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Abstract:

This thesis focuses on international actors’ responses to Syrian refugee arrivals in Lebanon
since 2011. It aims to show that depoliticisation is a key modality of these foreign interventions,
structuring their discursive space and leading to the legitimisation of their existence. I argue
that this depoliticisation is deeply rooted in the hegemony of the ‘weakness paradigm’ to
describe the Lebanese state, a paradigm relying on a set of simplistic assumptions that
‘pathologise’ and technicise the state by framing it as absent, afflicted by fragmentation and
bad governance. Both the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and the
International Centre for Migration Policy Development have established a continuum of
signifiers and political labels centred around narratives of state absence, neutrality claims and
vulnerability politics. This research provides empirical grounding to the idea that
depoliticisation and repoliticisation coexist in a dialectical relation, and that repoliticisation can
have disruptive effects. Indeed, despite an initial structural imbalance of power between the
Lebanese government and the international community, the presence of refugees was used by
the former to gain leverage. Finally, I argue that Gulf donors and organisations challenge the
assumption that international actors are obliged to perform depoliticisation to gain legitimacy:
for them, the recourse to politicisation and to religious humanitarianism is a means to access

the field and legitimise their interventions without fully integrating into the UN structures.

Cette these porte sur les réponses des acteurs internationaux aux arrivées de réfugiés syriens au
Liban depuis 2011. Elle vise a montrer que la dépolitisation est une modalité clé de ces
interventions, qui structure leur espace discursif et conduit a la 1égitimation de leur existence.
Je soutiens que cette dépolitisation est profondément ancrée dans ’hégémonie du « paradigme
de la faiblesse » pour décrire I’Etat libanais, un paradigme reposant sur un ensemble
d’hypotheses réductrices qui « pathologisent » et technicisent I’Etat en le présentant comme
absent, miné par la fragmentation et la mauvaise gouvernance. Le Haut Commissariat des
Nations unies pour les réfugiés et le Centre International pour le Développement des Politiques
Migratoires ont établi un continuum de signifiants et de labels politiques articulés autour de
I’absence d’Etat, de leurs revendications de neutralité et des politiques de vulnérabilité. Cette
recherche valide sur le plan empirique I’idée selon laquelle la dépolitisation et la repolitisation
entretiennent une relation dialectique. La repolitisation a des conséquences concretes : en effet,
malgré un déséquilibre initial et structurel de pouvoir entre le gouvernement libanais et la

communauté internationale, la présence des réfugiés a été instrumentalisée par le premier pour



augmenter son pouvoir de négociation. Enfin, je montre que les donateurs et les organisations
du Golfe remettent en cause I’hypothese selon laquelle les acteurs internationaux sont obligés
d’avoir recours a la dépolitisation pour gagner en 1égitimité : en ce qui les concerne, le recours
a une forme de politisation et a I’humanitarisme religieux est un moyen d’accéder au terrain et

de légitimer leurs interventions sans s’intégrer pleinement dans les structures de ’ONU.
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INTRODUCTION

More than a decade after the beginning of Syrian refugee arrivals in Lebanon, following the
repression led by Bashar al-Assad’s forces, the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) offices in Tripoli, in the north of the country, continue to be housed in
precarious prefabs. Located at the entrance to the city, this imposing yet flimsy-looking
structure has, since 2011, been in charge of registering a few hundred thousand refugees,
providing them with material and legal assistance, and conducting resettlement interviews for
their eventual departures to third countries. The spatial organisation of this building reflects the
diversity of its missions. The offices are separated from the refugee reception area by a long
corridor, itself divided into three zones: one dedicated to waiting (where a TV shows general
information and examples of ‘refugee success stories’), another to reception and needs
assessments, and the last, to the biopolitical practices of biometric screening via fingerprinting
and iris recognition ‘to make sure that the same person does not claim aid in different centres’.!
This combination of humanitarian and security apparatus is now commonplace in field

operations of this UN agency.

At the end of 2018, a UNHCR officer told me that the precarious aspect of these premises was
‘a way to show to the Lebanese that we won’t be staying here’ and that ‘the presence of the
UNHCR, like that of Syrian refugees, is not going to last’.? A risky claim to make, given that
the rampant insecurity stemming from atrocities perpetrated by the Syrian regime has dragged
on since 2011, and the regime has shown multiple signs of being reluctant to allow refugees to
return.* However, the prospect of such a return is prevalent in the official narrative of both the
international community and the Lebanese government, as though it were an inevitable horizon
for their action; thus, the reception policies in place stop at emergency measures, and there is

no long-term vision of the Syrian presence.

1 Interview with a representative of the UNHCR Tripoli office, Tripoli, 02 December 2018.

2 Interview with a representative of the UNHCR Tripoli office, Tripoli, 02 December 2018.

3 The UNHCR regularly reiterates its position that security and humanitarian conditions in Syria are far from being
satisfactory for refugee return (UNHCR 2018a).

4 In April 2018, the Syrian regime passed Law 10, which gives way to expropriating Syrian families from their
house before their return.
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This officer’s choice of words emphasises the fact that the UNHCR’s presence is under
scrutiny, sometimes controversial, and that the organisation remains mindful of its image.
Though it is only one element (among myriad others) of the international response to the Syrian
‘crisis’, in the public eye it is emblematic of this response, and its presence is particularly visible
across the country’s landscape, the armoured UN vehicles displaying a form of opulence in the
streets of Beirut. This is true in particular of the working-class district of Jnah, home to the
organisation’s imposing Beirut offices, within walking distance of the Palestinian refugee
camps in which many Syrian families are accommodated. While this visibility may have
bestowed upon the UNHCR a form of credit for actions that are, in reality, often performed by
other actors, it has also come under fire: the UNHCR is perceived as the invisible hand of an
iniquitous regime which ‘contains’ refugees in Syrian border countries while preventing them
from migrating to a European continent that has, as of 2023, taken just 3% of refugees from
Syria.> In June 2017, former Minister of Foreign Affairs Gebran Bassil threatened to freeze
UNHCR employee visas, accusing them of having a ‘hidden agenda’ of keeping refugees in
Lebanon while deterring them from returning to Syria. The latest polemic: in January 2022, the
UNHCR office posted a message in Arabic on Facebook & Twitter, warning refugees against
the danger of departures from the Tripoli coastline, from which boats undertake the perilous
journey to Cyprus. A communication initiative that was harshly criticised, as living conditions

in Lebanon are worsening at a bewildering pace.

The Syrian crisis’® is considered by the UN to be the most pressing humanitarian emergency
since the end of World War II. In 2011, A Syrian popular and peaceful uprising was violently
repressed by Bachar al-Assad’s regime; during the following years, the repression continued as
well as violent armed confrontations between pro and anti-regimes with multiple regional and
international actors involved, including Hezbollah (in support of the regime). The destruction
of Syria provoked economic collapsing with considerable humanitarian, health and educational
consequences, with 90% of the Syrian population living below the poverty line in 2022 (OCHA
Syria report 2022). Since 2011, more than 500.000 Syrians have been killed, close to 8 million

(half of the population) have been displaced within their own country, and a 6 million have

3> Source: UNHCR data finder, available at: https://rsq.unhcr.org/# ga=2.102864384.1897062127.1664119757-
1687219761.1645629638 [last accessed: 15 April 2023].

6 The term ‘crisis’ is itself polemical: I use it for convenience, though with critical distancing. Allusion to a
‘refugee crisis’ implies that refugees are the problem, while in reality I am referring to a crisis of ‘hospitality’ and
international solidarity.
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found refuge in third countries, with 90% of them now in neighbouring countries (UNHCR

Syria report 2021).

Turkey took 3.7 million Syrian refugees, and Jordan 650.000. Lebanon is now accommodating
1.5 million Syrians (as well as the 250.000 Palestinian refugees already there by 2011), among
a total population of 5 million — the largest number of refugees per capita in the world (UNHCR
2022a). In the first years of the conflict, the ‘land of Cedar’ managed to weather the storm,
thanks to its preparedness capacity (having experienced so many humanitarian crises) but these
arrivals have placed increasing strain on the infrastructure and social cohesion of a country still
marked by memories of its occupation by the Syrian army (which only ended in 2005), which
exacerbated political polarisation. Because Lebanon is not a signatory to the 1951 Convention,
Syrians do not have refugee status. They are commonly referred to using the controversial term
tawteen, sometimes translated as ‘settlement of non-Lebanese’ or ‘naturalisation’, or of nazihin,

which means ‘temporarily displaced’.

This PhD thesis focuses on the role of international actors in the governance of Syrian refugees
in Lebanon. I am interested in the practices, processes, rationalities and discourses underpinning
this governance, which I conceive as a ‘know-how’ (savoir-pouvoir, Foucault 1972) apparatus.
By examining different levels of discourse and practices, from field actors to figures closer to
decision-making, my work seeks to illustrate the diversity and hybrid nature of governance
processes. By international actors, I mean those who have enjoyed some degree of influence
over the Lebanese response — namely the United Nations (UN) and its agencies, especially the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the World Food Programme
(WFP) but also major donors. The top funding contributors are the European Union (EU) and
its member states (in particular France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and Scandinavian
countries), the United Kingdom, Canada, the United States, Japan, Australia and Switzerland.
The top non-traditional bilateral donors are Gulf countries: Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and
the United Arab Emirates (UAE), all four of which are ‘top twenty’ actors in the donor rankings.
I also include such international organisations and international NGOs as the International
Centre for Migration Policy Developments (ICMPD), which is in charge of border cooperation,
the International Organisation for Migrations (IOM), the Norwegian Refugee Council, and the

International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC).
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‘Refugee governance’ refers to the policies, programmes and structures elaborated and
implemented by states in order to manage and control the entry and exit (as well as, where
applicable, integration and protection) of cross-border forced migrants. It tends to implement a
state of emergency, facilitating external control, and it involves multiple actors. Migration and
refugee governance has increasingly been delegated to technical entities, be they INGOs or UN
bodies (such as the IOM or the UNHCR). Notions such as governance and management fall
within technocratic and apolitical meaning systems, whose ideological tenets should be
deconstructed. I will also employ the widest notion of ‘refugee regime complex’ (Betts &
Loescher 2011), which amounts to the principles, norms and decision-making processes

mobilised by players in the international system so as to influence the treatment of refugees.

The narrative surrounding the Syrian response is generally that of the Lebanese state’s
disengagement from hosting refugees (having neither the necessary capacity nor the political
agreement) while the UN took over reception policies for refugees as a result of the strong
mobilisation of European donors, motivated by the prospect of preventing Syrians from
reaching Europe. The willingness to externalise European borders to the Near East would mean
supporting a Lebanese state characterised as ‘weak’, ‘absent’ or ‘irrelevant’, whose borders
were porous, and which was already facing urgent challenges — such as threats of territorial
spillover from neighbouring conflicts, severe economic constraints, limited access to water and

electricity, and a waste crisis.

Indeed, Lebanese authorities initially played a relatively passive role in crafting policy
responses to Syrian arrivals; this attitude was described as a ‘policy of no policy’ (El Mutfti
2014). In 2011, they retained the existing open border regime between Lebanon and Syria
(which had been implemented through bilateral agreements since the 1990s), under which
Syrians could travel freely to, and work in, Lebanon. Similarly, the ‘non-encampment policy’
—through which the Lebanese government has consistently opposed the establishment of formal
UNHCR-run refugee camps — illustrates a fairly passive approach. A large part of responsibility
for the response was delegated to the international community (understood as a coalition of UN
organisations and Western states), which responded with substantial donor contributions of 8.8
billion USD. This amount includes 4.5 billion USD under the 2017-2020 Lebanon Crisis
Response Plan (LCRP), the support plan for the Syrian response, which, via the Ministry of

15



Health, Education and Social Affairs, combines the efforts of the Lebanese government with

those of both UN agencies (WFP, HCR, UNICEF and UNDP) and several local NGOs.”

Some of this money was used to provide humanitarian assistance and development aid aimed
at preventing further deterioration of living conditions for the most vulnerable populations. The
UNHCR in particular has played the role of a ‘surrogate state’ — as has been the case by the
past and in other Middle Eastern countries (Kagan 2011) — in charge of implementing a system
of refugee selection, registration and reception (Janmyr 2018). Contrary to many UNHCR
countries of operation where international interventions have aimed to create or strengthen the
states’ asylum bureaucracy and assistance capacities, in Lebanon the bulk of foreign funds has
bypassed a state perceived as too weak and corrupted. Alongside this, European donors have
sent two billion USD to Lebanon for security assistance, including border management — mainly
to improve the security of the land border with Syria, as well as that of Beirut airport and the

port of Tripoli.®

However, this narrative rests on several implicit assumptions that are worth unpacking. The
first of these concerns the supposed ‘passivity’ and lack of administrative and political
‘capacity’ of the Lebanese authorities, which operate de facto within the limits of a hybrid
governance framework that is characterised by ambiguity, uncertainty and in the absence of
reliable data, transparency or accountability. There is also very weak coordination between
administrations — along with an assumption that nothing can be agreed upon because each is
controlled by sectarian leaders, who are divided on the political chessboard. The ideology of
this governance model might be described as laissez-faire (Lebanon Support 2019). Yet Stel
(2020) posits that in putting their incapacities and ignorance on show, Lebanese authorities
reveal their strategic thinking, and that this serves not only to bolster positions of power vis-a-
vis political competitors, but also to discipline/control, exploit and expel specific populations.
Likewise, Fakhoury (2017: 682) argues that despite its apparent lack of reply to the crisis, the

Lebanese state has capitalised on its ‘ingrained political repertoire, understood here as the types

7 The LCRP gather 104 national and international partners and target 2,8 billion vulnerable people living in
Lebanon. Sources: LCRP 2017-2020, available at: https://lebanon.un.org/en/102825-lebanon-crisis-response-
plan-2017-2020; LCRP 2017-2021 update, available at: https://reliefweb.int/report/lebanon/lebanon-crisis-
response-plan-2017-2021-2021-update; LCRP 2022-2023, available at:
https://reliefweb.int/report/lebanon/lebanon-crisis-response-plan-lerp-2022-2023 [last accessed: 15 April 2023].

8 Security Assistance Monitor, ‘Security Aid Pivot Table — Programs’, Website, Security Assistance Monitor,
2012-2022, available at: http://securityassistance.org/data/program/military/Lebanon [last accessed: 15 April
2023].
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of interactions, norms, and routines that are inherent to the polity’s governance mode’. In fact,
this refusal to integrate refugees is consensual, right across the political spectrum. In the same
vein, Kagan (2011) has shown that allowing the UNHCR to take on the role of a ‘surrogate
state’ in charge of the refugee regime has a symbolic function for Middle Eastern governments,
because it permits them to manage the existing contradiction between their formal refusal to
long-term refugee settlement and the reality of their long-term presence. The UN then plays the
useful role of ‘sponsor’, to whom responsibility for refugees the state refuses to integrate is

delegated.

The second assumption limits the international response to both the UN complex and Western
countries. Yet while 80% of the $1.1 billion of yearly funding reported by the UN comes from
the USA and European countries,” Gulf donors’ responses have also been substantial. At first
sight, their policy of ‘charity before hospitality’ (Hitman 2019) follows the same externalisation
logic as that of European countries. Yet their modus operandi are nonetheless deeply
differentiated: Western and UN apparatus is defined by administrative complexity,
cumbersome bureaucracy and disembodied procedures, whereas the ‘Khaleeji model” (Tok
2015) of emerging donors is characterised by the weak institutionalisation of its intervention
mechanisms, which operate mainly through the informal circuit of small Islamic charities. The
distrust surrounding Arab donors’ activities (because of both their ‘religious humanitarianism’
and suspicions that they support Islamic militancy) has marginalised them vis-a-vis the Western
donor community. I will therefore investigate both their role and their relative lack of visibility.
Thirdly, such representation underestimates the pivotal role played by a well-established
national civil society — one that has been the first presence on the ground from the onset of the
‘crisis’, and has reaped the rewards of both its prolixity (with more than 5000 NGOs, Lebanon
has the world’s highest number of NGOs per capita, Abi Yaghi & Troit 2020: 169) and its
proximity to the beneficiary population. These are organisations that tend to replace a
structurally missing state, or at least complete some of its services, closely collaborating with
UN agencies and international NGOs. Despite the fact that Lebanon and Syria have maintained
a complex relationship since their independence, the Syrian conflict has ‘unexpectedly revealed
the extraordinary reservoirs of solidarity and mutual aid existing in Lebanese society ‘outside’

of the state — as though ordinary citizens (out of weariness or resignation) had become

 Source: Financial tracking service of the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.
https://fts unocha.org/countries/124/summary/2021 [last accessed: 15 April 2023].
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accustomed to functioning without it’ (Geisser 2013: 67-84).'° However, most of these NGOs

and community-based organisations are excluded from the LCRP.

In attempting to grasp the role played by international actors, it is important not to fall into the
trap of a ‘Eurocentric’ or ethnocentric reading of the Syrian response in Lebanon; one that is
conducive to reductive understandings, seeing in this response only a result of European
migratory policies aimed at keeping refugees far from its borders, while rendering invisible the
role played by regional donors and national dynamics (which have shaped the response
equally). To avoid this pitfall, it is of primordial importance that we take into consideration the

prism of the migratory, political and socio-economic history of the country and its neighbour.

Lebanon has, in fact, found itself facing a great many emergency situations and these have — in
addition to contributing to the establishment of a national humanitarian ecosystem (Troit &
Yaghi 2020: 162-163) — also propagated its international image as a permanently crisis-stricken
country, with the Great Famine of Mount Lebanon (1915-1918), the 1958 political crisis, the
Civil War (1975-1990), the Qana massacre of 1996, Israeli attacks on the Lebanese territory in
1996 and 2006, and the conflict in the Palestinian camp of Nahr-el-Bared in 2007. The reception
of refugees plays a key role in this historic: Armenians in 1916, Palestinians in 1948, Iraqis
after 2003 and Syrians from 2011 onwards. The assistance needs generated by these multiple
crises (and first and foremost by a particularly destructive civil war) have led a significant part
of the society to structure itself around a real ‘economy of poverty and assistance’ (Picard 2016)
comprising of NGOs dedicated to assistance and emergency aid, economic and social
development and then, from the mid-1990s, human rights defence (Troit & Yaghi 2020: 163).
In addition, since the end of 2019, Lebanon has undergone one of the worst economic recession
in modern history, with a poverty rate going from 30% in 2019 to 75% in 2021 (82% when it
comes to multidimensional poverty, ESCWA 2021; OCHA 2021c), the local currency having
lost 99% of its original value and an inflation rate reaching 180% in 2022. The World Bank has
classified it as one of the three most severe economic collapses worldwide since the 1850s, with
a contraction of real GDP between 2019 and 2021 of 58% (World Bank 2021). This situation
was deeply aggravated by the consequences of the August 4™ blast and the COVID-19

pandemic.

10T translated French quotes from the literature and inteviewees to English.
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In official rhetoric, the ‘Palestinian syndrome’ is often presented as the cornerstone of decisions
taken by national and local authorities towards Syrian refugees. In a bid to avoid a repeat of the
Palestinian experience (in which an initially temporary post-Nakba!! settlement became long-
term, and their presence was ‘politicised’, accused to have led to the civil war) these authorities
did everything in their power to make the Syrians’ existence more precarious while keeping it
under strict control. They therefore opposed the establishment of camps (non-encampment
policy) and strictly barred refugees from accessing the job market other than in the sectors of
construction, cleaning and agriculture. In certain municipalities, local authorities also

sporadically implemented curfews targeting Syrians exclusively.

Any analysis of the Syrian response should include the historicity of Lebanon and Syria’s
exchanges, and their relationship as ‘intimate enemies’ (Picard 2016). Picard has shown that
the formation of the two states has remained ‘unfulfilled” (17) and argues that ‘since their
creation nearly a century ago, Lebanon and Syria have never ceased to construct and re-
construct their separate and interconnecting identities, seeking to be strangers to each other yet
remaining intimate’ (ibid.: 10). In 2005, massive protests across Lebanon put an end to fifteen
years of occupation by Syrian troops. Since then, the political elite has continued to be split
along the lines of a favourable or hostile position towards the Syrian regime, between the 8
March coalition (led by the Free Patriotic Movement and Hezbollah), and the 14 March
coalition (led by former Prime Minister Saad Hariri’s Future Movement): ‘taking advantage of
an accelerated erosion of the Lebanese political arena, the Syrian war, which is fed on social
fractures and conflicting identities, reverberated across the territory and into Lebanese social
and political spaces’ (ibid.: 23). Officially aimed at avoiding the Syrian conflict spilling over
into Lebanon, the ‘dissociation policy’ towards regional conflicts (expressed in the 2012
Baabda declaration) was invoked as justification for refusal to recognise Syrians as refugees,

as a way of remaining neutral in the Syrian conflict.

On another note, the Syrian presence cannot be viewed solely through the prism of the
humanitarian crisis: there is a long history between the two countries of circulation as well as
social and family ties (Picard 2016). During the 1990s, roughly 500.000 Syrian workers (mainly

in the agricultural and construction sectors) benefited from freedom of movement to Lebanon

! Nakba means catastrophe — the term used to refer to the 1948 Palestinian exodus towards countries of the region.
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(Chalcraft 2008). This pre-conflict anchoring has had a strong influence on exile routes and

strategies.

