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Abstract

The predominant scholarship on the Palestinian camps can be characterised as an
activist literature which reinforces the humanitarian narrative that camps are places of
victimisation. This tends to be an outcome of a number of factors. Firstly it represents
the political commitment that many scholars profess towards the cause of the
Palestinian refugees of Lebanon. Such a disposition involves the censoring of certain
unsavoury facts which might challenge the cause for refugee rights. The invisibility of
refugee economic agency in the dominant scholarly output is also a result of limited
research methodology. Much of the scholarly output on the Palestinian refugee camps
in Lebanon in recent years relies either on the interview method or focus group, both of
which reinforce the refugee self-identification as victims in narrative based data
collection.

This thesis diverges greatly from the predominant scholarship by making visible the
economic activities, through numerous anecdotes and case studies, which are routinely
performed by refugees especially when interfacing with humanitarian agencies. It does
this through utilsing ethnographic data garnered from participant observation and
therefore represents data that has not been mediated through the translation of
intermediaries. Although the Palestinian refugee camps are often portrayed as sites of
crisis, it is unusual for scholars to also explore that they can be sites for the realisation
of great economic opportunities and that we cannot focus on humanitarian problems
without also understanding the fact that the very conditions which produce crisis are
also the same conditions that provide economic profits to certain refugee groups.
Linder such conditions humanitarian logic not only hides refugee economic agency, but
humanitarian assistance can exacerbate economic exploitation.
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Glossary

AAL

R e fers to th e A ra b A rm y o f Lebanon (A A L), a m u tin e e rin g g ro u p w h ich
se ce d e d fro m th e L e b a n e se arm y, led by a S unni o ffic e r A h m a d alK hatib, w ith c o v e rt a s s is ta n c e from P LO /F a ta h

a l-A s ifa

T h e n am e F a tah had g ive n to its o rig in a l g u e rrilla s th a t had a tta cke d th e
Israeli n a tio n a l w a te r c a rrie r in 1965.

All P a le s tin e
G o v e rn m e n t

Initiate d by th e A ra b L ea g ue and based in G aza, th e A ll-P a le s tin e
G o v e rn m e n t w a s fo rm e d in 1948 fro m the m a n d a te era P a le stin ia n
le a d e rsh ip , led by th e M ufti Haj A m in a l-H u sse in i

a l-S a 'iq a

T h e P a le stin ia n fa c tio n o f th e S yrian B aath P arty

Am al

A S h iite L e b a n e s e p o litica l p arty o rig in a lly fo u n d e d as th e m ilitia arm o f
Im am M usa al S a d r's M o v e m e n t of th e D eprived

ANM

A ra b N a tio n a lis t M o v e m e n t

A ra b H ig h e r
C o m m itte e
(A H C )

A re p re s e n ta tiv e b od y fo rm e d during th e 1936 re vo lts to co n ta in p o p u la r
a g ita tio n a g a in s t th e B ritish m a n da te and re in fo rce th e le a d e rs h ip o f th e
P a le stin ia n elite ; led by the M ufti Haj A m in a l-H u sse in i

AUB

A m e ric a n U n iv e rs ity o f B eirut

B a a th P a rty

M e a n in g "re n a is s a n c e " in A ra bic, th e B aath p arty e s p o u s e d a se cu la r
p a n -A ra b ism .

C a iro
A cco rd s

A n a g re e m e n t sig n ed in 1969 b etw een th e L e b a n e se g o v e rn m e n t and
th e P LO e s ta b lis h in g th e ca m p s as a u to n o m o u s z o n e s u n d e r P LO
c o n tro l, g ivin g P a le s tin ia n s e qu a l social and civil rig h ts to L e b a n e se
c itiz e n s and a llo w in g g u e rrilla m o b ilisa tio n a g a in st Israel on L e b a n e se
te rrito ry in c o o rd in a tio n w ith th e L eb a n e se arm y. A b ro g a te d in 1987 by
th e L e b a n e s e g o v e rn m e n t.

DFLP

D e m o c ra tic F ro n t fo r th e L ib era tio n o f P alestine, o th e rw is e kn ow n as
th e D e m o c ra tic Front, a P LO allied P a lestin ia n g u e rrilla m o v e m e n t

DM Zs

R e fe rs to th e d e m ilita ris e d z o n e s e sta b lish e d by th e L a u s a n n e a rm is tic e
ta lk s in 1949 o v e r d is p u te d te rrito ry b etw een S yria and Israel re su ltin g
fro m th e 1947 w a r o f p artition

EDL

E le c tric ite du Liban, the n a tio n al L eb a n e se e le c tric ity c o m p a n y

ESCW A

E c o n o m ic and S ocial C o m m is s io n fo r W e stern A sia

ESFD

E c o n o m ic a nd S ocial F und fo r D e ve lo p m e n t, a E u ro p e a n U nion fu n d to
d e v e lo p sm a ll and m e d iu m e n te rp rise s and social s e rv ic e s in L eb a no n

FAFO

T h e a c ro n y m fo r th e F a g b e va e g e lse n s F o rskn in g s O rg a n is a tio n , a
N o rw e g ia n tra d e union so cial re se arch o rg a n iza tio n

Fakhani
Republic

N a m e d a fte r th e B eiru t d is tric t o f F a kha n i in w h ich m o st o f the
P L O /F a ta h c o m p le x ’ o ffic e s w e re based

Fatah

T h e la rg e s t P a le stin ia n g u e rrilla m o v e m e n t w h ich d o m in a te d th e PLO

Fatah al
Intifada

A g ro u p w h ic h fo rm e d o ut o f a sch ism w ith in th e m ain Fatah fa ctio n in
L e b a n o n in 1983

Fatah al
Islam

A n a l-Q a e d a a ffilia te d te rro ris t o rg a n is a tio n w h ich had its b e g in n in g s in
an Isla m ist o ffs h o o t o f F atah e sta b lish e d by Y a s s e r A ra fa t in 1969

Fida'i

T h e A ra b ic w o rd fo r "g u e rrilla "

GUPW

G e n e ra l U nio n o f P a le stin ia n W o m e n

H am as

base d on th e A ra b ic a c ro n ym fo r th e Isla m ic re sista n ce m o ve m e nt,
H a m a s is a M u slim B ro th e rh o o d o ffs h o o t e sta b lish e d in th e o ccup ie d
te rrito rie s in 1987

Hezbollah

c u rre n tly a L e b a n e se S h iite p o litica l p arty in L eb a no n allie d to th e A m al
party, it b e g a n as an Iranian fu n d e d m ilitia e sp o u sin g s p e c ific a lly an
Isla m ist p o litica l syste m in L eb a no n

ICG

In te rn a tio n a l C risis G ro up

Insar Allah

A P a le s tin ia n jih a d is t g u e rrilla g ro u p fo rm e d d uring th e Israeli invasion
o f L e b a n o n in 1982

IR F E D

T h e F re n ch "In s titu t de R e c h e rc h e s et du F o rm a tio n en V u e de
D e v e lo p p e m e n t H a rm o n ise " in vite d to L eb a no n in 1959 by p re side n t
F o au d C h e h a b to u n d e rta ke a co m p le te stu d y o f th e so cia l syste m and
d e v e lo p m e n t nee d s o f the c o u n try

ISF

Inte rn a l S e c u rity F orce; o s te n s ib ly a g o v e rn m e n ta l se c u rity fo rc e w hich
h o w e v e r w a s e sta b lish e d by th e H ariri fa m ily a s a c o u n te rw e ig h t to
H e zb o lla h

LBP

R e fe rs to th e c u rre n cy o f th e L e b a n e s e pound

LCP

L e b a n e s e C o m m u n is t P arty

Lebanese
M ovem ent in
Support of
Fatah

O th e rw is e kn ow n as , al- H araka a l-L u b n a n iy y a a l-M u s a n id a li-Fath, an
u m b re lla o rg a n is a tio n e s ta b lis h e d by Fatah in c o n c e rt w ith th e D ruze
p o litic ia n K am al J u m b la tt to re p re s e n t p ro -P a le stin ia n p olitical g ro u p s in
L eb a no n

Lejni al
R ooba’iyat

L ite ra lly m e a n in g “c o m m itte e o f th e se c tio n ” ; refers to th e s e cu rity s u b 
c o m m itte e s in the ca m p s o f B eiru t

LNM

L e b a n e s e N a tio n a l M o ve m e nt; th e nam e ta ke n by th e P a le stin ia n allied
o p p o s itio n fo rc e s w h ich united u n d e r D ruze p o liticia n K am al Ju m b la tt at
th e s ta rt o f L e b a n o n ’s civil w a r

M E R IP

T h e M id d le E ast R e se a rch and Info rm a tio n P ro je ct

Vll

Mourabitoun

Meaning “fighters in a holy war” the Mourabitoun were a Fatah funded
militia formed at the start of the Lebanese civil war

Mouvement
Social

A civil society organisation established in 1956 by the Greek Catholic
Bishop Gregoire Haddad

Mukhabarat

Meaning "intelligence" and refers to the Syrian secret services

Najjadeh

A fascist Sunni Muslim political party in Lebanon

Nidal

The Abu Nidal organisation formed when a split within Fatah was
engineered by the Iraqi Baathists in 1974. The organisation has since
split into three separate groups with differing allegiances.

OCA

Organisation for Communist Action, a socialist party in Lebanon
established in 1971

October 24
Movement

A Tripoli based populist militia armed and trained by Fatah in the late
1960s and led by Farouk Muqqadam

Oslo
Accords

The 1993 agreement between the Israeli government and the PLO to
enable interim Palestinian self-government through a Palestinian
National Authority over certain parts of the Gaza Strip and West Bank.

PA

The Palestinian Authority

PASC

the Kiffah al Mussaleh otherwise known as the Palestine Armed
Struggle Command created in 1969 by the PLA, became the Fatah
dominated police force of the PLO

PFLP

Progressive Front for the Liberation of Palestine

PFLP-GC

Progressive Front for the Liberation of Palestine- General Command

Phalange

Les Phalanges Libanais or Kata'ib, a predominantly Maronite Christian
party in Lebanon

PHRO

Palestine Human Rights Organization (PHRO), a small NGO located
within the Mar Elias refugee camp, Beirut

PLA

Palestine Liberation Army; initially set up as the military arm of the PLO
and constituted of brigades stationed within various Arab states

PLF

Palestine Liberation Front; formed in 1959 by Ahmad Jibril, a
Palestinian, with the support of the Syrian military and intelligence
services.

PLO

Palestine Liberation Organisation

PNC

Palestine National Council; the legislative organ of the PLO

PRCS

Palestine Red Crescent Society, established by Fatah in 1965 as a
Fatah medical facility to treat its guerrilla members; reorganized in 1968
as the PRCS and relocated to Lebanon in 1971 were it established 11
hospitals

Vlll

PRM

B urea u o f P op u la tion , R e fu g e e s and M igration, US S tate d ep a rtm e nt.

