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ABSTRACT

All refugees suffer from a range of physical, psychological, and social problems that
may include memory problems, depression, anxiety, etc. Palestinian refugees in
particular need safety and humanitarian assistance due to being victims of forcible
and arbitrary displacement from their homeland. The Palestinian refugees displaced
in Malaysia have experienced traumatic events and suffer from symptoms of
depression and anxiety, in addition to experiencing difficulties in dealing with the
stressors of adjustment. The experience of traumatic pain and multiple losses
coupled with the struggle for survival in a foreign community place them at risk for
diminished health and psychosocial well-being. The refugees’ psychological and
psychosocial problems call for more research about them in order to have holistic
approach to their issues to compliment the existing efforts. The aim of this study was
to investigate the Palestinian refugees’ psychosocial problems in order to provide the
proper assistance to overcome trauma, depression, and anxiety. The methodology
used was the quantitative research design employing a survey method on a sample of
100. The findings showed that the Palestinian refugees of both genders suffer from
symptoms of trauma, anxiety, depression and displacement anxiety at different
degrees. The findings also showed that the humanitarian interventions being
provided to be inadequate.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

Human history is fed with stories of forced migration and evacuation. The importance
of safety and the obligation to protect the persecuted are part of all great religions,
traditions and texts throughout early history across Europe and the Middle East. Sites
of worship were recognized as places of sanctuary and protection, offering refugee to
people fleeing wars, political upheavals, and religious strives in near distant lands
(Loescher, Betts, & Milner, 2008). However, refugees only became a significant
international issue after the formation of the modern state system in the seventeenth
century. Moreover, as the number of refugees rose, refugees became the cause of the
twentieth century, and some of the elements of modern refugee law began to be
formulated in response (L oescher et al., 2008).

Apparently, when presenting the refugees issue, one is struck by diversity; a
large number of refugee groups from distinct cultures are forced to flee due to awide
variety of historical circumstances. However, scientifically, it is possible to develop a
perspective which sees certain consistencies in the refugee experience and refugee
behavior. The basic premise, which this research approaches, is based on the fact that
there is a refugee experience and that this experience produces what David (1969)
named ‘refugee behavior’. Refugees should be seen as a social psychological type
whose behavior is socially patterned. Refugees problems should be analyzed from a
general, historical, and comparative perspective that views them as recurring

phenomenon with identifiable and often identical patterns of behavior and sets of



causalities. Specific refugees situations should not be treated as unique, atypical, or
individual historical events, but rather as part of a general subject; refugee behavior,
problems, and situations that recur in many contexts, times and regions.

It seems that there is scholarly attention to the refugees problem which is
reasonable because of the nature of the problem itself especially when it comes to the
Palestinian refugees cause. Some aspects of refugee researches appear to fit fairly
easily into a disciplinary or study framework. Such aspects are like refugees mental
health, but most of the researches are inter-disciplinary and would benefit from
cooperation among scholars with different skills. The breadth of the refugees
problems demands a multidisciplinary approach.

Palestine is one of the areas where refugees have terrible experience due to a
series of conflicts and wars since Israel’s invasion of their homeland in 1948, but this
issue seems to be unique. This invasion led to massive displacement of Palestinians
both internally and externally. As a result, there has been a tremendous increase in the
number of uprooted refugees.

Palestinian refugees problem has been the core of the Arab-Israel conflict
since 1948. Palestinian refugees are those people, who fled or were expelled from
their homes during and after the 1948 war. The 1951 UN Convention on the status of
refugees defines a“refugee” asfollows:

Any person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for

reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social

group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and

isunable, or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country

of his former habitual residence is unable, or owing or such fear, is
unwilling to return to it (www.unhcr.org).

Having become part of the British Mandate, some parts of Palestine were
declared as the State of Isragl after the war. It is a complex historic and existentialist

problem that involves matters of political and religious identity, demography, and



strategy. It is a conflict of competing grievances, traumas, and psychological
disturbances.
Palestinian refugees are unique; therefore, the United Nations Relief and Work
Agency (UNRWA) has its own operationa definition of Palestinian refugees as
follows:
Palestinian refugees are persons whose normal place of residence was
Palestine between June 1946 and May 1948, who lost both their homes

and means of livelihood as a result of the 1948 Arab-Israel conflict
(www.unrwa.org).

UNRWA's definition of a refugee also covers the descendants of people who became
refugeesin 1948.

The Palestinian refugees seem to be enjoying dual privileges due to the fact
that the first definition has considered all refugees while the second focuses on the
Palestinians and their descendants. The definitions differ slightly in content; the
second definition provides broader composition of the refugees including their
descendents unlike the first, which focuses more on the individual refugee. Due to the
discrepancies of the definitions, Palestinian refugees remain vulnerable to inadequate
participation in the society they live in. At present as some host societies may
capitalize on the content of the second definition that specifically targets Palestinian
refugees.

