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Finalist for the Dayton Literary Peace PrizeNamed a Best of Book of the Year by The Economist
and Foreign AffairsLos Angeles Times Book Prize FinalistThe Dadaab refugee camp is many
things: to the charity workers, it’s a humanitarian crisis; to the Kenyan government, a “nursery for
terrorists”; to the Western media, a dangerous no-go area. But to its half a million residents, it’s
their last resort.Situated hundreds of miles from any other settlement, deep within the
inhospitable desert of northern Kenya where only thorn bushes grow, Dadaab is a city like no
other. Its buildings are made from mud, sticks, or plastic. Its entire economy is grey. And its
citizens survive on rations and luck. Over the course of four years, Ben Rawlence became a
firsthand witness to a strange and desperate place, getting to know many of those who had
come seeking sanctuary. Among them are Guled, a former child soldier who lives for football;
Nisho, who scrapes an existence by pushing a wheelbarrow and dreaming of riches; Tawane,
the indomitable youth leader; and Kheyro, a student whose future hangs upon her education.In
City of Thorns, Rawlence interweaves the stories of nine individuals to show what life is like in
the camp, sketching the wider political forces that keep the refugees trapped. Lucid, vivid, and
illuminating, City of Thorns is an urgent human story with deep international repercussions,
brought to life through the people who call Dabaab home.

RUNNER-UP FOR THE Dayton Literary Peace Prize | FINALIST IN THE Los Angeles Times
BOOK AWARDS| FINALIST for the Sacherbuch Preis. LONG LISTED FOR THE American
Literary Association | The Los Angeles Times 10 MOST IMPORTANT BOOKS OF 2016"[A]
remarkable book…. Like Dadaab itself, the story has no conclusion. Iti is a portrait, beautifully
and moving painted. And it is more than that. At a time when newspapers are filled with daily
images of refugees arriving in boats on Europe’s shores, when politicians and governments
grapple with solutions to migration and erect ever larger walls and fences, it is an important
reminder that a vast majority of the world’s refugees never get as far as a boat or a border of the
developed world.”―The New York Times Book Review"[An] ambitious, morally urgent new
book."―The New York Times“Magisterial….We see Dadaab through an accumulation of vivid
impressions….[The book] moves like a thriller.”―Los Angeles Times“The most absorbing book
in recent memory about life in refugee camps… Mr. Rawlence’s major feat is stripping away the
anonymity that so often is attached to the word “refugee” by delving deeply into the lives of nine
people in the camp. By doing so, he transforms its denizens from faceless victims into three-
dimensional human beings. Along the way, Dadaab emerges from the ever-present heat and
dust to become much more than a refugee camp. It is a real, if very peculiar, city.”―Howard
French, The Wall Street Journal"In light of the contemporary crisis, City of Thorns serves as a
cautionary tale. Rawlence's portrait of nine Dadaab residents offers a stark counterpoint to the



