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Abstract 
 
Since the onset of the Syrian Civil War in 2011, over 5 million Syrians have been 
displaced globally, with no clear end in sight for the ongoing conflict (UNHCR 2017a). 
Syrian refugees are now worried they will be facing a situation similar to that of the 
Palestinians living in displacement in Lebanon for over 50 years as a result of the Arab-
Israeli conflict (United Nations 1951). Currently, almost 1.5 million Palestinian and 
Syrians are seeking refuge in Lebanon, representing over a quarter of the total 
Lebanese population. In a country that is recovering from its own civil conflict, the 
surge of displaced Syrians, in addition to the resident Palestinian refugee population, 
has led to increased tensions between the Lebanese host and refugee communities. 
Increased labour competition, housing prices and pressure on limited resources have, 
in particular, contributed to this polarisation. Feelings of uncertainty for the future and 
a loss of identity are pervasive within the displaced Syrian population in Lebanon as 
they attempt to navigate survival in a new environment. In Syria, individual identities 
are highly influenced by religious, ethnic and tribal identities. Through civil war, these 
salient identities have become challenged and fragmented, pressuring displaced Syrians 
to continuously shape and reshape their identities in response to factors such as the 
ongoing conflict at home and the local landscape of displacement, as well as the global 
narrative environment currently beleaguering Syrian refugees. In contrast, Palestinians 
displaced in Lebanon have undergone multiple identity transformations throughout 
their protracted displacement, which are echoed in a culmination of active local and 
global Palestinian identities. Through reviewing literature surrounding the Palestinian 
and Syrian displacement, this paper seeks to provide a framework for understanding the 
intersectionality and complexity of identity development and the means by which this 
transformation affects refugee communities living in protracted displacement. 
 
Introduction 

After the 2011 uprisings, millions of Syrians fled to neighbouring countries for safety. March 

2017 marked the sixth year of the Syrian Conflict, still, at the time of writing, without a clear 

end in sight. Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan host the world’s highest populations of Syrian 

refugees. Lebanon currently has the highest percentage of Syrian refugees per capita. With 

around one million Syrian refugees scattered throughout various regions of Lebanon, the 

Syrian refugee population comprises almost 25% of the inhabitants in Lebanon (UNHCR 

2016; 2017b). Without official camps set up for Syrian refugees in Lebanon, many are 
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scattered throughout residential areas in the Bekka, North Lebanon and Beirut/Mount 

Lebanon regions of the country (UNHCR 2017b). Many refugees who fled Syria without 

documentation have sought refuge in the official Palestinian Camps in Lebanon to avoid 

deportation, as these camps are not patrolled by Lebanese authorities (Parkinson and 

Behrouzan 2015). Within Lebanon, Syrian refugees have been given minimal rights and have 

been discouraged from integrating into Lebanese society (Thorleifsson 2016). Both inside 

and outside of the camps, Syrian refugees face numerous barriers in access to paid labour, 

housing, safety, medical assistance and education (Norwegian Refugee Council 2014).  

Limited access to education, risks to safety, isolation and early marriage are some of 

the challenges that are faced by Syrian refugees living in Lebanon. The ability for Syrian 

refugee youth to attend Lebanese schools, for example, is very limited due to many schools 

being tied to political party membership. Furthermore, while Syrian children are able to 

attend part-time education in Lebanese schools (Parkinson 2014), safety concerns while 

travelling to school act as a large barrier for many. This is especially true for females, who 

report experiences of real or perceived risks to safety when outside of the home (International 

Rescue Committee 2014; Hassan et al. 2015; Yasmine and Moughalian 2016). This has led to 

a large number of young girls not continuing education and being kept within the home. Early 

marriage of adolescent girls has increased compared to rates prior to displacement due both to 

an inability to attend educational institutions and an overwhelming lack of physical and/or 

financial security for unmarried women (Cherri et al. 2017; International Rescue Committee, 

2014; Hassan et al. 2016). This is typically done in hopes that marriage will provide young 

females with physical and financial security. However, this comes with issues of isolation as 

studies report that girls who have been subjected to early marriage have an increased risk of 

becoming isolated within the home (Cherri et al. 2017).  

