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DISPOSSESSION AND DISPLACEMENT: FORCED MIGRATION IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA

Dispossession and Displacement: Forced
Migration in the Middle East and North Africa
In February 2008, a group of British Academysponsored organisations held a conference to
consider one of the world’s pressing problems.
The conference co-ordinator, Dr Dawn
Chatty, describes the background to the event
and its conclusions.
Dispossession and forced migration have
been an indelible part of life in the modern
history of the Middle East and North Africa –
as witnessed by the waves of Circassian
Muslim and Jewish groups dispossessed and
forced into the region at the end of the
nineteenth century, followed by the
displacement, death marches and massacres
of Armenians and other Christian groups at
the end of World War I. Between the two
World Wars, the Kurds emerged as the next
victims of dispossession. They were followed
by the Palestinians – Christian and Muslim –

who fled their homes in the struggle for
control over the formerly British-mandated
Palestine shortly after the end of World
War II.
In just the past twenty years, however, the
scale of previous forced migrations has been
dwarfed by the nearly four million Iraqis who
have fled their country or been internally
displaced since 1990. Two million of these
fled into Syria and Jordan between 2006 and
2007. In the summer of 2006, one million
Lebanese took refuge in Syria. And during
this same period, Sudanese and Somali
refugees have continued to flood into Egypt
and Yemen seeking peace, security and
sustainable livelihoods. These events have
sometimes attracted penetrating media
coverage, but also serious research interest:
there are increasing numbers of applications
for research and travel grants to study the
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growing phenomena of forced migration in
the region. As a result, the Council for British
Research in the Levant took the lead in
suggesting that it was time to look more
carefully at the subject as a whole and,
whenever possible, encourage a comparative
perspective.
A preliminary meeting on the subject was
held at the Refugee Studies Centre, University
of Oxford, in January 2007. Involved in this
exploratory meeting were representatives
from the Council for British Research in the
Levant (CBRL), the British Institute in Eastern
Africa (BIEA), the British Institute at Ankara
(BIAA), the British Institute of Persian Studies
Hundreds of Iraqi refugees await their turn at a centre
in Damascus to receive food aid offered to Iraqi
refugees by the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees and the World Food Program, on 3
December 2007. (Louai Beshara/AFP/Getty Images)
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group. The need for protection and human
security continues to increase as these
dispossessed Iraqis struggle to protect their
families

and

keep

their

society

from

fragmenting any further.

Dawn Chatty is based at the Refugee Studies
Centre, Department of International
Development, University of Oxford.
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The Council for British Research in the Levant,
the British Institute in Eastern Africa, the British
Institute at Ankara, the British Institute of
Persian Studies, the British Institute for the
Study of Iraq, and the British Society for Middle
Eastern Studies are organisations sponsored by
the British Academy. More information can be
found at www.britac.ac.uk/institutes/index.html