rhetoric that too often speaks for refugees....This is a vital book at a critical moment in global
history."―Minneapolis Star Tribune“City of Thorns…brilliantly details the intimate histories of
residents of Dadaab, a massive, United Nations-maintained camp in Kenya for people stuck in
legal limbo after escaping from sectarian violence in Somalia.”―Chicago Tribune“Rawlence...is
more than able to move the reader, introducing us to some of the people in Dadaab in his
exceptional first book.”―Newsday“Gripping.”―The Economist"City of Thorns is revelatory read. It
is a lesson in politics, geography, economics, and humanity. Ben Rawlence's book will give
readers the same insight into Dadaab that Katherine Boo gave readers into Mumbai with her
book Beyond the Beautiful Forevers. This is an important book that will open your eyes and your
heart.”―Everyday eBook"[Rawlence] has done a remarkable job, bringing home the reality
behind those statistics by telling us what life is really like inside one of those camps...
Rawlence's description of the camp economy is fascinating and shocking... A masterful account.
Next time someone refers derisively to a 'bunch of migrants,' get them to read this book."―The
Sunday Times (London)“That Rawlence has managed to capture so much of this unlikely city’s
chaos and confusion in a narrative that is very nearly impossible to put down is an achievement
in reportage that few have matched. Dadaab’s half a million residents could not have asked for a
better champion than this researcher for Human Rights Watch, and while the facts and figures
he shares are stunning, it is the nine individuals whose stories he focuses on who give the book
its heart…Comparisons to Katherine Boo’s Behind the Beautiful Forevers (2012) are spot-
on.”―Booklist (starred review)“With remarkable intimacy, Rawlence reveals the humanity of
these people in crisis who must struggle to survive in the overcrowded camp....A significant,
timely, and gloomy tale that reveals the human costs of a growing world crisis.” ―Kirkus
Reviews“By combining his own experiences with interviews with residents of Dadaab,
[Rawlence] makes the human rights crisis-rarely covered in the media-vivid and immediate for
readers....This is a compelling examination of the tragedy of a place where one 'can only
survive...by imagining a life elsewhere.'”―Publishers Weekly (starred review)"City of Thorns is a
powerful and timely reminder of how unresolved conflicts, from Somalia to Syria, have
contributed to the unprecedented global refugee crisis. Ben Rawlence's intimate, vivid portrait of
the forgotten refugees in Dadaab is a much needed effort to close the humanity gap between
the West and the rest. A must-read."―Kim Ghattas, author of The Secretary: A Journey with
Hillary Clinton from Beirut to the Heart of American Power“City of Thorns is a brilliant if haunting
book that reveals just what it means to be numbered among the countless tens of thousands of
refugees whose existence has been shattered by conflict, who survive with nothing, cast adrift
from tradition and security, obliged to cobble together shadow lives from the detritus of memory
and lost dreams. It is at once both an intimate story of redemption and hope, a prayer for the
innocent, and a damning universal indictment of all those whose monstrous acts and
vainglorious ambitions unleash the dogs of war.”―Wade Davis, author of Into the Silence: The
Great War, Mallory, and the Conquest of Everest“The most important book I've read in a long
time. Not only does it make plain modern geopolitics, and what makes a refugee, it holds deeper



truths about humanity and the system we have designed to preserve it when all seems lost. I
worked in these camps at the height of this crisis. I needed this book. As we face a world with
more people displaced from their homes than any ever before, City of Thorns is essential
reading.”―Dr. James Maskalyk, author of Six Months in Sudan“Where once writers made myths,
now increasingly it’s the writer’s job to unmake the myths created by modern media. City of
Thorns is a clear-eyed account of people living in limbo and a testament both to human frailty
and human resilience. By recounting the stories of a few Rawlence sheds light on all the stories
of all in the refugees in all the camps that will never be told. As timely as Rachel Carson’s Silent
Spring―this book should be required reading.”―Aminatta Forna, author of The Memory of
Love“At a time when West governments are obsessing over migrant flows, City of Thorns offers
unique insights into what prompts people to abandon their ancestral homes in the first place and
the dreams that send them questing for a better life. Researching this book can't have been
easy. Ben Rawlence is to be congratulated not just for his accessible writing style, but for his
modesty, pluck and determination.”―Michela Wrong, author of In the Footseps of Mr. Kurtz and
Borderlines“To us they are just numbers, but refugees, asylum seekers and economic migrants
are names, lives, sons, daughters, lovers, people full of hope and grit. In this book Ben
Rawlence has given us a complex tapestry of refugee life without romanticising it. It is like a
Brueghel picture in words. An eloquent testimony by a writer with heart.”―Yasmin Alibhai-Brown,
author of Refusing the Veil and The Settler's Cookbook"City of Thorns elegantly portrays a place
and its people at the very fringes of our society, yet also at the heart of its problems. Written with
great integrity and insight, this is an urgent, important book that needs to be read. Through
tireless and empathetic reportage Rawlence has worked for 5 years to give Dadaab a voice.
Now we should listen."―Owen Sheers, author of I Saw a Man“Compassionate and powerful, this
book gets to the heart of the tragedy of Somalia, and the struggles that face those displaced by
war and want in eastern Africa. To better understand the current crisis of migration in our modern
world, start here.”―David Anderson, professor of African HistoryAbout the AuthorBen Rawlence
is a former researcher for Human Rights Watch in the horn of Africa. He is the author of City of
Thorns and Radio Congo and has written for a wide range of publications, including The
Guardian, the London Review of Books, and Prospect. He is the founder and director of Black
Mountains College and lives with his family in Wales.
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Bryan Thomas Weikel, “What it is really like to be a refugee in a camp.. Never have I gotten to
know refugee camp residents so well as in this book. I am not an aid worker so I haven't had
real-world experience, but as far as what you can get from a book this is the best I have read. I
have read other books written by aid workers that describe the experience for them, but Ben
Rawlence has made this book 98% about the story of the refugee camp residents - from their
perspective. He evidently got to know the people he wrote about very well and very meticulously
documented their stories. He then tells their stories very well. He also had each of the people
review what he wrote about them (or actually read to them what he wrote) to make sure that his
description of their suffering, joys, frustration, pain, and thoughts were all accurate. If you want to
know what really goes on in a refugee camp, (and some of the international forces that drive the
camp policy), and what compels a people to take refuge in a camp (and to leave it) this is the
best book you can read.”