Refugee governance also includes border management — in this case, with Syria and Cyprus.
As an ‘artificial colonial creation from the 1920s’ (Chalcraft 2008: 2), the 375 km land border
separating Lebanon and Syria is characterised by porosity and fluidity (Picard 2016: 334;
Kaufman 2014) as well as a state vacuum, with Hezbollah holding military control in these
‘grey zones’ (Mouawad 2018: 9). Since the Syrian conflict, there has also been the added
presence of humanitarian actors such as the Lebanese Red Cross or the UNHCR. Meanwhile,
the 225 km maritime border with Cyprus is guarded by the Lebanese Navy, with the support of
the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL, originally in charge of guarding the
Lebanese-Israeli border). These borders are governed by a ‘hybrid security assemblage’; a
complex hybridation between state and non-state actors!? (Fregonese 2012), as well as between
national and international actors (Tholens 2017), who operate with neither consultation nor any

common strategy.

2014 marked a turning point in the Lebanese government’s response, when the initially lax
approach seemed to be replaced by increased control. The ‘October policies’ of 2014 thus
included measures designed to halt the Syrian inflow, encourage Syrians to return, and monitor
and control the presence of Syrians already living in Lebanon. The legal framework governing
their presence shifted from a preferential to a discriminatory regime, making access to the job
market, housing and documentation particularly challenging. In January 2015, these measures
were followed by increasingly restrictive regulations governing their residency. In May 2015,
the Ministerial Cabinet officially requested that the UNHCR stop registering refugees from
Syria as of that same month.!? Precarious social and statutory conditions have prompted some

refugees to return to Syria.

Several situational factors have been put forward to explain such a turnaround on the part of
the Lebanese authorities. First, the number of the UNHCR-registered refugees had, by
September 2014, reached 1.2 billion — a symbolic 25% population increase, as was stressed by

the UNHCR at the time. Second, the northern Beqaa valley came under attack from the then-

12 The beneficiaries of this project are the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF); General Security (GSO), in charge of
intelligence and border movements; Internal Security Forces (ISF); and Customs.
13 As of this date, the UNHCR could register Syrians as ‘people of concern’ (Janmyr 2017).
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Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and Al-Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria, Jabhat al-Nusra (JAN),
which had killed dozens of Lebanese soldiers. These incidents, combined with rising tension
between refugees and host communities and a series of security crackdowns, led to Syrian
refugees being depicted as an ‘existential threat’ by the political class and some of the national
media. Regardless of the actual level of correlation between these situational factors and the
political decisions taken towards refugees, the authorities were, from this point, determined to
reduce their number ‘by all possible means’ (Stel, 2020: 72). To that end, they exerted strong
pressure on both refugees and donor countries for Syrians to return. Some political parties —
such as the Free Patriotic Movement, Hezbollah, and General Security (GSO) — organised some
such returns (Mhaissen & Hodges 2019), and in 2019, the GSO implemented a decree leading
to the deportation of Syrians having crossed the border with Lebanon ‘illegally’, after April of
that year.

I. Towards defining the object of research

A) A country ‘under an aid regime’"

Lebanon has received a certain amount of attention from the international community, from the
Paris conferences (held in 2001, 2002 and 2007) and the 2018 economic conference for the
development of Lebanon through reforms and with businesses (CEDRE) which offered
financial aid conditional on structural reforms, to the 2016 London conference and the now
annual (since 2017) Brussels conference, which offered donations for refugee reception. These
aid cycles are part of Europe’s global strategy towards its Mediterranean neighbour — itself
informed by three priorities, namely: the promotion of neoliberal policies, the eradication of
Islamist movements, and migration control. This strategy also resorts to the (fallacious)
argument of the push for ‘democratic processes’ in those recipient countries. This research tends
to question and deconstruct the foundations of such support; I show that the hegemonic

discourse surrounding these interventions turns out to be a powerful depoliticising machine.

14 Original quote: ‘sous régime d’aide’ (Lavigne Delville 2016, cited in Fresia & Lavigne Delville 2018 : 11).
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For the international community, Lebanon is a one-of-a-kind field of operation: a small country
(less than 10,500 km?), which hosts the highest number of refugees per capita and is seen as a
buffer zone between its conflict-ridden neighbours; a state that is perceived as structurally weak
yet marked by financial capitalism and a neo-patrimonial logic of profiteering. Its socio-
economic profile is unique: up until 2019 it remained a middle-income country, with a high
level of infrastructure, and well-developed education, university and medical sectors. However,
the staggering impact of the politico-economic crisis that began in late 2019 has forced 75% of

its population below the poverty line.

Despite its multiple crises, the ‘Lebanese exception’ makes the ‘land of Cedar’ an enclave of
relative freedom, a symbol of stability and neutrality in a region troubled by conflicts, earning
it areputation as a ‘Switzerland of the Middle-East’; a country praised for its generosity towards
‘wave after wave’ of refugees, and for its ‘resilience’. A fragile democracy, still standing tall
despite the high winds of authoritarianism and ideological extremism that are sweeping through
the Middle East, worthy of ‘protection’ by the international community. Lebanon occupies a
unique place in the Western imaginary, for its image as a bridge between Orient and Occident
and its rich cultural life — all of which makes it an attractive destination for international

professionals of the development and humanitarian sectors.

Fragmentation is the key word used in both the dominant scholarly literature and the media to
describe Lebanon. Fragmentation of the political landscape, governed by a confessional system
of power-sharing, institutionalised by the national pacts of 1926 and 1943 and reiterated by the
Taéf agreement of 1989. A society fragmented between eighteen communities (whose
institutions occupy a key place in the everyday life of citizens) and between the Lebanese, the
Syrians and the Palestinians. A prevalence of vested interests (and a private sector that
dominates 70% of the educational and health sector) over a structurally absent state, which
hinders the emergence of a social contract at the national level. A regime prey to foreign
interference, a battlefield by proxy between its protecting powers (such as Iran, the United
States and Saudi Arabia). These narratives frame Lebanon as a country torn between sectarian
communities and special interests; one in which the establishment of a consensus (a pre-
condition for effective governance), turns out to be an impossibility. The constant suspicion of
being partisan or politicised is woven into every aspect of public life and extends into the
associative sector — even as most of the many national organisations that have emerged

following the Civil War claim to be apolitical.
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According to these dominant narratives, this multidimensional fragmentation condemns the
country to a built-in incapacity, making it part of the lineage of a necessary failure of
governance. Recent works by Lebanese academics have shown that, in the mainstream
scholarly literature, the Lebanese state is characterised as ‘weak, broken down, irrelevant, or
absent’ (Mouawad & Baumann 2017: 66-67), with ‘both a Weberian approach considering the
state’s internal position vis-a-vis other societal actors, and a Westphalian one, which considers
it weak in relation to external actors’. Four main tropes underlie this so-called ‘weakness’:
Lebanese society’s segmentation into sociocultural units; the fact that the state cannot claim the
monopoly of legitimate violence; regional interferences; and the laissez-faire economy. In the
view, this state would be incapable of spurring structural reforms, as well as vulnerable to
irremediable political instability. Lebanon has indeed experienced an extensive and periodic
power vacuum — as testified to by the absence of a President (owing to a lack of political
agreement) between 2014 and 2016, and of a Prime Minister between 2019 and 2021, after the

October revolution had led to Saad Hariri’s resignation.

However, this image of Lebanon as a country plagued by sectarian divisions and chronic
incapacity suffers the effects of an essentialising lens, which deciphers local political processes
on the basis of allegedly immutable categories of identity. For the international community,
such a lens induces a Manichean interpretation of crisis, which effectively reduces Lebanese
affairs to the status of a confrontation between pro-western, pro-democratisation sectarian
communities, and those communities in which ‘Islamism’ is the driving force, allied to
Damascus and Teheran; or a technical one, which reduces them to structural and technical

deficiencies.

Post-culturalist studies have been deconstructing the postulates on which these essentialising

readings are based ever since the 1990s, and these academic accounts aim to show that:

‘Far from being immutable and ahistorical essences, sectarian identities, like other
vertical cleavages, are historical constructions; their intensity and centrality to modes of
political mobilisation is based on specific political, ideological, and geopolitical

contexts’ (Salloukh et al. 2015: 1).
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Far from being the product of a supposedly ‘essential’ Lebanese identity, the hegemony of
sectarian modes of subjectification and mobilisation is the result of deliberate strategies
implemented by sectarian and political elites seeking to impede the emergence of any
semblance of rule of law. These readings, entrenched in a political economy perspective,
emphasise that class structures are underpinned by strategies of sectarian division (Traboulsi
2012; Salloukh et al. 2015). Following the Civil War, an alliance between sectarian/political
elites and the commercial/financial oligarchy has, in a profit-oriented logic, controlled state
institutions and resources and implemented socio-economic policies that serve their own
material interests; this has allowed them to both lubricate sophisticated clientelist networks and
strive for the [reproduction] of sectarian identities and modes of political mobilisation’ (ibid.,

2015: 2). As Salloukh (ibid.) neatly puts it:

“This mongrel combination of an institutionally weak but centralised state, one in which
sectarian actors often align with external patrons to bolster their power against local
opponents, sustains a stubborn institutional and clientelist complex, enables the
sectarian/political elite to reproduce sectarian identities and institutional dynamics, and

exposes the country to external manipulations, geopolitical contests and perpetual crisis’
(ibid.: 2-3).

Many scholars have thus called for recourse to new critical theories of the state, and to social
theoretical approaches, so that Lebanon can be analysed from beyond these taken-for-granted
and dominant assumptions. Social scientists have questioned the weakness paradigm (Hermez
2015; Ghamroun 2014) showing that ‘state weakness does not explain how politics works’
(Mouawad & Baumann 2017: 70). Following these works, and in light of current events, a new
series of terms with which to describe the Lebanese state and grasp its modalities of action has
been popularised — in particular the notion of ‘neo-patrimonial’ (Dagher 2022; Maucourant &
Farah 2021; Mouawad & Baumann 2017), i.e a state governed as a private company, in which
power is personalised, based on clientelist networks, and state resources are conceived of as a
source of enrichment. Indeed, ‘Lebanon fits the mold of the neo-patrimonial developing state
in which the rational legal separation of public and private realms is a mere facade hiding the
continuation of premodern patrimonial authority’ (Mouawad & Baumann, 2017: 68). Further,
the democratic character of the Lebanese state, hitherto validated by the international
community (allowing the government to stay in the good books of Western donors) is no longer

taken for granted: the ‘land of Cedar’ is now classified by experts as being among the
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‘authoritarian countries’.!> Such readings prompt a calling into question of the role of
international aid institutions, which project a certain image of Lebanon while validating (or
even protecting) its neo-patrimonial system and dominant elites. Another paradigm is that of
the ‘hybrid’ state; it reveals how state and non-state actors mutually constitute and feed on one
another in order to operate, and how hybrid actors engage in state-like practices of power, such

as security or foreign policy (Stel 2020; Fregonese 2012; Hazbun 2016; Hourani 2013).

In my research, I am adopting an attitude of deconstruction regarding this culturalist and
essentialist narrative, by taking the representation of a country ‘hopelessly’ incapable of
governing itself as an object of investigation, rather than as a tool with which to analyse its
social reality. This image of Lebanon is not neutral; I am interested in how it determines the
modus operandi of foreign interventions and provides crucial arguments for their legitimisation.
Indeed, the idea of international aid freed from the partisan interests that divide the national
arena is gaining ground throughout the global humanitarian ecosystem. The affirmation of a
‘depoliticised’ international realm finds a symbolic (and powerfully resounding) echo in the
‘land of Cedar’, a country conceived of by the international community as a ‘projectorat’
(Carmona 2008, cited in Fresia & Lavigne Delville 2018: 11) because of its weakness and
incapacities (which are essentialised even when they result from political choices). As a matter
of fact, aid policies represent morally loaded ‘systems of meanings’ (Gardner & Lewis 2015:
113; cited in Fresia & Delville 2018: 33) that downgrade the social and political realities of
some areas of the world by referring to them in terms of depoliticised and technical
'shortcomings' or ‘deficiencies’ that could be resolved through to the ‘good practices’ of these

organisations.

B) Defining the object of research

This PhD research focuses on the role of international actors in the governance of Syrian
refugees in Lebanon. [ am interested in the practices, processes, rationalities and discourses that
underpin their interventions. I investigate the power relations deployed within this aid-based
regime of governance (Lavigne Delville 2016); that is, the relationships between international

and national actors, whether they are drawn from Lebanese authorities or civil society. Thus, I

15 Lebanon was classified as an 'authoritarian regime' for first time in the 2022 Economist’s annual Democracy
Index, which changed its classification from a ‘hybrid regime’ to an ‘authoritarian regime’.
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explore the ‘political fabric’ of refugee governance by showing that it is rooted in specific
configurations of complex assemblages of actors, discourses, controversies, political and
institutional logics and socio-technical mechanisms. My work thus forms part of a tradition of
reconstructing aid discourses, their assumptions and implicit postulates, the segmentation of
social reality that they operate, and the relations of domination that they convey (Escobar 1991;
Rist 1996). After introducing the main concepts underpinning my reflection and the relevant

literature, I will detail my problematisation process.

II. Theoretical framework

A) Externalisation and Critical Border Studies

This thesis draws on the literature on the externalisation of European borders and migratory
policies, and the field of Critical Border Studies (which emerged during the 2000s).
Externalisation refers to a set of policies aimed at containing migratory flows prior to their
arrival on European territory, with a transfer of responsibility to third countries and
extraterritorial measures of ‘remote control’ (Zolberg 2006) and ‘police at distance’ (Bigo 2002;
Guild & Bigo 2010).'® These include visa policies, the conclusion of bilateral readmission
agreements, joint maritime patrolling operations, the drafting of laws criminalising irregular
migrations, the establishment of immigration liaison officers, retention centres and
disembarkation platforms in sending countries, and so on. Measures that facilitated the
externalisation of control mechanisms in North and sub-Saharan Africa, Eastern Europe
(Lavenex 2002; Anderson & Bolt 2011) and Turkey (Fine 2016), which were usually
conditional on financial support or agreements facilitating visa issuance for these countries,
have allowed the European Union to transform into a veritable ‘fortress’ with closed external

borders (Lacroix 2016).

The field of Critical Border Studies conceives of borders as transnational, heterogeneous

assemblages of actors, tactics, practices, technologies and knowledges. They reveal a shift from

16 The subordination of refugee issues to EU policies on migration flow control was launched at the Tampere
summit in 1999, which concluded with the 2008 signature of the European Pact on Immigration and Asylum.
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the study of borders to the study of ‘bordering processes’; where borders are no longer
considered as fixed entities but rather as fluid and dynamic social constructs resulting from
power struggles. Bordering processes expand beyond strict territorial borders, and include
phenomena as wide and delocalised as refugee and migrant selection processes, resettlement
processes to third countries, and sanctions against private transportation companies (when

transporting migrants is made illegal).

Recent studies have revealed the diversification of externalisation policies, with information
and awareness campaigns (Pécoud 2010), carried by the cultural industry (Rodriguez 2019),
including both theatre (Giusa & Dini 2020) and music (Van Dessel 2021). These campaigns
aim to deter migrants from undertaking dangerous departures by sea. The diversification of the
actors mobilised in externalisation processes also includes grassroots organisations from civil
society as well as transportation company employees. Humanitarian actors such as the UNHCR,
the IOM and INGOs also play a role in border externalisation (Cuttitta 2020; Scalettaris 2013;
Fine 2016; Van Dessel 2019). They also play a role in deterrence campaigns, as well as
surveillance and selection practices (Scalettaris 2013). These actors tend to be both co-opted by

states and co-opting local NGOs.

In the Near East, externalisation policies have resulted in the use of development aid to reinforce
reception and protection capacities, and develop the ‘resilience’ of both refugees and host
communities (Fakhoury & Stel 2022; Turner & Lenner 2021). Since 2015, the EU has
formalised a change of paradigm (Fakhoury 2020: 7-8), with a focus on the use of livelihood
and employment to incentivise refugees to remain in transit countries by improving their living
conditions there; it was in this context that the EU-Turkey migratory deal!” and the Compacts
with Jordan and Lebanon were concluded in 2016, with mixed results (Fakhoury 2021;
Fakhoury & Stel 2022; Turner 2021a).

This research makes an original contribution because of the specificities of the Lebanese case,
as one of border policy externalisation in the (relatively unexplored) Eastern Mediterranean.
Lebanon does not border Europe, and nor is it accessible by any direct overland route, though

it is included in the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP). Crucially, contrary to most of the

17 The 2016 EU-Turkey deal provides a paradigmatic example: the Turkish government committed to stopping
refugee influx towards Europe in exchange for six billion euros.
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abovementioned examples, migrant flows from Lebanon do not represent an immediate ‘threat’
to Europe, and the maritime border with Cyprus was not (at least until 2020) a focus of major
attention for the international community. Funds for security cooperation were mainly allocated
to reinforcement of the land border with Syria, the provision of infrastructure, control
equipment, and training for the Lebanese army. This enabled the army to undertake border
police missions, as well as improve security at Beirut airport and the Port of Tripoli. The
ICMPD played a crucial role in the implementation of these projects — as one of the leading
institutions in the field of migration policy, with the clear aim of pushing for the
Europeanisation of migration policies and migration management (Georgi 2011). In Lebanon,
it has operated through the EU-funded International Border Management (IBM) project (under

way since 2012), which aimed to address significant gaps in the Lebanese security system.

From a neo-Marxist perspective, Critical Border Studies have highlighted the power dynamics
embedded in externalisation to the extent that ‘in a world characterised by widely varying
conditions, international borders serve to maintain global inequality’ (Zolberg 1989: 406).
However, scholarly literature has emphasised that the existence (or threat) of migratory flows
increases the negotiating power of Southern countries (for instance, Paoletti 2011; Cassarino
2005); thus, Tsourapas (2019: 468) has shown how in Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey, authorities
have pursued ‘refugee rent-seeking behaviour’ as a way of requesting additional aid from the
donor community. Indeed, during the April 2017 Brussels I conference (on ‘Supporting the
Future of Syria in its Region’), former Prime Minister Saad Hariri used the threat of a migratory
crisis at the door to the EU, declaring that ‘we could let refugees move towards Europe’ in a

bid to convince his interlocutors of the necessity of leveraging their financial support.

B) Depoliticisation and repoliticisation

As a concept, politics is both contested and evolving. Its ‘Schmittian’ meaning refers to the
resolution of conflicts and the assertion of diverging standpoints. This somewhat reductive
definition has nonetheless infused our contemporary vision of politics, which is often perceived
pejoratively as no more than a confrontation between partisan interests. Without adopting the
opposite view, according to which ‘everything is political’ (which would denude it of meaning)
I am adopting the broader definition put forward by Louis & Maestrens (2021: 4), who ‘consider

as part of politics the activities which eventually have an impact on the daily lives of a broader
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collectivity because they involve considerations on the legitimacy of detaining power,
exercising authority and delivering adequate policies’. Politics does encompass spheres and
actors associated with governmental functions and electoral stakes; yet it also includes activities
a priori deemed mundane, ordinary or informal, as well as aspects of our social interactions not
explicitly presented as political. The frontiers of politics are thus never completely bounded,
once and for all: what is political (or not) depends on the socio-historical context in which the
issue is being stated (or debated). In short, while politics is not necessarily ‘everywhere’,
everything can become political under certain circumstances and from certain perspectives.
‘Politicisation’ is thus a ‘classification’ activity that consists of defining the boundaries of

politics.

The ‘negative stance towards politics’ (Louis & Maertens 2021: 3) expressed by international
development professionals has been a subject under investigation since the 1990s. Indeed,
‘while 10s deal with core political issues, politics is mainly perceived as an obstacle to the
achievement of the ideas conveyed by these organisations’ (ibid.: 3). Hence the paradox: ‘How
can they escape politics while being deeply embedded in it?°. The hypothesis proposed by some
of the literature (Louis & Maertens 2021; Pécoud 2015; Cuttitta 2018) is that, in order to present
their actions as being devoid of political interests, these organisations resort to
‘depoliticisation’. This refers to the tendency of political actors to obscure the political character
of political facts and present policymaking as a neutral, necessary and incontestable process in
which the option of choosing between different political (and not simply technical) alternatives
is (like disagreement and contestation) either limited or denied (Louis & Maertens 2021;
Fawcett et al. 2017). Depoliticisation includes ‘the set of processes (including varied tactics,
strategies and tools) that remove or displace potential for choice, collective agency, and
deliberation around a particular political issue’ (Hay 2007, cited in Fawcett et al. 2017: 5). To
this end, it ‘invokes a naturalising totalisation of social meanings and identities, presenting them
as something given and taken for granted, and which, therefore, can be neither questioned nor
transformed through action’ (ibid.: 32). Wood & Flinders (2014) distinguish between three
types of depoliticisation: governmental depoliticisation (the withdrawal of politicians from
direct control of a vast range of functions and the rise of technocratic forms of governance);
societal depoliticisation (by which the social deliberation surrounding a political issue gradually
erodes so far that choices are no longer debated); and discursive depoliticisation (when only a
single discourse, relying on a single interpretation of the problem, is in circulation). Petiteville

(2017 a & b) has put forward an alternative classification: he distinguishes between ‘normative’
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depoliticisation (the assertion of consensual objectives that are difficult to contest); discursive
depoliticisation (which involves evading dilemmas and divergences of interest); and
depoliticisation through expertise (which favours a technical approach while ignoring political

issues).

