of pol i tics, sur pris ingly lit tle atten tion has been devoted to those camps that are unrec
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og nized by UNRWA.4 Most schol ars within this lit er a ture 
accept these camps’ offi cial labels, refer ring to them as 
“infor mal,” “squat ter,” “ille gal,” “selfbuilt,” or “spon ta ne
ous.” UNRWA labels thus con tinue to pre scribe that the 
study of some camps is more legit i mate than the study 
of oth ers. Some archi tec ture and urban stud ies schol
ars have called for “linking ref uge and squat ting” and 
“con verg ing” camps and infor mal set tle ments.5 How
ever, every day real i ties in ref u gee camps are often more 
com plex than a mere con ver gence of “infor mal” set tle
ments and human i tar ian camps. Rather than assum ing 
“infor mal” ref u gee camps to be part of the ille gal urban 
growth of Middle Eastern cit ies, this arti cle his tor i cizes 
their mate rial pro cesses of appro pri a tion (appropriating 
empty land as a sup ply for hous ing; turn ing access into 
prop erty), claimmak ing (land and the built envi ron ment 
are the resources given most atten tion to here), and con
tes ta tion (the strug les of land own ers in courts).6

An excep tion to the rel a tive lack of schol arly 
research on prop erty in Palestinian camps is Nadya 
Hajj’s work. Drawing on new insti tu tional eco nom ics 
(NIE), game the o ries, and the evo lu tion ary advan tage 
of coop er a tive behav ior, Hajj shows how Palestinians 
rely on their own efforts to pro tect them selves and cre
ate prop erty rights in UNRWA camps in Jordan and 
Lebanon.7 While Hajj’s care ful research stands as a sig
nifi  cant inter ven tion, her work atom izes the camp by 
accepting evo lu tion ary think ing and NIE’s assump tion 
that prop erty rights emerge organ i cally from within the 
com mu nity. Because of this the o ret i cal ground ing, she 
also side steps the adversarial nature of prop erty rela
tions and dismisses his tor i cal devel op ments in the legal 
con struc tions of prop erty. With this arti cle, I con trib
ute to the emerg ing study of prop erty rights in Palestin
ian ref u gee camps by put ting legal com plex ity at cen
ter stage. By fol low ing prop erty con tes ta tions and hujja 
doc u ments at Muhammad Amin camp, I dem on strate 
how phys i cally grounded claims to the built envi ron
ment are cre ated, dis man tled, and rec re ated in con ver
gences with plu ral legal orders across contesting legal 
regimes pit ted against one another in inter ac tions over 
ter ri tory. This focus fore shad ows how camp res i dents 
are not selfcontained within their own insti tu tional 
arrange ments; rather, they make claims out side the 
space and time of the camp, in var i ous parts of the city, 
and with ref er ence to older regimes of prop erty.

As a result of my under stand ing of unrec og nized 
camps as sites of legal con tes ta tion and plu ral ity, 
instead of abid ing by arbi trary and ahis tor i cal clas si fi ca
tions such as “infor mal,” “squat ter,” “ille gal,” “selfbuilt,” 

and “spon ta ne ous,” through out this arti cle I use the 
term “contested camps.” This is because, far from hav
ing a sim ple infor mal ity, the camp instead has a fraught 
and contested rela tion ship to for mal ity. Moreover, the 
built envi ron ment of the camp is not “selfbuilt” (i.e., in 
the absence of gov ern men tal inter ven tion, with out con
trol, con trac tors, or for mal con tracts); instead, it is built 
through “trans ver sal” engage ments with the state and 
its insti tu tions by ordi nary peo ple, non ar chi tects and 
con trac tors alike, using con tracts.8 Since the Nakba of 
1948 (Ara bic for the “Palestinian Catastrophe”), Pales
tinians have con tin u ously built what they call in “talking 
claims” and writ ten doc u ments a “camp” (mukhayyam 
in Ara bic).9 In the 1960s, the Jordanian host author i ties 
rec og nized the set tle ment as a ref u gee camp, planned 
to develop it, and recorded it as such in state archives. 
Today, the land’s sta tus as pri vate prop erty con flicts 
with the state’s autho ri za tion of hujja use within it. The 
camp’s land own ers con test the gov ern ment’s lack of 
effec tive dis pute res o lu tion, and attor neys make their 
cases in court based on the pres ence of a Palestinian 
ref u gee camp on pri vately owned prop erty.

This under stand ing, and the argu ment of this arti
cle, draw on the schol ar ship on legal plu ral ism, or the 
“pres ence in a social field of more than one legal order.”10 
This schol ar ship has offered a more sophis ti cated take 
on prop erty than schol ar ship about infor mal ity and ref
u gee camps. It moves beyond mar ketori ented own er
ship (the land titling that Hernando de Soto and his pro
po nents argue for) to con sider the wide vari ety of land 
ten ures and the range of prop erty doc u ments that were 
intro duced in diff er ent his tor i cal peri ods and con tinue 
to have rel e vance today. I draw on Boaventura de Sousa 
Santos’s “porous” view of the law in the squat ter set tle
ments in Rio de Janeiro, Dupret’s and Webber’s rejec tion 
of the static legalist bound aries formed by the state, and 
Sol o mon Ben ja min’s “occu pancy urban ism.”11 Ben ja
min’s work is par tic u larly rel e vant because he identifies 
legal plu ral ism as a the o ret i cal frame to explore the ter
ri to rial pro cesses that are deemed exter nal to the “mas
terplan” (i.e., slums, squat ters, infor mal sec tor, piracy) 
but that shape land devel op ment and dis rupt mas ter 
plan ning.12 To under stand how indi vid u als and groups 
make claims to land and hous ing, I fol low Sikor and 
Lund’s defi  ni tion of prop erty as “legit i mized claims, in 
the sense that the state or some other form of polit ico
legal author ity sanc tions them,” what legal geog ra phers 
and anthro pol o gists call “gray zones,” “gray sov er eignty,” 
and “gray cit ies.”13 I also draw on Kronenburg García 
and Van Dijk’s processual approach to claimmak ing.14 
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Closer to this arti cle’s geo graphic and his tor i cal con text, 
I build on Omar Razzaz’s sem i nal work on the con tin
ued use of Otto man hujja con tracts to claim tribal lands 
in Jordan, and on the work of other schol ars who have 
shown how hujaj con tinue to be used in postOtto man  
Arab  nations.15

The legal plu ral ism represented by the hujja com
pli cates the dichot o mous under stand ing of “infor mal” 
and “offi cial” ref u gee camps in a way that helps us put 
contested camps back into Palestine stud ies, ref u gee 
stud ies, and Otto man stud ies. It also helps us bet ter 
under stand the actual dynam ics of the func tion ing of 
the law across diff er ent types of Palestinian camps. 
At the same time, this appli ca tion of legal plu ral ism 
and the focus on how pro cesses of claimmak ing and 
the text of hujja con tracts shape and trans late into the 
built envi ron ment of Palestinian ref u gee camps help us 
broaden law’s con text to encom pass phys i cal struc tures, 
urban arti facts, and the archi tec ture of ref u gee camps.

I begin this arti cle with a descrip tion of the meth
ods I employed dur ing my field work. In the first empir
i cal sec tion, I illus trate how Palestinians use hujaj to 
facil i tate inhab i ta tion of the camp. Then I bring the his
to ri og ra phy on Otto man land ten ure and Otto man ref
u gees together with that on Palestinian ref u gee camps. 
In the final empir i cal sec tions, I exam ine land not just 
as mar ketori ented prop erty but as a space of pol i tics. 
I reveal how the pri vate prop erty rights of the Cir cas
sian land owner inter sect with the com pet ing claims 
of the ref u gees and the state, whose over rid ing power 
changed after the events of Black Sep tem ber in 1970. 
Finally, I con clude the arti cle with reflec tions on how 
pay ing close atten tion to plu ral sets of legal pos si bil i ties 
might help us bet ter under stand the overlapping and 
com pet ing claims to space in postOtto man soci e ties.