StarK, “That is just my preference and has nothing to do with the content other than I like to go
back and look at the maps as .... For me, it is hard for me to read on my iPhone with the Kindle
app, but it is still an interesting book. I would buy it in paper form instead, though. I think it is
easier to flip real paper pages back and forth than to flip virtual pages back and forth. That is
just my preference and has nothing to do with the content other than I like to go back and look at
the maps as I read about the various places. I imagine that my students and/or their families
have had similar experiences to the people in this book and I think it helps me to understand
them better.  I wish everyone would read it whether they work with refugees or not.”

Tony G., “Informative and Important Read. Excellent, interesting, and easy to read. I'm a teacher
in a school with many Somali refugee students and while taking Somali classes through
community ed. the teacher (who was from Dadaab camp) recommended it. I think the book and
Rawlence's experiences with the people in the book help most of us who have minimal
knowledge of the situation gain some perspective on the refugee experience and the many
challenges we never think about. It's hard to imagine growing up and living in an area the
geographical size of New Orleans with 400,000+ others and no building permits near war torn
areas where no one wants you, not the Kenyan government or the largely controlled territories of
Al-Shabaab. Google image Dadaab to get an idea of what the camps look like. If you want to
gain some perspective on the situation in Somalia and refugee experiences in general, this is a
must read!”

wjb, “Trials of Endurance. I completed this book left with a feeling of profound sadness. This was
an eye-opening account of what these people endure on a daily basis - war surrounding them,
lack of food, privacy, the elements, and stuck right in the middle of the inevitable tug of war
regarding politics. This should be required reading. Just this week my church sponsored a



family of 13, I believe, who had been living in a refugee camp for 19 years. They now have
housing thanks to members of the congregation who answered the call for assistance. The
culture shock will be something they will all have to come to terms with, but I can only imagine
their joy.”

Atef Sakr, “Lack of education. Education and poverty are interlinked. Ignorance politics and war
are also intertwined. People are paying the price for their corrupt politicians.”

Diane, “I love the way this book was written. This is the first review I have ever written on any
anything. This book has changed me and made my world larger in understanding who Jesus
says my neighbor is. I love the way this book was written, it does give you facts, but more
importantly it gives you real people living in this nightmare and trying to survive and hold on to
hope. It made me cry for the horrendous acts of oppression and evil people are capable of doing
to each other without a conscience of what their doing.It made me realize that people without
hope are people in danger of committing horrible acts against humanity to survive. I gave this
this book 5 stars because I can never be the same after reading it. Being changed for the good
of my fellow man is what makes any book worth reading.”

Dennis, “Educational read. Interesting, educational, sad. Injustices brought to the light. I would
recommend this book to anyone interested in learning more about the plight of refugees.”

Ahasverus, “While this work could have easily become a mush of colonial/imperialistic navel-
gazing-guilt. A work with a clear concept and execution, it resists the temptation to both
melodrama and tangents. It is a simple, descriptive narrative which does not get bogged down
or dawdle and, well to its credit, does not preach or put forth some explicit or heavy-handed
moral message. While this work could have easily become a mush of colonial/imperialistic
navel-gazing-guilt, it instead simply presents persons of interests and their lives within a given
range of time, leaving the reader to make of them what the reader will.”