Initially confined to neoliberal governance and the Europeanisation of public policy, this
paradigm was introduced to Development Studies through Ferguson’s pioneering work, the
Anti-Politics Machine (1994). Using the example of a World Bank-sponsored project that aimed
to reduce poverty in Lesotho, this anthropologist has shown how ‘anti-politics’ (those
conceived as technical solutions to technical problems, driven by apolitical aims) have
ultimately served the expansion of state control. Within the work of 10s, Louis & Maertens
(2021) have identified the ‘logics’ of depoliticisation — such as following a functional-pragmatic
path (geared towards problem-solving or stigmatising politics), monopolising legitimacy, or
avoiding responsibility. These logics trigger depoliticisation ‘practices’: the assertion of

expertise, the production of neutrality, or manipulation of the agenda in order to gain time.

A range of studies have shown how migration governance has produced a particular knowledge
about migrants and refugees, along with convictions about how they should be governed, and
this has led to de facto depoliticisation of external governmental interventions (Pécoud 2015).
Geiger & Pécoud (2013) have shown that the depoliticisation of international migration
narratives rests on the enunciation of consensual (and indisputable) objectives, such as the fight
against human trafficking. Therefore, measures taken against this ‘universal enemy’ do not
trigger opposition, even though they underlie a vast (and ideologically loaded) agenda (Walters
2015). One crucial strategy of this depoliticisation is the division of people on the move into
categories having corresponding policy prescriptions, with its touchstone being the dichotomy
between ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ (Akoka 2020). In the Lebanese case, these categorisation
practices have led to differing statuses being accorded to Syrians and Palestinians, as well as to

Palestinians from Lebanon and Palestinians from Syria.

In the same vein, studies have presented the UNHCR as an agency that has ‘increasingly
affirmed its authority by depoliticising, moralising, and making technical issues that are
inherently political’ (Fresia 2012: 52; as well as Scalettaris 2013). The UNHCR’s mandate is
defined in the 1951 Convention as neutral and apolitical, so that it cannot interfere in the internal

affairs of the states in which it intervenes. According to Fine (2016: 81), both the UNHCR and
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the IOM ‘assert epistemic authority through their positioning as depoliticised actors who
provide assistance to states in the form of policy recommendations, the dissemination of best
practices, capacity-building and evidence-based policy development’. Thus, the production of
knowledge about refugees represents a fully-fledged arena of power, allowing the UNHCR to
capitalise on its ‘expert’ status to provide policy recommendations. This depoliticisation has
been facilitated by the evolution of the UNHCR'’s role worldwide, as the agency has been
shifting its focus from legal protection and the search for durable solutions (its original
mandate), two activities that touch upon political dynamics, to relief and operational assistance,
which are more prone to depoliticisation (Betts, Loescher & Milner 2012). These
depoliticisation activities may allow the UNHCR to increase its scope for action, but its
apolitical non-intervention mandate has the opposite effect — limiting its ability to make

decisions independently from the states in which it operates (Betts, Loescher & Milner 2012).

Furthermore, both the claimed universality of the UNHCR mandate and the ‘naturalness’ of
refugee status are historically contingent political constructs, and as such, are continuously
produced, renegotiated and contested. It makes sense, then, to deconstruct the epistemological
foundations on which they rely. Malkki (1995) has shown that the ‘refugee problem’ is
understood exclusively within the national order, i.e. as a system of representation embedded
in the nation-state, which institutionalises and ‘naturalises’ the ‘isomorphism between polities
of citizens and the territories of their state of citizenship’ (Scalettaris 2013: 14 & 2018). In the
same vein, ‘methodological nationalism’ refers to the tendency of policymakers and scholars
to assume that the nation-state is the natural social and political form of the modern
world (Wimmer & Schiller 2002). Unravelling the depoliticisation processes that are linked to
refugee governance entails taking concepts such as the state, or sovereignty, as objects of
analysis rather than as conceptual frameworks, and tracing the genealogy of these modes of
thinking, which deeply permeate both our worldview, and our everyday explanations of
political and social realities. Scalettaris (2013) reflexively describes the difficulties she
encountered to breaking free of the mode of thinking ingrained in her while working for the
UNHCR, and adopts a critical stance towards the UN agency’s institutional ‘unthinking’."® She
uses the term 'international episteme' to designate this vision of the mode according to which
the state constitutes the universal (and sole) mode of political organisation and the ultimate

competent authority. In particular, the UNHCR rationality is based on a ‘sedentary bias’

18 My own translation of ‘impensés’.
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(Bakewell 2002), which conceives of mobility either as an abnormality, or as the symptom of
a problem. In fact, the agency has always favoured a sedentary lifestyle for refugees,
institutionalising the link between refugees and their state of origin. This represents an
important limitation of its action, because refugees find protection precisely in mobility and the

mobilisation of transnational resources and networks.

Depoliticisation does not mean that the work of 10s (which is determined, to differing degrees,
by the strategic use made of them by donor states) has become any less political, but rather that
it has been transferred to a less obviously politicised arena of governance (Fawcett et al. 2017:
17). Petiteville theorised the ‘resilience of politics’: ‘international organisations are not able to
avoid the resilient forms of politicisation linked to the issues they deal with’ (Petiteville 2017a:
9). Thus, the UNHCR has been studied as an instrument used by donor states to meet their own
interests (Fresia 2013), in particular by integrating the control logic of migratory flows (Betts
et al. 2012: 68). Henceforth, ‘repoliticisation’ highlights these political interests; it refers to the
process through which ‘contingency, deliberation and choice are revealed in processes of
decision-making’ (Fawcett et al. 2017: 289). Repoliticisation entails ‘demonstrating a form of
critical awareness of the political character of policy decisions made by state authorities in a
manner that disrupts the continuation of power politics’ (Torfing 1999 cited in Fawcett et al.
2017: 32). It reasserts the conflictual character of politics, and promotes ‘the existence of
antagonism, conflict, difference and choice’ as well as ‘the undecidable, contingent, and
contestable character of the meaning and identities that make up our social, economic, and
political lifeworlds’ (ibid.: 32). Repoliticisation thus differs from politicisation, which refers to

the activation of a political element that has not been previously negated.

By highlighting the fluidity of their relationship, Petiteville (2017a) puts forward a dialectical
interpretation of the interaction between (re)politicisation and depoliticisation. Similarly,
Cuttitta (2018: 634) has shown how NGOs conducting search and rescue operations in the
Mediterranean ‘fluctuate between depoliticisation and repoliticisation’, framing their
humanitarian operations in terms of political commitment and showing different degrees of
‘political positioning” with regard to current migration and border policies, moving between

silence and open, vocal criticism.

In the literature, two paradigms are highlighted as vehicles for depoliticisation of the refugee

and migrant regime: humanitarianism and securitisation.
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C) Humanitarianism

Humanitarianism refers to the increasingly organised and internationalised attempts to protect
the lives, reduce the suffering and enhance the welfare of those civilian populations that find
themselves victims of crises and conflicts. It represents ‘an ideology, a movement and a
profession’ which together constitute ‘a real political economy’ (Donini 2010: S220) that plays
a crucial role in the collective consciousness of our time. Fassin (2011: 463) documented the
process through which, in recent decades, ‘contemporary moral economies have been
constituted around a new relationship to suffering, that has made it a central element of our

public life’ and even ‘in the political arena [...] an effective justification for action’.

Such ‘humanitarian government’ corresponds to the ‘deployment of moral sentiments in
contemporary politics’ (ibid.: 1) and has led to a paradigm shift in refugee policies: previously
perceived through the prism of political persecution, refugees are now seen through that of
physical and mental suffering. Between zoé (or the ‘biological’ or ‘bare’ life), and bio (life
characterised by political and social communities), identified by Agamben (1998), it is the
former that has imposed itself as more legitimate than the latter. Liisa Malkki (1995) has
ethnographically validated this paradigm shift, showing how humanitarian practices protect a
‘minimal’ (or ‘bare’) humanity, an object of charity rather than a subject of law, and one
deprived of its political and social dimensions. Concretely, this translates into an emphasis on
basic and medical needs (over political persecution) during the refugee status determination
process. Thus, ‘political subjectivation has moved from a demand for justice to the exposure of
pain’ (Fassin 2011: 219). This logic is applied differently in different geographical locations:
in Northern countries, it is the ‘asylum seeker’ who is seen as an individual figure whose body
and personal stories are scrutinised, and in southern countries, populations are processed in
massive numbers, and indiscriminately, and their allegorical figure is that of the ‘refugee’ living

in a camp.
Humanitarianism leads to biopolitical practices of control by sovereign authority, as shown by

Fassin (2011) and Malkki (1995) through Agamben’s work (1998) on how humanitarian

organisations understand human life as ‘bare life’. However, Ticktin’s work (2006), conducted
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in France, adds nuance to this idea by showing that in reality, the politics of compassion
combine ‘bare’ and ‘political’ life in new ways, by producing a limited humanity which, by

reifying racial and gender hierarchies, leads to discriminatory practices.

This shift from a political to a compassionate and technical rhetoric specific to humanitarian
action is depoliticising, as the ethical and moral imperative of alleviating suffering is difficult
to argue with. Some of the literature has however sought to demonstrate a form of
epistemological distancing, by emphasising the political functions of humanitarianism and its
underlying ideology. Humanitarianism thus represents a way of understanding the world even
as it hides not only certain aspects of reality but also a form of power — the power to decide

which crises deserve attention and which victim categories should be prioritised.

One criticism addressed to the humanitarian sector is the fact that it represents a neocapitalist
and transnational system of governance employing hundreds of thousands of individuals driven
by a willingness to defend their place within this ‘global meritocracy of suffering’ (Cooley &
Roon 2002). Thus, Naomi Klein regrets ‘the rise of a predatory form of disaster capitalism that
uses the desperation and fear created by catastrophe to engage in radical social and economic
engineering’.!” Elizabeth Picard even comes to the conclusion that ‘for Lebanon, humanitarian
assistance for refugees represents an industry more profitable for those who organise it than for

those for whom it is intended’ (2016: 324).

Humanitarian organisations also face criticism for offering both Western states and the United
Nations an excuse for the ‘wait-and-see’ attitude that seems them content to send emergency
aid to crisis countries, while drawing attention away from structural problems. This
emotionally-driven emphasis essentialises people as victims, far removed from the social reality
in which they live: ‘by evading this complex reality, which makes moral judgements less certain
and solutions less unambiguous, compassion may, paradoxically, prove to be a sentiment that

spares those feeling it from having to take more demanding action’ (Fassin 2011: 180).

Walker & Maxwell (2008: 21) have shown that the two ‘C’s informing humanitarian action

(‘compassion’ and ‘change’), have been joined by a third — containment — which takes the form

19 Source: Naomi Klein, 14 April 2015, ‘the rise of disaster
capitalism’, https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/rise-disaster-capitalism/.
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of aid aimed at containing crisis and preventing northward migratory flows. The UNHCR is at
the heart of this criticism: the integration of migratory flows to its activities has largely
compromised its protection mandate (Betts, Loescher & Milner 2012). The humanitarian
argument has also been used to justify surveillance operations at sea (see, for instance, Cuttitta

2018).

Above all, humanitarianism is a dominant discourse underpinned by the increasingly
oligopolistic, institutionalised and standardised nature of the industry in which it operates.
Despite its proclaimed universalism, the term is deeply enshrined within a Western ethos and a
‘civilising” mission inspired by the philosophy of the Enlightenment. Western humanitarianism
is the dominant, multi-billion dollar, visible face of the humanitarian field; and it dictates the
language, conceptualisation and rules of the game, excluding activities that either fail to meet
its standards or are rooted in other traditions — such as remittances, Zakat®® and contributions
from faith-based communities — all of which are excluded from official development assistance.
The contemporary humanitarian landscape is thus dominated by a ‘functional secularism’
whose universal claims serve to discredit alternative narratives (Ager & Ager 2011): ‘while in
principle ‘neutral’ to religion, in practice this framing serves to marginalise religious language,
practice and experience in both the global and local conceptualisation of humanitarian action’
(456). These religious approaches are undeniably of empirical significance: ‘whilst at the
margins of international humanitarianism and academic accounts of its operation, [they] are at
the core of the experience of the vast majority of communities facing crisis and, perhaps as

crucially, of the majority of national humanitarian agency staff’ (ibid.: 465).

D) Securitisation

‘Securitisation’ refers to ‘the process leading to the transformation of certain entities into a
threat’ (Balzacq 2008); it reveals that security threats corresponds to discursive and symbolic
processes, rather than objective entities. Critical Security Studies have revealed a post-Cold

War paradigm shift: ‘securitisation’ is no longer confined to traditional military threats and now

20 Zakat or almsgiving is one of the five pillars of Islam and obligatory and continuous activity for all believers as
the religious obligation for Muslims to give annually 2,5% of one’s wealth every year should go to charity.
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includes new societal threats — such as the environment, development and migration (Buzan
1993). The Copenhagen and the Paris Schools have shown how the EU has ‘constructed’ the
theme of ‘immigration invasion’ as a central fear that both structures contemporary societies
and justifies security responses (Bigo 1998; Guild & Bigo 2010; Huysmans 2000); a fear
articulated around the themes of criminality, concern for the balance of the labour market or

the spectre of Islamic terrorism. Thus:

‘When a political discourse sees only enmity, uses (for security purposes) the most
diverse statistical tools to materialise the adversary, and invokes (with varying degrees
of relevance) relations between these large structures, their long processes and the
reasons for the necessary ‘securitisation’ of immigration, it is defining a policy of
control (over flows), controlled integration, and surveillance (of mentalities and
attitudes). This means that, moved by a ‘rhetoric of jeopardy’ it has become a discourse

of ‘securitisation’ that advocates exceptional solutions’ (Bigo 1998: 4).

The Copenhagen School (Buzan, Waever & Wilde 1998) studies societal securitisation as a
discursive process that ‘involves appealing to and protecting an imagined, homogeneous
community from the outsider’ (Buzan 1993: 5). Thus, it emphasises the key role played by
identity-related anxieties in contemporary societies, focusing on society’s ability to ‘persist in
its essential character [...] if it is societies that are the central focus of this new security
problematic, then it is issues of identity and migration that drive the underlying perceptions of
threats and vulnerabilities’ (ibid.: 5). It relies on Austin’s speech act theory (1962), according
to which labelling a problem as an existential threat can legitimise certain political practices.
Discursive securitisation is primarily the work of elites, and their authority and structural
position of power are such that the audience receives both their discourse and their worldview

as valid.

Within the Paris School, scholars approach securitisation as a sociological process, taking note
of the emergence of a transnational field of professionals and exploring the routines, day-to-
day practices, interactions and technologies deployed by bureaucracies in this ‘fear
management’ (Bigo 1998; Balzacq 2005; Huysmans 2000), which entails predicting and
controlling dangers before they manifest. This approach emphasises the crucial role played by
the deployment of expertise in securitisation processes: i.e. who defines what is dangerous,

according to what criteria, through what processes, and how the objects of security knowledge
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are produced, disseminated and assimilated. This securitisation results from structural power
positions and succeeds only on condition that it is imposed as the ‘legitimate truth’ after
validation by this category of professionals, by being communicated and supported by the
practical know-how of various public and private security agencies: ‘the security process is thus
the result of a field effect [...] in which everyone's knowledge and technological resources
produce a hierarchy of threats’ (Bigo 1998: 7). It acts as a ‘conversion operator by which the
struggle of political discourses (within the political field, which may add or subtract value) is

validated as a truth process by threat management professionals’ (ibid.: 7).

What we are seeing is greater convergence between humanitarianism and securitisation (or
compassion and repression) in refugee policies. According to Agier (2011), the humanitarian
apparatus can be defined, on a world scale, as the left hand of the Empire: he identifies ‘the
hand that cares and the hand that strikes’. A vicious circle thus emerges, in which
‘securitisation’ allows migration to be considered as an emergency. This urgent character
legitimises the use of the right hand to strike, while the ‘humanitarisation’ of the issue requires

use of the left hand to care (or cure).

Recent research has shown the close correlation between the level of ‘fear’ or concerns
generated by migrant arrivals in European countries, and the increased bargaining power of
sending countries — even though this fear lacks any empirical grounding. In fact, though Syrian
movements from Lebanon to Europe are almost non-existent, the narrative of a potential
‘invasion’ dominates political and media discourse, and European support to Lebanon includes
a strong security component with anti-terrorist programmes. In line with this logic, an increased
securitisation of refugees represents valuable leverage for countries such as Lebanon or Jordan,

so as to impose their own priorities on foreign donors (Tsourapas 2019; Facon 2020).
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III. Problematisation

My research hypothesis is that depoliticisation is a key modality of foreign interventions
concerning Syrian refugees in Lebanon; it structures their discursive space and leads to
legitimisation of their existence. I approach depoliticisation as a modus operandi, or as a tactic,
conscious or unconscious, to achieve an end, in this case the legitimisation of a political agenda
of containment. I explore its practices and logics, routines and habits, and its effects and
consequences. Depoliticisation participates in the production of a hegemonic discourse that
naturalises both the border and humanitarian regime in which Syrian refugees are embedded: a
regime deeply ingrained in a ‘naturalised’ national order, where a return to the country of origin
is the only conceivable horizon, in the eyes of both the international community and the
Lebanese authorities. This narrative, presented as neutral and coherent, puts on hold any
political perspective regarding Syria or the conditions of reception in Lebanon. It also illustrates
the ‘sedentary bias’ that informs the refugee regime’s thinking (Bakewell 2002) — a powerfully
depoliticising bias that establishes the link between the individual and their country of origin as
an authoritative argument, precluding any debate around this national order, while obliterating

the political circumstances of the Syrian conflict.

I draw upon the notion of ‘governmentality’, which has become prominent in research on
migration governance — governance being here be defined as a process of decision-making

involving a variety of actors regarding a public issue, leading to the production of social norms
or policies. Governmentality explores the interwoven forms and mechanisms of power and

influence in the management of migration flows (Geiger & Pecoud 2013). Multi-level

governance refers to the ‘dispersal of state authority and the rise of various interactive

regulatory sites’ (Bache & Flinders 2004; cited in Fakhoury 2018: 2). In the field of migration,
it explores the entwining and blurring of global, regional, and national migration regimes and
the multitude of strategies that actors draw upon to manage migration’ (Fakhoury: ibid.).
Governmentality studies have emphasised the relevance of this concept to understand the
international refugee regime, inspired by Michel Foucault's later writings on ‘governmentality’,
which he describes as the ‘ensemble formed by the institutions, procedures, analyses, and
reflections, the calculations and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific albeit

complex form of power’ (Foucault 1980, cited in Lippert 1999: 295). Governmentality studies
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assume specific knowledges are necessary for particular governmental domains to emerge and

function and that associated practices are dependent upon knowing their objects.

The concept of ‘transnational governmentality’ sheds light on the role of international
institutions in establishing norms to regulate global problems, without having recourse to
binding mechanisms (Fresia & Lavigne Delville 2018). Transnational governmentality
contributes to rendering the issues it tackles devoid of political substance, by treating them from
a ‘technical’ angle, under the guise of ‘neutrality’. In the first instance, the depoliticisation of
international interventions involves mobilisation of the humanitarianism and securitisation
paradigms, both of which are firmly rooted in a naturalisation of the sovereign state and the link
between refugees and their state of origin, as well as by a ‘centralist illusion of power’ (Bigo
1998: 7). The literature has amply demonstrated that the migration control regime is deeply
marked by the combination of two logics of intervention and two types of narratives that seem
at first glance opposed but are in reality complementary: that of humanitarianism (which refers
to the necessity of saving human lives) and that of securitisation (which refers to the necessity
of protecting borders from the suspected threat of irregular migrations). In line with Critical
Border Studies, I approach the selection and resettlement practices to which Syrian refugees
are subjected as crucial vectors of securitisation. Depoliticisation logics also pervade the field
of border cooperation, where donors have taken into consideration neither the hybrid and
dynamic character of the Lebanese security assemblage nor the historic fluidity of border spaces
between Syria and Lebanon; thus, the IBM project has failed to gain traction at the political
level (Tholens 2017). In this regard, the role of the ‘Border Control Committee’ gathering both
international and Lebanese security actors has been crucial in the ‘governmentalisation’ of
migration management by fostering the same definition of problems and their solutions.?!
Further, donors have failed to take into consideration either the hybrid and dynamic character
of the Lebanese security assemblage or the historic fluidity of border spaces between Syria and

Lebanon; thus, the IBM project has failed to gain traction at the political level (Tholens 2017).