The Materiality of Legal Pluralism
My engage ment with Muhammad Amin camp began 
when I worked as an archi tect for a nongovermen
tal orga ni za tion (NGO). However, it was only when I 
started conducting eth no graphic fieldwork and archi val 
research that I began to see how con tra dic tory claims to 
prop erty unfold in the camp. My field work focused on 
straight en ing out the camp’s con vo luted stories about 
prop erty—the “epi ste mic murk,” in Michael Taussig’s 
evoc a tive phrase.

To this end, between 2012 and 2019, I conducted 
thirty oral his tory inter views. My inter view ees were 
pri mar ily first, sec ond, and thirdgen er a tion Palestin
ians orig i nally from the moun tain ranges of Hebron. 

I  followed mul ti ple entry points to reach inter view ees 
who var ied by age and gen der, espe cially the elders and 
the mukhtar (chief ) of the camp. The inter views were all  
car ried out at peo ple’s homes and conducted in Ara bic; 
most were audiorecorded. They ranged from thirty
min ute oneonone con ver sa tions to group dis cus sions 
involv ing sev eral fam ily mem bers over hours and days. 
To build trust, I shared infor ma tion about myself, my 
Jordanian Balqawy ori gins, and my hus band’s ori gins in 
the moun tain ranges of Hebron.

To give a tex tured account that focuses on ordi nary 
peo ple’s lives and strug les, I asked my inter view ees 
to recount their fam ily’s migra tion from Palestine, lis
ten ing to what they felt was impor tant with out push
ing for infor ma tion. In using this approach, I took my 
meth od o log i cal lead from his to ri ans of Palestine, par
tic u larly those who have focused on places and peo ple 
mar gin al ized by main stream his tory. These include, 
most nota bly, Beshara Doumani’s call for bring ing the 
“silent” major ity into the his tory of the Palestinian peo
ple, Rosemary Sayigh’s use of oral his tory to his tor i cize 
mar ginal expe ri ences (such as those of women and ref
u gees), and Adel Manna’s focus on peo ple’s stories while 
record ing the strug le for sur vival inside Israel.16

To fur ther under stand how inter ac tions between 
diverse conflicting actors unset tle pri vate prop erty, I 
followed clues, crossref er enc ing infor ma tion shared 
by my inter view ees with other sources. A sim ple but 
per ti nent illus tra tion of this is the name of the camp. 
While peo ple in the Arab  region usu ally use the word 
mukhayyam to refer to ref u gee camps, typ i cally followed 
by names of towns, vil lages, or neigh bor hoods, in this 
case the camp takes its iden ti fy ing name from the land
owner: Muhammad Amin Habjoka. The name appeared 
not only in oral his to ries but also in hujja doc u ments. I 
followed the name to the land own ing fam ily, and inter
viewing them helped me to under stand the his tory of 
land ten ure and prop erty dis putes in the camp, espe
cially dur ing the tur bu lent years of 1970–1971.

The arti cle’s focus on hujaj came from a sim i lar 
expe ri ence of fol low ing clues. During a fourhourlong 
inter view with a Palestinian fam ily, I learned about the 
wide spread use of hujja doc u ments for install ing new 
elec tric ity and water meter boxes. Then I checked these 
find ings against inter views with munic i pal engi neers 
and highrank ing employ ees of JEPCO and learned that 
the gov ern ment approves the use of hujaj as an ade quate 
means of proof for “for mal” pub lic util ity con nec tions.

In this fol low ing of clues, I have a meth od o log i
cal focus on mate ri al ity, which is the study of mate rial  
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phe nom ena, includ ing phys i cal objects, build ings, 
doc u ments, and urban space. Scholars of Palestinian 
ref u gee camps such as Nasser Abourahme and Lucas 
Oesch have shown how objects such as cement, con
crete, and roads rep re sent fields of polit i cal strug le in 
which mul ti ple actors are involved.17 This is also true in 
legal plu ral ism: schol ars have rec og nized the “mat ter” 
of land claims. For exam ple, Santos has shown that the 
mate rial base (the ele ments of the con tract, the paper, 
the writer) dom i na tes that of the spo ken word.18 Using 
a sim i lar focus, but in the con text of Delhi, Ben ja min 
has illus trated how “occu pancy urban ism” is both 
a mate rial dis rup tion to sin gu lar forms of prop erty 
and is itself mate ri al ized by mul ti ple de facto ten
ures.19 Mat thew Hull, in his work on bureau cracy in 
Pakistan, has viv idly cap tured how the cir cu la tion of 
offi cial papers shapes strug les over land rights.20 It 
is, there fore, not sur pris ing that a sociolegal real ity is 
man i fest in many objects, most tan gi bly in tex tual doc
u ments and archi tec tural and urban arti facts. A focus 
on mate rial arti facts entails the use of underutilized 
sources of pri mary evi dence that will yield accounts of 
the mate ri al i za tion of legal plu ral ism and the spatial
ization of ref u gee camps.

I do not, how ever, claim exten sive knowl edge of 
plu ral legal orders in Palestinian ref u gee camps. On the 
con trary, my work is lim ited, as is the case for all  writ ten 
texts and their authors.21 Further com par a tive research 
needs to be done on the use of hujaj across Palestinian 
ref u gee camps in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and the Occu
pied Palestinian Territory, and, per haps, even recent 
Syrian ref u gee camps. Such com par a tive work will pro
vide valu able coun ter points to my study.

“This Camp is Full of Hujaj!”
The per sis tence of hujaj is emblem atic of legal plu ral ism. 
Until the Otto man Tanzimat reforms of 1839–76, the 
hujja was the only writ ten doc u ment effecting the trans
ac tion between buyer and seller and the only proof for 
reg is ter ing prop erty trans ac tions.22 After the Otto man 
reforms and the 1933 Brit ish Settlement of Land Rights, 
how ever, reg is tra tion required a title deed (sanad)  
along with a hujja.23 In pres entday Jordan, the use of 
hujaj has been declared ille gal by the Department of 
Lands and Survey. However, a hujja remains a legally 
ade quate means of trans fer ring own er ship for land that 
has not been set tled and reg is tered.24 This is because, 
as his to rian Nora Barakat argues, Brit ish and post co lo
nial pol i cies toward land in Jordan pre served the ambi
gu ity of the late Otto man con struc tion of prop erty.25 

This ambi gu ity is the back ground for the con tin ued use 
of hujaj to legit i mize claims to land.26 Therefore, while 
the for mal Jordanian land sys tem is cen tral ized, sev
eral reg is ters of legit i macy—Otto man, Islamic, tribal, 
offi cial, and inter na tional—are simul ta neously mobi
lized and resorted to when deal ing with land ten ure 
and prop erty.27 Understanding prop erty rela tions in 
Muhammad Amin camp requires ana lyz ing its inter nal 
struc ture and plu ral is tic legal rela tions with the offi cial 
sys tem.

One day, one of my inter loc u tors in the camp, a 
young man whom I shall call Karim, shared a hujja con
tract with me. I first met the fam ily in their apart ment 
on the third floor of a mul ti gen er a tional build ing in 
the camp (see fig. 1). The fam ily build ing is one of more 
than 300 build ings and around 1,200 house holds that 
together form the built envi ron ment and pop u la tion of 
the camp.28

The piece of paper shown in fig ure 2 is the hujja 
that the fam ily uses to prove homeownership. The 
hand writ ten head ings on the piece of paper read, “In 
the name of God the Beneficent, the Merciful/Hujja 
of Apartment Ownership.” The hujja con tract claims 
that Karim’s father is the owner of the apart ment. The 
main clause states that the first party (the older brother) 
agrees that the third floor of his house is the sec ond 
party’s prop erty (the youn ger brother). Both parties 
agree not to build beyond the fourth floor and not to 
sell or rent except to male descen dants. The first party 
waives his right to mon e tary return since the sec ond 
party built the apart ment. Both parties and three male 
witnesses sign the con tract. In the absence of street 
names and build ing num bers, the house’s loca tion is 
described using car di nal direc tions, the names of next
door neigh bors, a name less pub lic street, and the name 
of a nearby mosque.