PSP

P ro g re s s iv e S o c ia lis t P arty, e sta b lish e d in L eb a no n in 1949 by D ruze
p o liticia n K am al J u m b la tt

PW U

P a le stin e W o m e n ’s U nion

Q abaday

T ra n s lite ra te d fro m th e A ra b ic, m e a nin g "stro n g m a n ", and refers to the
p o p u la r s tre e t le a d e rs in L e b a n o n w h o w e re e m p lo ye d by tra d itio n a l
p o liticia n s to m e d iate re la tio n s w ith local c o n s titu e n ts

RPG

R o cke t p ro pe lle d g re n a d e la u n ch e rs

SAMED

S o cie ty fo r th e C a re o f th e F a m ilie s o f M a rtyrs and P risoners; a fun d
in itia lly e s ta b lis h e d by F a ta h in 1964 to co m p e n s a te fa m ilie s of
g u e rrilla s killed o r injured in se rvice , but tra n s fo rm e d in 1968 into a P LO
in stitutio n

SHC

S p e cia l H a rd sh ip C a se (S H C ) p ro g ra m m e , in tro du ce d in 1978 by
U N R W A to p ro vid e fo o d ra tio n s to th e g en e ra l re fu g e e pop u la tion , but
re fo rm e d in 1982 to p ro v id e a s s is ta n c e to th o se d e e m e d th e n ee d ie st

T a h a lu f a lQ iw a a lF ilastiniyya

T ra n s lite ra te d fro m th e A ra b ic fo r th e A llia n c e o f P a le stin ia n Forces;
re fers to th e u m b re lla o f a n ti-P L O and p ro -S yria n P a lestin ia n fa ctio n s

T A IF A ccord

T h e p e a ce a cco rd e n g in e e re d by S audi A ra b ia and sig n ed in T a if in
1989, w h ic h b ro u g h t an e n d to L e b a n o n ’s 16 y e a r civil w a r

T a n z im a lQ iw a a lS h ’biya fi
Sayda

T ra n s lite ra te d fro m A ra b ic , it re fe rs to "the m o ve m e n t o f peo p le s
p o w e r o f S id on ", a p o p u lis t N a sse rite m ilitia led by M a ’ru f Saad

UAR

U nited A ra b R e p u b lic; re fers to th e sh o rt-live d u nified s ta te o f S yria and
E g yp t 1958 to 1961

UNDP

U nited N a tio ns D e v e lo p m e n t P ro g ra m m e

UNHCR

U nited N a tio n s H igh C o m m is s io n e r fo r R e fu g e e s

UNRW A

U nited N a tio n s R e lie f and W o rk s A g e n cy

Z a 'im

R e fers to th e tra d itio n a l e lite p a rlia m e n ta ria n s o f L ebanon

Introduction: on the Humanitarian Cause

First an anecdote....

On the 21st of October 2008, I wrote an update to one of the professors in my
department about my field research experiences so far in a Palestinian refugee camp in
Beirut. Since late August of 2008 I had been visiting Shatila, having made the
acquaintance of Abou Marid, a retired Fatah guerrilla and Palestine Liberation
Organisation (PLO) union representative at the time. I had become somewhat
frustrated with what appeared to me to be Abou Marid’s reluctance to introduce me to
other informants in the camp who were in a position to tell me about how the water and
electricity provisioning worked. I wrote to the professor at my university saying,
“I asked him (Abou Marid) whether he could think of anyone who had sat on the
Popular Committee1 at any time in the past and thus whom I could interview about the
gradual development of the water and electricity infrastructure in the camp. He said he
couldn’t think of any one currently available, except himself!”
Given that Abou Marid was a senior Fatah man, I was sceptical of his claim that he
could not think of anyone else for me to interview. Abou Marid did make the comment
that he had given me sufficient information so that I could proceed to write my thesis. I
explained to Abou Marid that having one informant would provide me with insufficient
data. It soon became clear that his ambivalence towards elaborating how the
Palestinian factions organised the public services in the camp however was hiding a
deep seated frustration, shared by the rest of the community, on the internal political
situation that existed in most camps in Lebanon which are autonomous territories
governed by the Palestinian factions.
It would also become evident to me that he deemed such questions to be of an internal
concern for the Palestinians, and did not lie within the purview of a foreign researcher.

1 Popular committees were set up by the PLO in the early 1970s, made up of nominated factional
representatives to carry out municipal functions in the camps (Suleiman 1999, pp.75-76).
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For example Abou Marid did ask me why I was focusing on water and electricity in the
camp when they had such dire problems with poverty and the population suffered from
ill-health. I am certain that the question was meant as a statement to communicate his
disapproval. I explained to him that many such studies were routinely conducted in the
Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon and that I wanted to focus on something new.
Although I had given Abou Marid an information sheet containing details of what I
wished to research, a proposal to examine water and electricity provisioning throughout
Sabra/Shatila, he nonetheless took it upon himself to reset my research agenda. His
response was to ask me to pass his phone number onto my consulting professors at
the American University of Beirut (AUB). He wanted to extend to them an invitation to
visit the camp and more precisely to visit his home so that he could discuss with them
the “situation” that existed. It did occur to me that Abou Marid might intend to complain
to them about my research focus and attempt to reset this towards topics more urgent
in his estimation. I assured him that I would pass on his request. His insistence
however raised another issue that not only was he possibly attempting to divert
attention from the chaos of the internal politics, but that he was also attempting to
uphold a certain picture of humanitarian crisis, in the face of foreign scrutiny. Why he
would do this however was not immediately obvious and it would take some time for me
to unravel the reasons, which will become evident throughout this thesis.
Following this conversation, I had visited with Abou Marid during which he announced
that he did have someone in mind that would be most suitable for me to interview and I
could ask all the questions I wished on water and electricity and if I was ready we could
visit at that moment (2009. 13 October). I was elated; I had another informant! But my
excitement was somewhat short-lived. I am certain that once the doorway to the home
that we had arrived at, had been opened, my disheartened expression was obvious,
and it was mirrored now too in the face of the elderly woman who stood in the doorway
of her home. I had met this woman before and she had refused to speak with me.
But I must backtrack a little to explain Urn Mohammad’s reaction. My very first contact
in the slum of Sabra Shatila was a Lebanese woman, who worked as a domestic
servant for one of my consulting professors at the AUB. On a visit to Sabra one day she
introduced me to her brother, head of the local chapter of the Mourabitoun, a militia
which had formed at the start of the Lebanese civil war, with Fatah funding and training
and who would go on to commit many atrocities, such as the Damour (Christian village
in the south of Lebanon) massacre of which Ahmad had probably taken part from his
descriptions of his war involvement. It was Ahmad who insisted that I come into Shatila
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to meet Abou Marid and learn about the plight of the Palestinian refugees and I
accompanied him into the camp as he eulogised the revolutionary character of the
Palestinian people. He said he would introduce me to the poorest woman in the camp,
a woman who collected cardboard for a recycling company to make ends meet. When
we spotted Urn Mohammad in the street, he pointed at her whilst announcing out loud
that this woman made her living by collecting garbage. She shooed us away with her
hand, seeming uncomfortable that she should be introduced to me in such a way.
Now as I stood in front of Urn Mohammad’s home, I felt a deep sense of shame and
embarrassment that we should intrude upon her. I explained to Abou Marid that I had
met Urn Mohammad before and I did not have any questions for her so that we should
not waste her time. Abou Marid however pushed his way through the door and seating
himself down on the lounge insisted that I start the interview by asking Urn Mohammad
about what he called her terrible life. Interestingly enough, Urn Mohammad made it
known to me that she was the mother of several adult children, three of whom had
been ‘martyred’ during Lebanon’s “civil’ war, each of whom for which she received a
monthly payment of approximately 140.000LBP (approx US$100) from the PLO, a not
insubstantial sum. She augmented this income with collecting cardboard for a local
recycler. We talked for a short while, maybe several minutes and I thanked her for her
time and we sat and drank coffee as she asked me questions about myself. However
Abou Marid did not participate in this general banter, he had fallen sullen for several
minutes and then he began to ask Urn Mohammad his own questions, for my benefit,
since I appeared not to have anything else to ask her whilst berating me to re-open my
notebook to continue writing down Urn Mohammad’s responses. He kept on, in a rather
embarrassing way for Urn Mohammad, insisting that she talk about her destitution and
her poverty. When I had insisted that we leave some minutes later, He was again so
sullen that he did not say goodbye but turned and walked away leaving me standing at
the doorway of Urn Mohammed’s home.

Introduction

I open the introduction to this thesis with this story for several related reasons. It is
evident that Abou Marid felt that I had missed the most crucial point to doing research
in the refugee camp, which was to publicise the humanitarian crisis affecting his
community. The urgency with which Abou Marid expressed concern for the poverty and
ill-health suffered by his community is present in much of the contemporary scholarship
on the Palestinian refugee community in Lebanon. There has been a proliferation of
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articles lamenting the dire situation for Palestinian refugees, emphasising their
deprivation of social and civil rights and economic and spatial marginalisation (Peteet
1996, p.27; Suleiman 2006; p.3; Hanafi & Long 2010, p.2, p. 15). I introduce this thesis
by stating that it pays no heed, in any obvious sense, to the humanitarian crisis
affecting the Palestinian refugees in the camps of Lebanon. This type of humanitarian
narrative is well entrenched in activist and academic scholarship alike, that it has had
the effect of displacing a focus on other dynamics that affect the refugee community
but are deemed less worthy of attention.
Rather than a concern for humanitarian crisis per se, this thesis is motivated by a
desire to respond to a particular representation of the humanitarian situation prominent
in academic works on the Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon; on the concept of the
humanitarian cause of that of the Palestine refugee; on what constitutes a cause, on
what narratives need to be upheld and what inconsistencies need to be suppressed in
order to maintain political support for a cause. In recent years there has emerged a
body of critical scholarship on the concept of humanitarianism. A rise in the concern for
humanitarian crisis is evident in the proliferation of humanitarian agencies in the last
thirty years, yet it is far from evident whether the world has experienced a concurrent
rise in deaths, disasters and human suffering. Much attention has therefore been
directed towards a deconstruction of what constitutes humanitarian emergencies and
whether such designations should be taken at face value (Calhoun 2008, p.1).
Humanitarian emergencies are defined by necessity as emerging against a situation of
ostensible normalcy. They are portrayed as sudden and unpredictable events that
deviate from some kind of ‘normal’ order and yet these attributes can be part of a highly
constructed imaginary (Calhoun 2008, pp.2-4). In a related manner, we have been
roused to apply critique to such things as moral reason, trauma and victimhood, so as
to examine what is universal in these categories and beyond questioning and what is
the product of history (Fassin 2011, p.482). In a very inadvertent manner this thesis will
challenge some of the common frameworks with which we have simplified our
understanding of the Palestinian refugee camp community in Lebanon as a
humanitarian cause by interrogating the historical problematisation of the Palestinian
refugee crisis. It does this by foregoing an overt focus on humanitarian concerns, in
favour of revealing other communal structures and processes that impact the
humanitarian outcomes in the camp, but also challenge the picture of the humanitarian
emergency with which the refugee camps of Lebanon are caricatured.
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This thesis is an ethnographic study of the economic dynamics that shape Palestinian
refugee camp society in Lebanon, details of the type that have been given insufficient
attention in anthropological works beforehand. The work of scholars such as Sarah
Kenyon Lischer (2003, pp.7-9) has informed us that refugee camps function according
to long established politico-economic rules, not subject to disturbance by any
humanitarian emergency regime. However there has been a general paucity of
research that applies such reasoning to the Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon that
would illustrate what these rules are, unless it is in the form of the most cursory
statements2, a gap which this thesis hopes to address by documenting the minutiae of
such practices. In another sense it unconsciously speaks back to a highly cultivated
humanitarian picture of refugee camp society in the prominent literature that politically
positions the concept of “refugee” and “camp” as moral indictments on the functioning
of other states and agencies which impact refugee lives. Critiques of the use of moral
sentiments in the public domain have in recent years emerged; demonstrating the ways
in which such sentimentality increasingly determines the shape of social policy.
Referring to this practice as “humanitarian government”, Fassin (2011, p.483, p.487)
poses the question of what are the profits and losses incurred when we focus on
suffering as the determining emotion in the formulation of social policy. In a related
manner, this thesis seeks a critical reconsideration of the humanitarian categories of
“refugee” and “camp” so as to “de-naturalise” and “re-historicise” them, because such
constructs carry with them implicit moral claims that obscure conceptual clarity (Fassin
2011, pp.483-484). This thesis seeks to uncover what has been lost, what details have
been forsaken in the analysis that reduces the Palestinian refugees of Lebanon as
merely a moral and humanitarian problematic at the expense of a richer understanding
of the dynamics of camp society, an understanding that deviates from ubiquitous
representations of victimhood and reveals economic and political agency.
With such critiques of humanitarianism in mind, this thesis highlights anomalies in the
way that the Palestinian refugee cause is understood and managed by external
agencies, and juxtaposes this to the way in which the refugees understand themselves
as a humanitarian cause. What is lost in the aforementioned literature on the camps of
Lebanon is the active responses and reshaping of daily lives by the refugees in the
space of the camp.