I would add that (equally fundamental) depoliticisation mechanisms are targeting the Lebanese
state itself. These promote an essentialised and reified vision of Lebanon, its shortcomings and

lack of capacity, and in particular set in motion the dual paradigms of crisis and resilience.

2l Thus, the logic of cooperation in border management is different from when it comes to refugee assistance,
where the state and its apparatus are bypassed by foreign funds.
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These have structured a continuum of significations and political labelling around ideas of state
absence and fragmentation, of a constantly-crisis-stricken state legitimising massive foreign
interventions, and of the country’s ability to rebound from these crises. All these narratives
drive the logic of international action towards a country constructed as a ‘land of refuge’, while

suspending any political perspective.

These paradigms have taken shape through the convergence of particular forms of institutional
knowledge. They act on the one hand as ‘power-knowledge’ (Foucault 1972), constructing and
disseminating framings of social reality by marking the boundaries of what is thinkable and
legitimate and what is not. They function, on the other hand, as disciplinary technologies
structuring refugee policies, conferring coherence upon the fragmentation of practices on the

ground, and maintaining a complex network of relations necessary to this governance.

Investigating depoliticisation entails ‘denaturalising’ both the frame of action and the
epistemological tenets of the ‘national order of things’ (Malkki 1995) in which the refugee
regime is embedded, as well as its statist and sedentary vision of identities, linked to forms of
governmentality specific to the Westphalian system. These decentring and deconstruction
processes should also apply to those concepts usually mobilised in describing Lebanon:
resilience, crisis, incapacity, durability of confessional identities and consequent divisions, etc.
This work aims to explore the propagation of the disciplinary technology of depoliticisation
across Lebanon’s refugee governance ‘ecosystem’ and its structuring effects. I thus investigate
whether national authorities are imposing, co-opting or re-appropriating ‘systems of meanings’
(Gardner & Lewis 2015: 113) such as humanitarianism or securitisation, as well as whether
local NGOs play the role of passive receivers of these political technologies that they are
required to adopt, or whether they participate in defining transnational governmentality. I will
explore the effects of this international support on the Lebanese state and the continuity and

durability of its neo-patrimonial and hybrid governance mode.

Gulf donor practices seem to resist the depoliticisation inherent to the coalition of UN
organisations and Western states, especially when it comes to ‘technocratic distancing’. At first
glance, their governance practices seem ‘politicised’ to the extent that they display the religious,
political or even personal origins of interventions, revealing their contingency — and therefore
their political character. This crystallises a religious humanitarianism that is opposed to the

universalist ethos of the secular humanitarianism of the UN system. Arab donors reject some
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‘depoliticising’ categories defined by this system, starting with the institutionalisation of the
division between refugees and migrant workers, as they have equated migration and refugee
governance with the management of labour migration. However, as they have progressively
integrated Western donors’ forms of governmentality (in order to access the field and legitimise
their interventions without fully integrating the UN structures), their mode of governance has
become hybrid. We might well wonder, then, whether an analysis of their practices would allow
them to bring out a new governance model capable of adding nuance to the institutional
hegemony of Western donors and the UNHCR and challenging the theoretical assumption that
international actors are obliged to perform depoliticisation whenever they are involved in
humanitarian or refugee policies. This would indicate that politicised practices can indeed shape
refugee governance just as depoliticised practices can, with a form of governance that places a

display of its fragility and contingency at its core.

At this point, we need further reflection on the depoliticising power of this fragmentation.
Indeed, the segmentation of this nebulous refugee regime’s bureaucracy results in the dilution
of policy developments and the obliteration of all forms of responsibility, while concealing
power relations. While the existing literature stresses the pursuit of coherence through
depoliticisation processes, this research also explores the depoliticising potential of maintaining
incoherence, ambiguities, a lack of legibility, the idea that governance is necessarily
complicated and leads to inevitable disagreements; premises that are depoliticising because they

have the effect of closing down any debate.

Finally, I am apprehensive about potential ‘repoliticisation” mechanisms in the UNHCR and
donor actions, and whether there is a reactivation of the politico-ideological character of
governance? Any criticism of the hegemonic agenda of refugee governance, and any counter-
narrative involve a form of repoliticisation because they entail questioning norms established
as universal. I am interested in signs (or ‘symptoms’) of repoliticisation — such as the existence
of debates, the circulation of narratives and actions revealing political agency, choice,
responsibility, political context and controversies, the phenomenon of polarisation and divides
(for instance, when it comes to externalisation policies or reception conditions in Lebanon); the
promotion of alternative frameworks of thought and policies, etc. Since the legitimacy of the
international agenda rests on its ability to self-justify, any counter-narrative highlighting the
failures and inconsistencies of this system represents a form of challenge to it (Cuttitta 2018),

and could lead to the erosion of depoliticised narratives. In Lebanon, one crucial debate has
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revolved around the widespread feeling that the international community should do more to
share the burden of hosting refugees through resettlement.? In this context, the UNHCR has
been made a ‘scapegoat’, representing the international community while invisibilising the

responsibility of donor countries.

Reflecting upon the counter-hegemonic potential of these discourses entails assessing the scale
of their ‘circulation’ (Weedon 1996: 107). This research aims, therefore, to understand the
complex processes through which ‘politics strikes back’ (Louis & Maertens 2021: 186). Does
repoliticisation go beyond the discursive sphere, giving rise to political practices and creating
a space for negotiation, or does it modify relations of power and authority? I will consider this
‘political work’ (as the term is understood by Mérand 2022), that is, as practices aimed at
carving out a space for political agency in an environment that is severely restricted by political

rules, international norms and intergovernmental power structures.

My approach is based on a form of sociological constructivism: I study discursive interactions,
speakers’ positions of authority, and the rationales governing what is sayable and not sayable.
I aim to show the structuring power of depoliticisation as well as its fragile and evolving
character. My grasp of repoliticisation dynamics helps me avoid the pitfall of taking a reified
view of the UNHCR (and other international actors) which would tend to perceive them as
homogeneous entities with limited institutional contours. I understand their power in terms of
a diffuse and unstable hegemony, because it is dependent on the continuous negotiation,
mobilisation and enlistment of a number of actors. Thus, in response to the myth of power
saturating the social, I focus on the reality of multiple and complex practices, and how this can

dilute the effects of power.

This research work adopts a stance of ‘radical critique’ (Fresia & Lavigne Delville 2018: 345-
346)? towards aid, touching on the epistemological foundations of its moral and ideological
premises, as well as the power relationships reproduced by aid. In line with postcolonial and
neo-dependentist criticism (Escobar 1995; Rist 1996), it seeks, then, to deconstruct the

institutional logics that shape refugee governance, expert knowledge’s assumptions, and the

22 For instance, see: regional NGO Platform, 2018, Promise to Practice. Following through on Commitments to
Support the Future of Syria and the Regional.
2 Fresia & Lavigne Delville (2018) distinguish between ‘comprehensive, operational and radical criticism’ of aid.
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power relationships underpinning these actions. In this way, the symbolic violence of aid —

which is linked to its capacity to define and impose framings — is highlighted.

IV. Methodology

Unlike prior studies that were limited to the UNHCR s role,?* my approach seeks to unravel the
larger power configurations that determine the refugee regime. The methodology that I
developed thus aims to shed light on the multiplicity of actors, practices, and rationales involved
in this apparatus. This was achieved by studying interactions between the key social agents that

represent the essence of governance.

My fieldwork is based on interviews, observations, and a documentary analysis. The approach
is qualitative, empirically grounded, interpretative and inductive. Rather than verifying pre-
established theoretical hypotheses, this study is focused primarily on revealing the singularity
of these configurations through the field survey. The first challenge that I encountered in my
research was how to empirically study refugee governance practices and deconstruct their

broader social implications.

A) The assemblage ontology and the practice turn

I conceive of refugee governance as a complex assemblage of actors, ideas, technologies,
rationalities, institutions and practices. Assemblage theory is a poststructuralist relational
thinking which emerged during the 2000s, utilised on the grounds that it better supports the
situated study of governance as a multiplicity (as opposed to a unitary process). It is an
analytical response to the contingency and complexity of contemporary global governance
(Briassoulis 2019; Bueger 2018). It is one explanation of the way in which heterogeneous
elements including ‘discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws,
administrative measures, scientific statements, moral and philanthropic propositions are
assembled to address an ‘urgent need’ and invested with strategic purpose’ (Murray Li 2007:

264). These elements are not, however, necessarily intended to work together, and this renders

24 Such as Scalettaris, 2013; Fresia, 2014 & 2018; in countries other than Lebanon.
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their cooperation fragile. Assemblage theory concerns the description of the ‘making’ of the
arrangement or the ‘on-going labour of bringing disparate elements together and forging
connections between them’ (Murray Li 2007: 263); it develops a distinct understanding of order
and structures as based on practices and relations and the work required to maintain them. I
posit that the assemblage ontology, with its practice-oriented and relational focus, provides a

relevant framework to grasp the power configurations involved in my research.

Thus, assemblage theory falls into line with the ‘practice turn’ in international relations,
explored by the third generation of global governance studies. Indeed, a broad range of scholars
have argued ‘to privilege practice as the key entry point to the study of world politics’ (Adler
& Pouliot 2011: 5): they define practice as first and foremost a performance in the form of
patterned and competent behaviour informed by background knowledge. The emphasis is on
the how, on connections between what people do as a matter of routine, and the power-
knowledge sustaining their actions. The ‘practice turn’ has been deployed in migration and
Critical Border Studies, emphasising the value of researching mundane practices for
understanding the way policies are produced and experienced by a range of actors within and
beyond the state (El Qadim 2015; Fine 2016; Infantino 2017). Deploying an analytic of
assemblage allows to explore the practices that fill the gap between the will to govern and the
refractory processes that make governance difficult. Assemblages depend on the relations they
maintain. Thus, to explore how governance has been made possible in practice, the analytical
and empirical task lies in examining the inner workings and patterns of the relations that actors

have established, as well as the work required to create shared regulatory spaces and narratives.

I posit that the assemblage approach, with its practice-oriented, empirical and relational focus,
provides a relevant framework to grasp depoliticisation and repoliticisation dynamics. On the
one hand, depoliticisation plays a crucial role in assemblage theory as assemblages establish
relations of expertise and authority, technology and politics (Murray Li 2007: 279-280).
Assemblages involve ‘anti-politics’, meaning that political questions are downplayed ‘as
matters of technique’ and ‘debate about how and what to govern and the distributive effects of
particular arrangements’ is closed down ‘by reference to expertise’ (ibid.: 265). Yet, I posit that
the added value of the assemblage ontology is to provide a theoretical framework to highlight
(re)politicisation tactics. Indeed, assemblages recognise the multiplicity and hybridity of
patterns of governance, as well as their contingency and instability. Thus, they allow for a

decentred understanding of power as relational in nature, heterogeneous, situated and subject
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to uncertainty; as a contingent and multiple force in relation to which assemblages are made
and remade. Policy is ‘always subject to contestation and reformulation by a range of pressures
and forces it cannot contain’ and ‘resistance potential is always present’ (Murray Li 2007: 386).
If depoliticisation is a narrative empowering governance actors, repoliticisation has clear

disruptive effects on this narrative and on the governance system it underpins.

Thus, repoliticisation tactics — in the same capacity as depoliticisation tactics — have an
explanatory power on ‘how’ to assemble. By revealing the hidden politics behind the formation
of assemblages, they make power dynamics and contingency the object of a narrative; and the
diffusion of this narrative has repercussions on the perceived legitimacy of the assemblage and
on its perpetuation. Further, both depoliticisation and (re)politicisation tactics shed light on the
role of ideas, discourses and narratives to vest assemblages with meaning as well as to contest

those meanings.

B) Interviews and observations

In-depth and semi-structured interviews provided the bulk of my data. Interviews were
complemented by observations from my experience as a volunteer for the local NGO Nabad in
the Beqaa from September 2018 to January 2019 and from attending several monthly
consultation and coordination meetings between LCRP partners and the UNHCR, the EU, and
partner NGOs, in Beirut, Zahle and Tripoli.

The first methodological challenge that I encountered was delimiting the perimeter of my
research within an opaque humanitarian landscape that is often difficult to navigate. Beyond
recognised institutional actors such as the UNHCR, I wanted to examine actors whose impact
on the field is more complicated to assess, such as Arab donors. Studying both Western and
Arab institutions raises particular challenges due to their unclear contours, multi-scalar and
pluri-local modalities, and often informal decision-making processes, which link offices in
Beirut to those in capitals cities of donor states through multiple chains of intermediaries.
Decisions about the allocation of funding and strategic priorities are made not in Beirut, but at

UNHCR headquarters or in donor states’ capitals, as well as in Brussels. I consequently adopted
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a multi-site approach by conducting a few interviews in Brussels and Paris (in addition to my

work in Lebanon).

An exhaustive account would be an impossible task. I have chosen to focus on specific
organisations based on their relevance in shaping the refugee regime and in establishing
relations with Lebanese authorities. By examining different levels of discourse, from field
actors to figures closer to decision-making, my work seeks to illustrate the diversity and hybrid
nature of governance processes. The sample of around 127 interviews includes, among
representatives of the international community, the following entities: the UNHCR, the WFP,
and the IOM, European embassies and Foreign Affairs Ministries,? the EU delegation, the
European Commission, ECHO, the ICMPD, the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC)*¢ and a few international NGOs. It also includes members of Gulf organisations such
as national Red Crescent Societies, KSRelief, Qatar Charity, and Kuwaiti institutions.
Regarding Lebanese authorities, the sample is composed of representatives from Ministries that
have played a role in the Syrian response, including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (for the
political dimension), Home Affairs (for the security dimension), Social Affairs, Displaced
Persons, and Education (for the operational aspect). I also included security actors engaged in
border management such as GSO and Customs. Finally, I contacted representatives of several
Lebanese municipalities with a strong Syrian presence, i.e. Tripoli, Ersaal, Baalbeck, and Halba
— as well as religious authorities involved in aid programmes, such as Dar al Fatwa or local
muftis. The final interview sample is composed Syrian individuals who have been through the
registration or resettlement process, as well as members of local NGOs, civil society
organisations (CSOs), and religious charities that benefit from Gulf funding.?” Given the
prominence of their role as implementing partners of UN agencies, not including them in the
sample would have entailed the risk of a very bias approach; I was particularly attentive to how
they perceive UNHCR and key donors. These interviews were conducted in French, English
and Arabic (with the help of translators). I conducted them in Lebanon during three stays,

between August 2018 and January 2019, August 2019 and January 2020, and finally between

25 Given its role as a key donor and its historical and cultural ties with Lebanon, I focused in particular on France.

26 The ICRC is relevant for this study due to its interventions in remote and border areas as well as its policy to

engage in direct contact and dialogue with all political actors, including non-state armed groups such as Hezbollah.
gag g p g group

27 Among national organisations, I paid particular attention to the Lebanese Red Cross due to its strong field

presence in Lebanon.
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September 2021 and December 2021. In between, I have conducted a few Skype interviews as

well as interviews in Paris, and in Brussels in February 2020.

In general, the fieldwork progressed favourably — my informants were familiar with the
presence and activity of researchers and understood my work and the importance of qualitative
interviews. I was able to capitalise on my knowledge of the professional codes of these social
settings — having briefly worked for European organisations and interned with the French
delegation at the United Nations before my PhD — as well as on the trust established by my
institutional affiliations, in particular the Institut Frangais du Proche-Orient (IFPO) located in

Beirut.

I nevertheless encountered a number of obstacles, particularly regarding accessibility and
secrecy policies. Aid institutions are opaque establishments that often limit access to offices or
meetings to members and are deeply invested in maintaining a public image of power and
legitimacy (Fresia & Delville 2018: 12). In Lebanon, the inaccessibility of an institution such
as the UNHCR is primarily physical, with tightly secured offices and employees who are
difficult to reach or approach. Their white armoured vehicles exemplify ‘the impressive
logistical capacity of the organisation additionally reinforcing an imaginary of power
surrounding it, and thus of suspicion’ (Fresia 2009: 44). The UNHCR also exerts moral pressure
on its employees by requiring them to sign a code of conduct that forbids disclosure of
confidential information collected in the course of their duties which, although it has no legal

standing, foments a culture of loyalty to the organisation.

Issues of access were also situational. The topic of Syrian refugees had crystallised certain
tensions and polemics and was hence regarded as ‘politically sensitive’. In June 2018, two
months before my first field study, the former Foreign Affairs Minister Gebran Bassil
threatened to halt the issuance of visas to UNHCR staff, accusing the organisation of having a
‘hidden agenda’ to keep refugees in Lebanon. This engendered a climate of distrust among
agents and contributed to self-censorship during interviews and a reluctance to speak with
researchers. Thus, I was concerned about receiving trustworthy responses that went beyond a

reproduction of institutional rhetoric.

These difficulties are part of the investigative process. As noted by Bennani-Chraibi (2010: 93),

‘negotiating access to the field is already investigating’. The constraints on my work have
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provided a meaningful point of departure from which to gather data and raise broader questions.
Topics deemed sensitive or confidential reveal certain actors’ policies of neutrality or
communication, and their refusal or willingness to divulge certain information can suggest
acceptance of the status quo (Alles, Guilbaud & Lagrange 2016) or, conversely, an act of
resistance. Consequently, in contrast to the UNHCR, the few interviews I conducted with
representatives of the Lebanese Foreign Affairs Ministry (who were as difficult to reach as
those UNHCR officials) took the form of a ‘political performance’ in which they denounced

the externalisation policies of the European countries that I represented as a French citizen.

Secrecy prompts ethical questions concerning the anonymisation and use of collected data: thus,
interviewees’ names have been anonymised and personally identifiable information has been
removed in order to protect the identity of participants. By limiting the information disclosed
regarding interviewees to the name of their organisation (most of these having high turnover
rates), and the month and place of the interview, anonymity has been ensured: this information
does not allow the reader to identify interviewees directly or indirectly as each description could
refer to at least five different individuals. Secrecy also raises doubts about the reliability of
interviewees’ statements, thus necessitating specific verification methods. For this reason, I
conducted a wide range of interviews (in terms of organisations, positions, and nationalities)
and compared testimonies, paying close attention to assumptions generated — both consciously
and unconsciously — by hegemonic thinking. I also took the constraints of the interview setting
into consideration — due to the culture of secrecy mentioned above, these dialogues could not

be considered an ‘ideal speech situation’ (Habermas 1990).

Accordingly, I developed a context-sensitive approach by targeting individuals in positions
involving lower political stakes, such as project managers, assistants, and former employees
(these organisations have a significant turnover rate). While heads of office and directors of
external relations rarely ventured beyond the standard rhetorical position of their organisation,
individuals with less ‘official’ functions spoke more freely. Moreover, beyond affiliates
charged with briefing external participants, I was often referred to individuals who were

accustomed to speaking with researchers and expressed interest in their initiatives.

An additional challenge was purely logistical — establishing contact with Lebanese actors was
possible almost exclusively through informal channels. I relied primarily upon

recommendations and vicarious contacts, sources that proved increasingly fruitful as my field
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research progressed. Most local NGOs lacked websites — this was particularly the case with
many grassroot organisations and religious charities recipient of Gulf funding — and the contact

information of representatives of local or religious authorities was not publicly available.

Interviews were semi-structured, which required designing a grid of open, indirect questions
tailored to each interviewee, and that may be changed according to the dynamic of the interview.
This approach can be considered both inductive and holistic, as it accounts for the imbrication
of varying social dimensions. This style of interview (as opposed to directive interviews)
presented distinct advantages, as it was adapted to interviewees’ knowledge or willingness to
communicate. Informants were provided an opportunity to voice their own perspectives and
concerns, offering valuable insight into their experiences and ideals. My studies are primarily
concerned with political processes rather than environments, for which an ethnographic study

or non-directive interviews would have been more appropriate.

Since the beginning of my fieldwork, I have routinely been denied permission to record
interviews, particularly with UNHCR officers. The act of asking permission often contributed
to an atmosphere of distrust, resulting in self-censorship from my informants regardless of
whether they consented or refused. As a result, I sometimes chose notetaking over recording,

which ensured confidentiality and helped establish trust.

To facilitate exchanges, I introduced my research in a broad, polysemic manner without
mentioning politically charged topics. My initial questions touched upon the Syrian response
in general, the ‘disembodied’ aid apparatus, and the norms and long-term visions mobilised by
my interviewees. When the context was favourable, I gradually addressed more controversial
subjects, such as returns, donor interests, and constraint mechanisms. In sensitive contexts, I
avoided framing direct questions, instead approaching them from within the narratives
expressed by interviewees regarding the interests, motives, and responsibilities that underly

refugee policies.