In mate rial form, the hujja is hand writ ten on paper, 
with the word ing and arrange ment of text resem bling 
offi cial con tracts: the sig na tures of two or three wit
nesses as well as the buyer and seller. As Razzaz argues, 
by using the tra di tional term hujja instead of the generic 
legal term aqd, the contracting parties invoke the his
tor i cal legit i macy of this form of con tract.29 In the 
con text of Muhammad Amin camp, Palestinians have 
also documented the exis tence of the camp within the 
writ ten con tent of the hujja, as writ ten in figure 2: “the 
third floor of his house in Jabal alNathif (Muhammad 
Amin camp).” And as geog ra pher Ala AlHamarneh has 
shown in his work on UNRWA camps in the 1990s, hujaj 
are even recorded in real estate offices located within 
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Figure 1. Multigenerational family building in Muhammad Amin camp. Photograph by the author, August 2019.
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camps.30 In this sense, the hujja is not a mere appli ca
tion of an Otto man doc u ment; Palestinians have con
sciously and stra te gi cally manip u lated it. They have 
care fully used the doc u ment to artic u late alter na tives 
to siloed prop erty sys tems and prove the exis tence of 
a Palestinian camp amid a lack of UNRWA rec og ni
tion and con tin ued irres o lu tion toward Palestine and  
Palestinians.

Historically, hujaj were used for trans fer ring the 
pos ses sion of land. But in the pro cess of establishing 
prop erty in the camp, Palestinians have also devel oped 
the role of hujja from a land sale con tract to acquire 
new roles and mean ings—namely, the act of own
ing and the reg u la tion of what one can or can not do 

with the thing owned, in this case, 
the house (but not the land). If one 
were to read the above hujja con
tract through a more inter pre tive 
lens, we could say first that it spells 
out the mutual obli ga tions of buyer 
and seller in a prac ti cal way. Thus, 
it serves as a rea soned point of ref
er ence for future inter nal dis putes 
around inher i tance. Second, the 
hujja serves as a pre ven tive mea
sure. In this case, it is used to avoid 
dam ag ing the mul ti story apart ment 
build ing, explic itly pre scrib ing that 
“both parties have agreed not to 
build on the roof of the fourth floor,” 
put ting a limit on ver ti cal expan
sion. In more tech ni cal terms, the 
hujja sets max i mum build ing height. 
Third, the writ ten text of the hujja 
is a descrip tion of space and spa tial 
rela tions. Finally, the hujja is not 
iso lated from the social con struc
tion of gen der; women are writ ten 
out of prop erty under claims of pre
serv ing fam ily lines and houses that 
male bread win ners have supposedly 
financed. The sig na tures of two 
male witnesses sat isfy the require
ments of the hujja. Therefore, in an 
area that sup pos edly has no order, 
where peo ple vio late laws, zon ing 
ordi nances, and build ing codes, the 
hujja acts as a cal cu lated guide line 
for build ing con struc tion and spa tial 
descrip tion. The gen dered nature of 
this hujja also reveals how his tor i cal 

doc u ments are reinterpreted and redefined according 
to con tem po rary gen dered diff er en tials of prop erty.

Clearly, those build ing guide lines were not devel
oped in iso la tion from offi cial guide lines. The hujja’s 
guide line for height lim its is the same as that pre scribed 
by the National Building Code for Housing Zone D (the 
res i den tial zon ing ordi nance for Jabal alNathif, the 
neigh bor hood in which Muhammad Amin camp is 
located); both spec ify that four floors is the limit.31 At 
the same time, from the point of view of the order of 
the hujja, the actual trans ac tion only involves the house, 
but not the land, as exem pli fied in fol low ing the four
stories guide line and not the legal guide lines that con
cern landtobuild ing ratio.

Figure 2. A handwritten hujja contract. Source: Personal archives of Muhammad Amin 
camp inhabitants, 2019.
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A ques tion naire dis trib uted among one hun dred 
of the camp res i dents con firms that hujaj are used for 
inher i tance; house divi sion, defin ing fam ily mem bers’ 
shares in apart ment build ings; buy ing and sell ing 
between rel a tives; dis pute pre ven tion between male 
fam ily mem bers; proof of occu pancy for util ity con
nec tions; and per mits for shops in apart ment build
ings. (The use of a hujja as a per mit is com pa ra ble to 
the legal per mits required to open a shop in a res i
den tial build ing). All ques tion naire respon dents deny 
own er ship of land; 80 per cent con firm Muhammad 
Amin as the right ful owner, while the rest attri bute 
land own er ship either to the gov ern ment or UNRWA. 
Most par tic i pants use the word tabab (lit er ally “occu
pa tion”) to describe their house’s rela tion to the land. 
The ques tion naire results also show that 90 per cent of 
the houses are two to four stories high and that less 
than 5 per cent are higher than five stories; street ele va
tions con firm these responses (see fig. 3 for home sale 
announce ments and a street view of the camp). I argue 
that these selec tive bor row ings from offi cial build ing 
codes in the nowille gal hujja for mat are instances of 
legal plu ral ism.

During an inter view with Karim’s fam ily, his 
mother told me an anec dote that seems appo site to 
recount here. “In the camp,” she said, “there is a hujja for 
water, a hujja for elec tric ity—this camp is full of hujaj!” 
When I asked what she meant, Umm Karim explained 
that in place of ithin ishghal (offi cial occu pancy per mits), 
the munic i pal ity accepts hujaj as a dem on stra tion of 
occu pancy. Therefore, they receive elec tric ity for mally, 
rather than by infor mally connecting to the city’s infra
structural net works (i.e., with out meters). The ques
tion naire responses also show that all  par tic i pants use 
hujaj to apply for util ity ser vices; they do so through 
the munic i pal ity and call it hujat bayt (i.e., home hujja). 
While vis it ing houses in the camps, I noted the wide
spread pres ence of elec tric meter boxes installed by 
JEPCO (see fig. 4). And as Karim, a law stu dent in his 
early twenties, explained, buy ers and sell ers need to 
reg is ter meter trans fers at util ity com pa nies in order to 
receive offi cial trans fer doc u ments.

As alluded to above, the phe nom e non of hujja use 
for util ity meters is not an iso lated event; it hap pens in 
rela tion to the offi cial sys tem. For exam ple, a direc tor 
at JEPCO con firmed the gov ern ment’s autho ri za tion 
for sup ply ing con nec tions, and had the fol low ing to say 
when asked about hujja use: “Camp improve ment com
mit tees in munic i pal i ties issue ser vice deliv ery for the 
camps. In the case of slums, peo ple go to the munic i pal

ity to get a ‘no objec tion’ let ter stat ing that the munic
i pal ity has no objec tion to sup ply ing electrical cur rent 
to the ‘name of appli cant’ house. Based on that let ter, 
we pro vide elec tric ity—those who have a hujja use it.”32 
This state ment dem on strates the gov ern ment’s flex i bil
ity toward a set tle ment defined as “ille gal,” as well as its 
autho ri za tion of hujja use. Geographer Myriam Ababsa 
has underscored how the gov ern ment also used hujaj to 
cal cu late com pen sa tion lev els dur ing “slum” upgrading 
pro jects in Amman.33 It is fair to assume that the gov
ern ment’s strat egy is an adjust ment to the wide spread 
use of hujja doc u ments and the need for util ity con nec
tions. Ohoud Kamal, in her work on tem po rary spaces 
in Amman, calls this “state flex i bil ity”; such flex i bil ity 
sus tains tem po rary per ma nence.34

Therefore, between legal ity and the “squat ter set
tle ment,” there is a mid dle space where the gov ern
ment sanc tions “ille gal ity.” It could even be said that 
the expres sion “this camp full of hujaj!” is met o nymic 
of what it takes to inhabit a contested Palestinian camp 
for more than seventy years. Thus con ceived, the camp 
is not an iso lated envi ron ment, nei ther sim ply “ille gal” 
nor a con ver gence of “squat ting” and camps, but rather 
the result of com plex over laps of plu ral legal orders. As 
I show next, the gov ern ment’s adjust ment to the sta tus 
quo less ens con sid er able resent ment toward the lack of 
legal res o lu tion towards land ten ure.