In addition to the challenges outlined above, Syrian refugees face increasing 

competition with locals in their host country. In a country that has been recovering from its 

own past civil conflict, the surge of displaced inhabitants has also had a large effect on 

Lebanese society. Rights to work are limited for refugees within Lebanon and many jobs that 

are acquired by the refugees are grossly underpaid. Lebanese citizens have reported that their 

ability to financially support themselves is being affected by the low wages afforded to 

refugee workers by employers (Christophersen et al. 2013; Thorleifsson 2016).  Issues such 

as this have led to increased tensions and polarisation between the two populations 

(Christophersen et al. 2013; Midgley and Eldebo 2013; Thorleifsson 2016). Common 

Lebanese discourses about Syrian refugees include labelling Syrian women as promiscuous 

and “husband stealers” (Thorleifsson 2016, p. 1079), blaming Syrian refugees for the lack of 
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paid work and housing (Thorleifsson 2016) and bullying of children by Lebanese classmates 

and school teachers (DeJong et al. 2017). This polarisation between Syrian refugees and the 

Lebanese populations, along with the lack of social rights afforded to Syrian refugees, can 

have important effects on certain aspects of psychosocial wellbeing such as identity.  

Collective identities evolve over time due to pressures acting upon them from, for 

example, the ways in which the group is viewed by others, or from constraints such as social 

rules and governmental policies. At the same time, these collective identities have the ability 

to bring people together to shift social norms and influence local, national and global policies 

(Ertorer 2014; Hopkins 2008; Phinney et al. 2001). Within diaspora populations, retaining a 

collective ethnic identity while trying to simultaneously adjust to the host culture can be 

difficult (Tint et al. 2017). Identity, according to Human Needs Theory (Burton 1990; 

Danielsen 2005), is a universal human need and can aid in psychological wellbeing (Çelebi et 

al. 2017; Jetten et al. 2012; Luckyx and Robitschek 2014; Phinney et al. 2001). Having a 

strong sense of a collective identity, therefore, can be of particular importance for those who 

have experienced conflict. Idenitity theorists Stets and Burke (2014) also explain how 

verification of certain identity meanings allows for one to feel valuable to their group and 

contributes to an individual’s self-worth and self-esteem. Further research shows that a strong 

sense of identity is beneficial for psychosocial wellbeing and that a collective identity can 

serve as a protective factor against psychological disorders, such as PTSD and depression, in 

times of rupture (Çelebi et al. 2017; Jetten et al. 2012; Phinney et al. 2001; Smeekes et al. 

2017). 

Recent studies have identified that Syrian refugees living in Jordan, Egypt, Turkey 

and Lebanon are experiencing feelings around a loss of identity and social cohesion due to 

displacement (Çelebi et al. 2017; Hassan et al. 2015; Kira et al. 2017; Yasmine and 

Moughalian 2016). While certain studies state that Syrian refugees are feeling a loss of 

identity, deeper exploration into the psychological processes of this phenomenon is currently 

under researched. However, there is a long history of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, whose 

shifting identity researchers have been able to record through their years of protracted 

displacement. Palestinians have been living in official refugee camps in Lebanon for over 60 

years without being allowed to integrate into Lebanese society (Farah 2012; Fincham 2012; 

Haddad and Jamali 2003; Hanafi 2010; Thorleifsson 2016). Much like Syrian refugees, 

Palestinian refugees have been given minimal rights within Lebanon. However, over the 

years, there has been an evolution of a strong local and global Palestinian identity despite the 

long term yet systematically temporary nature of their displacement (Farah 2012; Fincham 