To analyse my data, I draw on Fairclough (2003)’s conception of discourse as a social practice
that constructs social identities, social relations, and the knowledge and meaning systems of the
social world. Discourse both reflects and produces the ideas and assumptions relating to the
ways in which personal identities, social relations and knowledge systems are constituted

through social practice. In other words, language does not have a fixed, objective meaning, but
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is conditioned by a whole range of situational factors: the author’s belief system; the
surrounding political, economic and social context, any professional community to which the
person belongs as well as the immediate situation in which the words were uttered (Fairclough
ibid.). This approach draws on the Foucauldian analysis defining discourses as meaning
formations that provide an effective lens for producing knowledge about a topic in concrete
contexts and institutions (Foucault 1972). Following this view, discourses produce social reality
through the development of a hegemonic knowledge which competes against other discourses
for dominance. This constructivist conception of discourse assumes a dialectical relationship
between discursive events and the situations and social structures in which they are embedded:
on the one hand, social contexts shape and affect discourse; on the other hand, through
discourses, social actors influence and constitute knowledge, situations and social roles.
Following Potter & Mulkay (1985) and Potter & Wetherell (1988)’s methodology, instead of
looking for discursive consistency at the individual level, I search for ‘common discursive

resources’ or ‘repertoires’ (Potter & Wetherell 1988: 172) circulating between different actors.

I emphasise repertoires falling within discursive practices of depoliticisation: I identity speech
patterns of denying or concealing deliberation or agency, while emphasising expertise or
technicisation. I pay attention to ‘problematisation and technicisation routines’ (Murray Li
2007: 244) allowing the UNHCR and other international entities to disseminate their political
and moral frames of reference and their institutional models. This way, I aim to point out the
power and influence of these particular narratives and their potential societal, ideological and
institutional effects. Thus, I observe the constant, multifaceted and multi-localised work of
legitimisation; as ‘the process by which speakers accredit or licence a type of social behaviour,’
enacted by ‘argumentation, that is, by providing arguments that explain our social actions,
ideas, thoughts, declarations, etc.” (Reyes 2011: 782). Conversely, I also observe signs of
(re)politicisation, such as deliberation, debate, and an emphasis on political agency and

interests.

The concept of ‘active interviewing’ proved useful: 1 conceive of interviews as
‘developmental’, i.e. sites of meaning-making between the interviewer and the interviewee in
which data are not only gathered but also made (Holstein & Gubrium 1997). I have been
sensitive to my interviewees’ positionality and individual concrete situation. Indeed, the
humanitarian sector is crossed by structural inequalities, between international and local

employees as well as between organisations — with local NGOs depending on donor or IO’s
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funding. Thus, one’s job security or insecurity and hierarchical position can influence the
confidence or reluctance to disclose information. By scrutinising the actors’ discourses and
practices involved in creating policies, I have analysed the interactions and power dynamics
between them. In doing so, I aim to show that migration governance in Lebanon is the result of

a social and confrontational process of negotiation.

C) Desk Research

Discourses in the humanitarian field include those elaborated by actors to describe and justify
their action or call for donation, in particular the grey literature and secondary sources that,
through their terminologies, paradigms, and prescriptions, convey the dominant norms of
decision-making centres. The challenge presented by texts produced by transnational entities —
donors, the EU, UN agencies, or international NGOs — was their sheer density. The interview
process enabled me to identify key texts quoted by my informants as the frameworks that guided

their actions.

The limitations of interviews lie precisely in the fact that they privilege discursive realities
whose reliability can be problematic because they tend to emphasise idealised view of social
processes or to focus on positive aspects and downplay issues perceived as sensitive. Thus, I
sought to assess critically their perception of the reality and to question the rhetorical accounts
to which I was exposed in a systematic manner. My study of institutional literature thus attempts
to highlight incongruences between the formulation of and actual implementation of policies,

and between real and stated interests.

My methodological approach necessarily entailed the risk of accessing only segments of reality
and thus acquiring only a shallow understanding of the exhaustive pathway of decisions and
their concrete effects. To limit this risk, I adhered to the principle of ‘eclecticism of sources’,
which was suitable for evaluating these narratives and allowed for extensive data triangulation.
This approach requires a systematic dialogue between evidence and analytical concepts that
facilitates ‘breaking phenomena down into their constituent parts and viewing them in relation
to the whole they form’ (Griffin & Ragin 1994). Triangulation is essential for attaining the

degree of ‘saturation’ necessary to draw satisfactory conclusions (ibid.; Baxter & Jack 2008).
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In addition, I have attempted to develop a sense of self-reflexivity and to deconstruct my own
situated point of view. Indeed, my perceptions are permeated by Eurocentric readings of
migration policies and of Lebanese politics that might be conducive to reductive
understandings. To avoid such pitfalls, I started the literature review by delving into recent
scholarly and theoretical work on the Lebanese state and society, and on regional migration

dynamics.

V. Summary of chapters

Chapter one

The construction of Lebanon as a ‘weak’, ‘absent’ and ‘fragmented’ state

The first chapter, exclusively based on existing literature, examines the dominant narratives on
Lebanon’s politics that will prove crucial to the legitimisation of international interventions. I
provide a brief account of Lebanon’s recent history, in particular its political system and its
complex relationship with Syria, including the porous border governance between the two
countries. Then, I point to the hegemony of the ‘weakness paradigm’ to describe the Lebanese
state by academics and 1O professionals. This paradigm relies on a set of simplistic assumptions
that ‘pathologise’ the state by framing it as absent, afflicted by fragmentation and bad
governance, and that technicise it by conceiving of its policy choices as an absence of choice,
thus downplaying its political agency. I offer an account of recent scholarly works putting forth
a new series of terms (conceptually more sophisticated) with which to describe the Lebanese
state and grasp its modalities of action, including those of hybridity and neo-patrimonialism;
these shed light on the systemic features of the Lebanese state. Finally, I offer an examination
of the Lebanese government’s responses to Syrian refugee arrivals: first assessed as a ‘policy
of no-policy’, these have actually shown the strategic thinking and ingrained political repertoire

of the Lebanese authorities.

Chapter two

Lebanon’s refugee regime: security and humanitarian paradigms

The second chapter describes the nuances of the depoliticisation of UNHCR interventions. I

posit that depoliticisation mechanisms target the Lebanese state by promoting an essentialised
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vision of Lebanon and of its capacity limitations to legitimise foreign interventions. This
depoliticisation also entails the promotion of a narrative of good cooperation between the
international donor community and the host state, smoothing out disagreements; and includes
tactics of technocratic distancing, neutrality claims and vulnerability politics. Then, the chapter
focuses on the logics of action permeating UNHCR policies related to Syrian mobility: it
deconstructs the politics surrounding refugee registration and de-registration to illustrate the
securitisation logic inherent to the UNHCR’s work. It also unpacks the deployment of
technologies of governance in resettlement programmes designed for Syrian refugees, resulting
in the UNHCR becoming part of the border apparatus. Peer policing and the disciplining of
sexual and gender identities construct ‘deserving’ refugees through the cultural and gendered
performance of persecution in home countries. I point to the UNHCR’s depoliticised approach
to return: embedded in a sedentary order which essentialises the link between Syrians and their
nation states, this approach is facilitated by the fragmentation of return initiatives and goes

through the assertion of the ‘voluntary’ character of returns (despite lack of empirical validity).

Chapter three

Lebanon’s border regime: European externalisation and border management policies

In this chapter, I explore depoliticisation mechanisms regarding international border
interventions, essentially on the Lebanon-Syria border. First, I point to the prevalence of
externalisation logics, discourses and frames in European interventions: Lebanon has been
constructed by the international community as a ‘dangerized’ place, embedded in a European
agenda of externalisation of migratory controls. I argue that European security professionals
have provided a technical ‘problematisation’ of Lebanon’s border and security assemblage,
interpreted as symptomatic of unfinished state-building. This lays the basis for legitimising the
ICMPD’s interventions, putting forth its need-based and technocratic solutions: the Integrated
Border Management approach (IBM) is presented as a way to overcome sectarian patterns of
rule. I draw attention to the diffusion of the paradigm of migration management, with its
selective, orderly and neoliberal ordeal; this paradigm has been accepted and even
instrumentalised by Lebanese state officials for their own benefits, in order to legitimise their
policy of increased control. Finally, I shed light on specific mechanisms of depoliticisation
mobilised by the ICMPD, i.e. a humanitarian border rationality and a bottom-up approach
enhancing the role of local communities in bordering processes. In this chapter, I show that the

ICMPD technicises Lebanon’s border assemblage by framing it as a symptom of state weakness
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and lack of sovereignty, and not as the result of historical cross-border circulations. This
technical interpretation is a form of depoliticisation since it fixes issues in a context of technical
deficiencies and regulations while avoiding putting them into politics. The fact that the ICMPD
supports a state-driven model makes this diagnosis of state weakness all the more crucial for

the legitimatisation of its interventions: the ICMPD needs a state to act upon.

Chapter four

Repoliticisation: reactivating the political character of refugee governance

This chapter examines the dynamics of ‘repoliticisation’ of the refugee regime in Lebanon,
understood as a discursive process revealing deliberation, choice and political interests in
decision-making. I first point to the repoliticisation (and delegitimisation) of Western interests
by local actors: it manifests through criticism towards the EU agenda of border externalisation
and the ‘tactic of distancing’ that puts the UNHCR on the frontlines. Then, I turn to the
disruptive effects of repoliticisation practices, such as open conflicts and practices of resistance,
as well as their effects in terms of power balance: indeed, the Lebanese authorities have gained
leverage over the donor community and the UNHCR, whose space of operation has been
shrinking when it comes to return policies. The last section unravels the role of the Lebanese
civil society, between depoliticisation and resistance practices, by showing that Lebanese
NGOs are co-opted in transnational governmentality despite attempts to resist international
norms and narratives. In the end, rather than studying repoliticisation as an isolated phenomena,
this chapter highlights the constant ‘coming and going’ between depoliticisation and

repoliticisation.

Chapter five

Gulf donors and organisations: an alternative model of refugee governance

This chapter examines the role of Gulf actors in responding to Syrian refugee arrivals. It points
to the construction of Gulf donors and organisations as politicised, and investigates whether
this politicisation necessarily leads to stigmatisation or decreased authority (as the previous
chapters have shown that the legitimisation of 1Os lies in their depoliticisation). Gulf states’
responses have not been through the process of technocratic distancing characterising the

responses of the traditional donor community, and have been stigmatised as being the result of
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Gulf states’ strategic choices, and in particular of their support to Islamic militancy. However,
this model of governance prone to politicisation has also led to higher degrees of visibility and
influence at the local level, granting it legitimacy. Religious and identity-based
humanitarianism also plays a role in the legitimisation of Gulf donorship: it is prone to
politicisation but has depoliticising effect as it is presented as the result of a moral
necessity. Finally, through ‘pragmatic legitimacy’ Gulf organisations have asserted their own
criteria of professionalism putting forth their concrete efficiency in responding spontaneously
to local needs. Yet, they have also complied with Western donors’ forms of depoliticised
governmentality in order to access the field and legitimise their interventions without fully

integrating the UN structures.
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Chapter one: The ‘construction’ by foreign actors of

Lebanon as a weak. absent and divided state.

This first chapter, exclusively based on existing literature, aims at describing the context
underlying the research. I examine the foundational and dominant narratives on Lebanon’s
politics which, I argue, have been crucial to the legitimisation of international interventions.
First, I provide a brief account of Lebanon’s recent history, in particular the formation of its
political system and its complex relationship with Syria. I shed light on the Lebanon-Syria
border as a ‘quasi-border’ (Picard 2016: 23) with patterns of porousness and hybrid sovereignty
defying conventional expectations grounded in the nation-state. Second, I point to the
hegemony of the ‘weakness paradigm’ to describe the Lebanese state by academics and 10
professionals. This paradigm relies on a set of simplistic assumptions that ‘pathologise’ the
state by framing it as absent, afflicted by fragmentation and bad governance, and downplaying
its political agency. As explained in the following chapters, this ‘weakness’ paradigm is at the
centre of IO practice and discourse and is not neutral: it determines the modus operandi of
foreign interventions and provides crucial arguments for their legitimisation. In my research, I
will be adopting an attitude of deconstruction regarding this culturalist and essentialist
narrative, by taking the representation of a country hopelessly incapable of governing itself as
an object of investigation, rather than as a tool with which to analyse its social reality. Third, I
shed light on new theoretical paradigms that have overcome these simplistic constructions by
offering a better account of the workings of the Lebanese state, i.e. those of ‘hybrid
sovereignties’ and ‘neo-patrimonialism’ which highlight the systemic features of this state.
Finally, I end this contextual chapter by offering an examination of the Lebanese government’s
responses to Syrian refugee arrivals: first assessed as a ‘policy of no-policy’, these have actually

shown the strategic thinking and ingrained political repertoire of the Lebanese authorities.

By examining the hegemony of the weakness paradigm, this first chapter lays the basis for
chapter two and chapter three. Indeed, this perception of Lebanon has determined the modus
operandi of foreign interventions. Both the UNHCR (chapter two) and the ICMPD (chapter
three)’s interventions entail a problematisation of the Lebanese state as ‘weak’: to legitimise
their interventions, these I0s have established a continuum of signifiers and political labels

centred around narratives of state absence, fragmentation, and a country perpetually in crisis.
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I. Putting L.ebanon’s politics and borders into historical

perspective

First, I examine the foundational and dominant narratives on Lebanon’s politics, stemming from
the formation of its political system as one of sectarian power-sharing and its complex
relationship with Syria. The Lebanon-Syria border presents patterns of porousness and hybrid
sovereignty defying conventional expectations grounded in the nation-state. These aspects have
been framed by international institutions and academics as further evidence that Lebanon is not

fully formed as a nation-state.

A) Lebanon’s political system: the institutionalisation of a

sectarian power-sharing model

Lebanon has been through difficult times to constitute itself as a ‘precarious republic’ (Hudson,
1968): it gained independence in 1943 after being part of the Ottoman Empire and under the
1923 French mandate. Sectarianism was then institutionalised in the form of corporate
consociational power sharing arrangements: political power was devolved along confessional
lines, with a Maronite President, a Sunni Prime Minister and a Shia leader of the legislature,
and sects were represented proportionally in the cabinet with parity between Christian and

Muslim denominations in the Parliament.

‘Control of state institutions and revenues by an overlapping alliance of
sectarian/political and economic elite consecrates a sectarian institutional set up and
lubricates sophisticated clientelist networks that co-opt large segments of the
population, thus ensuring that the Lebanese remain unequal sectarian subjects
compartmentalised in self-managed communities, rather than citizens with inalienable

rights’ (Salloukh et al. 2016: 2).
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In this system, sects serve as enlarged clientelist networks designed to compete for market
benefits and the appropriation of social wealth and state services: if Lebanon’s political parties®®
are called sectarian, in essence they are elitist, serving themselves rather than their so-called

communities.?®

During the 1960s, Lebanon went through a phase of economic liberalism, relative state assertion
and cultural development under the presidential mandates of Fouad Chehab and Charles Helou,
visible with thriving press, edition and university sectors, granting it the reputation of
‘Switzerland of the Middle East’. In the context of Israeli attacks and Palestinians contestation,
the Civil War from 1975 to 1990 has enshrined the power of militias against the state, and the
term ‘Lebanonisation’ has since then been used to indicate the destructive fragmentation of a
country. The 1989 Taéf agreements put an end to the civil war without challenging the political
and sectarian order. At the same time, Lebanon has been praised for its so-called ‘resilience’
and in particular ‘generosity’ towards refugees. Indeed, the small country has received
Armenian refugees in 1916 after the genocide, allowing them a certain degree of economic
integration and political representation, and Palestinian refugees since 1948 — however, these
have faced broad socioeconomic discrimination and multiple restrictive measures limiting their
mobility.>* Lebanon has also hosted Iraqi refugees since the 2003 American invasion, before

hosting Syrian refugees from 2011 onwards.

Over the past few years, the Lebanese population has mobilised to express their discontent with
the country’s political elites and post-civil war political order: with huge protests during the
2015 garbage crisis and with the October 2019 nationwide protests, shedding light on the
absence of public services as well as the authoritarian and corrupted character of the political

class.

28 Lebanon’s main parties are Hezbollah and Amal for the Shia community, the Future Movement among
Lebanon’s Sunnis, and the Free Patriotic Movement, the Lebanese Forces, and Kataeb (the Lebanese Phalangist
Party) among Maronite Christians, as well as the Progressive Socialist Party for the country’s Druze.

2 Atallah (2018) has shown how Lebanon’s electoral law results in gerrymandering, which allows elites to select
their constituency rather than voters electing their representatives; thus, Members of Parliament are hardly aware
of citizens’ concerns and do not legislate on citizens’ priorities (Atallah ibid.).

30 Palestinians are excluded from the universal regime of legal protection based on the UNHCR’s mandate, falling
under the UNRWA (cf. Chapter two).
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B) Lebanon’s border areas: porosity, fluidity and informal

economy

Apart from Lebanon’s political system, the Lebanon-Syria borderland is another crucial
element that has led to the assumption of state weakness among IOs and academics. More than
a simple demarcation, borders have been described as ‘a metaphorical link to a country’s
national identity’ (Picard 2016: 326) or ‘a political-psychological fixation’. In her book on
Lebanon-Syria relations, Picard quotes Barth’s (1969 cited in Picard 2016: 327) definition of
the border as ‘an imprecise zone at the confines of two states, whose division is never achieved
and the control often deficient. A conceptual line, imaginary and affective that social groups
carry and reproduce in their process of identity construction’. This definition allows to make
sense of the process of formation of the Lebanon-Syria border, described as a ‘quasi-border’
(Picard 2016) or a ‘security assemblage’ (Tholens 2017) with patterns of porousness and hybrid

sovereignty defying conventional expectations based on the nation-state.

1. The border: an ‘artificial colonial creation of the 1920s’

Historically, the Lebanon-Syria border has been contested, porous and ill-defined (Picard,
2016; Kaufman, 2014). This ‘fluid borderland’ (Picard, ibid.), never fully demarcated on the
ground, results from a series of zones of influence and mandates in the region. During the
Ottoman Empire, a state-building process started at the level of the mutsarrifiya (autonomous
subdivision) of Mount-Lebanon from 1861 to 1914, though in the Levant the differentiation of
national identity based on ethnic or religious characteristics seemed then irrelevant. Then, in
1916, the Sykes-Picot agreement drew the delimitations of the future nations according to the
colonial needs of Great Britain and France (Meier 2013). The declaration of the Republic of
Lebanon in 1926 sealed the separation between Lebanon and Syria (Picard 2016: 27), the
constitution unilaterally affirming the broad outlines of its boundaries. Chalcraft (2008: 20)
describes this border as an ‘artificial colonial creation of the 1920s’ leading to the arbitrary
division of social groups. Indeed, Lebanon’s new border areas, previously not part of Mount-
Lebanon, lost their direct social, economic and trade relations with Syria, without being

economically, politically and socially integrated into the Lebanese state: ‘along the eastern and
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norther borders with Syria, central authorities have never fully exercised control over territorial

borders, which for decades were seen as spaces of interaction and exchange rather than

frontiers’ (Tholens 2017: 872).

2. ‘A quasi border’ between two ‘quasi states’31

Lebanon’s geographical area consists of 10,400 square km, the majority of which consists of
land (10,230 square km), and a small, claimed part territorial sea.> To the West, Lebanon’s
coastline borders the Mediterranean with 225 km. By land, Lebanese territory borders with
Syria to the North and East (375 km) and Israel in the South (79 km). The borderland with Syria
contains large areas of ‘green border’ (i.e. mountain, flat and river borders) that are challenging
to control and marginalised, with the absence of state institutions, the presence of Hezbollah (in
the Beqaa), the prevalence of an informal economy, and a lack of official political
representation. Exchanges between these ‘two unfinished nation-states’ (Picard 2016: 17) are
limited to Lebanese consuming goods and services from Syria (food, medicine, schools and
hospitals) and traders smuggling goods from Lebanon to Syria (electronic, cigarettes...). There
are five official land crossing points (BCPs) along the border with Syria: Arida on the
Mediterranean coast between Tartous and Tripoli, Aboudieh in Akkar, and Boukayaa, Masnaa

and Qaa in the Beqaa Valley.

The Civil War economy prompted cross-border circulation which shaped a dense network of
inter-connexions serving the interest of militias and occupying powers. Following the war,
under Syrian military control, the borderland became a real ‘transborder power system’ (Picard
2016) at the service of the political economy of the Syrian domination; therefore, the
reconstruction of Lebanon and the liberalisation of the Syrian economy became two interrelated
phenomena. The Beqaa Valley became a ‘territorial in-between’ (Bennafla 2005, cited in Picard
2016: 335), with its agricultural economy, urban networks and commercial practices
transformed by thirty years of Syrian military presence and exchanges. Even following its

withdrawal in 2005, the Syrian Army has continued to cross the border around the first

31 Kossayfi evokes about a ‘quasi border’ separating those ‘quasi states’ (al Akhabar, 29 August 2014, cited in
Picard 2016).
32 Source : World Atlas.
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Lebanese villages in order to control the smuggling of strategic products (cement, drug, fuel,

etc.) while weapon supplying from Hezbollah has persisted.