Excavating the Layers of Refugee Land Tenure
Grappling with the coex is tence—and, at times, col li
sion—of plu ral legal orders in Muhammad Amin camp 
requires his tor i ciz ing them. Instead of fol low ing con
ven tional peri od i za tions of Palestinian refugee camps 
that begin with the Nakba of 1948 and the consequent 
creation of the UNRWA, I adopt Marwan Hanania’s peri
od i za tion of Amman’s urban his tory, begin ning with the 
late nineteenthcen tury North Caucasus migra tion and 
con tinu ing to the city’s accom mo da tion of Palestinian 
ref u gees.35 Hanania cor rectly insists that there are sig
nifi  cant con ti nu i ties extending from the Otto man to 
Brit ish and Hash em ite rule, allowing and even per haps 
mak ing it imper a tive for the historiographies of Otto
man and Palestinian ref u gees in Amman to be exam ined 
together. I bring his time frame and scope into the pres
ent by exam in ing the ten ure of Muhammad Amin camp 
as it passed from being occu pied by Otto man Cir cas sian 
ref u gees to Palestinian ref u gees under Hash em ite rule.

Following the 1877–78 RussoOtto man Wars, the 
Otto man state received about a mil lion North Caucasus 
Mus lim ref u gees flee ing tsarist Rus sian expan sion.36 
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Figure 3. Half-built home for sale. The home sale announcement sprayed on the building façade on the right reads “bayt lil bay’i” (house 
for sale). Photograph by the author, 2019.
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Figure 4. Image of electricity meter boxes installed by the Jordanian Electric Power Company. Photograph by the author, 2019.
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Attempting to open up new areas for agri cul tural devel op
ment after the empire’s loss of its key agri cul tural region, 
the Balkans, the Otto man gov ern ment encour aged them 
to immi grate to its south ern regions.37 The regions east 
of the Jordan River, which formed the mod ern Arab  state 
of Jordan, were the south ern most area of ref u gee reset
tlement. The first wave of ref u gees to Amman, pri mar
ily Cir cas sians and Chechens, arrived from Damascus 
in 1878.38 The gov ern ment prom ised them taxfree land 
grants and assis tance with agri cul ture.39

In Amman, the Otto man gov ern ment granted 
ref u gees subjecthood and gave them usufructory 
access to state land—sixty dunams of land to each ref
u gee house hold of up to five peo ple, and some eighty 
dunams to larger house holds (a dunam is the Otto man 
unit of area equiv a lent to an English acre, still in use 
in Jordan to this day).40 After only twenty years of cul
ti va tion, ref u gees were allowed to sell or trans fer usu
fruct rights to the state land that was given to them 
for free.41 The one notice able change from Otto man 
times to the Brit ish Mandate period was that between 
1921 and 1948, some Cir cas sian fam i lies formed new 
com mu ni ties in Jabal alNathif and Wadi alSurur.42 
Muhammad Amin camp, the site of this arti cle’s case 
study, is located in Jabal alNathif, and many of the 
lands and houses of this neigh bor hood are still owned 
by Cir cas sian fam i lies.

After the dis so lu tion of the Otto man Empire and 
Britain’s install ment of the Hash em ite mon ar chy to 
gov ern the new pro tec tor ate of Transjordan, Amman 
was cho sen as the cap i tal city. As a result, ref u gee lands 
began increas ing in value, and many mem bers of the 
Cir cas sian com mu nity became wealthy and influ en tial 
land own ing fam i lies.43

In 1947, the United Nations General Assembly 
passed res o lu tion 181, known as the Partition Plan, in 
which Palestine was divided into two states, one Arab  
and one Jew ish.44 In 1948, Israel established itself over 
more than threequar ters of Palestinian lands.45 While 
Arab  states reached a con sen sus that the absorp tion of 
Palestinians as nation als would under mine the demand 
for the right of return, the Hash em ite Kingdom of Jor
dan sought to estab lish itself as the rep re sen ta tive of 
Palestinians through national unity.46 Unlike in Leba
non and Syria, where Palestinian ref u gees were kept 
state less, most Palestinians in Jordan (except Gazans) 
were granted Jordanian nation al ity.47 Most Palestinians 
sought ref uge in Amman, includ ing both elites (lead ing 
to an expanded mid dle class in the city) and mem bers 
of the work ing and peas ant clas ses. The lat ter pre dom

i nantly set tled in UNRWA camps or squat ted on empty 
lands near the cen ter or the edges of the city.48

Between 1949 and 1968, UNRWA set up ten ref u gee 
camps in Jordan, three inside Amman and seven across 
the coun try. Besides UNRWA camps, there are three 
Department of Palestinian Affairs (DPA) camps and 
eight contested camps.49 While UNRWA con sid ers DPA 
camps to be unoffi  cial, contested camps are deemed 
“squat ter set tle ments” by the Jordanian gov ern ment. 
Most camp lands—offi cial, unoffi  cial, or contested—
were and still are owned by the descen dants of Cir
cas sian and Chechen ref u gees, as well as mem bers of 
Bedouin tribes. Here it is impor tant to acknowl edge the 
rad i cally diff er ent ways in which Otto man and Palestin
ian ref u gees were allowed to find shel ter, build houses, 
and cre ate prop erty. In both cases, land was unques
tion ably fun da men tal to their resettlement. But in one 
case, the Otto man state viewed ref u gees as per ma nent 
set tlers and granted them agri cul tural land, which they 
cul ti vated, reg is tered in courts as their pri vate prop erty, 
and even tu ally accu mu lated as assets. On the other 
hand, Jordanian author i ties viewed Palestinians as Jor
danian nation als with an inter na tional right of return 
to Palestine, and assisted UNRWA in establishing “tem
po rary” ref u gee camps. Because the camps were con
sid ered tem po rary, their res i dents were dis pos sessed of 
the pos si bil ity of “legally” owning prop erty and were left 
in legally ambig u ous spaces, even as their stay in Jordan 
length ened into per ma nence. Thus, as I see it, the key 
diff er ence between the Otto man empire’s response to 
Mus lim ref u gees and the Jordanian state and the inter
na tional human i tar ian regime’s response to Palestinian 
ref u gees is the role of land: between the two responses 
is a shift from allo cat ing land to per ma nent ref u gees to 
tem po rary expro pri a tion for tem po rary ref u gees.

Muhammad Amin Camp as Contested Space
Muhammad Amin camp was built on a plot of land that 
remains the pri vate prop erty of a Cir cas sian man, the 
descen dant of late nineteenthcen tury Otto man ref u
gees. The site plan (fig. 5), handdrawn by munic i pal engi
neers, was issued on May 20, 1962, upon the request of 
Mr. Muhammad Amin Habjoka. The irreg u larly shaped 
plot of eightyseven dunams (8.7 hect ares) is shown to be 
vacant of build ings. Yet by the early 1960s, a por tion of 
the camp was already built—not just with tents but with 
brick houses. In 1965, the state expro pri ated Muhammad 
Amin’s plot of land to develop a hous ing pro ject for the 
Palestinian ref u gees occu py ing the land. Muhammad 
Amin camp became the site of one of the gov ern ment’s 
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Palestinian camp devel op ment pro
jects. The aerial pho to graphs that 
I acquired from the archives of the 
Royal Geographic Center con firm 
that by 1978 the land was fully built 
up; today’s munic i pal GIS maps indi
cate some three hun dred build ings 
and one hun dred street light poles on 
Muhammad Amin’s undi vided plot 
of land. Muhammad Amin’s fam ily is 
now suing the state to obtain com pen
sa tion for their prop erty.