2012; Holt 2010).  This raises questions as to how Palestinian refugees have a strong 
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collective national identity that supports feelings of cohesiveness while Syrian refugees are 

reportedly feeling a loss of community and a lack of a cohesive collective identity (Çelebi et 

al. 2017; Kira et al. 2017; Yasmine and Moughalian 2016). By looking at how Palestinians 

living in a similar context have constructed and reconstructed their collective Palestinian 

identity over long term displacement through a sociocultural framework of transitions, it can 

be seen more clearly how identity in protracted displacement evolves. This will be done by 

first outlining a sociocultural framework of transitions, which will then be used to examine 

Palestinian refugees’ utilisation of symbolic resources in identity construction, a mode of 

inquiry which can “[offer] new access for investigating processes of change in people’s lives” 

(Zittoun 2007, p. 347). These processes will then be compared to what is known of the Syrian 

refugees within Lebanon. Political and gender intersectionalities, for both Palestinian and 

Syrian refugees, will also be explored through a sociocultural psychological perspective. 

Through this, questions are formulated for further study into Syrian identity that may help us 

understand the identity needs of those living in crisis and can serve as a basis for participatory 

social action. 

 

Sociocultural Framework of Transitions 

Both Syrians and Palestinians have experienced ruptures due to being forced to flee from 

their home countries. Sociocultural psychologists view ruptures as initiating a psychosocial 

transition process through which an individual comes to re-define their position within the 

world. In sociocultural literature, ruptures are defined as experiences “that substantially 

question a person’s daily life or current routines,” (Zittoun et al. 2013, p. 262) which 

“requires new ways of handling one’s daily reality… and do[es] not allow a return to the 

initial state” (ibid.).  In response to these ruptures, transitions are made in which one comes to 

a new state of being. According to Zittoun (2008), three interdependent processes make up all 

transitions: acquisition of new knowledge and skills, sense making and changes to identity.  

The focus of this paper will be mainly on the changes to identity; however, because these 

processes are interdependent, theories of sense-making and knowledge acquisition will be 

interwoven. 

 One of the most influential components in shifts to identity, as a part of the transition 

process, is the meaning-making process, during which one is able to define oneself within the 

present in relation to both past experiences and ideas of the future (Zittoun et al. 2013). These 

meaning-making processes are constantly taking place as individuals move through their 

lives and develop. Through the use of semiotic and symbolic resources, individuals are able 

to better understand their self and others within their social worlds. Semiotic resources are 
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grounded in culture (Zittoun 2009). They are objects that have a meaning which is available 

to anyone in a community, assuming that access to such resources is not restricted. The 

meanings of these resources are taught by both formal institutions, such as schools and 

religious centres, and informal institutions, such as family and peer groups (Zittoun and 

Gillespie 2015). Meanings given to and taken from these signs are not fixed and are 

constantly evolving as one develops and as their social world changes (Zittoun et al. 2013). 

Typically, semiotic resources occur in the form of signs, which are objects that act upon the 

mind of the individual and represent objects or ideas outside of their physical form (Gillespie 

and Zittoun 2010; Zittoun 2009). Signs are given meaning through development and 

discourse with those individuals in a given social environment.  

A semiotic resource becomes symbolic when it moves outside of its socially shared 

meaning and is used by an individual as a reminder or initiator of a meaning that is personal 

and significant (Zittoun 2009). People who have experienced ruptures are more likely to 

utilise these shared semiotic resources as symbolic resources to aid the transition process 

(Zittoun 2007) by “turning the unfamiliar into manageable environments” (p. 344). Ruptures 

that come from relocation, as in the case of Palestinian and Syrian refugees, can result in a 

loss of certain parts of physical and social environments that once contained signs that 

provided stability to identity (Zittoun 2007; Zittoun and Cerchia 2013; Zittoun et al. 2013). 

These could include trinkets, food or music, but meaning-making can also be tied to larger 

things such as a house or land (Zittoun et al. 2013). Physical environments that once 

contained semiotic resources which helped to reinforce an ethnic or national identity may not 

be as readily available in situations where one has been forced to flee from their homeland 

into unfamiliar territory.  