Generally, refugees are not a homogeneous population, they hail from different
countries and cultures, and have, in their own and other countries, a wide range of
experiencesthat may affect their health and nutritiona state. In addition, refugees cope
with the difficulties of leaving behind afamiliar culture and environment and trying to
settle into an unfamiliar country. They also face the same ups and downs of life that

everyone experiences. While refugees are marvelously resilient, many are unable to



overcome the effects of torture and trauma without the support of services such as
counseling.

Refugees everywhere in the world have experienced one form of torture or
other traumatic events. These experiences include rape, beating, bombing, murder,
and disappearance of loved ones. The psychosocial impact of disasters is attracting
increasing attention, especialy the one that involves refugees in order to prepare
intervention strategy, restore their psychological functioning and to integrate fully into
the environment they find themselvesin.

Refugees displaced in Maaysia are of no different from others; they have
similar experience of psychologica imbaance just like any other displaced
individuals residing in various locations as refugees across the globe. Assessing the
psychosocial needs of this calibre of individuals will be a good footstep towards

making counseling intervention strategy more effective.

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Palestinian refugees in Malaysia are not different from other refugees residing in other
places in terms of problems associated with refugees. They need safety and
humanitarian assistance. Humanitarian assistance is mitigating the effects of the
conflict on Palestinian refugees. This assistance is also often preventing the worsening
of humanitarian crises. It is only a temporary measure aimed at alleviating suffering.
In this view, UNRWA has noted that emergency assistance is not substitute for a
comprehensive political solution; it can only mitigate the effects of the crisis on the
most vulnerable. However, Palestinian refugees outside UNRWA'’ s area are eligible to

assistance from United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in line



with the current interpretation of the 1951 Refugee Convention and division of roles
between UNRWA and UNHCR.

Virtually, al refugees including Palestinians suffer from a range of physical,
psychological, and social problems that may include memory and concentration
problems, depression, anxiety, nightmares, and anger. The refugees reflect the
problems of the uprooted individuals and traumatic experiences encountered. Tribe
(2002) stated that there appears to be three maor hypotheses that dominate the

literature on refugees’ trauma and psychosocia problem:

1. Anyonewho has been through the experiences of an asylum-seeker and has lost
so much must be ‘damaged’ or traumatized,;

2. People are very resilient and any reaction they have must be a normal one to
abnormal events.

3. Many refugees go through immensely trying times, which may be extremely
distressing, and some may benefit from appropriate psychologica help, which

may not always be best presented as they may expect.

The Palestinian refugees have been backed up by international law to be given
protection wherever they are displaced around the globe. According to the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), protection encompasses. “All
activities, aimed at obtaining full respect for the rights of the individual in accordance
with the letter and the spirit of the relevant bodies of law (i.e,, human rights law,
international humanitarian law and refugee law)”. Palestinians are victims of forcible
and arbitrary displacement; therefore, the international community should provide
protection and should ensure that their basic rights are respected. The International

Human Rights Law governs their rights as individuals. The Internationa



Humanitarian Law provides additional protection for displaced persons who are
refugees and are entitled to protection under a third internationa refugee law
(UNHCR Survey, 2009).

The Refugee Convention and the UNHCR Statute single out Palestinian
refugees for exceptional treatment. By the time the Convention and Statute were
implemented, Palestinian refugees were already enclosed by a separate international
protection and assistance regime in material form in the United Nations Conciliation
Commission for Palestine (UNCCP) and in UNRWA, which were established to
provide protection and assistance to the Palestinian refugees respectively in a broad
manner.

The Palestinian refugees in Malaysia are given the opportunity to enjoy normal
lives similar to the local citizens. Therefore, the refugees get higher education in
different Malaysian universities. Some of these universities are University Malaya and
International Islamic University Malaysia, where the researcher distributed the
guestionnaire to collect the required data. The researcher ensured that the respondents
are Palestinian refugees under the UNHCR by directly asking the respondents

confidentially and individually before handing them the questionnaire to answer.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

According to Masalha (2003) the intrusion of Israel in 1948 led to the evacuation and
displacement of over 750,000 Palestinian refugees, to the loss of an enormous space
of land as well as other properties belonging to the refugees. The displacement of
Palestinians from their homeland forcefully made them to be identified as refugees.
The event has made them to have psychological disturbance which might affect their

rolesinlifeif it remains unaddressed.



As the refugees began to settle down and start to think of the homes, relatives,
and properties that they have lost, there is certainly a need for psychosocial
assessment to determine the extent of the need of these people with a view to making
them more functional in the host communities. It is certain that the refugees have
suffered from series of psychological tension and distress, which is affecting their
psychologica well-being. The need to assess the influence of social factors on mental
health and behavior cannot be underestimated with a view to designing the counseling
interventions.