The Palestinian refugee has been pacified in the prominent

scholarship, in various ways which make invisible communal forms of agency which
subvert humanitarian objectives and which are possible precisely because of the
2 The most robust exception detailing the economic dynamics that emerge at the interface between local
politics and humanitarian intervention is Lazzarino (2011).
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existence of a great deal of political autonomy in the camps of Lebanon. This thesis
seeks to argue to the contrary of established concepts that stress the biopolitical effects
of external agencies, that humanitarian organisations and sovereign powers alike are at
the mercy of communal dynamics once they attempt to penetrate the camp, the political
structure of which subverts the role of humanitarian aid.

Academic Scholarship and the Taint of the Politics of Compassion

What prompts this line of questioning in the first instance is the fact that the description
of Palestinian refugees as victims of poverty and deprivation are not historically
consistent, so that as subjects of humanitarian crisis, the Palestinian refugee
experience must be periodised. However it is far too common a practice in the
academic literature of recent years to refer to the Palestinian refugees of Lebanon as
having suffered from 60 years of an emergency situation in the camps (Hanafi 2008).
Yet this view is plainly too polemical because it is highly filtered through a perspective
that considers only the post- guerrilla refugee experience and ignores anomalies in the
historical understanding of crisis.
There have been periods of time when the Palestinian population of the Middle East
has thrived, attaining education and building wealth in advance of their host population,
who comparatively have never had the same level of welfare assistance from their
governments let alone any international organisation (Bowker 2003, pp. 130-131).
Although in the first decade of exile the refugees were in receipt of emergency relief,
the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), the UN agency solely created
for the assistance of Palestine refugees in the Middle East, injected massive funds into
educational assistance and eventually vocational training, producing a population
whose educational attainment often far outweighed that of the nationals of host states
(Hallaj 1980, p.76; Rosenfeld 2010, pp.288-289).

In Lebanon such a superior

education elicited resentment from those Lebanese who could not afford to attain the
same. UNRWA also provided the Palestinian refugees with a social safety net where
there was no such equivalent provided by the Lebanese government to its people,
reinforcing differences between the populations (Peteet 2005, pp.74-75). Whilst for the
Lebanese working class, of which all sects were represented, refugees represented
competitors for agricultural and industrial employment (Weighill 1997, p.304; Peteet
2005, p.109). The ability for Palestinian refugees to undercut local wage levels,
because they were in receipt of food and cash handouts from UNRWA on a monthly
basis made them more competitive than Lebanese labour, as remains the case today.
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Equally the Palestinian business sector too was perceived as an economic competitor
given that it had consolidated a dominant financial and trading empire by the early
1960s (Smith 1984, p.13). The Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO), a government
in exile for all intents and purposes, extended its services to those Lebanese, providing
free medical care on the caveat they too join its guerrilla ranks (Brynen 1990, p. 141).
There was a time when the poor Lebanese were pitied by the Palestinian refugee
population.
In subsequent decades, the advancement of the refugee community came from the
support of other Arab states who funded the proliferation of guerrilla groups amongst
the refugee population for political reasons rather than as a humanitarian cause,
starting with the Egyptian and Syrian states in the 1960s. From 1974 the PLO was
additionally funded by the Gulf states with oil money which further empowered the
refugee community. The PLO was in receipt of 250 million USD a year, pledged to
them at an Arab Summit in 1974 by the oil rich Gulf states , in addition to Soviet support
and its own income from white and black market enterprises (Sayigh 1997a, p.436).
Makdisi (2004, p.41) notes that on the eve of the Israeli invasion of Lebanon, which
would lead to the PLO’s exile, the PLO’s budget almost equalled that of the Lebanese
state and their total investments for that year were estimated at 1.5 billion USD. Some
have estimated that Libya alone funded the Palestinian guerrillas along with its local
militia allies to the tune of $50 million USD per month (Corm 1994 cited in Makdisi &
Sadaka 2003, p.34, note. 53).
From 1969 the refugee camps were transformed from mere sites for humanitarian
intervention to separate sovereign territories during which the presence of the
humanitarian agency was comparatively inconspicuous in the lives of the refugee
population. UNRWA itself has not always been held in high esteem by the refugees nor
by the PLO, which if it could not completely sideline the agency in its daily operations in
the camps, sought instead to co-opt its people and resources (Bowker 2003, p. 134,
p.143). And indeed the cooptation of UNRWA personnel into the guerrilla ranks
increased simultaneously as the services provided by the PLO began to outrank
UNRWA services (barring education) (Peteet 2005, p.52). The Palestinian refugees,
particularly in Lebanon therefore identified strongly as revolutionaries of guerrilla
groups, rather than as recipients of international aid. To underscore this change, one
can recall that there was a time when the Palestinians in Lebanon categorically
rejected the humanitarian designation of “refugee”, preferring to use the descriptor of
“returners” instead, something encouraged by the PLO (Peteet 1995, p.177). The
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Palestinian refugees at that time certainly did not see themselves as living though a
humanitarian emergency as such and the ubiquitous references often made to “Ayam
Beirut" (the days of Beirut) by Palestinians to express nostalgia for the period of PLO
rule, speaks of a profound period of ease and advancement for the refugee community.
However humanitarian crisis did revisit the Palestinian refugee community in Lebanon
starting in 1982 with the forced exodus of the PLO from Beirut in the midst of Lebanon’s
“civil” war (Weighill 1997, p.301). The removal of the PLO leadership to the backwaters
of Tunisia and Libya broke the proximity to their clientelist networks, which meant less
funding to the refugee community. The humanitarian repercussions of this are amplified
by a further diminution of PLO funding to the refugee population in Lebanon and grew
with the Oslo Accords of 1993 that redirected assistance to the occupied territories.
These developments have paralleled the rise of civil society demands that the
Lebanese state assure social and civil rights of the Palestinian population as the PLO’s
relocation outside of the country has paralleled a shortfall of funding and services to the
refugee community. This campaign now spans the breadth of both local organisations
in Lebanon and international agencies.
Yet there are other reasons that contribute to the refashioning of a once militant
population into a passive humanitarian one that go beyond these financial
reconfigurations. The moment at which the Palestinian refugees re-emerge as subjects
for humanitarian intervention is belatedly in the post Oslo Accords period. As Calhoun
(2004, pp.389-390) reminds us, the growth of humanitarian activism was a major
development in the international field in the 1990s and non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) have been the primary vehicle for mobilising such concerns. In the refugee
camps, consistent with this dynamic, NGOs fell upon the cause of the Palestine
refugee with great vigour mirrored by the growth in humanitarian attention towards the
Palestinians in Lebanon. This growing concern did not mirror the objective crisis
experienced by the refugees, as their privations were great in the immediate period of
the PLO’s exile in 1982 and with the ceasing of hostilities in 1991 when the NGO sector
deemed that no such emergency was evident and purposefully held back from
assisting the refugees (Weighill 1997, p.302-303). In the 1990s a plethora of studies
began to emerge on the humanitarian crisis facing refugees (Suleiman 2006, p.3) and
progressively the Palestinian crisis was taken up as a humanitarian cause. However
such a reaction could largely be interpreted as a political response to regional
developments in the peace process, which saw the refugees in Lebanon marginalised
in relation to the issue of the “right of return” after the Oslo Accords of 1993. NGOs,
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academics and activists alike began to campaign for the world to pay attention to the
Palestinian refugees from the perspective of a humanitarian cause (Allan 2007, p.254256).
Lebanon was left with almost 14% of its population internally displaced by the end of
civil war in 1991 and by 1999 only 20% of these had been able to return to their homes
due to government ineptitude and corruption (Assaf & el- Fil, 2000 p.31).

Yet the

activist and academic literature which proliferated at the time, centred on the
humanitarian

aspect of Palestinian

refugee life in Lebanon

post-war.

Such

humanitarian action has been coined a “politics of life” by Fassin (2011b, p.226) to
describe responses that have as their purpose the saving of lives that have been in this
process not only selected and privileged above other classes of lives, but involve a
public championing of the choice of one cause to the neglect of another. The
expression of such humanitarian concerns amongst academics and humanitarians
therefore involved a political calculus rather than being informed by the reality of
refugee needs over time.
This type of calculated political engagement also involves a specific type of
“humanitarian reason” which implies the existence of an unquestionable moral impetus
to focus on suffering (Fassin 2011b, p.244) and raises compassion to a “political virtue”
(Fassin 2012, para. 4 ). Such an emotional response lies behind much of the academic
attention to the humanitarian aspects of contemporary Palestinian refugee community
in Lebanon as admitted in Julie Peteet’s (2005, p.ix-x) work documenting what she
claimed was the cultural destruction of Palestinian society in Lebanon. The role of the
ethnographer for Peteet is one of advocacy which inevitably can only be informed by
the suffering witnessed amongst the refugee community. The same politics of
compassion is evident in Diana Allan’s (2007, p.256) recollections of her involvement
and motivations in the camp of Shatila. Her participation in documenting the memories
of exile in the late 1990s was driven by a desire for “retributive justice” an activity which
however she acknowledges reflected more of a “fear” and “anxiety” of political defeat
amongst academics and activists, on the question of the refugee’s right of return, than
a reflection of refugee aspirations. As has been admitted to in academic works (Sayigh
1994 cited in Knudsen & Hanafi 2011, p.6), “a significant part of the English language
literature on Palestinian refugees reflects the misfortunes that have marked the history
of Palestine and the Palestinians, thus scholarship has emphasised suffering”.
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By necessity Fassin’s critique also implies that within the politics of compassion, there
are therefore certain questions which become unvirtuous to ask, in the midst of what is
perceived as humanitarian crisis. Certainly this was the implication of Abou Marid’s
criticism of my research direction when he commented that my focus on water and
electricity provisioning was not as high a priority as a focus on health and poverty would
be in his estimation, despite the fact that such humanitarian issues have been robustly
researched and broadcast in recent decades. However Fassin (2011b, p.244 & 246)
advises that such emotional responses “should not be taken for granted” by the
researcher whose task it is to critique such expressions as products of historical and
political debates in the public domain.
Academics need to be cautious in approaching the issue of the humanitarian cause of
the Palestinian refugee as something self evident and beyond moral questioning,
because this is a political act, by intention or default because of what has selectively
been left out of the picture, and that might jeopardise a more robust academic inquiry
into certain social phenomena. It is against this background of academic literature that
this thesis asks the unvirtuous questions and seeks to throw off the shackles of the
ossified humanitarian images we generally hold in our heads about the Palestinian
refugee camps, so as to generate fresh insights on causes of crisis.