The camps in Lebanon can be viewed as an incubator for a Palestinian national 

identity. Many living within the camps have a very strong sense of what it means to be 

Palestinian (Farah 2012; Fincham 2012; Turan 2015). In the camp, there are signs which 

evoke an imagined space of Palestine that has lived on throughout decades of displacement. 

In various places in the camps, the Palestinian flag and other symbols are displayed, acting as 

a reminder for the camps’ residents of their “Palestinianess” (Fincham 2012, p. 122). Graffiti 

that tells stories of a lost homeland and that conveys hope for a reclamation of what was lost 

similarly adorns the camps. These physical representations act as a confirmation that the 

collective Palestinian identity still exists (Turan 2010). However, the few Palestinians that 

were allowed to integrate into Lebanese society and live outside of the camps do not, 

reportedly, feel these same strong ties to Palestine (Farah 2012). Farah (2012) found evidence 

of a shift in identity to be a mixture of Lebanese and Palestinian for those living outside of 
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the camps and further found that this group does not evince a strong desire to return to a land 

that they have never known.  

Social institutions, such as schools, religious institutions or communities, typically act 

as structuring frameworks for identity and meaning within the social context (Assman and 

Czaplicka 1995; Zittoun et al. 2013) and, in times of conflict and forced displacement, these 

influential social elements can be lost or weakened. During times of rupture, objects, social 

bonds or meanings tied to a certain identity (i.e. gender, race, profession) can create 

continuity for that particular identity. Zittoun et al. (2013) state that this would allow other 

identities or meanings tied to multiple identities to shift and evolve. Cultural signs become 

increasingly important here through allowing one to make meaning of a new situation while 

also creating stability for other identities during periods of transition. Through institutions 

within Palestinian camps, there is a binding of the past with the present in order to construct 

what it means to be Palestinian (Fincham 2012); this is mainly an identity that is tied to 

struggle and resistance. Fincham (2012) outlines how schools and other institutions within 

the camps are named after famous villages where massacres occurred, reinforcing the identity 

of a persecuted nation. These institutions act as “facilitating environments” (Turan 2010) for 

a collective identity, where meanings of identity are transmitted within and across 

generations. In addition, stories are passed down through families about the villages that they 

came from and what life was like in Palestine (Fincham 2012; Holt 2010; Turan 2010). Even 

though they have never been there, children three generations after initial displacement can 

describe in detail what the village looked like or how people lived their lives in Palestine 

(Holt 2010). The transmission of stories throughout generations ties their meaning of being 

Palestinian to these imagined spaces which are not constrained by time.  

Considering how these camps have served as a space for the transmission of cultural 

signs for a Palestinian national identity, it leads one to wonder about the Syrian experience; 

because Syrian refugees are scattered throughout different areas in Lebanon, are there spaces 

available within their community in which cultural signs are displayed to reinforce feelings of 

‘Syrianness’? In addition, semiotic and symbolic resources serve as a way for individuals to 

distance themselves from their current experiences in order to create new meaning. This 

distancing happens through the ability to reflect on past experiences and how they relate to 

the present, while also considering how this will orient one in the future (Zittoun et al. 2013). 

Symbolic resources assist in this process by allowing an individual to engage reflectively, 

either consciously or subconsciously. The use of symbolic resources relies on certain abilities 

to call upon memories and images within the environment (Zittoun 2007). These memories 

must be connected with one’s conscious and unconscious thoughts while also being in touch 
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with experiences in the real world. Researchers who use a Life Story Model to explain 

identity formation (McAdams 1988; McLean 2005; Pasupathi et al. 2007) also find that 

memory of past experiences helps to create meaning in what is being experienced in the 

present and helps to form imagined futures. When one has experienced traumatic events, as in 

the case of many Syrian refugees, the ability to call upon specific memories which would 

help to make meanings in the current situation may be hindered (Lacapra 2016; Cote and 

Levine 2014). Many Syrians in Lebanon have experienced traumatisation through both the 

war and subsequent forced fleeing of their home and may have experienced further trauma 

from either their living conditions in Lebanon or from hearing tragic news of loved ones that 

have remained in Syria (Kerbage and Marranconi 2017). These ongoing traumatic 

experiences restrict their ability to distance themselves from their current experiences 

(Lacapra 2016; Zittoun et al. 2013). Thus, there is a limited ability for them to enter into an 

imagined space and create meaning from their experiences in order to reconstruct a fractured 

identity (Cote and Levine 2014; Lacapra 2016; Zittoun et al. 2013).  