The demarcation of the Lebanon-Syria border has been severely neglected by the Mandate
authorities and then by the governments of the independent states (Khalifah 2006). As a result,
still now, the ‘border boundaries on official Syrian and Lebanese maps present, in the details,
a lot of divergences’ (Verdeil 2005): following the Syrian withdrawal and the Israeli war, the
international community called upon both the Lebanese and Syrian governments to initiate a
process of border demarcation (with the aim to prevent the flow of arms into Lebanon for
Hezbollah), as enacted in article 5 of the resolution 1680 (17 May 2006) of the Security Council.
Following the 2006 Israeli attacks, the United Nations 1701 resolution (11 August 2006)
reinforced the FINUL and reiterated such demands. In the conclusions of their 2007 and 2008
reports, the Lebanon Independent Border Assessment Team and the newly formed ‘Common
Border Lebanese Force’ emphasised the extreme porosity of the northern and eastern borders
of Lebanon, the inefficiency of existing border posts, and a lack of coordination with Syrian
authorities.* These reports insisted on the urgency to delineate the border and make it
monitored by trained and mobile teams, and called on the Lebanese government to ‘secure its
borders and other entry points to prevent the entry in Lebanon without its consent of arms or
related material’. Finally, in 2008, as the Lebanese and Syrian governments agreed to establish
diplomatic ties, they also agreed to begin the process of demarcation of Lebanon’s Northern

border (Mouawad 2020).

C) Lebanon and Syria as ‘intimate strangers’ (Picard 2016)

As mentioned in the introduction, post-war ‘pax Syria’ has been characterised by overt Syrian
tutelage in Lebanon, during which Syria negotiated with the Lebanese government a series of
bilateral treaties — including the 1964 Treaty of Brotherhood, Cooperation, and Coordination

— conferring mobility and labour privileges to Syrians in Lebanon 3* After the killing of former

3 Source: Lebanon Independent Border Assessment Team reports, 2007 & 2008, available at:
https://www securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCFIB-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-
CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/Lebanon%20S2007 %20382.pdf, [last accessed: 15 April 2023].

3 Namely, the 1962 Law Regulating the Entry of Foreigners into Lebanon, their Stay and their Exit from Lebanon;
the 1962 Law n°320 on the Control of Entry and Exit from Lebanese border posts; the 1964 By-law n°17561
Regulating the Work of Foreigners in Lebanon and its amendment; and the 1925 Decree n°15 modified by the
Law of 11 January 1960.
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Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri in 2005, massive public protests against the Syrian presence led to
the withdrawal of Syrian troops in Lebanon. Yet, the Syrian regime continued to wield
significant influence over the country in the post-2005 period through its political allies.®
According to Picard (2016: 23), the ‘volatility of representations and fluidity of practices on the
Lebanon-Syria ‘quasi-border’ did not put an end to the dense relationships between state and

societies’:

“The construction in the two national spaces of a citizenship bond between the
populations and the state (which is at the same time one institution, one administrative
apparatus and one actor) is clearly defective. The establishment of their international
sovereignty remains unachieved almost a century after their foundation, because of the
perpetuation with Israel and the persistence of political interferences and Syrian

territorial encroachments in Lebanon’ (ibid.: 358).

During the 1990s and the 2000s, the postwar reconstruction of Lebanon and the liberalisation
of the Syrian economy developed as two interwoven processes; and the Lebanon-Syria
economic integration imposed by Damascus has had structuring effects on social stratification
and power hierarchies (Picard 2016: 21). In a borderland marked by blurred sovereignties,
authorities, material and symbolic capital and identities (Leenders 2017: 63; Picard 2016: 338)
as well as by transborder conflicts, the population has privileged family and local belongings

and affinities (Chatty, Mansour & Yassin 2013).

The Syrian war has prompted significant transformations in the way the Lebanese periphery
relates to the core: the Eastern border, historically porous, has increasingly come to be seen as
a militarised buffer between the war in Syria and the relative calm of Lebanon. Following the
terminology employed by Wilson & Donnan (1998: 4, 7 & 21, cited in Picard 2016: 327), this
border shifted from being a ‘periphery’, loosely connected to both Beirut and Damascus, to

being a ‘boundary’, a strong demarcation between two countries.*®

35 Composed of Sunni and Christian parties and led by the Sunni Future Current, the anti-Syrian March 14 Alliance
holds friendly stances toward the West and Saudi Arabia. The March 8 Alliance, whose key protagonists are the
two Shia parties, and the Christian Free Patriotic Movement is keen on preserving ties with the Syrian and Iranian
regimes.

3 In chapter three, I will show how the ICMPD technicises Lebanon’s border assemblage by framing it as a
symptom of state weakness and lack of sovereignty, and not as the result of historical cross-border circulations.
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This section has examined the foundational and dominant narratives on Lebanon’s politics,
stemming from the formation of its political system as one of sectarian power-sharing and the
Lebanon-Syria border with patterns of porousness defying conventional expectations grounded
in the nation-state. These aspects have been framed by international institutions and academics
as further evidence that Lebanon is not fully formed as a nation-state, which serve the narrative

of ‘state weakness’.

II. The ‘politics of labelling’: a seemingly absent, weak and

fragmented state

In this section, I point to the hegemony of the ‘weakness paradigm’ to describe the Lebanese
state. This paradigm relies on a set of simplistic assumptions that ‘pathologise’ the state by
framing it as absent, afflicted by fragmentation and bad governance, and that technicise it by
framing its policy choices as an absence of choice, thus downplaying its political agency. As it
set out in the following chapters, this paradigm, at the centre of expert practice and discourse,
is not neutral: it determines the modus operandi of foreign interventions and provides crucial

arguments for their legitimisation.

A) The paradigm of state weakness

Weak state is a concept that has been popularised in the jargon of ‘international relations’
professionals and think-tank analysts after the end of the Cold War and adopted by scholarly
literature on state formation and state-building in the context of the ‘global war on terror’. State
fragility is defined as a state’s inability to meet its citizens’ basic needs and expectations and to
provide public services. Weak states have ‘capacity gaps’: the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) defines a weak state as a state which ‘has weak capacity
to carry out basic functions of governing a population and its territory’ (OECD 2011: 6). A
weak state also ‘lacks the ability to develop mutually constructive and reinforcing relations with
society’ (ibid.: 6), thus missing a social contract as a source of legitimacy. In addition, there is
not one single political authority with the legitimate monopole of violence: weak states struggle

to provide security against internal and external threats. They are thus perceived as potentially
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threatening to international security, making governance complex and unpredictable, and prone

to regional interference, political instability and internal competition.

In this view, the difference between ‘failed states’ and weak ones is one of degree: if in the
2000s policy analysts conceived of Indonesia, Pakistan and Colombia as weak states, the label
of failed state was used to refer to situations with the collapse of state institutions such as
Rwanda, Haiti, Liberia, Congo, Sierra Leone, and Afghanistan. Study of weak and failed states
are informed by culturally specific assumptions about what a successful state should look like:
they discard any reality that does not live up to an abstract European ideal. The Failed States
Index, published annually since 2005 by the US think tank Fund for Peace and the magazine
Foreign Policy illustrates this normative and Eurocentric roots state-centric bias, as well as this

definition of failed states versus strong states by Rosa Ehrenreich Brooks (2005: 1161-1162):

‘Successful states control defined territories and populations, conduct diplomatic
relations with other states, monopolise legitimate violence within their territories, and
succeed in providing adequate social goods to their populations. Failed states, their dark
mirror image, lose control over the means of violence, and cannot create peace or
stability for their populations or control their territories. They cannot ensure economic
growth or any reasonable distribution of social goods. They are often characterised by

massive economic inequities, warlordism, and violent competition for resources.’

B) The ‘pathologisation’ of the Lebanese state: the illusion of

power vacuum

Descriptions of the Lebanese state have fallen in line with this pathologic approach to
governance: ‘scholars usually characterise the Lebanese state as weak, broken down, irrelevant,
or absent’ (Bauman & Mouawad 2017: 66-67). Two approaches have dominated analysis of
Lebanese state weakness: first, a Westphalian one, considering it weak in relation to external
actors. Second, a Weberian one, considering the state’s internal position vis-a-vis other societal
actors, as a state unable to penetrate society and impose its will, which allows interferences
from both non-state actors and foreign powers (ibid.). Bauman & Mouawad add that such

assumption of weakness draws on four ‘tropes’: first, the idea that the Lebanese society is
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essentially segmented into sociocultural units as political actors who have captured the state.
Second, the assumption that the state cannot claim the monopoly of legitimate physical violence
within its territory. Third, that regional actors’ interferences is a symptom of weakness. Finally,
the idea that the laissez-faire economy is built on minimal state intervention with a clientelist

system filling the vacuum left by the state.

The weakness paradigm also entails a ‘dominant ideology [which] reduces the Lebanese society
to a blend of fearful sects (Zbeeb 2022: 33), a ‘promised land for anxious minorities’ (citing
Michel Chiha 1962). This was the foundational narrative of Lebanon’s political economy ever

since its creation a hundred years ago:

‘The pathologization or ‘sectarianization’, tends to identify sectarian identities as a
single frame of identification when there are none or many more than one. Failure is
then defined as the result of the inability of different pre-modern, sectarian groups to
work together toward the establishment of a modern, secular state’ (Kosmatopoulos

2011: 128).

This image of Lebanon as a ‘weak’ country plagued by sectarian divisions and chronic
incapacity suffers the effects of an essentialising lens, which deciphers local political processes
on the basis of allegedly immutable categories of identity. For the international community,
such a lens induces a Manichean interpretation of crisis, which effectively reduces Lebanese
affairs to the status of a confrontation between pro-Western, pro-democratisation sectarian
communities, and those communities in which ‘Islamism’ is the driving force, allied to

Damascus and Teheran.

Such readings induce a reification of sectarian dynamics and national fragmentation, and a
pathologisation of features such as the lack of institutional cohesion, the fragmentation of
decision-making but also of society along multiple fault-lines, the competition of political
powerholders, etc. The assessment of the Lebanese state’s ‘weakness’ stems mostly from a
technical and an institutionalist perspective focusing on the viability, functions, and capacity of
the institutions of the state (as opposed to legitimacy approaches, more concerned with the

legitimacy that central authorities can generate and where democracy is perceived as a factor
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of state strength).’” These features are presented as not intentional and stemming from the
proliferation of non-state actors such as Hezbollah. The following assessment by Kamrava et

al. (2014) epitomises perfectly this assumption of state weakness:

‘Along with Yemen and Sudan, Lebanon remains one of the Middle East’s chronically
weak states. Lebanon was born weak, with the institutional design of its state having
sentenced it to a life of weakness. The unwritten National Pact of 1943 assigns state
voices based on an archaic and artificial confessional distribution that from early on was
more fiction that fact. The design of the state along confessional lines only perpetuated
the hold of sub-national loyalties and identities, maintaining also the influence and
powers of local notables (zuama), and impeding the development of state power and
capacity [...]. By the time the impact of the Syrian civil war was felt in the northern
parts of the country, the Lebanese state had already taken itself to the edge of the

precipice and back several times’ (Kamrava et al. 2014: 17-18).

Nikolas Kosmatopoulos (2011) has argued for the necessity of a critical assessment of expert
discourse on ‘state failure’. He attempted to ‘explore ethnographically how the concept works
and how it produces unexpected effects that are highly political and relevant’: indeed, peace
expertise has reproduced a Hobbesian conception of the Lebanese state as a ‘failed Leviathan’
(117), fuelling narratives of state pathologisation, alienation and sectarisation. In particular, the
concept of ethnic conflict was disseminated within the much larger discursive framework of

‘culturalisation of violence’:

“This practice, which I call ‘sectarianisation’, tends to identify sectarian identities as a
single frame of identification when there are none or many more than one. It works
through a series of selective and circular assumptions, at the end of which stands what
the study perceives as ‘state failure’. Failure is then defined as the result of the inability
of different pre-modern, sectarian groups to work together toward the establishment of

a modern, secular state’ (ibid.: 128).

37 Indeed, even though Lebanon presents a mix of democratic and autocratic features, its democratic character has

been hitherto validated by the international community.
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C) A country under an ‘aid regime’

The success of the paradigm of weakness is to be contextualised within the consensus which
has emerged in the global development community in the 1990s that ‘poor governance and
corruption undermine efforts in the South to fight poverty, to improve access to basic services,
to establish responsible governance and to improve the quality of life for all’ (Koechlin 2013:
25). Thus, governance and capacity-building deficits became ‘political concepts’ (134)
produced by development and humanitarian discourses to shape social realities by justifying
material interventions. This narrative has legitimised a series of donor interventions targeting
the Lebanese state. Indeed, since the end of the Civil War, foreign donors and aid agencies have
been a key pillar of financial sustainability for successive Lebanese governments, with the Paris
I, I and III conferences (respectively held in 2001, 2002 and 2007), the 2018 CEDRE
conference which offered financial aid conditional on structural reforms — in the framework of
the International Support Group for Lebanon, promising 11 billion USD. These series of
conferences have clear neoliberal underpinnings as their declared aim is to ‘save Lebanon from
bankruptcy’ and push the state towards neoliberal reforms, economic, financial and social
restructuring. During the CEDRE conference, the Lebanese government committed to do a
series of reform, including provision and modernisation of basic infrastructures including
electricity, transportation and water, but also to reduce the deficit with austerity measures and
privatisation. In 2018 also took place the Rome II Conference aiming to improve Lebanon’s
security capacities. In addition, in the framework of the Syrian response, the 2016 London and
the now annual (since 2017) Brussels Conferences have offered donations for refugee reception.
More recently, the 2021 international donor conferences has raised 370 USD million in aid for
Lebanon. My contention is that these conferences contribute to technical and depoliticised
narratives by representing Lebanon as an absent state afflicted by bad governance, framing its

policy choices either as an absence of choice, or as a product of incompetence.
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III. Against the weak state paradigm: locating the Lebanese

state in Social Theory

Social scientists have questioned the weakness paradigm (Hermez 2015; Ghamroun 2014)
showing that ‘state weakness does not explain how politics works’ (Mouawad & Bauman 2017:
70). Without recategorising the Lebanese state as ‘strong’ state, a new series of terms with
which to describe the Lebanese state and grasp its modalities of action has been popularised,
relativising state weakness. For instance, Mouawad & Bauman (2016) have presented
alternatives (respectively Marxist and postmodern) theoretical approaches to the state. First,
against the existing scholarship assuming that the ‘weak’ Lebanese state plays no role in
shaping the country’s laissez-faire capitalism, they have shown the central bank’s role in
reconfiguring capitalism. Second, drawing on a Foucauldian approach, they pointed to the ‘state
effect’: despite the Army’s inability to fully control the territory, in regions such as Akkar the
state is ultimately ‘incorporated’ in society and present in everyday talks and citizens’

expectations.

A) A political economy of sectarianism

Post-culturalist studies have been deconstructing the postulates on which essentialising
readings of Lebanon as a ‘weak country’ plagued by sectarian divisions are based ever since
the 1990s. These academic accounts aim to show that far from being the product of a supposedly
‘essential’ Lebanese identity, the hegemony of sectarian modes of subjectification and
mobilisation is the result of deliberate strategies implemented by sectarian and political elites
seeking to impede the emergence of any semblance of rule of law. The Lebanese

political/sectarian system has been commented as:

‘An ever expanding but holistic complex ensemble, one that operates at the structural,
institutional, and individual levels, and aims at entrenching and reproducing sectarian
modes of subjectification and mobilisation, while sabotaging challenges to the material
underpinnings and ideological hegemony of the sectarian system. To start with, there is
a structural relation between sectarianism and the country’s political economy.

Sectarianism is reproduced by, and plays an instrumental role in sustaining Lebanon’s
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lopsided and patronage-based rentier postwar pol economy [...] the result is a political
economy that reproduces sectarian modes of subjectivation at the expense of other forms
of affiliation, and perpetuates the sectarian/political elite’s clientelist infrastructure of

control.” (Salloukh et al. 2015: 174).

Likewise, Rima Majed (2022: 77) uses the term ‘sectarian neoliberalism’ to define these regime
structures feeding on social differentiation, in terms of gendered, ethnicised, racialised, regional
and sectarianised divisions. Thus, this regime ‘has less to do with sectarian anxieties than way
those who monopolised violence cooperated with those who monopolised capital, in order to
expropriate private and public property and to snatch privileges and an ever increasing share of

society’s surplus’ (Zbeeb 2022:33).

B) Against the weak state paradigm: a hybrid state and

sovereignty

1. The concept of hybrid sovereignty

Another key concept used to describe the workings of the Lebanese state is that of ‘hybridity’;
this framework allows to overcome the limited conception of sovereignty underpinning the
weakness paradigm. It sheds light on the fact that public institutions are crucial to the
functioning of informal networks in the Lebanese society, showing that ‘state and non-state
actors mutually constitute and feed on one another in order to operate’ (Mouawad & Bauman
2017: 70) and how hybrid actors engage in state-like practices of power such as security or
foreign policy. Hybridity challenges the assumption of fixed boundaries between state and non-
state actors, as well as fluidity between public and private sectors (Leenders 2017), and
‘dissolves’ the state into wider and plural strands of power. Lebanon is conceived of as ‘a
constellation of hybrid sovereignties’ (Fregonese 2012: 659; see also Stel 2020; Hazbun 2016;
Hourani 2013; Hermez 2015). In particular, political parties have been described as ‘twilight
institutions’ that simultaneously play outside statist structures but also govern through these

structures to serve the interests of sectarian elites in an ambiguous process of being and
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opposing the state (Stel 2020).>® The matter at hand, then, is not to define the state but rather to
explore the empirical manifestations of the state system’s inherently ‘elusive, porous, and
mobile’ interfaces with other forms of political authority: rather than being defined by its
‘weakness’ or physical absence, the Lebanese state is characterised by its elusiveness (Stel
2020). Leenders (2017: 120) argues that institutional informality, liminality and exceptionalism

are built into the Lebanese state system as a result of fundamental hybridity:

“This omnipresence of the state system and idea in Lebanon indicates that what defines
the Lebanese state is not weakness, but rather hybridity. It is not the absence of stateness,
but the elusiveness of what the state is and the unpredictability of its institutional

manifestations and operations that determines governance in Lebanon.’

2. Towards a new conception of border sovereignty: a hybrid ‘security assemblage’

The paradigm of hybrid sovereignties proves useful to analyse the border between Lebanon and
Syria. Indeed, this borderland is marked by blurred sovereignties, authorities, material and
symbolic capital and identities as well as transborder conflicts (Leenders 2017: 78; Picard 2016:
341); and the population has privileged family and local belongings and affinities (Chatty,
Mansour & Yassin 2013). Elizabeth Picard (2016) emphasises that classical analyses are blind
to transborder dynamics and to the nature of the relationship between Lebanon and Syria
because they are ‘lost’ between the Westphalian principle of separation between states and the
blurred reality of the field. Therefore, pre-established ideas of border and sovereignties do not
enable to grasp the complexities of this borderland. In reality, sovereignty is not a dichotomous
variable, but an ‘intersubjective property’ (Giddens 1985: 263, cited in Picard 2016: 13). Picard
2016 (ibid.: 358) has pointed to the limits presented by the classical interpretation which sees
in the Sykes-Picot agreement a failed attempt to transplant the model of the nation-state in the
Near-East, establishes a defective link between citizenship and the state, and asserts that
sovereignty is unachieved; instead of apprehending the porosity of these borders as inherently
symptomatic of the ‘weakness’ of the state, Picard invites to ‘a broader understanding of

domestic agency [that] successfully rectify the ‘weak’ state or deficit perspectives’ and to

3 For instance, Hezbollah is a party, armed resistance movement, and a provider of social services and
infrastructures while the Lebanese Phalangists and the Future Movement’s business networks are integrated into
state structures.
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‘challenge the exclusive legitimate authority of the political power and the formation of a
hierarchised political community’. This falls in line with Tholens (2017) and Mouawad
(2020)’s work inviting to grasp these borderlands through the prism of ‘hybrid sovereignties’
and local belongings. Thus, Picard (2016 : 21) ‘question the theory of the opposition between
Syria as a strong state and Lebanon as a weak state ; and suggest that the transborder system

developed during the Lebanese war is the product of potent intersubjectivities’.