The Palestinian refugees have experienced extremely traumatic events and
continue to suffer from symptoms of depression and anxiety, in addition to
experiencing difficulties in dealing with the stressors of adjustment of the new
culture. The experience of traumatic pain and multiple losses coupled with the
struggle for survival in aforeign community place them at risk for diminished health
and psychosocial well-being. The psychological and psychosocial problems of the
Palestinian refugees displaced either in Malaysia or elsewhere, call for more research
about them in order to have holistic approach to their issues to compliment the

existing efforts.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This study aims to investigate the refugees’ psychosocia problemsin order to provide
the proper assistance to overcome trauma, depression, anxiety, etc. bearing in mind
that such problems are associated with combined experience from uprooting from
homeland down to camp life and finally resettlement in a new environment. Therefore
the purpose of the study is to assess the psychosocial needs of the Palestinian refugees

displaced in Malaysia with a view to determining the implication for counseling.



RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

The research has the following objectives:

1

To determine the psychosocia problems among Palestinian refugees displaced in
Malaysia

To determine whether there is a difference of psychosocial support needs among
genders of the Palestinian refugees displaced in Maaysia.

To assess the effectiveness of the existing intervention among the refugees
displaced in Malaysia.

To determine local community’ s acceptance of the Palestinian refugees displaced

in Maaysia.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1.

2.

3.

4.

What are psychosocial problems among Palestinian refugees displaced in
Malaysia?

Are there any differences in psychosocial support needs among genders in
Palestinian refugees displaced in Malaysia?

To what extent do the existing intervention strategies assist the Palestinian
refugees displaced in Malaysia?

What are the perceptions of Palestinian refugees towards their acceptance in the

local community in Malaysia?

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

The need for psychosocial support to adapt to the new environment cannot be ruled

out, thus such assessment will be a milestone for providing information on counseling



intervention strategies. This research has significant importance to relevant refugees
aswell as agencies at national and international level.

Furthermore, the research will assist the agency responsible for refugees
(UNHCR) and other organizations that deal with refugees to have clear picture of the
psychosocial needs of the refugees. Consequently, provide adequate psychosocial
support to the refugees. Moreover, it will help these agencies to develop appropriate
counseling intervention so as to integrate the cost of counseling program in their
annual budgetary plan.

The research will also increase the refugees agencies awareness of the exact
trauma being experienced by refugees and other related problems on individual and
group basis so as to prepare for intervention in order to improve the well-being of the
refugees, which is one of the objectives of the agencies.

The study will also provide the basis for effective counseling intervention as it
will provide the degree of psychosocial needs and explore the social factors that
influence the displaced Palestinian refugees mentality and behaviors especialy in
Malaysia so as to provide measures for prevention and intervention.

Economically, the research will determine the extent of the psychosocial needs
so that the United Nation High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) in charge of
refugees’ affairs, and other organizations such as Non-governmental Organizations
(NGO) that supplements the effort of UNHCR to have allocated funds for counseling
intervention and prevention.

The necessary clinical help will be provided to the Palestinian refugees who
suffer from emotional problems such as depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress,

as well as psychological difficulties. This will help the counselors to carry out the



relevant assessment; and therefore, provide the appropriate counseling intervention to

the targeted Pal estinian refugees.

OPERATIONAL DEFINITION OF TERMS

Refugee

The person that forcefully left or was gected from his original territory and was
forced to reside in other places other than his or her original place.

Needs Assessment

The ways of measuring what the refugees are in need of psychological, emotional
support etc due to the situation they are involved.

Psychosocial Problems

They relate to one's psychological development in the interaction with social
environment. These include understanding, compression, self-esteem and acceptance.
Psychological Problems

They relate to the disorder of thoughts and emotions. These include depression,
anxiety, stress disorder, neurosis, hypochondriasis, somatization disorder, factitious
disorder, schizophrenia, paranoia, mania, manic-depression, and others.

Psychosocial Needs

These are needs that enable individual integrate fully into a society when they are met.
Fitch (2008) defined psychosocial needs as those needs arising in the physical,
informational, emotional, psychosocial, social, spiritual, and practical domains as part of a
client’s experience and treatment.

Counseling

Thisis a professional relationship between counselor and client aimed at assisting the

latter to overcome personal, social, and career difficulties.

10



Intervention Strategies
A professionally designed way of assisting client to make adjustment so that he/she

could challenge the factors that hinder progress and development in life.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

The chapter has discussed the Palestinian Refugees cause that started in the mid of
the twentieth century. This research approaches refugees’ behavior of being refugees
due to the general historical and recurring experience.

Also this chapter has discussed mental health and psychosocial problems in
Palestinian Refugees displaced in Malaysia. Refugees suffer from a range of physical,
psychological and social problems, which are reflected within their life style. Many
NGOs and UN organizations such as UNHCR provide help to the Paestinian
Refugees for exceptional treatment.

The Palestinian Refugees in Malaysia are given the opportunity to enjoy
normal life similar to the local population such as hedth care and education.
Moreover, this chapter has discussed the refugees problems in order to provide the
necessary assistance to overcome trauma, depression and depression anxiety, to assess
the psychosocial needs of the refugees displaced in Malaysia, and to assess the
provided intervention and counseling programs.

In addition, the chapter discussed the help that NGOs and other international
organization and agencies need to develop in order to improve the well being of the

Palestinian refugees.
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