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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

This article examines the diverse forms of social relations and modes of “being-with” forged by Afghan
refugees in Iran, analyzing their experiences in relation to two dominant approaches: first, Middle Eastern
refugee studies, which view camps as enclosed spaces and emphasize the persistence of kinship and
village-based ties in new places of residence; second, African urban studies, which focus on creative
improvisation in heterogeneous urban environments but often overlook the specific legal and political
conditions of displacement and statelessness. Drawing on a comparative reading of ethnographies of
Palestinian camps and urbanized refugee settings, the article critiques the “camp paradigm” for obscuring
the realities of self-settled refugees and the largely fluid boundaries between camp and city. The proposed
approach to studying refugee life examines the provisionality of urban living alongside regimes of
citizenship and exclusion, showing how Afghans in mixed Mashhad neighborhoods, under conditions of
legal precarity, cultivate both inherited and provisional networks and gradually practice experiences of
belonging. Emphasizing hybrid forms of community and solidarity, the study contributes to rethinking
displacement beyond the dichotomies of camp/city and kinship/urban networks.
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Introduction

This article examines the social life of long-term Afghan
refugees in the city of Mashhad, Iran, and argues that their
everyday forms of belonging unsettle dominant analytical
divisions in both refugee studies and urban anthropology.
Existing scholarship has largely approached displacement
through two separate paradigms. In Middle Eastern refugee
studies, the refugee camp—particularly the Palestinian camp—
functions as the paradigmatic site of analysis, foregrounding
kinship, endurance, and political waiting. In contrast, African
urban  anthropology has emphasized improvisation,
informality, and flexible social networks in heterogeneous
legal condition of

cities, often abstracted from the

displacement. The case of Afghans in Mashhad fits neither

framework. Most Afghans in Iran are not camp-dwellers but

urban residents who have lived for decades—often
generations—without secure legal recognition. Their lives
unfold in mixed neighborhoods shaped by religious economies,
informal labor markets, and bureaucratic precarity. This article
argues that Afghan refugee life in Mashhad must be understood
through a relational lens that captures the simultaneous
presence of inherited kin ties and provisional urban solidarities,
as well as the tension between social rootedness and juridical
exclusion. Rather than treating Afghan refugees as either
victims of a failed refugee regime or exemplars of heroic urban
resilience, the article proposes a conceptual intervention:

rethinking refugee urbanism beyond the binaries of camp/city
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and kinship/improvisation. By foregrounding the everyday
labor through which Afghans sustain social life under
conditions of durable uncertainty, the article contributes to a
broader rethinking of displacement, belonging, and urban

sociality.
Method and Data

The article is based on long-term ethnographic engagement
with Afghan communities in Mashhad between 2014 and 2021,
combined with comparative conceptual analysis. Fieldwork
was conducted primarily in mixed neighborhoods in the eastern
peripheries of the city, areas shaped by pilgrimage economies,
informal housing, and migrant labor. Rather than relying on
formal interviews or representative samples, the research
followed everyday interactions, household arrangements,
neighborhood negotiations, and encounters with bureaucratic
institutions. The methodological approach is deliberately
conceptual rather than purely descriptive. Afghan refugee life
is not treated as raw data to be explained by existing theories;
instead, it is used as a site from which dominant theoretical
assumptions are interrogated. The article places ethnographic
observations in dialogue with two bodies of literature: Middle
Eastern refugee studies, especially work on Palestinian camps,
and African urban anthropology focused on improvisation and
infrastructure. Attention is also paid to absence, interruption,
and silence: missing documents, broken kin relations due to
deportation, suspended legal statuses, and relationships that
are strategically activated or disavowed. Everyday artifacts—
rental agreements, school registrations, humanitarian letters—
are analyzed not only for their content but for how they
circulate socially and produce inclusion or exclusion.

Findings

The findings are organized around three interrelated themes.
First, kinship among Afghan refugees appears neither as a
stable moral infrastructure nor as a remnant of tradition.
Instead, kin relations are selective, situational, and often
ambivalent. Extended family ties may provide care, housing, or
access to resources, but they can also become sites of pressure,
obligation, and shame under conditions of prolonged precarity.
Kinship is continuously reworked: sometimes foregrounded,
sometimes strategically muted, sometimes replaced by other
forms of relational support. Second, Afghan refugees cultivate
cautious urban solidarities beyond kinship. Relationships with
neighbors, co-workers, landlords, school intermediaries, and
religious networks emerge as crucial infrastructures of survival.
These ties are provisional and reversible, shaped by partial trust
and limited knowledge. They resemble the improvisational

networks described in African urban anthropology, yet they are
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embedded in a temporality of long-term exclusion rather than
short-term crisis. Third, Afghan urban life in Mashhad is
structured by a condition of durable legal uncertainty. Refugees
are socially present and economically indispensable, yet
juridically suspended. Access to housing, work, and education
is mediated through informal arrangements and personal
than

incrementally through everyday participation rather than

mediation rather rights. Belonging is practiced

secured through legal recognition.
Discussion and Conclusion

The article argues that neither the camp paradigm nor urban
improvisation alone can account for the lived realities of
Afghan Mashhad. The

overemphasizes enclosure, return, and kinship stability, while

refugees in camp paradigm
Africanist urban theory often underplays legal precarity and
displacement as enduring conditions. By bringing these
literatures into conversation, the article proposes an alternative
conceptualization of refugee urbanism centered on relational
hybridity. Kinship and improvisation are not opposing logics
but intertwined practices that operate across different
temporalities. Afghan refugees inhabit a form of urban life
characterized by durable provisionality: a condition in which
social rootedness coexists with perpetual uncertainty. The
article concludes that studying Afghan refugees in Mashhad
calls for a rethinking of how anthropology writes about
displacement. Rather than resolving tensions between stability
and instability, or between belonging and exclusion, the task is
to hold these tensions together analytically. Doing so reveals
refugee life not as a failed form of urban integration, but as a
distinctive mode of social existence shaped by the ordinary
labor of sustaining relations under unequal and exclusionary

conditions.
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