In my meet ings with munic i pal 
engi neers, they described Muham
mad Amin camp’s legal sta tus in 
con ve niently vague terms, such as 
“rented prop erty,” osten si bly rented 
either by the king or the DPA. The 
lat ter is a mis con cep tion that ech oes 
other state ments I heard in meet ings 
with com mu nity orga ni za tions and 
NGOs: “The DPA rents the land for 
ninetynine years.”50 Studies of the 
camp repro duce such mis rep re sen
ta tions. For exam ple, in a report writ
ten by a French con sul tant, we find 
this state ment: “The King had rented 
the land to Ahmad Amin Habjoka, 
but has never given it to UNRWA.”51 
A num ber of schol arly texts that take 
Muhammad Amin camp as an object 
of study sus tain and cir cu late the 
same “fact” about land ten ure.52 In all  
these accounts, the land’s rental sta
tus is described in terms that avoid 
the mess i ness of land ten ure, sidestepping ques tions 
vital to under stand ing prop erty rela tions: From whom 
is the land rented? By whom? For how long? And on 
what terms?

The rea son for this vague ness is the con tes ta tions 
over the camp’s land. In 1965, the Ministry of Construction 
and Restoration, one of the orga ni za tional pre de ces sors 
of the DPA, passed a mea sure call ing for istimlak manfa’a 
(expro pri a tion of prop erty for pub lic use) and tem po rar
ily expro pri ated Muhammad Amin’s land to build ref u gee 
hous ing. (The DPA is the descen dent of sev eral gov ern
ment insti tu tions, the oldest of which are the Ministry of 
Refugees [1949–50] and the Ministry of Construction and 
Restoration [1950–80], the lat ter focused on improv ing 
phys i cal con di tions in camps).53 The min is try’s deci sion 

Figure 5. 1962 hand-drawn site plan issued by Amman Municipality. Source: Personal 
archives of Haj Yousef Abu Awwad, mukhtar of Muhammad Amin camp, 2013.

was part of the larger pro ject of using the con struc tion 
indus try in national devel op ment plan ning.54 During this 
period, the ref u gee camp on Muhammad Amin’s land 
was included in the gov ern ment’s con struc tion pro jects. 
In fact, Oroub ElAbed, in her study of the inte gra tion of 
Palestinianori gin Jordanians in east ern Amman, writes 
that it was is recorded as “Muhammad Amin camp” in the 
DPA’s archives of the 1950s, indi cat ing that plans for the 
camp had been under way years before the expro pri a tion 
of 1965.55

But the con struc tion pro ject was never real ized; 
as a con se quence, the expro pri a tion con tract, which 
was for just five years, was never renewed. However, 
at the out break of the 1967 war with Israel, the Jorda
nian gov ern ment rein stated mar tial law.56 In a nation 
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of three mil lion peo ple, many of whom were Palestin
ians, mar tial law gave the gov ern ment broad pow ers. 
As Joseph Massad writes, “cur fews were imposed in 
Amman and other cit ies, pol i ti cians were arrested, Par
liament dismissed, parties banned . . .  and the con sti
tu tion was suspended.”57 Only in 1989, after more than 
twenty years of mar tial law and sev eral days of riots in 
the south of Jordan over price hikes and polit i cal repres
sion, did the king rein state par lia men tary rule.58 By this 
time, the right ful owner of the camp land, Muhammad 
Amin, had died. During those twentyplus years, his 
fam ily could not pass down or sell the prop erty.

Kamal Jalouqa, a Cir cas sian aca demic and urban 
plan ner who worked for the munic i pal ity for more than 
twenty years, intro duced me to the Habjoka fam ily. I 
met Nabil Tou, Muhammad Amin’s soninlaw, a Cir cas
sian man in his early sixties, in the fam ily’s villa in the 
hills of Jabal Amman (one of the areas to which the rich 
migrated in the 1950s, while the poor dwelled near the 
city cen ter).59 When I asked about the land, he answered: 
“The camp is a ‘ashwayiya (slum). It is ille gal. After the 
ini tial fiveyear con tract [in 1965], no other expro pri a
tion occurred. The land was never returned. The own
er ship of the land has never been trans ferred. The land 
can not be used. People can not be removed. . . .  Every 
three years, we go to court. . . .  I feel like I can not do 
any thing, con stantly draged into courts. Today, the 
land is worth mil li ons.”60 The fam ily’s claim to the land 
is so com pli cated because, although the state con struc
tion pro ject was never real ized, the tem po rary camp 
nev er the less became per ma nent. During the mar tial 
law period, Palestinians con tin ued to build hous ing on 
the land; and, as I described ear lier, they solid i fied their 
claims to their prop erty through the only means at their 
dis posal: hujja con tracts.

The 1960s state involve ment, and the con struc tion 
there aft er, also fig ured in the oral his to ries of camp 
elders—but they told the story diff er ently. The site 
plan shown in fig ure 5 was col lected from the per sonal 
archive of AlHajj Yousef AbuAwwad, an elder who is 
also the camp’s mukhtar (chief ).61 Using the torn, taped, 
glass inewrapped doc u ment as a ref er ence, the mukhtar 
nar rated the fol low ing:

In 1962, the deci sion to evac u ate and demol ish the camp 
area was announced in favor of Muhamad Amin Hab
joka, the right ful owner of the land, lead ing camp res
i dents to sign a peti tion of appeal and write a let ter to 
King Hussein in 1963 to describe the camp’s sit u a tion. 
In 1964, the min is ter of con struc tion wrote a let ter to 
the min is ter of jus tice plead ing for the police to stop 

ter ror iz ing the res i dents. Later that year, King Hussein 
gave an order to pro vide elec tric ity for the area. In 1975, 
eleven years later, he instructed the pro vi sion of sew age. 
The main rea son behind the ran dom (ʿashwayi) growth 
of the camp was that after the news pa pers declared the 
royal will to acquire the eightyseven dunams of land to 
develop hous ing units for the ref u gees [in 1965], noth ing 
hap pened for five years. So the res i dents started build
ing ran domly with out abid ing by the Jordanian codes 
for build ing.62

The mukhtar gives nuance to the his tory of land ten ure, 
show ing the res i dentstate nego ti a tions that pre ceded 
the expro pri a tion of 1965, where Nabil’s story of the 
camp starts. One could also sug est that the mukhtar’s 
use of the care fully pre served handdrawn map as 
back ground is in itself a coun ter claim to the site plan’s 
neat rep re sen ta tion of an unbuilt plot of land. While 
Nabil’s account nar rates state inter ven tion from the 
land owner’s per spec tive, the mukhtar’s gives a “view 
from the bot tom.”63 By put ting the two stories side by 
side, the dynamic pro cesses of land ten ure are revealed. 
Across the two men’s stories, the state’s actions seemed 
to be of two minds: on the one hand, rec og niz ing the 
land own ers’ prop erty rights as exem pli fied by land 
expro pri a tion, but on the other hand, autho riz ing the 
res i dents’ con tes ta tions of demo li tion and incre men
tally sup ply ing the infra struc ture for camp con struc
tion to con tinue (con nec tion to the city’s elec tric ity net
work in 1964 and to the water net work in 1975).