Revisiting “Refugee” and “Camp”

Before embarking upon this task, one is obliged to critique the academic literature more
directly for the specific way it paints the humanitarian crisis in the camps of Lebanon.
This thesis does not seek to refute the fact of a humanitarian crisis, or to discuss the
degree of humanitarian afflictions affecting the refugee community as opposed to other
communities in Lebanon, rather it seeks to challenge the assumptions made about the
causes of the crisis and the nature of the crisis.
The articulations of such a cause rely upon certain components that constitute the
picture of victimhood and involve a number of constructions around the categories of
“camp” and “refugee”. The refugee camp par excellence is understood in the academic
literature as a place of indistinction, as in Agamben’s (1995, p. 12) theorisations, a
locale in which the normal juridical order is suspended so that sovereign power over
the life and death of an individual is absolute or as a biopolitical space for therapeutic
interventions aimed at correcting the liminality inherent in refugee identity (Malkki 1995,
pp.6-7). From Foucault we have learnt that in society, the task of the sovereign is the
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management of population through biopolitical techniques so as to reproduce life. For
Agamben, refugee camps become places of exceptions from this normal order in which
people are reduced to “bare life”, those competencies limited to only what a baby would
have upon first being born. In recent literature on the Palestinian camps in Lebanon,
there has emerged a tendency to conflate the Palestinian refugee camps with these
paradigmatic theorisations of the camp, as spaces of exception or as bounded
communities, subjected to the control of ‘biopolitical’ agencies and surveilled by the
state and humanitarian agencies alike under “emergency” conditions (Hanafi 2008,
P-7).
Yet even in this post PLO period of identity making, there are many persistent
anomalies that characterise the Palestinian refugee community in terms which defy
such limited categorisations. First and foremost, what makes the Palestinian refugee
camps of Lebanon a specialised case is the status of political and military autonomy
which has existed since 1969, a process elaborated in

chapter 2. The Lebanese

government’s acceptance of the Cairo Accords under Egyptian pressure sanctioned the
armed presence of Palestinians in the country and gave them autonomous control of
the refugee camps (Sayigh 1997a, p.192). Although this agreement was abrogated in
1987, the refugee camps still retain political autonomy and are under the control of the
Palestinian guerrilla factions. It has been falsely reported that the Lebanese
government exercises power within the camps but the Lebanese authorities do not
enter the camps unless they have been granted permission by the factions nor do they
enforce or impose Lebanese laws on the camps even in cases of criminal activity as
explored in both chapter 4 and 5 of this thesis. Instead the political factions regulate a
system of crime and punishment based on Islamic law as illustrated in chapter 5.
Rather than reducing this phenomenon to a case of “space of exception”, understood
as in Agamben’s sense of a locale of unlimited tyranny over life and death where a
sovereign’s power is realised, it is more accurate to position camps as a space of
competing sovereignty that limits Lebanese power. This is what makes the Palestinian
case in Lebanon exceptional in terms of how paradigmatic humanitarian concepts such
as “camp” and “refugee” are understood.
In fact it can be argued that this type of exception now exists everywhere in Lebanon
from an osmotic process which began with the seeding of such exception in the 1969
declaration of camps as autonomous spaces before spreading to other parts of the
country. Prior to the arming of the Palestinian refugee population by the PLO who in
turn were funded by foreign Arab states, such spaces of separate sovereignty did not
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exist3. A former UNRWA regional head (2010, 14 July 2010) once made this point to
me, that the Lebanese have had no sovereign power over their territory since 1969
precisely because of the precedent set by the Cairo Accords to create spaces of
exception in which a competing sovereignty reigned. Chapter 3 explores the process of
entrenchment of an autonomous guerrilla movement in Lebanon, which sparked an
arms race as other Lebanese groups sought to protect their lands from penetration by
Palestinian guerrillas. Thus rather than positing the Palestinian camp as an example of
Agamben’s site of exception by which sovereign power is realised so that the rest of the
city can be held together (Diken 2004, p.100) it is more accurate to state that
Palestinian refugee camps have determined the development of multiple exceptions
throughout Lebanon

since the rule of law was suspended in Lebanon in 1969 to

accommodate the autonomy of the camps.
In addition, the “state of exception” and site of “emergency” conceptualisations of the
refugee camp can be challenged, not by looking at the macro-political actions of the
Palestinian guerrilla factions, but on examining the micro-social practices of the
refugees. It is these micro-social practices that have largely escaped the scrutiny of
academics and activist alike. In the process of aggrandizing the complexities of post
war Palestinian refugee camp life to a “state of exception” and “emergency”, much
opportunity has been lost to analyse how we understand the dynamics of refugee
society; and how we understand the causes and effects of humanitarian crisis.
The Micro-social practices of the Palestinian refugees defy the usual categorisations
around the figure of the refugee as that which is reduced to the “bare life” of homo
sacer, a figure stripped of all the protections of citizenship and who therefore can be
killed without retribution, lying outside the law as s/he does because they reveal that
Palestinian refugees exercise a certain degree of political and economic agency in their
daily lives. Such practices provide for the protection of refugees and keep at bay
threats to their welfare, far beyond any sort of protection afforded by humanitarian
assistance. It has been already stated that the camps are ruled by various political
factions and therefore that such an arrangement gives rise to the effect of the camp as
constituting a separate sovereign territory. However, beyond this fact refugees
themselves seek various types of support from their allied factions which complicates
the picture of the refugee as one abandoned by sovereign protection. The refugees

3 For a general pre-war account of Lebanon , which describes “a law-abiding country... (in which) passions
are held in check; public order is maintained without a large display of force” see Shils’ (1966, p.1)
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very strongly identify themselves with their respective factions as is evident throughout
the ethnographic accounts of this thesis.
I was alerted to this possibility during the interview with Urn Mohammad.Rather than
being satisfied with Abou Marid’s

framing of Urn Mohammad as a figure of

humanitarian crisis, something else altogether took my attention, which sparked the
major focus of this thesis. What fascinated me most of all was her inability to refuse to
speak with me in the presence of Abou Marid, despite her evident discomfit. As my field
research progressed in the camps,

I discovered that very strong ties of patronage

remained between factional officials

and refugee households in the post PLO exile

period, ties which mediate such things as the receipt of compensation for “martyred
sons”. Urn Mohammed being in receipt of such compensation was in no position to
refuse the request of an influential factional official such as Abou Marid for an interview,
who was with the PLO’s largest faction, Fatah. Her receipt of compensation for three
sons who had died in the course of the Lebanese “civil” war from the PLO, on the one
hand obligated her to show support and cooperation with factional officials such as
Abou Marid and on the other provided her with some financial security.
Raising the issue of factional patronage here is not meant to cast doubt on the merits of
whether the Palestinian refugees deserve to be considered candidates for humanitarian
assistance. Rather it is meant as a critique of the assumptions and aims inherent in
humanitarian governance towards its clients, assumptions which position the
victimhood of the refugee in such absolute terms that does not allow for the possibility
that humanitarian clients might exercise any agency. Although

humanitarian

organisations take this approach in a calculated manner to assure public support and
funding for their activities, the wholesale adoption of this perspective forecloses more
insightful accounts of what goes on in the camps.
The existence of factional patronage networks within the Palestinian camps of
Lebanon, which is undergirded by foreign state funding, including from the PLO, have
not been adequately addressed in the literature save for some passing cursory
comments. Both Yezid Sayigh (1997a, pp.457-460) and Rex Brynen (1991, p.45,
pp. 129-130; 1995) robustly examined the consolidation of the Fatah faction’s control of
the PLO, through the use of patronage to grow its ranks during the time the PLO was
present in Lebanon. However in the post civil war (1975-1991) period during which the
PLO had been exiled (1982) and Fatah’s power declined, there has been little
documentation of the continuing practices of patronage which still strongly structure
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refugee society in the camps. One of the rarities however is Weighill’s (1997, p.299)
article Palestinians in Lebanon: the Politics of Assistance which first intimated that
Palestinian factionalism determined the landscape of humanitarian assistance, so that
in the post civil war period in Lebanon, as humanitarian assistance increased, each
faction sought to provide services to their allied families, corrupting the process of
distributing aid as each group attempted to increase their constituency. This intensified
communal tensions in the process. Subsequent scholars have largely failed to
elaborate this social practice with the exception of Erika Lazzarino’s (2001) brief but
potent book chapter Refraction o f Resistances in which, although she does not use the
concept of patronage, nonetheless outlines the parameters of factional affiliation
between NGOs and beneficiaries. The NGO landscape has been captured by factions
who create all manner of organisations in order to capture humanitarian flows into the
community and they determine both who will be recipients of assistance as well as who
will be a project employee, as a means of consolidating their influence in the camps.
The ethnographic detail in chapter 5 amongst others is an attempt to build on such
work because the existence of patronage practices raises many questions about the
category of the refugee as a mere being reduced to bare life passively awaiting
humanitarian assistance. Almost all Palestinian households in Shatila are allied to one
faction or another and the extent to which this affords various types of protections and
benefits and the extent to which refugees yield some power within this patronage
network are explored. After all as Scott (1972, p.93) reminds us that although the
benefits of patronage to the patron are outweighed by those to the client, some
reciprocity is involved and although a patron does have coercive power, the force
available to him is alone insufficient to force compliance because then he would have
no need of clients and that this mutuality is what distinguishes the patron client relation,
chapter 5 is an exploration of the mutual benefits that factions and refugees enjoy from
the factional patronage system established long ago by the PLO in the camps of
Lebanon.
Such benefits transform the camps from places of “confinement” and “victimisation”
(Misselwitz & Hanafi 2009, p.130) to places of economic opportunity. The actuality of
the specific economic micro-practices of the refugees in the camps of Lebanon belies
the oft repeated mythology that the camps of Lebanon are places of forced
confinement. The eligibility to receive assistance has never been contingent upon
residing in a refugee camp for the refugees. There are other incentives that refugee
households have for residing in the camps. The ethnographic detail in chapter 5
outlines the myriad economic opportunities presented by the space of the camp from
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which people daily benefit, whilst paying due attention to the broader political impetus
for the existence of refugee camps within which these micro-economic practices
flourish.
The last chapters 6 & 7 are written as a challenge to humanitarian practice more
directly which shares in the same transmogrifications of the categories of refugee and
camp in its discourse. The rendering into theoretical invisibility the economic and
political entrepreneurialism of the Palestinian refugee, whether inadvertent or by
deliberate

obfuscation,

must

have

ramifications

for

humanitarian

assistance.

Humanitarianism assumes certain passivity into its clients, positioning them as
“absolute victim” who cannot be represented in any other way than as wounded or
dying humanity in whom suffering is essentialised (Agier 2010, p.31). However, when
humanitarian assistance is operationalised, by necessity it must confront clients who
are neither in fact mere victims nor passive recipients of assistance. Thus when
humanitarian assistance manifests on the ground, there is often a bifurcation between
practice

and

discourse.

Whilst

particular

discourses

are

maintained

around

humanitarian projects, the reality of their implementation is something different
altogether when the economic and political agents of the community are involved as
explored through ethnographic detail of some of the EU funded infrastructure projects
in Shatila in chapter 6.
Inefficiencies around fair and transparent distribution of assistance arise when donors
have given assistance without concern for how this might be transformed by a society
with its own entrenched economic and political structures in place. This phenomenon is
not surprising in the development and aid literature which has robustly covered the
tendency of local elites to capture humanitarian assistance through rent-seeking
practices (Platteau & Gaspart 2003, p. 1691). Then again sometimes it has been the
NGO sector that has approved the misappropriations of donor assistance, for example
in the form of bribes to local authorities, in order to facilitate some access to the target
populations (Wenar 2006, p.3). Although such abuses have been well canvassed in the
aid and development literature, there has been little research done into such failures in
the Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon.