This inability to enter into an imagined space is exacerbated by the yet unclear future 

of many Syrians living in Lebanon. These refugees are unsure whether they will be able to 

return to Syria, if they should attempt to integrate into a host community that is 

discriminatory towards them or if they should try to resettle in a different country (Jazairi 

2015). Individuals act in their present world in expectation of certain potential futures to 

become manifested (Zittoun et al. 2013). These actions depend on the ability to imagine these 

futures as being real and enter into this imagined space, an ability that may be hindered by the 

experience of traumatic events and an inability to envisage the future due to ongoing legal 

and political uncertainty.    

 

Intersectionality of Identities 

Through social processes and the use of cultural resources such as signs, a person comes to 

define themselves as belonging to different groups. This is something that is learned through 

interactions with the environment and others (Adams and Marshall 1996; Hopkins and 

Reicher 2011; McLean 2005). Group identity is not singular. An individual can have various 

identities, but those which are most salient are dependent on the social and contextual factors 

that one experiences at given points in time. It is through processes of self-categorization and 

social comparison (Stets and Burke 2000; Tajfel 1982) that individuals are able to position 

themselves within different social groups as they develop. When one is born, he or she is 

ascribed certain social identities such as race, gender or ethnicity (Stets and Burke 2000; 

2014). At first these social identities or categories may only have meaning through claiming 
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membership. However, through development, the meaning ascribed to a certain identity 

evolves through interacting with others enacting that same identity. This is what Stets and 

Burke (2014) have defined as a group identity. For example, at a young age, through sign 

usage in the form of customs, music and food, Palestinian youth are taught what it means to 

be Palestinian. Additionally, sociocultural psychologists discuss how, in development, one 

discovers what something is by concurrently discovering what it is not (Zittoun et al. 2013). 

Through this process, Palestinian youth are able to distinguish themselves and other things in 

the world as being Palestinian through not being something else. For example, ‘this tradition 

is Palestinian because it is NOT Lebanese’ or ‘I AM Palestinian because I am NOT Israeli’. 

Through the understanding of what is and is not, one is able to position oneself within the 

world through the meanings given to these constructed definitions. These meanings then act 

upon a specific social identity which may reinforce or confirm membership of a specific 

group (Stryker 1968; 2000; Stryker and Burke 2010).  

Zittoun and Gillespie (2015) describe how individuals move through social positions 

throughout development. While moving through these different positions, however, past 

experiences are not discarded but are layered within an individual’s psychological world. 

They explain how people have both proximal and distal experiences. Proximal experiences 

are those that are lived in the present moment, while distal experiences are those that were 

once proximal experiences in the past but are still being utilised. Although one may be in a 

certain proximal experience, multiple distal experiences may also be active at the same time. 

These experiences can create conflict with each other in an individual’s psychological world 

as one experience may be fundamentally different than another. Zittoun and Gillespie (2015) 

use the example of a parent who was once a child themself and currently needs to discipline 

their own child. Their past experience of being a child conflicts with their current need to be 

an authoritative figure. This concept of layered experiences can translate into the concept of 

the intersectionality of identities and the layering of the multiple identities which one may 

possess at any given point in time. As demonstrated by the example of the parent, at a given 

point in time one may be experiencing a specific aspect of his or her identity that is dominant, 

but there are also multiple other identities that are still active on the peripheries. These 

multiple ‘distal’ identities may conflict with the current dominant active identity. For 

example, while one may identify with a larger group identity such as nationality, he or she 

may also belong to other groups which may compete with each other, such as a religious or 

political affiliation, or a gender. Within the larger group identities of being Palestinian or 

Syrian, there are multiple political or religious identities which may have more salience than 

a collective national identity. The ways in which these different identity layers interact with 
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each other has consequences for which identity is more salient at any given point in time. 