These stories break down the state as a mono lith 
and reveal an instance of legal plu ral ism. The state 
that possesses the legal power to bestow legit i macy 
on some claims and ille git i macy on oth ers is over rid
den with overlapping claims and coun ter claims— the 
sym pa thy of state offi cials, the peti tions of Palestin
ian ref u gees, and the com pet ing inter ests of the land
owner whose right to prop erty is lost. Such com plex
ity dem on strates how prop erty is not just indi vid ual 
rights to a par cel of land (rights to use, derive income, 
inherit, pro tect from ille gal expro pri a tion, etc.) but 
con sti tutes a par a dox i cal rela tion ship, in which claims 
over land seem to develop proportionally to the state’s 
efforts to rec og nize “legal” claims and autho rize “non
le gal” prop erty doc u ments, as Chris tian Lund points 
out.64 Here, land ten ure is con sti tuted of the over rid
ing inter est of state power, the com pet ing rights of the 
land own ers, and the overlapping claims of the inhab i
tants. Such an under stand ing of prop erty diff ers from 
Ananya Roy and Donald A. Krueckeberg’s notion of 
the “diffi  culty” or “com plex ity” of prop erty, which is 
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pre mised on more evo lu tion ary log ics and anx i eties 
toward urban plan ning in infor mal set tle ments.65

Land Tenure in the Shadow of Black Sep tem ber
The claims, con tes ta tions, and law suits between Cir
cas sian land own ers, camp res i dents, and the state are 
also height ened because of the polit i cal his tory of Pal
estinian gue rilla groups in Jordan. Between 1968 and 
1970, the feda yeen (Palestinian militant orga ni za tions 
that adopted armed strug le) vir tu ally devel oped a state 
within a state in Jordan. Based in the ref u gee camps, the 
feda yeen threat ened King Hussein’s author ity, directly 
confronting Jordan’s sov er eignty. When the Jordanian 
army sought to dis arm the camps, gue rillagov ern
ment con fron ta tions occurred, and the army put a bru
tal end to the guer rilla groups.66 These events came to 
be known as Black Sep tem ber, a defin ing point in the 
coun try’s nationbuild ing pro ject and one of the most 
con se quen tial epi sodes in the region’s his tory.

Despite their impor tance, these events remain an 
obscured and an understudied topic.67 Since this strug
gle over con trol, the gov ern ment has expanded state 
con trol and author ity. In order to main tain polit i cal 
sta bil ity, the gov ern ment has dis cour aged court chal
lenges, as exem pli fied by Nabil’s asser tion that the fam
ily could not use the legal sys tem to regain con trol over 
their prop erty. Although, as an attor ney informed me, 
mar tial law does not pre vent courts from con sid er ing 
law suits.68

While bat tle lines were not strictly along eth nic 
lines (both Palestinians and Jordanians supported the 
feda yeen), there was notice able eth nic ten sion in Nabil’s 
nar ra tive. Midway through our inter view, Nabil got up 
to show me bul let holes that remain vis i ble on the front 
façade of his fatherinlaw’s villa. The villa is located in 
one of the neigh bor hoods where the armyfeda yeen con
fron ta tions took place. These inflec tions were per haps 
par tially related to the Cir cas sian com mu ni ties’ largely 
proHash em ite posi tion; per haps they were also related 
to the secu rity Nabil felt con fid ing in me because of my 
iden tity as a Jordanian of Balqawy ori gin (rather than 
Palestinian ori gin). During those years, the Jordanian 
state per va sively represented ref u gee camps as “inde
pen dent repub lics” encroaching on its sov er eignty and 
as a polit i cal risk to the coun try’s sta bil ity.69 The the at ri
cal ity of the state’s power to crush Palestinian nation al ist 
insur gency was displayed in news pa pers. For instance, 
the images of hang ing feda yeen or the like were front
page news along side head lines about defending against 
vio lence and chaos in Al-Ra’i (a news pa per that at the 

time trans mit ted the gov ern ment’s point of view).70 As 
a result, many Cir cas sian land lords have deployed their 
Cir cas sian iden tity as loyal Hash em ite sub jects to lever
age their cases and have expressed hor ror at the Pales
tinian squat ters whom they wanted to evict.

Frustration, and per haps even resent ment, toward 
the camps and the judi cial sys tem became more pro
nounced as a result of the land own ers’ inabil ity to 
cash in on the decade of land spec u la tion, a period in 
which the cap i tal earned dur ing the Gulf oil boom of 
the mid1970s began to pour into the coun try, mak ing 
its most obvi ous mark through a con struc tion explo sion 
in Amman and the dis play of the wealth that a por tion 
of Palestinians retained from their migra tion to Gulf 
countries. This con tinu ing inabil ity to accrue value 
from the prop erty is reflected in Nabil’s com ment that 
“today, the land is worth mil li ons.”71

Strikingly, in Nabil’s recon struc tion, the land whose 
value as prop erty is lost is directly connected with the 
rup ture of 1970. He said: “In 1970, dur ing the Sep tem ber 
war, the coun try was put under mar tial law. Courts were 
suspended. I left Jabal alNathif [the neigh bor hood 
where Muhammad Amin camp is located] in 1971. I was 
born and raised there. It was a nice neigh bor hood. Most 
of the neigh bor hood were Cir cas sians. We did not know 
who was Palestinian and who was not until the feda yeen 
entered. The neigh bor hood changed.” In Nabil’s story, 
it is as if his fam ily’s loss of the right to use and ben e fit 
from the land as a mar ket com mod ity col lapses with his 
child hood mem o ries of Jabal alNathif as a his tor i cally 
Cir cas sian neigh bor hood intruded on by the feda yeen 
and the Palestinian camp. In other words, in the shadow 
of Black Sep tem ber, prop erty becomes a site of eth ni
cally encoded pol i tics.

Since the rein state ment of the par lia ment in 1991, 
Muhammad Amin’s chil dren, along with the other pre
dom i nantly Cir cas sian land own ers, have been suing 
the gov ern ment for some res o lu tion that would involve 
buy ing, renting, or evac u at ing the lands. These law suits 
have been the topic of sev eral pam phlets and news pa per 
arti cles.72 Today, the land own ers sue the gov ern ment 
every three years to receive ret ro ac tive com pen sa tion.

What is sig nifi  cant about the oral his to ries and 
mate rial arti facts taken up here is how they expose 
the trans for ma tive impact of the events of Black Sep
tem ber on land ten ure. On the one hand, the national 
nar ra tive of Palestinian camps encroaching on state 
sov er eignty and the state’s autho ri za tion of con tin ued 
con struc tion pit ted the land own ing fam ily against the 
camp. On the other hand, the lack of offi cial res o lu tion  
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toward the land pit ted the land own ers against the 
state. Processes of claimmak ing also show case how 
iden tity (Cir cas sian coun ter claims to prop erty) and 
his tor i cal doc u ments (Palestinian hujja use) are 
deployed to lever age inter ests.

Conclusion
In Muhammad Amin camp, what a prop erty is on one 
layer is not what it is on another. The his tory of Otto
man legal regimes and the lay ers of land ten ure inter re
late in man i fold ways. Camps empha size what Nasser 
Abourahme calls “pol i tics of inhab i ta tion,” when the 
camp itself becomes the site of a pol i tics of every day 
life that takes shape around the act of spatial inhab i ta
tion.73 I argue that the his to ries and lay ers of land ten ure, 
prop erty, claimmak ing, hujaj, con struc tion, and infra
struc ture in Muhammad Amin camp under score sim i lar 
notions of inhab i ta tion. The key diff er ence, how ever, is 
that inhab i ta tion is medi ated by the con tin ued adap ta
tion of Otto man regimes of prop erty. It emerges through 
ongo ing dynamic encoun ters between build ings and their 
con stit u ent actors and ele ments: inhab i tants, land own
ers, state offi cials, engi neers, his tor i cal events, con tracts, 
doc u ments. Therefore, as I have shown, the fram ing of 
legal plu ral ism and the focus on its mate rial arti facts—
hand writ ten hujaj, pre served site plans, elec tric meters, 
peti tions, law suits, bul let holes, GIS maps, ads spray
painted on walls—is more illu mi nat ing than the flat ten
ing lenses of “infor mal ity” and “squat ter set tle ments” and 
the assump tion that in the absence of state law, “ille gal ity” 
is the norm, thus foreclosing other legal pos si bil i ties.