There has been some passing

commentary on corruption in UNRWA’s camp rebuilding processes at the end of the
civil war, which revealed a great deal of budgetary irregularity but without the political
will to examine what was going on (Leenders 1998, pp.9-10). However, again it is the
ethnographic richness of Lazzarino’s (2011, p. 137) work which stands out as the
exception here, in elaborating how factional affiliation overlaid with nepotism towards
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family, friends and acquaintances determines who the beneficiaries of humanitarian
assistance are amongst the refugees.

Political Claims and Humanitarian Entitlements

Despite the persistent failure of humanitarian assistance to Shatila to meet stated
objectives and despite the continued defragmentation of benefits to the community,
assistance persists.

We have already mentioned that as in Fassin’s critique the

overriding sentiment of morality inherent in humanitarian assistance provides
sustenance to the ongoing project of humanitarianism. Moral sentiment has become
the focus of social practice without there being an explicit awareness amongst the
public that moral norms are the products of public debate. This is why Fassin (2011a,
pp.482-483) encourages scholars to make such logic explicit through a rehistoricisation of the humanitarian subject. However, the imperative of moral logic is not
the entire reason behind why humanitarian assistance to the Palestinian refugee
community is sustained. Rather humanitarian assistance is additionally undergirded by
a political commitment.
The designation of the Palestinian exile as refugee reveals that the cause was a
political one rather than merely humanitarian and it is for political reasons that the
humanitarian cause of the Palestinian refugee is sustained. This is most signified by
the dissociation between the general international legal regime to protect and assist
refugees through the UNHCR and the specific assistance rendered to Palestinians
through UNRWA. Whilst the UNHCR regime aims to ameliorate the status of refugee
by attending to the specific need for rehabilitation and resettlement of each individual
case of displacement, UNRWA does not do this4. However this exceptionalism is based
on political claims made by both Arab states and Palestinian representatives alike that
the refugee problem is the responsibility of the international community which approved
the partition of Palestine that inevitably led to the exodus of the indigenous population.
The amelioration of the Palestinian refugee problem in general awaits collective
resolution through the Arab- Israeli peace process, a resolution that will be a long time
coming, given that the right of the refugees to return or be compensated has proven too
delicate a topic for discussion between the Israeli and Palestinian representatives.
UNRWA’s role therefore by default has been as a holding agency for an ever
expanding population of refugees as subsequent generations join the ranks of aid
recipients and the international community extends the agency’s mandate.
4 For a discussion of how UNRWA understands its mandate, see pages 213-214 of this manuscript
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Some people might pause here to ask whether this argument adequately addresses the
actuality of humanitarian crisis amongst the refugees. Surely reducing the issue to a
political one risks a falsification of real humanitarian problems? However humanitarian
crisis in Lebanon for example is endemic with significant levels of poverty afflicting the
host population. As a means of determining levels of poverty, the IPC/UNDP 20042005 survey of household consumption, found that the annual expenditure by
Lebanese households amounted to an average of US$2,650. 8% of the Lebanese
population are estimated to live in extreme poverty, amounting to 300,000 individuals
living on 2.40 per day, whilst 28.5% are estimated living below the World Bank’s upper
poverty limit of $4 a day (Laithy et al, 2008, pp.3-4). The Norwegian Institute for Labour
and Social Research known as FAFO which has conducted many surveys on the
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon found that annual average income of Palestinian
refugee households amounted to US$3,667 (Tiltnes 2005, p.25). Admittedly such a
difference between measuring consumption on the one hand in one survey and
measuring income distribution on the other are not directly comparable, but an excess
of $1,000 per year begs for such comparative research to be done. However certain
groups of people have been reluctant to allow such comparative studies to be
undertaken, including according to one former UNRWA country director (2010, pers.
comm. 14 July), the PLO in Lebanon who would not allow access to the refugee camps
to researchers conducting such comparative research “because they deemed it would
not be useful”. Very little attention in fact has been paid to the issue of comparative
poverty. Thus it appears that the cause of the Palestine refugee has been elevated
above other humanitarian causes. This testifies to the international community’s
commitment to a political cause and not merely a humanitarian one. Anyone who has to
traverse the tin shacks of the slums of Sabra in which a majority of Lebanese people
live5, in order to make their way to Shatila marked by its tall apartment blocks should be
aware of this, that is if they can mentally register the sites they see.
Thus the recognition given to Palestinian refugees far exceeds that as mere human
beings who have certain rights to sustenance. As Fassin (2011b, pp.253-254) claims,
the usual recipient of humanitarian assistance is to be understood as someone who is
granted recognition as a human being with rights but who is reduced to their biological
needs in the process of recognition. The act of giving aid reifies their victimhood whilst

5 This is according to a local Shatila professional who works for the PLO’s Palestinian Central Bureau of
Statistics in Damascus. Only 900 homes in the broader Sabra slum are Palestinian. Another local engineer
who consults for the EU sponsored EFSD projects in Shatila confirms that the slum consists of 40,000
people, the majority of them being Lebanese.
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suppressing the biographical life that gives meaning to existence. However in the
Palestinian case the opposite is true, if we take biography to mean the collective
experience of exile and the shared narratives that centre on this event. Biography is
elevated in the sense that Palestinian entitlements to international humanitarian
assistance are based on the assumption that the biographical life of the body politic
matters greatly. It is the biography of the body politic that has informed the decision
making of the international community in regards to maintaining humanitarian support,
until a political resolution is found. It is biography that stands in the way of ameliorating
the problem but also sustains the cause. This argument highlights the difference
between a critique of humanitarian assistance to the critique of the humanitarian cause
since causes, if we take Fassin’s reasoning, involve a political dimension which
undergirds the justification for assistance.
But such claims on the right to continued assistance gives rise to a particular sense of
entitlement amongst refugees that has no bounds. This type of discourse nourishes
particular claims to entitlements and rights amongst the refugees. Chapter 7 is an
exploration of a sense of entitlement which has been forged by the exceptional status
of Palestinian refugees within the international refugee regime, which effectively reifies
their displacement rather than seeking to ameliorate it, exemplified by the institution
which is UNRWA, the only United Nations agency dedicated to the assistance of one
displaced ethnic group. The existence of UNRWA has had a profound impact on how
the refugees understand their predicament but it has also forged a strong sense of
entitlement to international assistance.

It incentivises identification as humanitarian

victim and allows refugees to make claims for entitlements based on political
grievances.
Humanitarian assistance once rendered can end suffering, it can fill an empty stomach
or provide medical care for an illness, but humanitarian assistance cannot resolve
political claims which arise from biography. The claims of biography are so large and so
overwhelming that humanitarian assistance, although providing a salve, cannot resolve
political claims because they are too big. In other words, no matter what is done on the
humanitarian front to ensure the basic human rights of the Palestinian refugee, it is
never enough so long as their political rights remain unanswered. It is as if the
international community can never do enough so long as the political solutions remain
beyond reach. But political claims cannot be used to measure the deservedness or
levels of assistance required and this creates a moral hazard in regards to
humanitarian assistance. In a case of quantity trumping quality, humanitarian
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assistance can become a substitute for a more settled and appropriate political
resolution (Pease 2004, p.233), without any means of measure for imposing limitations
on assistance. It seems that the international community has forgone any attempt to
commit to a resolution (although they uphold the Palestinian cause) putting off a final
reckoning by throwing money at the refugee problem.
By necessity biography too must inevitably inform the Palestinian refugee’s
understanding of their humanitarian entitlements, when the claims of biography are so
large that the sense of entitlement to assistance can become boundless. Again this
argument too is not only of theoretical import but has practical repercussions for
assistance to the camps of Lebanon, especially in regards to the way in which UNRWA
is owned by the refugees as a sign of the political commitment of the international
community. It makes possible certain demands of UNRWA by the refugee community
which may not be in keeping with a purely humanitarian assessment of needs. The way
in which the refugee community interfaces with UNRWA and the way in which they
understand their entitlements to assistance is specifically explored in chapter 7.

Controlling the Message and Upholding the Humanitarian Cause

There is a political and economic context in which the observations around refugee
misappropriation of humanitarian assistance is made, a context of perceived
inadequate funding as well as real political exhaustion. The Palestine refugee issue
cannot be resolved without a resolution of the Arab-lsraeli conflict because it is within
the confines of the peace process that the international community expects a
settlement of the refugee problem, through exercising the ‘right of return’.

In this

context, UNRWA has continued to face a funding shortfall which has affected its ability
to provide the services that it once did to the Palestinian refugees. This is not because
there is any attempt by donors to end funding. UNRWA funding has increased over the
years and continues to do so. The rub is that its clients have also demographically
expanded as the children of refugees and their children too join the ranks of UNRWA’s
clientele. There is also the issue of inflationary dynamics which means that funds once
adequate have declining purchasing power in the region and in Lebanon particularly
(Brynen 2003, p.157, p.427). However this problematic is perceived as an ongoing
humanitarian crisis and continues to feature in the literature that describes the
conditions of refugees and particularly those in the camps of Lebanon.
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There is a contradiction which emerges, a contradiction between on the one hand the
actual material incentives of humanitarianism that feeds into the entrepreneurial efforts
by refugees to capture assistance and on the other the political posturing that is
demonstrated by refugees and their advocates which aims to preserve the sense of
deservedness of refugees to assistance, in a world exhausted by the intractable facets
of the peace process. In other words, although humanitarian assistance may have at
best mixed results on the ground because of the social and economic structure of
Palestinian refugee society, there nevertheless remains a need for refugee advocates
to maintain the support of the international community and to maintain the flow of funds
and material into the camps. We have said before that the politics of compassion make
it untenable to ask certain questions which might be perceived as victim blaming;
questions which privilege a focus on the inefficiencies of humanitarian assistance to the
detriment of the bigger picture which is the ongoing statelessness of the Palestinian
refugee6. However the discourse of entitlements sits uncomfortably against the
humanitarian misappropriations that have been the hallmark of humanitarian
assistance and particularly UNRWA inefficiencies; it motivates suppression of the
undesirable side effects of humanitarian capture so as not to jeopardise ongoing
support; it affects the censuring of certain facts whilst enabling other types of
information.
An example of such highly emotive responses can be seen in Abou Marid’s various
attempts to control the message that I would carry into the academic world, attempts
which signified a desire to uphold the humanitarian cause of the Palestinian refugee in
spite of all the contradictions that would emerge around the misappropriation on
assistance. He initially placed this burden on the meagre shoulders of Urn Mohammad
as he made her responsible for testifying to the humanitarian crisis in the camp.
However he also clearly attempted to deny me access to many other respondents and
officials and to prevent certain types of information from reaching me which might cast
doubt on the nature of the humanitarian crisis in the camp, as he wished to purvey it,