Mandrake, “An economic review of City of Thorns. I read this for Economics book club (why? Not
sure, I will find out tonight. I think that the member who chose it knows the author), and my
review therefore focuses just on its economic aspects. I expect that most Amazon readers will
come to this book for an insight into the human aspects of the refugee crisis in Somalia, in which
case this review may be of limited interest. Still, I found it surprisingly interesting from an
economics point of view in that it shed light on the necessary conditions for a successful state/
welfare state. Here are my notes:SynopsisThe book describes life inside Dadaab the largest
refugee camp in the world, through the stories of 9 people. All the subjects have fled to Dadaab
from Somalia to escape the war or famine. Life in the camp is seen entirely through the eyes of
the 9 subjects. The effectiveness of the UN Refugee program is not addressed directly, but its
pluses and minuses are observed through its effects on the lives of the subjects. No UN



personnel are given a voice, so the costs and difficulties of maintaining the camp are not
addressed.CritiqueAlthough the book is primarily concerned with the humanitarian aspects of
the UN Refugee program, it was also a very interesting socio-economic text. It was full of
examples of markets developing for supposedly free public goods and services, and thereby
illustrated the requirements for a successful welfare state. I also thought that it shed light on the
fundamental role of security in the development and maintenance of the state.• Security: Mancur
Olson traces the development of the state to warlords who found it more profitable to tax a
captive population than to raid them. Populations who are regularly raided have no incentive to
produce anything, as they know that it will be taken from them. A captive, protected population
was thus more productive for a warlord, than a free, impoverished one. Security is therefore the
necessary condition for production. The book provided first hand evidence of that. In Somalia
society functioned adequately despite the absence of effective government until the security
situation was undermined by the appearance of al-Shabab militants. The refugees are happy to
return to Somalia if there is even the hope of peace, knowing that they will need to rebuild their
lives largely without the help of the Somali state or the UN.Why then does the UN establish the
Dadaab refugee camp (in effect a small separate state within Kenya), without establishing
internal and external security? This failure leads to the camps infiltration by al-Shabaab, the
kidnapping of UN workers and their withdrawal. It also costs Dadaab its legitimacy within Kenya
where it is seen as a security threat and demands are made for the camp to be closed down.The
outsourcing of security arrangements to the Kenyan authorities, while understandable, is deeply
unsatisfactory, and an abrogation of the UN’s responsibility. The Kenyan’s are outsiders with no
stake in the Dadaab community, and are not accountable to it. As a result they can abuse their
position with impunity. The police in Dadaab beat, steal and rob rather than provide protection:
they are Mancur Olson's warlords.• Incentives: Within the camp the UN teaches Western Liberal
values of human rights, gender equality, democracy, transparency and accountability. These are
the values that it hopes to inspire in the inhabitants of Dadaab. However, day to day life in the
camp does not adhere to these values, and so these words become just a mantra that the
refugees must recite if they hope to get a job with the refugee agencies or to obtain asylum in a
Western country. The fundamental problem is that within the camp there is little incentive to
adhere to western values, and no punishment for transcending them. Thus, camp youth leader
Tawane who has a central role within the camp, and is well-versed in the anti-FGM rhetoric has
his own daughter circumcised. When he is threatened by al-Shabab for co-operating with the
UN, the UN refuses to protect him, and instead suggests that he flee to Nairobi. The UN
espouses these values but refuses to use force to defend them. It is no wonder that the camps
inhabitants view white people as “naive, delicate humans, always smelling of soap, clutching
bottles of water and afraid to walk in the street.” (p.135)• Persuasion versus coercion: the inability
of the UN to provide security for the camp is a result of its preference for using persuasion to
motivate people, and a fundamental reluctance to use coercive force. Their approach would
seem to rely on everyone believing in the purity of their motive, and then signing up to their



