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Refugees as City-Makers

AHMAD GHARBIEH + MONICA BASBOUS

On the Mappability of Things

In the 1998 essay “Human cartography: when it is 
good to map”,1 Danny Dorling responds to the reques-
tioning of conventional maps and mapmaking – one 
that had emerged in various forms during the pre-
vious 50 years and is still very much in negotiation 
today – by directing our attention to maps of a differ-
ent kind. Of the multiple ways cartography has been 
persistently challenged, we can note the situationists 
and psychogeographers in the 50s and 60s and their 
experiential strategies for exploring cities, the emer-
gence of human cartography in the 80s arguing for a 
stronger focus on people’s lives, the deconstructivist 
approach to the history of maps and their authori-
tative power,2 iconoclastic mapmaking, DeCerteau’s 
description of “the totalizing eye” as a critique of the 
planner’s longing for order and organization,3 and 
more recently, calls for feminist data visualization4 
as well as narrative/ vernacular/ participatory map-
ping being increasingly used by social researchers, 
academics and artists alike. We should also not over-

look the continuous evolution of new mapping tech-
nologies, and more importantly, the attempts to open 
access to such tools and give rise to alternative sources 
of spatial knowledge and an ever more present citizen 
cartography. Much of the critique is based on framing 
quantitative geography as unsympathetic, obsessed 
with accuracy and fostering “statistical social land-
scapes”. In that sense, the move away from classical 
cartography can be broadly seen as a shift from the 
quantitative to the qualitative. Even though “fact-
filled” maps can be sinister or blindly conventional 
at best, Dorling points out that the question “when is 
it good to map?” should not only be answered by ex-
amining “the extent to which researchers who analyse 
numbers about people ignore other ways of studying 
society”.5 By acknowledging that even data-driven 
maps can do numbers differently, Dorling encourag-
es us not to merely be critical of conventional maps, 
but to produce new kinds of maps that are themselves 
critical: operating outside “the dominant concerns of 
spatial accuracy and objectivity”.6

The mappability of things is at the heart of the 
running critical debate in cartographic theory and 
practice. We should not be surprised that maps usu-
ally favor the empirical: observable and quantifiable 
data. After all, they have often, if not always, been 
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daily lives – all without putting them at further risk. 
An impossible balance of visibility and concealment 
was to be found. At the outset of the data collection 
for the three research contributions by the editors in 
this publication, things did indeed seem unmappable. 
But not for long.

For the first project we worked on, “Syrian-owned 
Businesses in the City” (see p. 22), we were initially 
hoping to collect data with clear geographical di-
mensions and variables: locations of shops, networks 
across the country, operational trajectories, and so 
on. The small size of our sample was particularly at-
tractive for an exploration of traceable information, 
but the pressing concerns for anonymity quickly 
prompted us to formulate a new mapping direction. 
It became imperative to depart from the political vul-
nerability of the mapping subject, and to accept it as a 
driver of the information that could be collected and 
that could be visualized. New methods had to emerge 
from the raw data at hand: transcribed oral inter-
views with the business owners. Starting from this 
qualitative, speech-based data, we sought to identify 
recurring themes and concerns in order to allow for 
measurable patterns to come forth. This produced an 
initial reading whereby the juxtaposition of a particu-
lar set of qualitative variables (mention of debt, future 

an instrument of power, presented as scientific, ob-
jective evidence of the subjects they render visible 
(or invisible), and have had little room or regard for 
uncertainty. However, to admit that a map is a selec-
tive account of the complexity of the world becomes 
a starting point for questioning not only how a map 
is produced (its material conditions, its authors, its 
subjects, its methods), but equally what, or more 
precisely who, a map can map – and how the map 
itself can encapsulate these questions and render 
them visible. This inevitably raises the question of 
what and who is mappable at all – often the visible, 
the countable, the material – and gives any answer 
to that question an inherently political dimension. It 
also implies another question: what, or who, is not 
being mapped and why?  

This becomes particularly pertinent when con-
fronted with the prospect of mapping refugee prac-
tices in the city, a category of people that in the re-
cent context of Lebanon is elusive, if not systemically 
rendered invisible. The objective is to move beyond 
“census cartography” – exemplified perfectly by the 
undifferentiated cluster representations of refugees 
by humanitarian agencies such as UNHCR – and to-
wards more generative and multifaceted representa-
tions with a focus on people’s navigations of their 
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ward. First, we aimed to visualize the common ge-
ographies of the research participants by identifying 
shared geographical references. While the singular 
and linear mentioned urban forms (streets, bridges, 
stairs, landmarks…) were straightforward, the ex-
panse and boundaries of the mentioned surface el-
ements (neighborhoods, sectors, zones…) were not: 
these can take on various understandings both within 
their multiple administrative definitions and in peo-
ple’s everyday practice of the city. Where possible, we 
used the smallest administrative unit (the sector) as 
a geographical reference and aimed to mitigate the 
certainty of these units’ boundaries by treating them 
as unbounded, and sometimes continuous, textures 
of varying density, generated by the frequency with 
which these areas were mentioned. Where no ad-
ministrative unit existed for a mentioned area, we 
referred to open-source maps as a repository of col-
lectively defined neighborhoods. In addition, choos-
ing not to include a reference base map was another 
step in affirming the uncertainty of these boundaries, 
and a means to emphasize the geographical experi-
ence of these participants as constituting a map – a 
representation of the world – in its own right, with 
its specific boundaries, centralities, dis-continuities, 
and absences. In parallel to this quantitative map, we 