To approach the complex web of state and non-state actors in charge of managing the Lebanon-
Syria border and the maritime border with Cyprus, I will draw on the concept of ‘global security
assemblage’, which provides a lens to analyse how a ‘range of different security agents and
normativities interact, cooperate and compete, to produce new institutions, practices and forms
of security governance’ with overlapping power and sovereignties (Abrahamsen & Williams
2009; cited in Tholens 2017). Indeed, ‘global-local assemblage’ in which the global enters into
the local in ways that defy conceptions of sovereign power are increasingly at the forefront of
research on post-national practices (Sassen 2008; Abrahamsen & Williams 2009). In Lebanon,
as I will show in the chapter on border management, different entities are responsible for border
management and migration, with little to no coordination between them (cf. chapter three).
Indeed, apart from state actors — the General Security, the Customs, the International Security
Forces and the Army — a number of non-state actors have played a political and security role in
these ‘soft borders’ subject to political leaderships’ competition. They include clans and tribes,
religious figures, patronage networks, powerful families and Islamist groups, in areas where
‘tribal links and cross-border exchanges have rendered non-state governance models resilient
and durable’ (Picard 2016: 50). The most prominent non-state actor is Hezbollah: its political
and military control and its involvement in Syria have contributed to its hegemony in these
transborder zones (Mouawad 2018 & 2010), where it organises the bulk of cross-border
movements and smuggling due to its presence on both sides of the border. Furthermore, in some
locations of Akkar and Hermel-Baalbeck such as Wadi Khaled or Bar Elias, the informal sector

amounts to 99% of the economy.
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C) A neo-patrimonial state

Finally, recent works have characterised the Lebanese state as ‘neo-patrimonial’ (Maucourant
& Farah 2021; Mouawad & Baumann 2017; Dagher 2022). The theory of the underdeveloped
state as neopatrimonial has imposed itself in research since the 1980s — a notion inspired by the
research of the economist Max Weber. A ‘neo-patrimonial’ state is a state governed as a private
company, in which power is personalised, based on clientelist networks, and state resources are
conceived of as a source of enrichment (Médard 1982; Hibou, Bayart & Ellis 1997; Bayart
1996). It accounts for the capture of the State for private purposes, draining off public resources:
‘neo-patrimonialism means the use by holders of public office of their offices for personal
benefits’ (Dagher 2022: 17-18). Despite possessing modern legal and formal structures, ‘the
rational legal separation of public and private realms is a mere fagade hiding the continuation
of premodern patrimonial authority’ (Mouawad & Baumann 2017: 68). In countries where reign
an almost institutionalised corruption facilitated by the segmentation of society into ethnic or
religious communities, neo-patrimonial elites practice financial and economic predation, using
public resources for private purpose; this ‘economy of looting’ slows down economic expansion
and production (Dagher 2022: 11-12).3 It also feeds on deinstitutionalisation (35-41): Dagher
(2022) has documented during the displacement of power balance in favor of politicians
destroying the legal administration during the 1990s. Within the Lebanese State and the society,
itself, an elite is developing which secedes and makes the defence and expansion of its wealth
the ultimate goal, resulting in an institutional landscape marked by ‘weakly institutionalised

polities’ and the collapse of administrative capacity (Michael Johnson 1986 & 2001).

‘Starting from the definition of the Lebanese State as a neo-patrimonial State allows to
redefine the Lebanese consociational system in the light of this concept: if Lebanese
political leaders manage to avoid the consequences of their disastrous management of
the ‘public thing’ and remain in place, it is because they present themselves as defenders

of their respective communities’ (Dagher 2022: 21).

39 Lebanon’s ‘predatory patrimonialism’ has entailed a complete privatisation of the state, perceptible in the
abandonment of central public services such as supply and distribution of fuel, electricity and waste management,
the privatisation of the port and Solidere’s real estate operations (Dagher 2022: 35).
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In line with this analysis, the idea that Lebanon is a democracy is no longer taken for granted,
as the ‘land of Cedar’ presents a striking mix of democratic and autocratic features: though it is
arguably a procedural democracy on paper,* irregularities during elections and electoral law, it
scores less in terms of substantive democracy, as the state does clearly not represent the
electorate's preferences; furthermore, Lebanon's governing parties hold a monopoly on power
more akin to autocracy, as the inter-party alliance has consolidated electoral control and limited
electoral opposition while governing predatorily (Parreira 2020 & 2022).*' This has been
emphasised by the Economist’s annual Democracy Index which, in 2022, classified for the first

time Lebanon as an ‘authoritarian regime’.*?

This neo-patrimonial approach has contributed to shedding light on the responsibility of the
elites in the current multidimensional crisis (Maucourant & Farah 2021) as these elites have
purposefully enhanced the accumulation of economic and political resources to their members
at the expense of state development. The 2019 mobilisation has shown a widespread awareness
from the Lebanese population that the economy was internally monopolised by a few powerful
families with privileges that overrule majority interests — as epitomised by the use of the slogan
‘all of them means all of them’ (kellon yaani kellon). In this context, ‘the financial meltdown
and skyrocketing inflation since 2019 are but the latest symptoms of a political class driven by

self-interest that has mobilised sectarian identity and patronage networks to remain in power’:

‘With the support of coercive institutions, especially the state’ s security apparatus and
alliances between public institutions and private corporations, the cross-sectarian class
of political and business elite has so far been successful in undercutting calls for change
and preventing any signification sociopolitical reforms’ adamant on prolonging and

worsening the crisis’ (Karam 2022, 89).

In this context, international entities such as the UN, the International Monetary Fund and

foreign donors — in spite of their willingness to pursue a ‘principled aid’ approach — have been

40 A procedural democracy entails formal institutions facilitating free and fair elections, while a substantive
democracy entails that outcomes represent popular preferences.

41 For a discussion of previous election violations, see the Lebanese Association for Democratic Election’s report,
‘Observation Mission of 2018 Parliamentary Elections’ (2018).

42Source: Abbas Mahfouz, ‘Lebanon classified as 'authoritarian regime' for first time in Economist Intelligence
Unit's annual Democracy Index,” L’Orient Today, February 22, 2022, available at:
https://today Jorientlejour.com/article/1291471/lebanon-classified-as-authoritarian-regime-for-first-time-in-
economic-intelligence-units-annual-democracy-index.html [last accessed: 15 April 2023].
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criticised by local actors for being complicit in a structure that sustains the grip on power of the
sectarian elites. In this view, international aid institutions would have contributed to the
continuity and durability of the Lebanese state and its neo-patrimonial and clientelist
governance mode, and international financial assistance led to the strengthening and anchoring
of the political system.** In addition, Dagher (2022) & Ghaziri (2010, cited in Dagher 2022:
68-71) have documented how international institutions such as the UNDP or the World Bank
have contributed in the ‘collapsing of administrative capacity’ that is crucial to the workings of
the neo-patrimonial state. Ghaziri has shown the experience of the World Bank in
administrative reform, with two periods in the 1980s and in the 1990s: the World Bank has then
worked to reduce the effectives of public administration and to reduce salaries of people
working there as part of structural adjustment programs established by the IMF.*For these
reasons, the idea that international institutions aims to preserve the status quo (i.e. the sectarian-

based political system despite political stalemates) is widespread:

‘Many regional and global powers still guard the status quo in Lebanon against
revolutionary movements and alternative groups that have tried to reform or overhaul
the sectarian-based political system [...] for different policy considerations, reign
powers could bolster the status quo due to how they perceive political vacuums and the

inability to find suitable alternatives to safeguard their interests’ (Karam 2022: 89-90).

The year 2020 created a pivotal moment for the international aid system and for the Western
principles of neutrality and non-intervention, as the Beirut blast and the current crisis have faced
foreign donors and agencies with an unrivalled situation: a crisis caused by criminal neglect
and a rotten system built and maintained by the country’s political elite. The Beirut port
explosion led to limited changes in the rhetoric of some Western donors, who supported civil
society organisations (CSO)’s claim that aid spent in response to the port blast should not fall
under the control of the Government of Lebanon (GoL). Further, the World Bank has labelled
the crisis ‘a deliberate depression’, marking a shift towards acknowledging the responsibility

of the authorities in this crisis.** However, three years after the beginning of the crisis, foreign

43 Indeed, loans given during conferences and donations escape preliminary inspection by the Court of Audit.

44 Ghaziri studied the formation of the Ministry of State for Administrative development, a parallel administration
comprising UNDP affiliated international and local experts and showed how both have benefitted from the
marginalisation of the public administration.

45 Source: The World Bank Lebanon Economic Monitor, ‘The Great Denial’, Fall 2021. Available at:
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/36862
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powers and international institutions have continued to place their trust in the political class,
indicating that the current political system is still being legitimised by the international

community.

IV. The Lebanese state’s responses to Syrian arrivals: strategic

thinking and political repertoire

The last aspect of the context underlying the research I want to emphasise before delving into
my findings is the response of the Government of Lebanon (GOL) to Syrian refugee arrivals.
First assessed as an absence of response, an attitude of passivity perceived as a ‘policy of no-
policy’, the literature has shown that their responses have actually expressed the political
repertoire, features and rentier behaviour of the Lebanese authorities, reflecting a strategic

approach rather than a lack of capacity.

A) From a ‘policy of no-policy’ to the formalisation of

informality

1. A policy of no-policy (Mufti, 2014)

Lebanon has not signed the 1951 Refugee Convention on the status of refugees and its 1967
Protocol and does not have any national laws to regulate the presence of refugees. Thus,
refugees were not considered as refugees but as ‘displaced persons’, ‘guests’ or ‘de facto
refugees’ (Janmyr 2016; Mourad 2017), and Syrian refugees were dealt with according to the
1962 law on entry and stay of foreigners. In 2012, the government formed an Interministerial
Committee and a High Relief Commission with the relevant ministries. Nonetheless, Lebanese
authorities initially maintained an ‘open door’ policy, which allowed a significant number of
Syrian arrivals. They retained the existing open border policy between Lebanon and Syria,
implemented through bilateral agreements since the 1990s, under which Syrians could freely
travel to and work in Lebanon. Similarly, the ‘non-encampment policy’, whereby the Lebanese
government has consistently opposed the establishment of formal refugee camps run by the

UNHCR, illustrates a rather passive approach; officially, it aimed to prevent long-term
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settlement as they happened with Palestinian refugees (Carpi, Younes & Abi Yaghi 2016: 11);
though unofficial camps were established in the North and the Beqaa, most of the refugees were
scattered in informal settings, in rural as well as urban areas (Fawaz 2017; Dorai & Dahdah
2021). In addition, part of the response has been delegated to local administrations.**Syrians
have been working in Lebanon long before the eruption of the Syrian conflict, and ‘it is
estimated that two years after [its] outbreak [...], the Syrian workforce in Lebanon increased

between 30% and 50% [as compared to before the war], comprising about 14% of Lebanon’s

total workforce (Lebanon Support 2016b: 12)’47 Although the Lebanese government had
adopted the principle of ‘preference for nationals’, it has announced, generally by yearly

decrees, exceptions of fields in which Syrians are allowed to work.

2. ‘Formalising informality’

2014 marked a turning point in the Lebanese government’s response when the initially lax
approach seemed to be replaced by increased control. In October, the Interministerial
Committee presented a ‘policy paper on Syrian Refugee Displacement’, approved by the
government. These ‘October policies’ included measures to halt the Syrian refugee inflow at
the borders, encouraging Syrian nationals to return to Syria, and attempting to formalise and
monitor the presence of Syrian refugees in Lebanon to ease the burden on Lebanon’s ‘economy,
infrastructure, and to ensure security’ (Lebanon Support 2016a: 9). Inward migration policies
became increasingly restrictive (Lebanon Support 2016a), limiting legal routes into Lebanon
for refugees, as well as their right to work (2016b), and international protection. To enter
Lebanon, new regulations imposed the implementation of eleven restrictive visa categories for Syrian
refugees,* de facto preventing access to Lebanon for most refugees. In addition, Syrian refugees

already present in Lebanon could no longer cross-border to avoid the 200 USD status renewal

46 Under the Ministry of Interior, there are provincial governors [muhafazal, district governors [gaemagam], and
municipalities [baladiyat], and the respective administrations as well as mukhtars (village or neighbourhood
officials responsible for basic personal status documentation). Yet, these local state structures suffer from lack of
capacities and resources, see: Harb & Atallah 2015).

47 The figures are based on the World Bank Data on the economic and social impact assessment of the Syrian
conflict.

48 These include tourism, business visit, property owner, tenant, student, travelling to another country, medical
visits, appointment with a foreign embassy, pledge of responsibility (sponsorship, including for work), displaced
— which fits the best the category of refugee but is given only under exceptional circumstances and excludes those
fleeing the conflict in Syria. All visa categories require Syrians to produce elaborate and specified documentation,
which they cannot afford and have trouble to obtain, before being allowed entry. Source: UNHCR, ‘Entry
procedures for Syrians in Lebanon’, 2020, available at: https://www refugees-
lebanon.org/uploads/poster/poster 149865898340 .pdf [last accessed: 15 April 2023].
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fee. In January 2015, these measures were followed by increasingly restrictive regulations
governing their residency, with the kafala system imposed upon Syrian nationals. The legal
framework governing their presence shifted from a preferential to a discriminatory regime,
making access to the job market, housing and documentation particularly challenging. In May
2015, the Ministerial Cabinet officially requested that the UNHCR stop registering refugees
from Syria as of that same month. Precarious social and statutory conditions have prompted
some refugees to return to Syria, and has led to a rise in illegal crossings between the two
countries. In this context, the government’s initial lax approach seemed to have been replaced

by increased control and strategic decision-making.

Currently, Syrian migrant workers who are not recorded with the UNHCR are constrained to
work in the sectors of agriculture, construction and cleaning. Syrians wishing to work were
required to have a ‘pledge of responsibility” by a Lebanese sponsor from January 2015, and to

obtain a legal status as migrants — denying them UNHCR aid. Lebanon Support’s report

(2016b) indicates that these policies, meant to formalise Syrians’ presence in the labour market,
had the opposite effect. ‘A lack of legal status’, ‘restricted access to the labour market’ and
‘conflicting policies and practices’ have ‘pushed many Syrians into illegality and informal
structures’ and resulted in further abuse and exploitation (ibid.: 35).* In addition, living in
camps have forced them into precariousness and ‘manufactured vulnerability’ (Stel 2021) +with
extortion, threats of eviction and abuse by landlords and the police (Dorai 2016; Yassin & al.

2015; Harb & Atallah 2015).5°

49 Refer to data from the Ministry of Labour in Unemployment in Lebanon, findings and recommendations (2019)
by the Lebanese Republic Economic and Social Council.

50 In 2017, an estimated 74 % of Syrian refugees in Lebanon did not have valid legal residency documents
(UNHCR, United Nations Children’s Fund and World Food Program, 2017), and 83 % of Syrian children born in
Lebanon since 2011 have not been registered (Yassin 2018: 55).
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B) A response emblematic of strategic ambiguity and the

GoL’s political repertoire

Instead of seeing such policies as lack of policy, incompetence or incapacity, recent
interpretations have emphasised how they are emblematic of the Lebanese polity. Fakhoury
(2017: 682) argues that despite its apparent passivity, the Lebanese state has capitalised on its
‘ingrained political repertoire, understood here as the types of interactions, norms, and routines
that are inherent to the polity’s governance mode’. She shows how Lebanon has negotiated its
politics of reception and choice of policy tools amid dysfunctional institutions and political
disputes, and posits that ‘this process has been structured by the defining dynamics of the
country’s politics of sectarianism: slack governance, an elite fractured model, and a politics of

dependence on external and domestic nonstate actors’. She argues that:

‘The Lebanese state’s response, far from revealing an unusual strategy to an
‘exceptional’ mass influx, has built on its ingrained political repertoire, understood here
as the types of interactions, norms, and routines that are inherent to the polity’s

governance mode’ (2017: 682).

Thus, Lebanon’s strategy toward Syrian mass displacement has ‘replicated the patterns of its
own style of governance conceived through the lens of weak institutionalism, competing
political strategies, and informal elite transactions’ with policy disputes, elite divisions and
institutional vacuum (ibid.: 682). This governance mode also involves delegation of refugee
assistance and protection functions to international and national humanitarian and development
actors. In the end, the elites have derived benefits from the presence of refugees, ‘as a pretext
to justify the institutional vacuum and in some cases as leverage in Lebanon’s international

relations’ (ibid.: 683).

The October policies have been operationalised by a mix of decisions, decrees, decisions and
circulars mainly applied by the General Security and with many inconsistencies (Stel 2020;
Fakhoury 2017: 687). They were not communicated with transparency to the public, and some
were considered illegal by experts (Fakhoury ibid.). Most of them were ‘highly ambiguous’
(Stel 2020), tending to consolidate ‘earlier uncertainty’. Overall, this situation has fostered a
massive sense of confusion, for refugees and humanitarian actors alike. For instance, residency

regulations have been arbitrarily applied by the GSO, in particular the 200 USD fee waiver
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(decided by the GoL in February 2017) for renewing residency status, with ultimately very few

refugees benefitting from it.>!

Stel (2020) has shown that ‘inconsistencies and ‘ignorance’ represent a strategy rather than an
absence of governance. Thus, she uses the term ‘institutional ambiguity’ to evoke inaction in
the realm of formal political decision-making when it comes to the refugee response. In line
with the emerging field of ignorance studies, she argues that in putting their incapacities and
ignorance on show, Lebanese authorities reveal their strategic thinking and ‘institutional
ambiguity’. Such strategic ignorance translates into their determination in not making the
refugee population ‘legible’ (which should be the basis for formulating policies) with lack of
census or registration. Likewise, the elusive mandates of the state agencies tasked with
governing Syrian refugees in Lebanon is the outcome of political will rather than a lack of
capacity. This is particularly obvious when it comes to the Minister of State for Displaced
Affairs (MoDP), created in 2017 which, according to Stel (ibid.), amounts to ‘institutionalising
non-performativity’: indeed, falling under the Prime Minister’s office, the MoSDP does not

have enough institutional resources and detain no executive power.>?

‘The core thesis of this book is that the endemic informality, liminality, and
exceptionalism that characterise Lebanese refugee governance have crucial strategic
dimensions. Rather, institutional ambiguity is the result of the interplay between the
systemic features of hybrid order and the strategic operation of political authorities
within such hybridity. Inaction and arbitrary action in terms of policymaking as well as
implementation define Lebanon’s engagement with refugees. This behaviour
reproduces but also enhances existing unpredictability and uncertainty. Such utilisation
and extension of institutional ambiguity at times amounts to a politics of uncertainty
that serves to bolster positions of power vis-a-vis political competitors, as well as to

discipline, exploit, and expel specific populations’ (215).

As captured by this quote, the choice from the authorities of governing through institutional

ambiguity has three main effects on refugees. First, that of informality: governance is enacted

51 With regard to entry, in the first three years of the crisis, if they entered Lebanon through an official border
crossing, all Syrians received an entry coupon free of charge that could be renewed every six months upon payment
of a fee of 200 USD. However, this fee, unaffordable for most refugees, was avoided by many Syrians who would
return to Syria simply to cross the border again and receive another free entry coupon.

52 According to Stel (2021), the appointment of a Minister of State for Displaced Affairs by the Prime Minister
also served to establish a political counterweight for the Ministry of Social Affairs as they were in competition.
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without being acknowledged or regulated by the state; making it irregular, personalised and
unpredictable. Second, that of liminality or temporal uncertainty, marked by suspension,
undetermindness, and the transitional and temporary nature of governance practices. Third, that
of exceptionalism’ (drawn from Agamben’s idea of ‘state of exception’, 1998), by marking
specific groups or issues as outside normal legal regimes but inside specific surveillance and
repression mechanisms. Informality, liminality, and exceptionalism have generated refugee
vulnerability. This ambiguity and uncertainty manifest through discretionary governance
measures, experienced as unpredictable by both refugees and humanitarian actors, and
producing senses of uncertainty, insecurity and confusion. They have increased refugee
‘illegality’ and new forms of precariousness, hampering their access to livelihoods and

protection.

Agnotology studies suggest that the strategic aspects of the inaction and ambiguous action that
produce institutional ambiguity can be grasped by exploring these as ‘forms of feigned,
maintained, and imposed ‘not-knowing’. Governance inaction manifests itself in a lack of
official acknowledgement, regulation, and enforcement of particular issues. Thus, passivity —
usually depicted as apolitical or an indication of neutrality — is seen as a choice, and doing

nothing is ‘a political activity’, a means of control, coercion and discretionary power.
Yy,

Conclusion:

This first chapter, exclusively based on existing literature, has set the stage and the context
underlying the research; I have shown the construction and use of the paradigm of state
weakness to describe Lebanon by IO professionals as well as part of the academia, and shed
light on recent theories calling into question such paradigm with new concepts to describe the
workings of the Lebanese state. In the next chapters, I will highlight the centrality and
productivity of the concept of state weakness as an expert category open for empirical scrutiny,
rather than a normative and irrefutable principle. I will show that the assumption of ‘state
failure’ or absence in Lebanon is further re-enforced by expert discursive practices, in particular
the UNHCR and the ICMPD. Chapters two and three will examine how the depoliticisation of
the interventions of international actors strongly lies in the simplistic idea of the Lebanese state
as ‘weak’, ‘incapable’ and ‘absent’. My contention is that these narratives technicise the

Lebanese state by framing its policy choices either as an absence of choice, or as a product of
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incompetence. In addition, this view relies on an essentialised interpretation of sectarian
identities that presents Lebanese policies as an organic feature rather than an outcome of
conscious political choices, reducing Lebanese affairs to the status of a confrontation between

sectarian communities while downplaying the political agency of the Lebanese elites.
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Chapter two: Lebanon’s refugee regime: security and

humanitarian paradigms

Lebanon exemplifies the ‘Grand Compromise’ that has governed the refugee regime since the
1980s (Betts, Loescher & Milner 2012) and is characterised by externalisation of refugee-
hosting responsibilities to the global South by the global North in exchange for financial
compensation. Under this regime, refugees are concentrated in states bordering their countries
of origin, generally for protracted periods of time, in the absence of resettlement slots and local
integration prospects. As the chief designator of the ‘refugee label” worldwide, the UNHCR has
increasingly become a subject of academic interest. A range of studies have documented the
expansion of its mandate over time and its relations with state authorities, between autonomy

and independence (Betts, Loescher & Milner 2012; Barnett & Finnemore 2004).