The his tor i cal and con tem po rary real i ties on the 
ground in Muhammad Amin camp reveal a pol i tics of 
inhab i ta tion that cre ates prop erty from the depos i tory 
of another prop erty regime. It is within the col li sion 
of plu ral legal orders that Palestinians stake claims to 
space through appeals to other prop erty regimes, ulti
mately chal leng ing the legal cen trism of the Jordanian 
state. I con tend that relat ing Otto man regimes of prop
erty to postOtto man plu ral legal orders—that is, put
ting side by side what are usu ally told as entirely sep
a rate stories, tem po rally and on oppo site sides of the 
law—may help us under stand the overlapping and com
pet ing claims over land and hous ing in ref u gee camps 
in postOtto man soci e ties. By his tor i ciz ing the offi cial 
con struc tion of the camp as a “squat ter set tle ment,” I 
aim to do away with usages of “infor mal ity” that con
flate tex tured and var ied prop erty and legal regimes in 
contested spaces. Such a case and the legal plu ral ism I 

study put the “squat ter set tle ment” back into Palestine 
stud ies, ref u gee stud ies, and Otto man stud ies.

The con sis tent pro duc tion of hujaj as instru ments 
for all  things concerned with prop erty is one of the sev
eral ways through which Palestinian ref u gees fight the 
pol i tics of dis pos ses sion and repos ses sion in Jordan.74 
Considering the risks involved in dis clos ing infor ma tion 
about prop erty, secrecy is part of the rep er toire that the 
inhab i tants of Muhammad Amin camp deploy. After all , 
fear of ille gal ity is also the fear of pos si ble loss of prop erty. 
The his tory of land ten ure, dense with claims and coun
ter claims, points to the plu ral ity of polit i cal posi tions and 
para noias: the camp as the quin tes sen tial space of Pal
estinian guer rilla move ments, the camp as ille gal. In the 
shad ows of a nowobscured strug le over con trol and its 
entan gle ment with the decade of land spec u la tion, land 
dis putes become a site of mean ing ful inquiry. Therefore, 
we have to look through mul ti ple lay ers, archives, and 
nar ra tives. Such his to ries illus trate the power of land 
not just as an object but as a lay ered web of rela tions, in 
which notions of prop erty are thor oughly enmeshed in 
contested prac tices of build ing, peti tion ing, suing, resist
ing, archiv ing, and performing state sov er eignty. It could 
even be said that the lay ered his tory of land ten ure itself 
is a wit ness to the his to ries of dis pos ses sion and repos
ses sion that go hand in hand with wars, ref u gee influx, 
and peri ods of urban growth and eco nomic boom.

Heba Alnajada is an assistant professor of global mod
ern and contemporary architecture in the Department 
of History of Art and Architecture at Boston University. 
Previously she was the UC President’s Postdoctoral 
Fellow at the Department of History at University of 
California, Davis. She has a PhD in archi tec tural his tory 
from the University of California, Berkeley.

Notes
1. During this time, Latin Amer i can cit ies were a lead ing cen ter for 
debate on hous ing pol icy, ille gal ity, com mu nity devel op ment, and 
selfhelp. For exam ple, archi tects such as John Turner have writ ten 
exten sively on hous ing, com mu nity orga ni za tion, and slum upgrading 
pro grams in Peru. Other noted schol ars and prac ti tion ers affil i ated 
with the Joint Center for Urban Studies of MIT and Harvard Univer
sity include Lisa Peattie, William Doebele, and Reinhard Goethert. For 
par tic u lar ref er ence to Jordan, see AlDaly, “Informal Settlements in 
Jordan Upgrading Approaches Adopted and Lessons Learned.”

2. For an excel lent anal y sis of the mak ing of the third world as a site 
of underdevelopment, see Escobar, Encountering Development.

3. A key inter loc u tor is Hernando de Soto, whose argu ments about 
“unlocking” eco nomic stag na tion via legal own er ship of prop erty in 
the infor mal set tle ments of the devel op ing world have been received 
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with world wide praise. See the dis cus sion in Kuyucu, “Law, Prop
erty, and Ambiguity.”

4. Legal geog ra phers and soci ol o gists have shown how, in Pales
tinian camps, the Agambian “state of excep tion” is resisted on the 
level of every day prac tices. See, among oth ers, Sari Hanafi’s work. 
Along sim i lar lines of inquiry, urban stud ies and archi tec ture stud
ies schol ars have underscored the cen tral role of space in ana lyz ing 
the rela tions between Palestinian ref u gees and power struc tures. 
See, e.g., Ram a dan, “Spatialising the Refugee Camp”; Maqusi, “Acts 
of Spatial Violation”; Abourahme, “Assembling and SpillingOver.”

5. Sanyal, “Squatting in Camps”; Huq and Miraftab, “ ‘We Are All 
Refugees.’”

6. As schol ars of prop erty have shown, appro pri a tion is also about 
mak ing claims. Contestation, in turn, is about coun ter ing those 
claims. The gen eral gist of this appro pri a tion, autho ri za tion, and 
con tes ta tion pro cess is turn ing access to land and other resources 
into rec og nized prop erty. Sikor and Lund, “Access and Property.” 
For an excel lent dis cus sion of claimmak ing as the com mon ground 
between access and prop erty, see Kronenburg García and van Dijk, 
“Towards a Theory of Claim Making.”

7. Hajj, Protection amid Chaos. New insti tu tional eco nom ics is 
influ enced by the sem i nal work of Elinor Ostrom, which has 
opened the door to a sys tem atic anal y sis of insti tu tions and prop
erty rights. For game the o ries, see, for exam ple, Axelrod, The Evo-
lution of Cooperation. This tra di tion is influ enced by the work of 
Max Weber on the rela tion ship between prop erty, law, and eco
nomic effi ciency.

8. For trans ver sal engage ment with offi cial log ics in periph eral 
urban areas, see Caldeira, “Peripheral Urbanization.”

9. For an excel lent dis cus sion on the prac tice of claimmak ing, 
includ ing “talking claims,” “ground ing claims,” and “representing 
claims,” see Kronenburg García and van Dijk, “Towards a Theory of 
Claim Making.”

10. Griffiths, “What Is Legal Pluralism?,” 2.

11. Santos, “The Law of the Oppressed”; BendaBeckmann, Benda
Beckmann, and Wiber, “The Properties of Property”; Webber, “The 
Grammar of Customary Law”; Dupret, “Legal Pluralism.”

12. Ben ja min, “Occupancy Urbanism.”

13. Sikor and Lund, “Access and Property.” See also Yiftachel, “Theo
retical Notes on ‘Gray Cities.’ ”

14. Kronenburg García and van Dijk, “Towards a Theory of Claim 
Making.”

15. Razzaz, “Contestation and Mutual Adjustment.” For hujaj in 
the late Otto man state, see Barakat, Bedouin Bureaucrats; Agmon, 
“Recording Procedures”; Doumani, Rediscovering Palestine. For 
con tem po rary uses of hujaj in Jordan, see Al Naber and Molle, “The 
Politics of Accessing Desert Land in Jordan”; Ababsa, “Public Poli
cies”; AlHamarneh, “Social and Political Effects.”

16. Doumani, “Rediscovering Otto man Palestine”; Sayigh, “Women’s 
Nakba Stories: Between Being and Knowing”; Manna, Nakba and 
Survival.

17. Oesch, “The Politics of Temporariness”; Abourahme, “Assembling 
and SpillingOver.”

18. Santos, “The Law of the Oppressed,” 47.

19. Ben ja min, “Occupancy Urbanism.” See also Sai Balakrishnan’s 
work on resolv ing land con flicts in India’s cor ri dor regions: Bal
akrishnan, Shareholder Cities.

20. Hull, Government of Paper.

21. Santos, The End of the Cognitive Empire, 56–57.

22. Razzaz, “Contestation and Mutual Adjustment.” The use of hujaj 
has been documented across the Otto man Empire. For exam ple, 
Nora Barakat’s work on prop erty rela tions in late Otto man Trans
jordan shows how, in the 1880s, the Salt Sharia court pro vided doc
u men tary evi dence of prop erty claims in the form of stan dard ized 
hujaj.