6 See R. Khouri’s (2009, p.450) criticism of James G. Lindsay’s, publication Fixing UNRWA: Repairing the
UN’s Troubled System o f Aid to Palestinian Refugees. Washington Institute for Near East Policy, Policy
Focus #91, Jan. 2009, available at http://wwwwashingtoninstitute.org/pubPDFs/PolicyFocus91.pdf
(last visited 3 May 2013). Despite the fact that Lindsay was a legal counsellor to UNRWA and from his
experience supports a policy of rolling back much of the agencies funding, and more scrutiny of agency
employees and activities because of the historical lack of external evaluation of its programs and ongoing
failures, Khouri finds it acceptable to make a personal attack on Lindsey as being driven in his criticism by
“resentment” of the “symbolic” importance that UNRWA has achieved in the lives of Palestinians.
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such as suppressing information pertaining to the persistent failure of various
humanitarian projects which have been sabotaged by the refugee community itself.
Shatila is littered physically with such testimonial structures.
Abou Mahd is a key figure in the dissemination of humanitarian narratives. He is
notoriously well known as a camp representative to the foreigners who arrive in Shatila
and who Abou Mahd often counts as friends and acquaintances and who stretch across
the world in a network of people campaigning for Palestinian refugee rights. Over the
decades of speaking to foreign researchers, activists and donors alike, he has become
a dab hand at handling the messages communicated to the outside world and I was but
one amongst a string of many who had come along Shatila’s well trodden roads, as its
location in Beirut made it very accessible. Abou Mahd rather spookily resembles the
figure named Abou Nayif in Diana Allan’s (2007, p.259) recollections of her
conversations with the man who claimed “his house was like the United Nations” and
who exhibits a photo album of himself with various delegations of foreigners. Men such
as Abou Mahd and Abou Nayif by the very fact of being subaltern figures, have a
powerful voice and could speak back to the outside world via the foreign activist and
researchers that sought them in the camp. Thus subalterns themselves begin to
represent themselves back to the world within the confines of these subjectivities,
whether they might in fact personally identify as the victim in humanitarian discourse
(Fassin 2011b, p.202). However one could also argue that in the case of men like Abou
Mahd, this voice is also conferred a measure of power too which defies the status of
subaltern.
Such ossifications are only reinforced in a self-fulfilling manner when humanitarian
activists come to see the camp for themselves. For the humanitarian actors who come
to Shatila, there is a degree of exoticism that accompanies the problematisation of the
refugee camp. The figure of the refugee that is communicated to a broader audience is
fetishised to a degree that now rivals ethnic exoticisation (Agier 2010, p.31). The
causes of this exoticisation are numerous. As has been covered in critiques of
humanitarian thinking, the image of the subject for humanitarian intervention is a highly
cultivated one, based as it is on a very selective representation of the victim. However
another source of exoticisation is the self concept that activists have of themselves
through their involvement with the refugee community. Calhoun (2004, p.378) has
noted that the ever more cosmopolitan world has created a class of activists who seek
to establish a meaningful orientation to the world through humanitarian action. It was
certainly activism and a desire for the exotic that initially inspired this researcher to
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conduct her PhD research on the slums of Beirut before winding up in a refugee camp.
Part of this desire is also driven by a “phantasmagorical” view of the exotic other as part
of the highly constructed humanitarian pictures that circulate. However participation in
the phantasmagorical becomes a means for self-exoticisation. As in critiques of certain
types of tourism, activism in the refugee camps of Lebanon is characterised by a “been
there, done that” cliche, which is actually an experience mediated by cinematic
representation of locations in which the activist (as tourist) features themselves (Alneng
2002, p .485). These images are re-circulated by such activists to the broader public.
However I also venture to argue that the ossified images we carry in our heads prior to
field experience have the tendency to reinforce our entrenched preconceptions of
camps and refugees once we arrive in the camp. There is something in this dynamic
that prevents the opportunity to “think outside the box” and come to fresh
understandings of the events we witness.

Contradictions and the Polemics of Victimhood

My continued presence in the camp was contingent upon my acquiescence to a
number of tasks. In one of our first interviews in the camp Abou Mahd insisted that I sit
through a history lesson on the causes of the civil war in Lebanon, which he was
adamant was not the fault of the Palestinian guerrillas. He first had to set the record
straight before I was permitted to speak with other respondents. Perhaps he suspected
that I was a Christian, a question which I refused to answer initially on the basis that I
found it irrelevant and offensive, but to which I later confirmed that I was a Lebanese
Maronite. Abou Mahd then insisted that I accompany him to a series of protests and
demonstrations around the camp as well as in the general vicinity of the Beirut suburb
of Tariq al Jdedi for the next several months. This was the only time I was permitted to
take photographs of Palestinians, in all their ritualised performance of “Palestinianness”, something I was expressly forbidden to do in the camp by Abou Marid and other
factional officials. They constantly made the claim that Israel would find a way to use
such images to target the factional offices for attack in any potential air raid. I explained
to them satellite images probably already existed that would allow the Israelis to do this
if they so wanted. This response did not alter their restrictions and it seemed that I had
to prove my revolutionary credentials before I was allowed free reign to make my own
contacts in the camp, although I rarely took photographs without express permission
from attendant officials as this always prompted suspicion on the streets.
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At first I accepted Abou Marid’s narrative, which converged greatly with the literature of
the Palestinian refugee camps that I had been reading at the time anyway. But a
number of events forced me to break through the entrenched ways of understanding
camp society. These are so numerous and so banal that I will only venture to mention a
few. The first I have already covered, in my observation of the interaction between
Abou Marid and Urn Mohammad which revealed to me the patronage structure of
Palestinian society. However there were many other peculiarities I would observe,
which deviated from the picture that Abou Marid painted of victimhood in the camp and
which prompted me to ask questions of what was being left hidden and unsaid.
I once had a conversation with Abou Marid’s wife Urn Marid, about the Filipino women I
had seen in the camp and ventured to ask her whether there were very many who lived
there. Filipinos come to Lebanon usually as domestic servants but Urn Marid confirmed
that they were in fact in the employ of a number of better off Palestinian households. I
expressed surprise that there were camp Palestinian refugees who could afford to keep
a Filipino maid. Urn Marid complained that the Palestinians had caught the bad
Lebanese habit of keeping domestic servants. However this was a very middle class
phenomenon and certainly most Lebanese households could not afford such a luxury.
It also alerted me to the fact that some refugee households might choose to stay in the
camp for other incentives rather than just because they had a humanitarian need,
perhaps because their livelihoods depended on it. Abou Marid and Urn Marid
themselves owned land elsewhere but Abou Marid preferred to live in Shatila. Urn
Marid constantly nagged her husband to leave the camp but he refused, on the basis
that he would be “abandoning the revolution”. Even though Palestinians are meant to
be prohibited from owning land, the Marid family owned some acres in a rural area in
which they kept a fig tree orchard and grapevines. I once sat down to have coffee with
Abou Marid during which he offered me figs and grapes from his land. I looked at him
confusedly- “but you said Palestinians can’t own land!”. He responded that there were
always means and ways around such restrictions and a local Sunni mufti had assisted
him in purchasing the farm. His blase attitude upon reflection however bothered me
enormously. Because I remembered that when I met Abou Marid, at our very first
meeting, he broke down and cried real tears bemoaning that he was sad because he
was confined to the four walls of his flat in Shatila when he desired to have land. I cried
too then, overwhelmed by his sadness, but now I felt like an idiot for allowing my
emotions to run away with me during what with time, appeared to be a highly cultivated
performance.
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As argued previously, the ossifications we carry in our heads about refugees and
camps are also a result of how refugees themselves reconfirm some of the entrenched
ideas that exist “out there”. Refugees take on much of the existing polemic, and in a
sense perform it back to the foreign researchers who come to the camp. In Shatila this
was particularly the case with the issue of employment restrictions. In a number of
professions, work permits are required to employ Palestinians, a very costly process
which refugees and their employers often do not engage. It is but one of the issues that
has most aggrieved the Palestinian refugees. However Palestinian refugees repeatedly
report this restriction as an outright ban on employment in the professions7.
My association with the engineers however yielded a great deal of insight into how the
employment of professional Palestinians in Lebanon works. None of the engineers I
had met in Shatila camp were unemployed which might be explained by the willingness
to accept lower wage rates, which Lebanese would not be able to live on. That is with
the exception of Moussa. A Ukrainian educated man, the Palestinians often used him
as an example of Lebanese discrimination against educated Palestinian men. After all
he was an engineer and could not find employment. When I sat down one day to
become acquainted with Moussa, he told me his story. He had been sent to the Ukraine
by the PFLP (Progressive Front for the Liberation of Palestine) on a scholarship to
undertake a university degree. But it was the last year in which the Soviet Union offered
Palestinians such places and they were limited. He therefore was offered a degree in
logistics and shipping. I was surprised to hear then he was not an engineer, since
people in the camp referred to him as such. Moussa explained to me that he called
himself an engineer because there was no simple way of explaining to the refugees in
Arabic what logistics were. It was just easier to tell them he was an engineer. But as
Lebanon did not have its own shipping industry he was unable to find work for his
7 For an analysis of Palestinian employment in Lebanon, see Hanafi & Tiltnes (2008, pp.6-7), which
demonstrates that Palestinian professional employment is quite robust. 63% of Palestinians professionals
with post-school qualifications work in education, health and social work and 22% work in community
services. This means that 85% of those with post-school qualifications readily find professional
employment. 37% of Palestinians university graduates receive salaries form UNRWA as do a further 22%
with semi professional education. A further 9% of university graduates are employed by the Palestine Red
Crescent Society (PRCS) and related Palestinian focussed NGOs and 13% work for PLO related factions.
For an analysis of the Lebanese labour market, see the reporting on the World Bank’s 2013 report, “ Good
Jobs Needed: The Role o f Macro, Investment, Labor, Education, and Social Protection PoUcied which
amongst

other

statistics

has

found

youth

unemployment

to

be

chronically

high

34%.http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2013/04/11/world-bank-lebanon-needs-to-create23-000-jobs-per-year (cited 3/05/2013).
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qualification. He did however make a living working for various NGOs on projects
involving surveying the camp populations throughout Lebanon and had developed a
stellar career doing this with numerous UN agencies and with the Norwegian based
FAFO research institute. The very public pity expressed towards Moussa by other
camp residents, told me more about their sense of victimhood than it did about
Moussa’s actual capabilities and stellar achievements.
Not all refugees shared in this sense of being disempowered by their refugee status in
a country such as Lebanon. Another engineer I became acquainted with, Ayman, had
three sons, two of which were at the Beirut Arab University studying engineering
because he had pushed them to do so because he told me, they would never be out
of work in a country like Lebanon. That is saying a lot in a country where
unemployment has been endemically high often between 20% to 30% per year
(Schwerna 2010, p.41) and Lebanese nationals especially for the skilled professions
find they have to leave the country to seek work in the Gulf states. Ayman’s enthusiasm
for the professions in Lebanon surprised me greatly. After becoming friends with
Ayman I also found out that we had something in common. Just like Ayman, my cousin
too had been sent to Cuba to study engineering on a Communist party scholarship, as
part of my family were dedicated Communist party members, once strong political allies
of the PLO. My cousin became friends with Ayman who being funded by the PFLP, was
part of the same cohort in the mid 1980s that went to Havana and became good
friends. Ayman remembered him fondly and asked me where he was nowadays. I
informed Ayman that he ran a cigar making factory in the Dominican Republic given
that he could never find work in Lebanon as an engineer when he returned from Cuba.
Palestinian refugees therefore seem to adopt a certain type of polemic that bemoans
the lack of civil rights in Lebanon which deny Palestinians equal employment
opportunities and the right to own property. This is not to say that such discriminations
do not exist, they clearly do in writing. However the law in Lebanon is itself suspended
in a state of exception because people find various means to get around such
restrictions and often times as is the case in Lebanon, laws are essentially ignored and
one must distinguish between what is signified in the law, for the purpose of pacifying
some constituencies and what is commonly practiced.

However this constant

reference to polemical claims nourishes a persistent identification with victimhood
which can be enlarged and enraged at various times and has psychically detrimental
effects on the refugee population.
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The point of mentioning these anecdotes is also to illustrate that upon more intimate
exchanges with the refugee community, anomalies between the polemics of victimhood
and the actuality begin to emerge and that although a researcher in the field might
dismiss the first few such contradictions, because they do not cohere with the
entrenched ideas we hold in our heads about refugees and camps, eventually they
have impact. Such discrepancies beg for a more robust interrogation of the claims
made about refugee society and the nature and cause of crisis.