This chapter describes the nuances of the UNHCR’s depoliticisation. As mentioned in the
introduction, depoliticisation refers to the tendency of political actors to obscure the political
character of political facts and present policymaking as a neutral, necessary and incontestable
process in which the option of choosing between different political (and not simply technical)
alternatives is (like disagreement and contestation) either limited or denied. It includes ‘the set
of processes (including varied tactics, strategies and tools) that remove or displace potential for
choice, collective agency, and deliberation around a particular political issue’ (Fawcett et al.
2017: 5). Beveridge (2017: 592-595) emphasises the importance of defining politics to grasp
empirical patterns of depoliticisation: first, political is defined as ‘the institution of
government’. Second, as a marker of ‘choice and contingency’ or ‘the capacity for agency and
deliberation in situations of genuine collective and social choice’ (Hay 2007: 77 cited in
Beveridge 2017). Third, as the ‘apparatus or order and consensus versus ‘political’ moments of
antagonism’, a definition that opposes ‘radical politics’ and the existing political order, resistant
to change (Beveridge 2017). Hay (2014) has identified three phases of depoliticisation:
‘governmental depoliticisation’ or the process of delegation, ‘public depoliticisation’ or the
privatisation of public sectors, and ‘private depoliticisation’ or the denial of issues. I mentioned
Wood & Flinders (2014)’s three ‘tactics’ of depoliticisation, i.e. governmental, societal and
discursive; as well as the distinction between normative depoliticisation, discursive

depoliticisation and depoliticisation through expertise (Petiteville 2017a).
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Stone (2017: 93) sees in depoliticisation a form of ‘governing at remove’. She argues that new
‘fuzzy’ forms of governance ‘obscure the explicitly political nature of decisions’, thus making
them appear more technocratic, while ‘the fragmentation of global policy responsibilities via a
proliferation of tools, instruments, ‘soft law’, standard-setting with sector-specific regulation,
and partnerships cultivates disinterest among citizens and communities’ (94). She sheds light
on four types of depoliticisation: first, ‘institutional depoliticisation’ involving tactics of
distancing and delegation of authority and implementation to other bodies by IOs and
governments. Second, ‘rule-based depoliticisation’ builds explicit rules into decision-making
that are as ‘neutral and universal as possible’. Third, ‘depoliticisation through preference-
shaping’ and agenda-setting in transnational venues speaks to the establishment of a ‘dominant
rationality’ that erase certain issues from public debate and deploy expertise to entrench certain
ways of defining problems. Finally, ‘scientisation’ (95) sheds light on the increased complexity

of most fields of governance and the ‘required’ input by scientific professionals.

According to Maertens & Louis (2021), depoliticisation is a resilient feature of 10s’ actions.
They look at depoliticisation ‘as a political process’ enacted through specific practices,
observing how 10s ‘enact’ depoliticisation and how depoliticisation ‘works in practice (ibid.:

6):

‘Moving from the idea that political activities are performed by political elites, [our
study] does not consider depoliticisation as enacted solely by diplomats or IO heads but
investigates other professionals including intermediate level management. It focuses
particularly on IO politics pertaining to exercising power and authority, acknowledging
responsibility, managing resources of influence (knowledge, representation, time) and
facing debates, confrontation and conflicts over alternative or diverging worldviews and

subsequent political decisions’ (ibid.: 6).

Beveridge (2017: 595) argues that ‘one strength of the political theory literature lies in seeing
the political as the reassertion of fundamental differences’: with the notion of the “post-political’
Mouffe ‘capture a democratic condition in which genuine contestation and conflicting claims
about the world are perceived to be no longer apparent’ (2005, cited in Beveridge: 591) shows
how a key component of depoliticisation lies in a ‘disavowal of the legitimacy of actors’
worldviews’. Thus, depoliticisation makes issues appear as if they belonged to the arena of fate

and necessity. The delegation of decision-making to technocratic experts is one empirical
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manifestation of this evolution, which epitomises the rise of consensus-oriented and

technocratic governance.

This chapter provides an attempt to grasp how to define depoliticisation empirically. In a
context that is relatively hostile, depoliticisation is essential to UNHCR interventions because
it enables the agency to approach politically charged issues, under the guise of neutrality, from
a technical and humanitarian angle. This process is enacted through a series of overlapping
practices. As other recent field studies have suggested, in Lebanon, the UNHCR has drawn its
authority on the mobilisation of expert knowledge on refugee governance, the hegemony of the
language of human rights and humanitarianism, and securitisation practices. In addition, I argue
that these mechanisms of depoliticisation promote the image of a perpetual crisis-stricken
country in which the state is absent and fragmented, to legitimise foreign interventions. More
importantly, the mechanisms in question are influenced by the production and dissemination of
coherent narratives regarding mobility and refugee return, narratives that conceal the history of

circulation between Lebanon and Syria, thereby suspending a political perspective.

My research shows that these depoliticised mechanisms and narratives function as disciplinary
technologies that serve to structure refugee policies, confer coherence on the fragmentation of
practices on the ground, and sustain the complex network of relationships necessary for the
UNHCR’s governance. Examining these processes entails considering the roles of actors at
every level, which reveal that Lebanese officials are active participants in the depoliticisation
process. The stakes of refugee governance in Lebanon are closely linked to the UNHCR and its
efforts to negotiate and naturalise the status of refugees through registration, despite the
reluctance of Lebanese authorities. This has been accomplished through the institutionalisation
of the category of refugee. However, these policies promote an ahistorical view of relations
between Lebanon and Syria. My fieldwork sample incorporates any entity that the UNHCR has
cooperated or negotiated with, including NGO partners, donors, and Lebanese officials. I
attended closely to the power dynamics between these actors. Rather than portraying the
UNHCR as a vehicle for the interests of donors or host states, my work aims to demonstrate
that the agency has its own independent rationale and has in fact increased its bargaining power
over Lebanese authorities (consistent with the findings of Geha & Talhouk 2018). This brings
empirical evidence to the debate on the UNHCR’s autonomy and independence from state

authorities (as put forth by Betts, Loescher & Milner 2012).
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Miriam Ticktin, an anthropologist specialising in humanitarian action and its relationship to
migration, has argued that humanitarianism and policing are two sides of the same coin,
‘intimately linked, with policing often accompanied by a gesture towards the humane, and
toward the ethical, where force is justified in the name of peace and right’ (2007: 120). This

dualism is omnipresent in UNHCR action.

The first section of this chapter unravels the UNHCR’s key historical milestones, its apolitical
mandate and its differences with the UNHCR. Second, I show that depoliticisation mechanisms
target the Lebanese state by promoting an essentialised and reified vision of Lebanon and its
capacity limitations. To legitimise foreign interventions, the UNHCR has established a
continuum of signifiers and political labels centred around narratives of state absence,
fragmentation, and a country perpetually in crisis. Without regard for political context, these
narratives have shaped international actions towards a country designated as a ‘land of refuge’.
The depoliticisation of the relations between the UNHCR and Lebanon also entails the
promotion of a narrative of good cooperation between the international donor community and

the host state, smoothing out disagreements.

Third, I unravel the UNHCR’s depoliticised logics of action, such as technocratic distancing,
neutrality claims and vulnerability politics. In particular, I show how the UNHCR legitimises
its action through the promotion of its expertise, depicting itself as an apolitical and neutral
organisation, and acting as a ‘norm entrepreneur’ and a pragmatic manager of the presence of
refugees. This depoliticised narrative also operates by drawing an essential demarcation
between the inherently technical and the inherently political, despite the evidence of blurred

boundaries between expertise and politics.

Then, I show how these logics of action permeate UNHCR policies related to Syrian mobility.
I deconstruct the politics surrounding refugee registration and de-registration to illustrate the
securitisation logic inherent to the UNHCR’s work. I also unpack the deployment of
technologies of governance in resettlement programmes designed for Syrian refugees, resulting
in the UNHCR becoming part of the border apparatus. Resettlement is a ‘borderwork’ which
reconfigures mobility access around hierarchies of vulnerability; if the ‘deservingness’ of

resettlement is constructed in a depoliticised manner — through labelling and quantification of
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vulnerabilities — it is an authoritarian process in regard to those it seeks to govern. Peer policing
and the disciplining of sexual and gender identities construct ‘deserving’ refugees through the
cultural and gendered performance of persecution in home countries. Finally, I posit that the
UNHCR has adopted a depoliticised approach to return. This depoliticisation is embedded in a
sedentary order which essentialises the link between Syrians and their nation states, is facilitated
by the fragmentation of return initiatives, and goes through the assertion of the ‘voluntary’

character of returns.

I. The UNHCR: the cornerstone of the global refugee regime

A)The UNHCR and the 1951 Convention

As it currently exists, the global refugee regime articulated by the UNHCR under the 1951
Convention emerged in the late 1940s and early 1950s. It can be defined as the ‘principles,
norms, rules, and decision-making procedures that influence the treatment of refugees by actors
within the international system, including states, international organisations, and NGOs’ (Betts,
Loescher & Milner 2012: 125). The UNHCR was established in 1950 by the United Nations
General Assembly as a temporary agency tasked with protecting refugees displaced by World
War II and subsequently by the aftermath of the Cold War. The 1951 Convention Related to
the Status of Refugees defines who qualifies for refugee status: Article 1A (20) specifies that
the term applies to 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 is unable or, owing to such fear, is
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country’. The Convention describes the rights
to which refugees are entitled, principally the right of ‘non-refoulement’. Article 1F lists who
can be excluded from the definition. The Convention and its Statute assign the UNHCR the
supervisory responsibility for its implementation, along with two core mandates: working with
states to ensure refugees access to protection and finding durable solutions to their situation —
1.e. repatriation to their country of origin, integration in the host country, or resettlement in third

countries.
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The Statute specifies that ‘the work of the High Commissioner shall be of an entirely non-
political character’ (UNHCR 1950). Scholars have demonstrated that this is a crucial aspect of
the UNHCR’s identity and legal legitimacy: indeed, it was part of the High Commissioners’
efforts to portray the UNHCR as an apolitical and humanitarian organisation that gave the
Office considerable leverage in negotiations with governments (Betts, Loescher & Milner 2012;
Loescher 2001). Whether in negotiations with the UN General Assembly or in field operations,
the UNHCR’s role depends on international norms of sovereignty and non-intervention in
domestic affairs. In practice, this ensures that the UNHCR is not responsible for the quality of
asylum and protection norms in host countries. Overall, the UNHCR’s Statute was informed by
Western interests and in particular those of the United States. Indeed, by limiting the authority
of the UNHCR, Western countries have prevented the agency from jeopardising their national
sovereignty while bestowing upon themselves the opportunity to use it to serve ideological

purposes by stigmatising Communist regimes as persecutors.

In the following decades, the UNHCR expanded the scope of its activities thanks to
authorisations given by the UN General Assembly: the ‘good office practice’ involved the
Assembly granting the UNHCR the authority to raise funds or to initiate relief programmes
outside the scope of its original mandate. Thanks to this practice and to the 1967 Protocol to
the Refugee Convention, the UNHCR’s mandate has been geographically extended to cover
virtually the entire world and all ‘people on the move’ — half of whom are considered refugees
stricto sensu. This evolution has taken place progressively. During the Cold War, the UNHCR
approached the refugee problem ‘in a manner which can be characterised as reactive, exile-
oriented, and refugee-centric’ (Betts, Loescher & Milner 2012: 19): in addition to its European
operations, it increasingly focused its efforts on assisting refugees who fled to camps in
neighbouring countries in the Global South. It was then faced with the challenging task to deal
with the political interests of both Western colonial powers and the newly independent states

progressively dominating the UN General Assembly.

During the 1980s, the topic of migration became increasingly politicised, in a context of
massive refugee and migrant movements and increasing restrictions by Western states on
asylum policies. An increasing number of asylum-seekers travelling from the global South to
Europe and North America were bypassing official refugee-processing channels; these
movements of people were labelled as illegal by Western governments. In this context, the

UNHCR lost authority and donor support. At the end of the decade, Western states began to
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externalise policies designed to contain refugees in their region of origin, severely limiting the
quality and quantity of asylum (Betts, Loescher & Milner 2012). Akoka (2020: 18-22) describes
this paradigm shift as a transition from a ‘refugee regime’ informed by diplomatic policies to
an ‘asylum-seeker’ regime shaped instead by migratory policies and the objective to reduce the
number of asylum seekers in Northern states continuously. The expansion of migratory
regulations put an end to the porosity between asylum procedures and immigration and the
categories of migrants and refugees. Induced by the growing perception of migrants as
‘burdens’ or ‘threats’, the global rise in refugee numbers and decline in asylum applications in
the North has obliged the UNHCR to address situations over which it has little control,
prompting an ‘identity crisis’ within the organisation (Betts, Loescher & Milner 2012: 105).
Despite its humanitarian mandate, the agency has increasingly embraced the ‘asylum-migration
nexus’ and promoted a link between refugees and security issues, effectively fulfilling the

‘political function of humanitarianism’ for Northern countries (Fassin 2011).

As a result, the UNHCR’s focus has shifted from legal protection and durable solutions to
providing material assistance such as humanitarian relief, camp management, and protection
monitoring, thereby facing competition from NGOs for scarce donor resources. The late 1980s
and the 1990s saw the agency assume a wider role in responses to new intra-state conflicts,
providing humanitarian relief and IDP protection. The UNHCR engaged in repatriation
operations, sometimes at the cost of human rights violations — for instance, with the promotion
of the repatriation of Tamils to Sri Lanka and of Salvadorans to El Salvador with high risks for
returnees, as well as with forced return of Rohingyas to Myanmar (Burma) from Bangladesh in

1994, and the expulsion of Rwandans from Tanzania in 1996.

Overall, the UNHCR has espoused the Western securitised perception of refugees, at a time
when, in forced displacement crises in the Great Lakes region, West Africa, the former
Yugoslavia, the Balkans, East Timor, Iraq or Haiti, refugees were perceived as a threat to
international security; thus, Western states expanded their operations to Internally Displaced
Persons. The UNHCR has therefore increased its work in countries of origin in order to reduce
cross-border flows, and refocused its activities on temporary protection and cross-border

assistance.

By 2004, some two-thirds of the world’s refugees were trapped in protracted situations, with

the average duration of a refugee situation having almost doubled from nine years in 1993 to
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seventeen years in 2004 (Betts, Loescher & Milner 2012: 62). In the late 2000s, the UNHCR
launched the Global Conventions and Convention Plus initiatives to seek a convergence
between protection needs and state interests; a declaration was adopted reasserting the
importance of the 1951 Convention and the role of the UNHCR. The Agenda for Protection
was endorsed by the General Assembly in 2002 to strengthen the international protection
regime, though its impact has remained limited due to its non-binding character. Attempts to
develop new interstate agreements, enhance prospects for solutions for refugees in regions of
origin and increase burden-sharing have remained ineffective. At the same time, the UNHCR
has faced growing criticism for being too aligned with the interests of a small number of

European states at the expense of Southern states.

The advent of the ‘war on terror’ following the attacks on the United States on 11 September
2001 exacerbated states’ security concerns and ushered in a new era of restrictions against
refugees and migrants and further challenges for the UNHCR and its mandate. The UNHCR
changed the term used to describe its beneficiaries from ‘refugees and asylum seekers’ to
‘persons of concern to the UNHCR’ and then from 2005 onwards as ‘people on the move’.
Under the mandate of Antonio Guterres (between 2005 and 2015), the UNHCR has greatly
expanded the categories of people falling under its concern: in addition to refugees, returnees
and stateless persons, the UNHCR’s population of concern also includes Internally Displaced
Persons, ‘vulnerable migrants’ and victims of natural disasters. During the 2000s, the UNHCR
had to deal with new emergencies leading to protracted refugee situations such as the situation
along the Chad/Darfur border and the invasion of Iraq by the United States, before the Syrian

crisis became the world’s largest displacement crisis.

In addition, Guterres’s mandate has brought about organisational changes, with a more
consultative and less hierarchical approach to decision-making, aiming to increase the
perceived legitimacy of new initiatives and areas of work. This ‘modernisation’ has also
entailed further decentralisation so that more decisions would be taken at the field level. As the
de facto central coordinator of humanitarian assistance following the 2005 World Summit, the
agency has assumed leadership of the ‘global protection cluster’. The UNHCR is now among
the most prominent players in the international humanitarian system, with an annual budget of
nine billion dollars and almost 18,000 staff members worldwide (85% in the field), with most

of its operations in the Global South (UNHCR 2022a).
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B) The UNRWA

One important milestone to understand the scope of UNHCR interventions in Lebanon is the
creation of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near
East (UNRWA) in December 1949, established by UN General Assembly Resolution 302 (IV)
following the creation of the state of Israel and the subsequent expulsion of 900.000 Palestinians
seeking refuge in Jordan, Lebanon and Syria (Akram 2014). Indeed, to preserve the option of
‘repatriation’ back to Palestine as promoted by the UN (UN General Assembly resolution 194),
Palestinian refugees have been excluded from the universal regime of legal protection based on
the 1951 Geneva Convention and the UNHCR’s operational mandate. The UNHCR and the
UNRWA present stark differences in their missions. Unlike the UNHCR, the UNRWA does
not have a Statute or an Executive Committee, thus lacking legal authority for many of its
activities. Its mandate is limited, first geographically: it covers exclusively Gaza, the West
Bank, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon. It is also restricted in terms of population to Palestinians
displaced in 1948 and 1967 and their descendants, and who are considered ‘vulnerable [...]
according to relief or protection criteria’ (UNRWA 1949) — thus, beneficiaries can be cut from
aid based on changed priorities of vulnerabilities. Another limitation is the UNRWA'’s ‘long-
term’ temporary status: its three-years mandate is being continuously renewed as making the
agency’s mandate permanent would suggest that the Palestinian refugee crisis will never be
resolved. In addition, the UNRWA relies entirely on voluntary donations — while the UNHCR
receives part of its funding from the UN budget. These characteristics have induced a form of

temporariness in planning (Akram 2014).

As mentioned in chapter one, Palestinian refugees have faced discrimination with denial of
access to the job market, education and health systems. Another cornerstone difference between
the UNRWA and the UNHCR, is that the UNRWA is not mandated to provide legal protection
of refugee rights, which has led to a strong protection gap between the two agencies. Indeed,
the UNHCR’s Statute includes responsibility for providing protection, promoting repatriation
as a durable solution, and/or local integration and resettlement. Thus, the UNRWA’s role is
limited to economic integration, social services, assistance in the twelve official refugee camps,
educational programmes, maintenance and development of basic infrastructure to schools, etc.

(Dorai 2010 & 2016).
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C)The UNHCR’s system of meaning and depoliticised

approach

UNHCR interventions draw on certain values and assumptions presented as universal and that
have been called into questions by recent scholarly literature. First, the distinction between
refugees and migrants is a cornerstone of the refugee system. The refugee category is
particularly vulnerable to essentialism because it is naturalised by international law, a powerful
instrument of reification that contributes to the illusion of universality. UNHCR’s texts promote

an ‘essentialised’ view of refugees, framing their status as an intrinsic ‘quality’:

‘A person is a refugee within the meaning of the 1951 Convention as soon as he fulfils
the criteria contained in the definition. This would necessarily occur prior to the time at
which his refugee status is formally determined. Recognition of his refugee status does
not therefore make him a refugee but declares him to be one. He does not become a
refugee because of recognition but is recognised because he is a refugee’ (UNHCR

1979).

In point of fact, a refugee is a person to whom the qualitative has been applied. In accordance
with the ‘labelling theory’ (Becker 1963), scholars such as Akoka (2020) have demonstrated
that this theoretical ‘quality of refugee’ signifies little more than an administrative category.
These labels are emblematic of the ‘institutionalisation through public action of social and
cognitive classifications constitutive of visions of the social world’ (ibid.). As a product of
historically contingent decisions, the refugee category reflects criteria beyond the topic of
persecution. The opposition between political refugees and economic migrants has imposed
itself as an obvious reality, as well as the hierarchy that legitimises the hosting of refugees at
the expense of migrants. Akoka shows that these definitions reveal more about the states
applying them that the individuals they are supposed to refer to, as the ‘refugee’ label keeps
evolving according to power relationships and political priorities. By studying the Office
Francais de Protection des Réfugiés et Apatrides (OFPRA), a French government office
responsible for processing applications for refugee status, Akoka shows that while during the
Cold War, the subjugation of asylum to diplomatic and economic policies has favoured a high

acceptance rate, its instrumentalisation by migratory policies has led to a high rejection rate.
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In addition, the UNHCR’s protection discourse and the migration management paradigm are
both grounded in ‘methodological nationalism’, i.e. a system of representation that considers
the nation-state to be a natural social and political entit