How this intersectionality affects shifts in identity for Syrian refugees adjusting to a life in 

displacement is a question that should be explored further, as it could offer insights into 

processes of integration and facilitating social cohesion.  

Identity theorists also discuss these multiple identities in terms of salience hierarchies 

(Stets and Burke 2000; Stryker 1968; 2000; Stryker and Burke, 2010). Identity theory 

explores salience as a function of commitment: the more people one knows who share the 

same identity, and the stronger his or her bonds are to the others in that group, the more 

salient the identity will be (Stets and Burke 2000). In addition, identities need to be 

confirmed by others within the group. This identity verification interacts with self-esteem and 

the process can be cyclical. The greater salience an identity has, the greater the need for 

verification. If an identity is verified by others, it will result in increased self-esteem and 

strengthen the salience of the identity (Stets and Burke 2000; Stryker and Burke 2010). If an 

identity is not confirmed in certain situations or conflicts with roles required by other 

identities, the salience of that specific identity or the conflicting identities may decrease. 

There are two major political parties to which Palestinians living in refugee camps 

have loyalty towards (Fincham 2012; Schanzer 2008). The Fatah is a party that carries the 

belief that the future state of Palestine should be a secular state. Hamas believes that this 

future Palestine should be an official Islamic state. The parties’ differing visions of what the 

Palestinian state should look like in the future creates tensions within the wider Palestinian 

community (Fincham 2012). Within the camps, this promotes differing views of what it 

means to be a true Palestinian. However, despite the internal differences between different 

groups of Palestinian political parties, they are still able to unify under a strong national 

identity with meanings of persecution and resistance (Turan 2015). This could be due to the 

fact that certain meanings of Palestinian identity and political identity are shared between the 

two identities. Therefore, performing behaviours to verify one identity will also verify the 

other and will not necessarily create conflicts between the meanings tied to each identity 

(Stryker and Burke 2010). However, identifying as Palestinian may not be as salient for 

minorities such as Palestinian Christians. A major site of transmission of Palestinian identity 

is also tied to religious social institutions such as Mosques and many, therefore, view being 

Palestinian as being part of an Islamic state (Fincham 2012). Those who do not identify as 

Muslim may rather be integrated into Lebanese society than be tied to a nation in which they 

are marginalised. This phenomenon can be explained by Identity Theory. Palestinian 

Christians’ social ties may be greater with other Christians than with Palestinian Muslims, 

creating more commitment to a Christian identity than a Palestinian identity (Stryker 1968; 
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2000; Stryker and Burke 2010). As stated above, the greater commitment one has toward an 

identity, the greater the need for verification of the identity (Stryker 2000). Because the wider 

narrative of being Palestinian is tied to being Muslim, role behaviours associated with a 

Christian identity may not, therefore, be verified by others holding a Palestinian identity that 

is tied to being Muslim. This may, then, be an indication of the decreased salience of a 

Palestinian identity for those who would rather integrate into their host community than fight 

for a Palestinian state.  

Findings from Palestinians in Lebanon are also relevant for Syrians living there. The 

situations are comparable in a number of ways. For example, Syria and Palestine are both 

religiously and ethnically diverse (Phillips 2015). Despite their diversity, Syria’s constitution 

identifies Syria as being a member of the Union of Arab Republics (Jazairi 2015), creating 

tensions between Syria’s many ethnic and political sects. Furthermore, the civil unrest in 

Syria has arisen as a result of fighting between these different groups. This has, since the 

Arab Spring Uprisings of 2011, resulted in deep mistrust between many of those groups who 

once lived together in the same communities (Hasan et al. 2015; Salm 2016). Many refugees 

have been displaced due to fear of persecution because of their real or perceived association 

with certain political or religious groups. Being persecuted for belonging to a certain group 

may act to verify a particular political or religious identity (Tajfel 1982), thereby making it 

more salient. This conflict between groups may be a contribution to reported feelings of lost 

identity and social cohesiveness between Syrian refugees while in displacement, as political 

and religious ties may be more salient at this point in time than the more encompassing 

identity of being Syrian (Hassan et al. 2015).  