Field Work Methodology and Threats of Violence

These discrepancies also reinforce the importance of the ethnographic approach to
research. There is nothing new in the concept of ethnography as a research method for
understanding the Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon. After all, there exists
ethnographic accounts of the refugee camps especially from the anthropologists
Rosemary Sayigh, who started her career in the 1970s and Julie Peteet who worked in
the camps from the 1990s, both of whom in fact established something of a tradition
which could be termed a feminist ethnography in which the Palestinian national
movement was described through the eyes of the women in the camps of Lebanon and
which have informed subsequent generations of academics. It is somewhat ironic that
the most seminal anthropological studies which specifically deal with camp life in
Lebanon are communicated through the perceptions of the women of the camp given
the very militant and gendered nature of the way camps were organized by the PLO.
Since then the academic contributions to scholarship comparatively speaking, have
compounded the limited representations made of the Palestinian refugee camps of
Lebanon and reinforced certain entrenched tropes which has been largely an outcome
of methodological limitations.
The focus on economic agency is largely missing from existing analyses due to a
concurrent lack of robust ethnographic familiarity with the research subjects, something
that has typified recent scholarship on the Palestinian refugee camps, which arises
from the problematic of the field research method. Hanafi’s work has been
predominantly concerned with the focus group study model whilst other scholars have
focused on the interview method. Rosemary Sayigh (1977b, p. 18),

who produced

many writings on the Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon also using the interview
method, long ago alluded to the difficulty in researching minority communities through
narrative means because of the tendency of informants towards manipulation of
information which is refracted through “objective reality”. The transmission of a
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victimised world view persistently positions the refugees in a protest relation to larger
society which is compounded by an ingroup tendency to perpetuate the selfidentification of marginality (pp.18-19). This certainly has been the tendency in the
data revealed in Hanafi’s many publications. Such observations should be taken by
scholars as a warning against an overarching reliance on research methods that
neglect more ethnographic approaches because the question of agency often goes
missing in victim based narrative feedback.

Long term ethnography based on

participant observation which is comparatively less typical in the scholarship on the
Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon in recent years however might yield data
unmediated by entrenched discourses of victimhood that respondents tend to fall into
through more direct interview methods when interfacing with the foreign researcher, as
was consistently demonstrated to me in Abou Marid’s responses.
This thesis diverges in one major respect from previous ethnographies, because it is
ethnography of the men’s domain, the domain of politics and economy. This thesis is
concerned specifically with a public politics, a domain which remains dominated by
men in the camps of Lebanon and in which women have no decisive role to play unless
a subservient one. Palestinian refugee society today remains extremely conservative
to the degree that this researcher, even though I was a foreigner and a Christian, was
often accosted in the camp when I failed to cover my ankles, my neck or my hair and
for spending too much time in the company of men. This was because although I spent
many days drinking coffee in the local Shatila office for the

General Union of

Palestinian Women (GUPW), my evenings were spent in the PLO’s Engineer’s union
office which rarely hosted women and was known to be something of a boys club.
The GUPW was an extremely apolitical space in the sense that our conversations had
nothing to do with the factions, unless the women were under instruction to organize an
event and do the dirty work that men did not do. Where factional issues were
discussed, they were generally limited to ideas for volunteering, organizing events and
apportioning the tasks of who would order the sweets or hang streamers and posters in
the local hall for the myriad PLO events and memorialisations that occurred in the
camp and this was the sum total of women’s political involvement in the factions. Our
conversations moreover were always about men; about men in polygamous marriages,
committing adultery and domestic violence, to which the women responded with
stoicism. There was never talk about the local fights that constantly erupted between
factions in the camp or about the competition between factions to jockey for power and
influence. None of our conversations make it into this thesis although often times I have

27

Moral Hazards and Humanitarian Rackets

wondered that I could just as easily have written a thesis about sex in Shatila rather
than factional machinations.
As my other contacts began to increase especially with the Shatila engineer’s union,
which came under the authority of the PLO as its executives are waged by the PLO,
Abou Mahd grew more estranged from me. Even though he himself was a Fatah official
and therefore a PLO employee, he referred to such groups as the engineers as
troublemakers and fraudsters. The engineers were a unique subculture in the camp, a
small group of men who had spent several years living either in Cuba or the Soviet
Union, where they were sent to obtain their qualifications and had therefore
experienced a different social climate to the camp. They mostly belonged to the PFLP,
which tended to be more overtly leftist than other factions and although still piously
religious, they nonetheless exhibited more tolerance towards my presence and were
more openly critical of camp society. The engineers were therefore more prepared to
share information with me not mediated by a desire to elicit a humanitarian response,
which evidently defeated the attempts of Abou Mahd to limit the type of information I
could obtain.
This field research was conducted between July 2008 to May 2009 in Shatila camp,
one of the 4 officially recognised and serviced UNRWA Palestinian refugee camps in
the Beirut area. However I was not resident in the camp for all of this duration. Housing
in Shatila is in short supply because the camp is ironically a very popular place to live.
Only 50% of the population approximately is Palestinian whilst the remaining are a
mixture of various ethnicities, including Syrian, Kurdish and Dorn (gypsy), with the
majority of non-Palestinians being poor Lebanese. For the handful of housing that is
leased, it is cheaper rent than the directly adjacent formal suburbs, given its proximity
to Beirut’s business district. And even though it is also surrounded by informal squatter
settlements, it provides a more ready supply of electricity and water as well as a
garbage collections service, something unavailable to the predominantly Lebanese
slum which is marked by less consolidated structures as compared to Shatila’s
apartment blocks. This gives Shatila ironically some prestige amongst the people of the
neighbourhood who aspire to live within its confines, an aspiration confessed to me by
the head of the Lebanese militia the Mourabitoun, who had initially insisted I
accompany him to the refugee camp when he eulogised the revolutionary Palestinian
people. Obtaining a place to live when I started my field research in July of 2008 was
nigh impossible without posing a threat that some other family who was renting would
be thrown out of their home, so that it could be leased to a foreigner at more
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extortionary rent. I therefore commuted to the camp daily, and stayed till the late
evening excepting Sundays when I was obliged to visit my own family and attend
church. This was the case until February of 2009 when one of the local NGOs offered
to lease me a room which allowed me to stay overnight in the camp. From that time
onwards, the security committee took a keen interest in my presence because of the
details I was accumulating in my notebooks. My research changed from relying mostly
on interviews towards more ethnographic methods such as participant observation and
field notes and generally less of a reliance on informants because my Arabic language
skills allowed me to understand firsthand the conversations which erupted in my
presence wherever I went. In my estimation the quality of my data improved because I
began to accumulate information unmediated by attempts to perform through
interviews, to witnessing the ad hoc occurrences, meetings and disputes that happened
in the alleyways of the camp.
I spent most of my time either attending community meetings, giving English language
lessons to the children who needed extra attention, lunching with people in their
homes, attending mourning vigils after a death or visiting the local trades school,
women’s union and Engineers’ Union, all the while holding my small scratch pad and
taking shorthand notes on events I was witnessing. Before bedtime in the evening I
would rewrite these into more elaborate entries into my research diaries which were to
become a source of consternation for some officials in the camp.
The threats made against me by certain political officials increased as my data
collection improved and I became literate in the meaning of the conflicts of the camp
and my understanding of what undergirded the disputes moved from a focus on
ideology and political difference to one of economy. Whilst Abou Mahd was
comparatively gentle in his attempts to dissuade me from asking certain questions,
other factional officials were not so subtle. Although I had done much participant
observation in Shatila’s Engineers’ Union office, with their permission, this was to their
disadvantage as the engineers often found themselves having to defend my presence
in the camp. At one point in time, my participant observation had got too much for
certain factional bosses. A controversy in the camp had erupted in regards to an
UNRWA project to rehabilitate the sewerage system at the start of 2009. Some
residents had gone out into the street to stand in the way of the earthmoving
equipment. I was in the process of trying to piece together the reasons why. However
one of the factional bosses from Fatah had taken umbrage at my presence during one
of his visits to the union office, during which an argument erupted over the stalled
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project. As soon as he left the office, one of the commanders of the security committee,
Khaldoun (2009, pers.comm. 11 April) came into the room; he asked me to step out of
the union office, announcing to the room that he wanted a quiet word with me:
’’tomorrow I want you to bring me your passport”
“OK”
“And a photocopy too”
“OK, can you tell me why?”
“those are the orders I have been given, from above”
“Sure, I have nothing to hide, but why would they ask that now?”
“I can’t say, those are my orders”
“But I’ve spoken with you before about my research and people here know me well...”
(I had actually interviewed Khaldoun about the security in the camp in February 2009)
“I’m not disputing that but we have certain protocols here”
“I understand”
The following day I arrived at the small shop that Khaldoun kept while he doubled as a
security man in the camp. He was there as always behind the makeshift counter,
wearing his combat fatigues and with one eye on the TV above the doorway and the
other on the square outside beyond the grotty glass front where people milled by the
mosque. One of the engineers accompanied me into the interview and handed him my
passport and the photocopy we had obtained.
Khaldoun (2009, pers.comm. 12 April) looked at the page where I had the visa stamp
for entry into Lebanon:
“So Meher stamped your visa” he said recognizing the name printed in Arabic.
I was sceptical for a moment of the claim that Khaldoun really knew anything about the
airport employee who had signed his name on my entry stamp.
“He was quite good-looking, I remember he had green eyes, but he wore a wedding
ring” I recalled,
My engineer-protector rolled his eyes at me, “Gees, you’re no simple girl, you
remember all that about some guy you crossed paths with several months ago!” he
scolded.
Khaldoun appeared equally unimpressed, ’’Well, he can’t have children!” , he suddenly
snapped as if to say this man wasn’t really a man, as childlessness is a source of great
cultural shame in Middle Eastern societies.
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“How do you know him?” I asked sceptically.
“We know them all, we have very strong relations with the Lebanese authorities, I mean
our security concerns don’t just stop at the border of the camp, we also have external
concerns... Did you know that I can stop you from leaving the camp? I can give notice
to the outside authorities and they will detain you?”. His voice had changed now, as he
spoke in a graver tone and he fixed his serious stare at me ... “Did you know that?” he
prompted again. I shook my head meekly.
“Don’t get me wrong, we have allowed you to stay, but you need to keep in mind that
there are certain security matters at stake... do you understand?”. I nodded quietly.
“So there are questions you can’t be asking, they concern something of more
importance than your study, they have to do with our security... all of a sudden you
seem to be concerned with matters that should not concern you”
“it’s not sudden” I said in a defensive outburst, “I interviewed you about the control of
camp services...”
“You don’t have a right to be asking about politics... We have the rule of law in the camp
and I have a right to ask you these questions. I have a right to ask you for your
passport, it’s my duty... but your research has moved from electricity and water and now
you want to talk about politics!... You do not have a right to the information!”
“So this is a dictatorship”
“No, but people here cant mouth off to you about things that don’t concern them... they
have no authority to speak on such matters... did you know that I can give you 24 hours
notice to leave the camp”
“I didn’t know”
“I can, but I’m still playing with you, having fun, it’s not serious yet”. He handed me my
passport.
“Why are you sad? ... Just the other week I was saying to you, I want you to come and
live here forever and I would find you a husband here... I’m still playing around with you,
there is no need for sadness, what’s that face for?”
The engineer had been silent during this whole exchange but now he intervened. “She
is OK though now isn’t she?” he wanted some assurance “She is staying with us (the
PFLP)“
Khaldoun nodded replying with a “fine!”.
Outside my acquaintance jabbed at my ribs, “Khaldoun is cool, he’s PFLP, so he is not
going to give us trouble, he belongs to us... anyway someone probably insisted he call
you in so he went through the motions that’s all”.
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When the engineer said this my mind instantly went to the Fatah official who had
walked into the Engineers’ Union the previous night and was visibly disconcerted at my
presence during the discussion about the controversy over the obstructions to the
earthworks to lay the sewer pipe, that certain refugee groups were attempting to
sabotage. He would have instructed Khaldoun to carry out this interrogation.
Whilst Abou Mahd attempted to portray a certain picture of humanitarian crisis in the
camp by a defensive posture in which he featured the meekness of refugee society, the
factional officials such as Khaldoun more aggressively tried to dissuade me from asking
questions of power and economy in the camp, by asserting that he had the authority to
so do. Khaldoun portrayed the Palestinians as politically powerful whose influence
reached beyond the camp’s borders to the degree that they could exercise security
decisions in the Lebanese arena.