plans, relationship to neighborhood, etc.) aimed to 
generate a more quantifiable “measure of success”. 
However, with success being a deeply subjective no-
tion, these visualizations are perhaps more pertinent 
if read as indicators of difference, deconstructing the 
monolithic accounts of Syrian refugees as put forth 
by dominant discourse. In a second reading of the 
data, speech analysis allowed us to interpret certain 
occurrences in the interviews as indicators of particu-
lar challenges and concerns the business owners are 
facing. By abstracting the data through categorization 
and quantification, we were able to identify overarch-
ing concerns, their extent and their intersections; by 
delving back into the complexity of the transcribed 
interviews, we were able to further deconstruct these 
concerns and substantiate them; and by using quotes 
from the interviews within the diagrams, we provide 
insight into how interpretation was carried out and 
expose the inner workings of the mapping method

The second research on “Young Syrian Men in 
Geitaoui” (see p. 110) resulted in data that was more 
geographical by nature. Information about known 
landmarks and areas of the city as well as impressions 
about these locations by the interlocutors allowed us 
to produce our first “map of Beirut”. But the way we 
arrived at this map was by no means straightfor-
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encountered nuances in participants’ accounts that 
we could not disregard. This qualitative discrepancy 
led us to introduce a grading matrix within the map 
legend, without which the map would be misleading, 
despite being “accurate”. 

By the third research project, “Seeing the City as 
a Delivery Driver” (see p. 60), we were keen on con-
tinuing with the method of collecting data on spatial 
knowledge as a starting point, but the detailed and 
disparate understandings of the city by the delivery 
drivers presented a new set of challenges, as well as 
opportunities. We departed from a set of locations 
(buildings, streets and zones), used by the drivers 
as navigational landmarks within certain neighbor-
hoods. This time, we decided from the outset to limit 
our use of external geographical references, specifical-
ly when it came to defining the shapes and outlines 
of neighborhoods, relying instead on the locations 
mentioned by the drivers to derive the boundaries. 
Since we were dealing with an extensive dataset, it 
was essential to set rules – a human algorithm – that 
would ensure all interpretations and all iterations of 
a given operation would be consistent. The relation 
to the base map became central in this process: urban 
(infra)structures (malls, schools, universities, bridges, 
highways, river…) proved that scale and embodied 
experience needed to be taken into account. This 
demonstrated early on the impossibility of relying 
on computation for generating these forms. Another 
challenge of this big dataset was its readability. More 
than ever, it was crucial for each map to be centered 
around one clear argument, which would determine 
everything from its scale and level of complexity, to 
the degree of its legibility, its margin of error, title, 
legend, cropping, and visual treatment. In this sense, 
the dataset effectively produced a mapset, a series of 
cartographical snapshots that work together to de-
liver a glimpse into the complex lived geographies of 
Syrian deliverymen. Working across the levels of the 
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city, of the neighborhood, and of the street allowed us 
to identify human-scale typologies of spatial under-
standing, to discern the formations of neighborhoods, 
and to read city-scale geographies. 

In these three exercises, we aimed to put the lived 
experiences of the refugees at the center, and to allow 
for their knowledge to directly inform the language 
and method of their representation. In many aspects, 
we can consider these maps a departure from conven-
tional cartographic methods as much as they are a 
departure from conventional representations of refu-
gees. However, each project posed specific conditions 
that determined how we negotiated these experiences 
with our own. In effect, both mappers are present, to 
different degrees, throughout these representations: 
we have interpreted and abstracted stories and did 
not attempt to pass that layer as matter-of-fact, we 
have accepted uncertainty in the data and the gaps 
in our own knowledge, we were the human hand en-
acting the algorithm… 

As mappers in these projects but also dwellers 
of the city, we hope that both these positions have 
informed our visualizations and contributed to what 
different things different kinds of mappings can con-
sider, “not necessarily by making them more accu-
rate or objective but, for a start, by being more honest 
about how and why they are made and by teaching 
more carefully about how to read them.”7

1, 5, 6, 7 Dorling, D. 1998. “Human cartography: when it is good to 
map,” Environment and Planning A, 30, 277-288.
2 Harley, J. B. 1989. “Deconstructing the Map,” Cartographica, 
26(2): 1-20.
3 de Certeau, M. 1988. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley; Los 
Angeles; London: University of California Press.
4 D’Ignazio, C. 2015. “What Would Feminist Data Visualization Look 
Like?”, online at: https://civic.mit.edu/feminist-data-visualization

Ahmad Gharbieh + Monica Basbous | On the Mappability of Things
أحمد غربية + مونيكا بصبوص | ما يمكن رسمه كخريطة