 

Gender 

Studies completed with Palestinians living in Lebanese camps (Fincham 2012) have 

identified family structures as one of the main institutions for identity development. 

Women’s roles are important to discuss in terms of identity development because in many 

different contexts women are viewed as the “carriers of culture” (Phinney et al. 2001, p. 504). 

In many Middle Eastern countries, women pass down culture and national identity through 

traditionally domestic roles such as through the preparation and serving of food, or through 

raising children. Among those in the camps, Palestinian women were once given the title of 

“mothers of the nation” (Fincham 2012, p. 128), relaying the expectation to bear as many 

children as possible in order to keep the Palestinian nation alive. This greatly restricted them 

to a space only within the home through the responsibilities of bearing and raising the future 

representatives of Palestine. However, Palestinian women have become important in creating 
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a strong Palestinian national identity through passing on cultural narratives through 

generations (Holt 2010). Through the experience of other ruptures within displacement, such 

as uprisings in the camps and a significant loss of male leadership during certain time 

periods, Palestinian women’s identities shifted from more passive, homebound roles to active 

ones, giving these women greater influence throughout different social institutions and 

allowing them to have a strong voice in the shared Palestinian identity of suffering and 

resistance.  

Currently, many displaced Syrian women are experiencing isolation and are 

constricted to the home (Boswall and Al Akash 2015; International Rescue Committee 2014; 

Wells et al. 2016). In addition, many young Syrians are limited in their access to Lebanese 

educational institutions (Parkinson 2014; Parkinson and Behrouzan 2015). Due to safety 

concerns and early marriage, females are more likely to be kept from attending schools 

(International Rescue Committee 2014). Zittoun et al. (2013) speak about limits to identity 

changes, one of which is access to knowledge. Through being able to learn new information 

or ways of thinking, one is able to shift certain aspects of particular identities as he or she 

absorbs what they have learned into the sense of self and understanding of who one is. If 

access to knowledge is limited, it restricts the ways in which one can come to understand the 

world and make meaning of what one currently knows or has experienced in the past. In 

times of transition, this knowledge is needed in order to make meaning in a new social 

context. Hindered from being able to acquire new knowledge or skills by being restricted 

from learning new trades or attending educational institutions, it is possible that Syrian 

refugees (more specifically women) are limited in their ability to make new meanings of who 

they are in their social world. Furthermore, before displacement, community was something 

that largely contributed to meanings of identity for Syrian women (Boswall and Akash 2015). 

In a new context, in which safety outside of the home is questioned and isolation is typically 

the answer, meanings for women around their own identity may be going through transition. 

This transitional process for women, as seen with Palestinian refugees, may also have 

implications on the wider Syrian national identity.  

 

Conclusion 

Palestinian and Syrian refugees living in Lebanon are facing a liminal situation in that they 

are unable to return to their homelands. While Palestinian refugees have been living in 

displacement for over sixty years, strong Palestinian identity continues to exist, tied to a land 

that once was Palestine. The Syrian crisis, however, is still relatively recent and the effects of 

an uncertain future on the identity of displaced Syrian refugees is under researched. Within a 



 
 

Aigne 
Issue 7, Winter 2018, pp. 43–60 

 

54 

sociocultural framework, it can be theorised how Palestinians have come to construct a strong 

national identity within the context of protracted displacement. This, in turn, suggests certain 

means by which researchers can try to understand why Syrian refugees living in a similar 

context have reported feelings of a lost identity. By situating the study of identity transitions 

within a sociocultural framework, questions are uncovered which point towards developing a 

greater understanding of the processes of identity reconstruction in the context of being 

forced from one’s country with no clear indication of when, or if, one will be able to return. 