modern liberal values. They seem to have made no provision for the policing of the camp which
they have outsourced to the Kenyan authorities, who regard the refugees as an unwanted
nuisance. The camp police extort or steal from the refugees, and rent their services out for sex or
money. As the security situation within the camp deteriorates further and two UN workers are
kidnapped, the Western staff retreat behind barricades leaving services to be run by paid local
staff. The Western relief agencies do not want to “impose solutions from afar,” but as security
deteriorates their failure to address the security situation means the refugees are abandoned to
confront al-Shabab on their own. The agencies unwillingness to use force of arms to defend the
camp, and its inhabitants, leaves the refugees defenceless in the face of al-Shabab on one side,
and corrupt and abusive Kenyan authorities on the other.• Public versus private markets: a
purely public good should be non-excludable (everyone should have equal access to it, e.g. a
park, roads), non-rival (one person using it should not prevent others also using it e.g. street
lighting) and non-rejectable (users cannot reject it e.g. defence). Most goods and services
provided by the state do not pass these tests. The book was very interesting in its depiction of
how goods and services that either were or should have been provided for free within the camp
were traded instead: public provisions became the subject of private markets. Thus the refugees
trade their UNHCR food for money, to buy private services they require such as telephone calls
to Somalia. This food leaks into local Kenyan markets where it undermines prices and the
livelihoods of local farmers. Other examples of private markets for public goods are:o Ration
cards (a ration card for a family of 10 has a market value of 10,000 Shillings)o Kenyan passports,
Id’s and Visa’so Food tokenso Clothes, blankets, stoves, plastic sheets etco Freedom to remain
move around Kenya without the appropriate IDo Police serviceso Hospital treatment in Nairobio
Access to the lottery for resettlement slotso Resettlement slots. Of all the services provided by
the UNHCR permanent resettlement in the West is the most valuable, and resettlement slots are
sold on the black market for up to $10,000 each. As a result they are the subject of corruption
within the UNHCR itself.In its refusal to define fixed and defended borders for the camp, the UN
undermines the public provision of services as the steady inflow of refugees means that demand
always outstrips supply. These services then become rival rather than non-rival, and corrupt
workers demand bribes for access to them.ConclusionAn interesting book which seemed to me
to provide a real-life example of the old saying “the road to hell is paved with good intentions.” It
describes life in a failed state, albeit one established by the UN.”

MaiaTheBee, “Life as a Refugee Guinea Pig. An unique insight into the Somalia refugee camps
in Kenya. The author through the life stories of various camp residents portrays the true picture
of life as a human guinea pig, in a refugee camp dependent on wealthy Western charities. The
food consists of ground maize meal, flour and dried beans. Blankets, cheap tents and water
rations comprise a bare survival existence. The residents are stuck in the middle of nowhere and
some have endured these conditions for 30 years or more. They are unable to work, resented
by the host country, surviving on paltry food rations with no recreation except to make babies.



The camps house grand parents that arrived as children and have now fathered the 3rd
generation of detainees.We learn of the scams within the charity establishment and the few
getting rich out of the existence of this hell hole. The purpose of these camps seems amounts to
nothing more than a reason continue fund raising. Begging appeals on TV showing sad
malnourished children. Why hasn't contraception been made available to these poor people OR
would that defeat the whole purpose of these camps.Well written by an insider”

Lucy, “No words are enough to praise this book. It has changed the way I understand the news
when I see reports from this region. And other regions too, including my own. It gives little hope,
but so much true empathy and depth of vision about the individual people and the harsh realities
which are its subject matter. It's a wonderful piece of work, beautifully written and yet giving
properly backed up sources of information, beyond the personal accounts it relays, in the notes
to each chapter.”

samantha, “Highly recommend this book. I listened to the abridged version of this on radio 4's
book of the week and really enjoyed it so bought the book. It is not at all depressing as the
subject matter may lead you to think. The author has written a true story out of the experiences
of nine individuals he met on his visits to the forgotten refugee camps in Kenya. It is eye opening,
at times funny, poignant and dignified in its presentation of the day to day struggles of the
refugees and their resourcefulness and positivity when living in such harsh conditions. You feel
like you really know these people and you want to help fight their corner, to remind the world that
they still exist, no refugee camp should become a permanent city. Highly recommend it.”

Mrs R., “Excellent read. very well written a real eye opener, unfortunately its easy to forget what
else goes on in the world This book does make you think how lucky we are to live in Western
society, but realisation of how money can bring about corruption of the less fortunate.”

The book by Ben Rawlence has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 259 people have provided feedback.
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