23. Razzaz, “Contestation and Mutual Adjustment.”

24. Razzaz, “Contestation and Mutual Adjustment.”

25. Barakat, Bedouin Bureaucrats.

26. As discussed in Barakat, Bedouin Bureaucrats.

27. Al Naber and Molle, “The Politics of Accessing Desert Land in 
Jordan.”

28. These num bers are based on crosschecking between the Hous
ing and Urban Development Corporation maps of the “squat ter set
tle ment” and Alnajada et al., Mapping Jabal Al-Nathif.

29. Razzaz, “Contestation and Mutual Adjustment,” 25.

30. AlHamarneh, “Social and Political Effects.” Oesch also notes that 
Palestinian ref u gees in Jabal alHussein Camp pay util ity com pa nies 
for their con sump tion. Oesch, “The Politics of Temporariness and 
the Materiality of Refugee Camps.”

31. See Prime Ministry of the Hash em ite Kingdom of Jordan, 
“Kawdaat albina’i alwatani alurduny,” and Prime Ministry of the 
Hash em ite Kingdom of Jordan, “Nizam m‘uadal linizam alabnya 
wa altanzim fi madinati amman lisanat 2019.” For Amman’s hous ing 
zones map, see Ababsa and Abu Hussein, Metropolitan Amman.

32. Radwan AlHumaimat, direc tor of JEPCO branch, inter view by 
the author, Feb ru ary 6, 2021.

33. Ababsa, “Public Policies.”

34. Kamal, “Temporary Space in Amman.”

35. Hanania, “From Colony to Capital.” Anthropologist Seteney 
Shami calls this a “lon ger his tor i cal view” of Amman, and Rami 
Daher calls it the “multilay ered begin nings” of Amman’s urban 
his tory. See Shami, “Researching the City,” 46, and Daher, “Under
standing Cultural Change and Urban Transformations.”

36. HamedTroyansky, “Imperial Refuge.”

37. Nora Barakat argues that the Tanzimat (reform) era Land Code 
of 1858 should be read in the con text of seek ing agri cul tural expan
sion and encour ag ing immi gra tion to the empire’s south ern areas. 
See Barakat, Bedouin Bureaucrats. For more, see Mundy and Smith, 
Governing Property; Kamel, “Whose Land?”

38. Later arriv als, between 1880 and 1902, set tled in diff er ent parts 
of what was then the vil lage of Amman. Hanania, “From Colony to 
Capital,” 52–55. For more, see HamedTroyansky, “Cir cas sian Refu
gees”; Shami, “The Cir cas sians of Amman.”

39. Chatty, Displacement and Dispossession.

40. Shami, “Historical Processes of Identity Formation.”
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41. HamedTroyansky, “Cir cas sian Refugees.”

42. Hanania, “From Colony to Capital.”

43. Shami, “Ethnicity and Leadership,” 12, 66, 91–92.

44. See United Nations, “Applicability of Article 1D.”

45. See Lorenzo Kamel’s work for an excel lent his tor i cal coun ter claim 
to the wide spread claim that, at the time of the par ti tion of Palestine, 
over 70 per cent did not legally belong to the local Arab  major ity. See 
also Khalidi, “Revisiting the UNGA Partition Resolution.”

46. On Decem ber 1, 1948, at the Jericho con fer ence, King Abdullah 
of Jordan called for the annex a tion of what was left of Palestine to 
Jordan.

47. Al Abed, “Palestinian Refugees in Jordan.”

48. Massad, Colonial Effects.

49. Rafiq Khirfan, direc tor gen eral of the Department of Palestin
ian Affairs, inter view by the author, July 7, 2021. The num ber of 
contested Palestinian camps is based on Ababsa and Abu Hussein, 
Metropolitan Amman.

50. Meetings with com mu nity orga ni za tions and NGOs in the camp 
conducted between 2012 and 2019.

51. Chatagnon, “Active Research on Jabal Al Natheef,” 16.

52. For exam ple, in a peerreviewed arti cle, the authors state, “The 
gov ern ment nego ti ated leas ing the land prop erty for a hun dred 
years from the owner.” Abed, Tomah, and Dumour, “Assessment of 
Slums’ Upgrading Interventions,” 4.

53. The DPA went from being under the umbrella of the Ministry of 
Refugees in 1949 to the Ministry of Construction and Restoration 
(1950–1980), then to the Ministry of Occupied Land Affairs (1980–
1988), and finally to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (1988–pres ent). 
Rafiq Khirfan, direc tor gen eral of the Department of Palestinian 
Affairs, inter view by the author, July 7, 2021. See also Al Husseini, 
“The Evolution of the Palestinian Refugee Camps in Jordan”; and 
“Department of Palestinian Affairs,” The Hash em ite Kingdom of 
Jordan: Official Site of the Jordanian eGovernment, https:  /  /portal  . 
jordan  .gov  .jo  /wps  /portal  /Home  /GovernmentEntities  /Minis
tries  /Ministry  /ministry%20of%20foreign%20affairs  /departme
nt%20of%20palestinian%20affairs/department%20of%20pales
tinian%20affairs  ?entityType=ministry&lang=en&nameEntity= 
Department+of+Palestinian+Affairs (accessed April 7, 2022).

54. The 1960s were marked by the grow ing influ ence of the United 
States and an unprec e dented influx of eco nomic aid, what Paul 
Kingston calls “break ing the pat terns of the Mandate.” For the mas
ter plans of Amman and the role of the camps in Jordan’s national 
devel op ment plan ning, see AbuDayyeh, “Persisting Vision”; Kings
ton, “Breaking the Patterns of the Mandate.”

55. ElAbed, “In the Cracks of the Big City,” 72.

56. See Massad, Colonial Effects; Tal, “Britain and the Jordan Crisis 
of 1958.”

57. Massad, Colonial Effects, 197.

58. Razzaz, “Group Noncom pli ance.”

59. AlAsad, Old Houses of Jordan.

60. Nabil Tou, inter view by the author, July 15, 2019.

61. A mukhtar is a cho sen chief, an insti tu tion that goes back to the 
Otto man era and is still part of Jordan’s admin is tra tive hier ar chy 

from the min is ter of inte rior, the gov er nor, and the mutasarrif down 
to the mukhtar.

62. AlHajj Yousef AbuAwwad, inter view by the author, Octo ber 
2013.

63. Santos, “The Law of the Oppressed,” 7.

64. Lund, “Seeking Certainty.”

65. Roy, “Urban Informality”; Krueckeberg, “The Difficult Character 
of Property.”

66. Massad argues that Black Sep tem ber was the last event to shake 
the Hash em ite regime’s foun da tions; Massad, Colonial Effects. See 
also Brand, “Palestinians and Jordanians.”

67. See, among oth ers, Quandt, Decade of Decisions; Sayigh, Armed 
Struggle and the Search for State; Nevo, “Sep tem ber 1970 in Jordan.”

68. Attorney Mohammad AlQublan, inter view by the author, 
August 2, 2021.

69. Salibi, A Modern History of Jordan.

70. “Nafadha hukuma alai’dami shanaqan fi qatlati sul tan al’atawna,” 
Al-Ra’i, August 1, 1971.

71. As Massad and Hanania have pointed out, the sense of mate ri al is
tic loss is related to Cir cas sians grad u ally los ing the pref er en tial and 
prominent polit i cal and mil i tary posi tions they used to occupy before 
the 1970s. Massad, Colonial Effects; Hanania, “From Colony to Capital.”

72. For a recent news pa per arti cle and a recent pam phlet on this, 
see Abu Sabih, “Mukhayyam ‘almahata’”; Jamal, “Mukhayyam 
almahata fi alurdun.”

73. Abourahme, “The Camp.”

74. For Edward Said, the role of the intel lec tual is to show the mul
ti ple forms of Palestinian sur vival. Said, The Politics of Dispossession.
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