Through the use of cultural resources, Palestinians have been able to reconstruct and 

project a national identity of struggle and resistance in the Lebanese camps. Syrian refugees 

living in Lebanon are scattered throughout different areas: both urban and rural 

neighbourhoods and in the camps that were established for Palestinians. Taking this into 

consideration, it cannot be assumed, in this paper, that there is a lack of collective spaces for 

Syrian refugees to display signs of ‘Syrianness’ that would reinforce a feeling of social 

cohesion and collective identity while in displacement; however, some studies have indicated 

this (Cherri et al. 2017; Hassan et al. 2015; Kira et al. 2017). Further research could explore 

the places and settings in which Syrian refugees feel like their collective Syrian identity is 

most salient, along with the meaning-making processes that create such spaces. Individually, 

people may have brought objects from Syria with them to remind them of home, but these 

cultural resources may not have crossed the boundary of private to public, semiotic use. It 

would be beneficial to understand what cultural artefacts are currently used by Syrians in 

displacement to symbolise their identity on an individual level. By knowing what meaning-

making, symbolic resources the displaced Syrians currently have access to, researchers could 

better understand the relationship between their present space (i.e. displacement in Lebanon) 

and the ability to enter into an imagined future through the mediation of signs. Discovering 

these semiotic and symbolic resources that are important for Syrian refugees would be 

consequential in understanding their shifting identities while in displacement and how these 

support psychological wellbeing. For Palestinians, this occurs within the camps, but the 

transmission of national identity does not need to be constricted within an isolated space. 

While having a strong sense of national identity is protective for psychological disorders such 

as severe depression and PTSD (Çelebi et al. 2017; Jetten et al. 2012; Phinney et al. 2001; 

Smeekes et al. 2017), the creation of highly politicised identities resulting from segregation 

of host and minority communities could lead to further conflict (Saab et al. 2017; Simon and 

Klandermans 2001). Social institutions that promote identity and contain cultural resources 

that interact with identity transitions can be present throughout communities. Educational and 

religious institutions as well as family and peer groups are sources of meaning-making that 



 
 

Aigne 
Issue 7, Winter 2018, pp. 43–60 

 

55 

influence identity (Hopkins and Reicher 2011; Zittoun et al. 2013). The following question, 

then, needs to be answered: what social institutions, through which meanings of identity are 

strengthened, are most important to Syrians? 

As stated above, identity is not singular and there may be many different layers of 

identities that compete with an overarching Syrian national identity. The mistrust of those 

with loyalties to particular political, ethnic or religious groups – a mistrust planted in Syria –

may travel with the refugees to Lebanon. This battle for identity salience could act as a 

hindrance to social cohesion within the wider Syrian refugee population. Studies that reported 

Syrians feeling a lack of collective identity and social cohesion (Çelebi et al. 2017; Kira et al. 

2017; Yasmine and Moughalian 2016) did not further explore what factors were contributing 

to these feelings. Consequently, an exploration of how salient political and religious identities 

are for Syrians living in displacement is the next step for understanding if these competing 

identities are factors that contribute to feelings of lost social cohesion between Syrian 

refugees.  

Lastly, gender is an important aspect to take into consideration when understanding 

the intersectionalities of identity. As women in many contexts are viewed as being the 

“carriers of culture” (Phinney et al. 2001, p. 504), they play an important role in transmission 

of identity and the narratives surrounding identities in transition. The isolation of female 

Syrian refugees is something that cannot be ignored when trying to grasp the dynamics of a 

loss of social cohesion in a culture that is closely tied to community (Boswall and Al Akash 

2015). Understanding how women’s roles have shifted during displacement and how that 

affects their understanding of themselves within their new surroundings, has many 

implications as to the type and effectiveness of the assistance they receive from humanitarian 

programmes. Therefore, it is of consequence to explore how Syrian women who are now 

experiencing isolation are able to currently make sense of their situation in displacement and 

how it will shift meanings surrounding a collective Syrian identity. 
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