There could not have been greater divergence

between the two pictures, a discrepancy which begged interrogation.
Things would only get worse as my field research came to a close. After a trip to Nahr
el-Barid camp where I had spent a couple of days during April 2009, I arrived back to
Shatila to see one of my informants in a panic. This informant asked me where my
notebooks were because during my absence, there had been factional meetings during
which the security committee was again instructed to interrogate me over my research
and to get a hold of my notebooks. The informant advised I find a secure place for them
as the security committee would attempt to seize them. Luckily I had a friend
commuting out of the camp that evening and he agreed to carry them out of the camp
and lodge them in a secure place that I could get to later.
Through such events it became clear to me that there was something of great
sensitivity that the gatekeepers of the camp community did not want to reveal to foreign
scrutiny but it had little to do with the camp’s security, or fear of an Israeli attack. The
picture that emerged would reveal economic corruptions that took place in the camps
especially as they related to humanitarian projects. There were deliberate attempts to
suppress information which related to the dynamics of humanitarian sabotage from
prominent community members. Such events would reveal that the refugee community
held a great deal of power over humanitarian organisations attempting to penetrate and
work in the camp. This relationship stands in stark contrast to the polemics of
victimhood that dominate the way in which refugees are referred to in the prominent
scholarship on the camps of Lebanon.
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Chapter 1. Palestinians in Lebanon

Despite the fact that certain scholars have consistently referred to pre-exilic life as the
core of Palestinian identity today (Khalidi 1997), recourse to the idyllic Palestine of
orange groves and grand Arab houses (Sa’di 2002, pp. 177-178, p. 181), somewhat
ignores greater historical ruptures and confusion amongst Palestinians in defining
identity. The shifts and retractions are most evident in the Palestinian refugee
community of Lebanon, traditionally the most politically assertive in the Diaspora. The
history of Palestinian identity in the refugee camp is a history of Palestinians trying to
run away from their own shadow. In certain phases of identity formation, one can
perceive that alongside the bravado invested in certain archetypes, such as the
guerilla, there is a taint of irredeemable shame for what went before. At other times
when the idiom of militancy no longer yielded political currency, the Palestinian
refugees have reverted to celebrating their peasant origins, in an attempt to remind the
world of their outstanding grievances. These inconsistent assertions around identity
have tracked political opportunism and material support, so that rather than solidifying a
nationalist identity, such shifts and retractions have resulted in disorientation amongst
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon around who they are and to whom they belong. It is
within the context of this disorientation that the Palestinian refugee community has
been repackaged as clients for humanitarian intervention in recent years.

The Palestinian Peasant: from Exiles to Guerrillas

In his seminal work Palestinian identity: The Construction of Modern National
Consciousness (1997) Rashid Khalidi argues that the territorial concept of a land called
Palestine had long taken root in its people’s imagination as a source of cultural identity.
Although most Palestinians live in exile from this land, Khalidi states that a universally
unifying factor of contemporary Palestinian diasporic identity in all its forms is
displacement and exile from this land.
The claim that the notion of “exile” is at the core of Palestinian identity formation seems
rational. However there has been comparatively little scholarly attention directed at
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documenting such a link until very recently, as exemplified in the edited collection by
Ahmad H. Sa'di and Lila Abu-Lughod

Nakba: Palestine, 1948, and the claims of

memory (2007) which attempts to document how the al-Nakba (or catastrophe ) of
1948 during which most of the Arab population of Palestine was exiled looms large in
every Palestinian’s sense of identity. The abrupt displacement of people from their
localities is stubbornly held onto in the face of what Sa’di and Abu-Lughod insist are the
overwhelming tendencies to dissolve and disappear them (pp.4-5). Although the claim
that a shared identity based on the memory of al-Nakba amongst Palestinians persists
with tenacity, there has been a distinct lack of scholarship produced to explore the link
between al-Nakba and identity. Sa’di and Abu-Lughod’s volume attempts to fill this gap,
whilst also making the point that there are few Palestinian scholars, and a general
paucity of scholarly work concerned with documenting al-Nakba even as scholars
continue to insist on the fact that it is the cornerstone of Palestinian post-exilic identity
(P-9).

This recent interest in al-Nakba must be contextualized in relation to broader
developments within the Middle East peace process and specifically the Oslo Accords
of 1993 which gave Palestinians limited and interim authority over the occupied
territories8. The Israeli negotiators and Palestinian authorities failed to come to an
agreement over the issue of the return of refugees, something which particularly
aggrieved the refugees left behind in Lebanon. It is in response to these developments
that the contemporary interest in al-Nakba and the commemorations of the event must
be read. Sa’di and Abu-Lughod (2007, p.3) concede that no memory of Palestine
remains pure or untainted and so much of what is remembered is done through the
present grievances people have. To reinforce this point, Diana Allan’s (2007) piece
identifies her own motivations for participating in the collection of oral histories around
exile as driven by an activist’s fear that justice will not be delivered to the refugees that
remain in Lebanon who are excluded from consideration in the peace process. Her
interest in al-Nakba therefore stems from a desire to see “retributive justice” done by
publicising to the international community that the refugee’s rights

in regards to a

return to their land is not negotiable. This underlay her attempts to participate in an oral
history project over some years in which stories of al-Nakba were collected (p.254).
Similar sentiments are expressed by Laleh Khalili (2004, p.8) who traces the interest in
refugee memories of exile, to developments in the 1990s when the Arab Resource
Centre for Popular Arts (ARCPA) (based in Beirut) undertook an oral history project in
8 This refers to the West Bank which remains under occupation, but which also at one point included Gaza,
until 2005
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the camps of Lebanon. When researchers approached the elderly to ask for their
stories, the refugees wondered aloud where the researchers had been all those years.
Such a project demonstrates that the pre-occupation with the 1948 exile as

the

defining feature of contemporary Palestinian identity is therefore a new phenomenon,
somewhat generated by the efforts of activists such as Allen and Khalili to respond to
contemporary political developments which have progressed to the disadvantage of the
refugee population. It is also therefore a particularly political preoccupation inspired by
the context of broader regional developments in the Arab Israeli peace process.
Previous generations of refugees who had lived through the events of al-Nakba and
were old enough to remember them, were not always held in such esteem by the
refugee community particularly. The early anthropological research produced by
Rosemary Sayigh (1977b) testifies to this. The respondents from the refugee camps, in
her focus group research in the 1970s, routinely referred to the generations that had
gone before them, that is those who were born in Palestine and remembered their
exodus, as being “unconscious” because by the time they arrived in Lebanon they
largely did not involve themselves in militant activities or become members of the
guerilla factions as subsequent generations that came to constitute the Palestinian
national movement would do. Sayigh’s respondents routinely referred to this generation
of elders as the generation of peasants who were not political enough and therefore
could impart very little of what was deemed of value to the identity that the refugees
were attempting to reconstruct in Lebanon. In the focus group research that Sayigh
conducted amongst the Palestinian refugees, she found that those who identified
themselves as true nationalist, were the “militants”, influenced as they were by their
membership in the guerilla factions

(pp.23- 24). Thus it appears that although the

idyllic, peasant landscapes often referred to in contemporary commemorations of
Palestinian identity as enumerated by Khalili, are an emotive core feature of
contemporary refugee identity, the image of the peasant is somewhat less esteemed
and was certainly a source of shame for some time amongst the refugees of the camps
in Lebanon.
Swedenburg (1990, p.6) has argued that the image of the peasant was largely adopted
and celebrated in the Palestinian nationalist movements particularly in the West Bank,
where Palestinians live under occupation and constantly expanding settlements.
Palestinian writers from within Israel as well as from outside in the 1960s and 1970s
gained great popularity for the symbolism in their art which hung on the image of rooted
rurality of the peasantry, representing a “symbology” of “digging in” against Israeli
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denial of their existence. Even the leader of the Palestine Liberation Organisation
(PLO) Yasser Arafat adopted the traditional peasant headdress, the kufiya , for in
perpetuating the unified image of the peasant, the elitist PLO leadership managed to
paper over their middle-class origins (p.25) and therefore convey a veneer of unity in
the highly unequal and stratified society which came from Mandate Palestine.
However even though the peasantry of Palestine loomed large in the imagination of
those communities in the occupied territories, Swedenburg (1990, p.24) along with
other writers has gone so far as to argue that the PLO deliberately suppressed any
initiatives which commemorated al-Nakba by reference to pre-exile Palestine amongst
refugees elsewhere. The economic power of the PLO in Lebanon was extensive
enough so as to fund a myriad of research projects and institutes but despite the
availability of funding, little support was given to studying histories of pre-exile life such
as the Great Revolt of 1936. Evidently the leadership feared that such details would
reveal the political fissures and conflicts within the Palestinian leadership of the British
mandate. Swedenburg himself had embarked upon an oral history project in 1984 to
collect stories about the 1936 revolt, only to find that no scholarly work based on oral
testimonies of those who had been part of the revolt or witnessed it, was available
(p.18). Khalili (2004, p.8) also makes the point that scholars trying to research events
around al-Nakba did not receive institutional support

because the PLO was not

convinced that such support would lend itself to the immediate objectives of their
guerilla movements. Khalili quotes Bayan al- Hout, (1998 cited in Khalili 2004, p.20,
note 10) the daughter of the PLO spokesman in Beirut Shafiq al-Hout, that her appeals
for such research to be done ultimately fell on deaf ears. Khalili claims that the PLO
feared that such oral testimonies would reveal the betrayal of the Palestinian elite and
complicity of colonial collaborators that lead to their forced exile at the end of the
mandate period (p.8).
Ultimately, even though the betrayal of the revolt was due to a fractured and
competitive Palestinian elite9, the figure of the peasant did not fare well in the post exilic
life of the community of Palestinian refugees. It appears that according to Swedenburg
(1990, p.26) “In so far as such nationalist histories do discuss the felahhin (peasants),
they show them to be brave but inherently handicapped by their backward traditions”.
The absence of the peasant from serious scholarship therefore according to
Swedenburg was a highly structured and deliberate one. While the peasant was
expected to remain in Palestine and “hold fast to the land” (p.27), the PLO leadership in
9 See discussion on political elites on pages 58-60 of this manuscript
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Beirut rendered itself the active agent for change and positioned its guerillas as the
vanguard for the liberation of Palestine. This also meant that Palestinian identity
became more militant as subsequent generations of refugees began to identity with
various guerrilla movements.
The Palestinian nationalism that would emerge with the guerilla movements amongst
the refugees in exile was a very different one to that which Khalidi speaks of. Khalidi
himself admits to working on his book during the period that he was involved with the
peace negotiations as a Palestinian advocate starting in the 1991 Arab-lsraeli peace
conference of Madrid that culminated in the signing of the Oslo Accords in 1993, the
experience of which he elaborates in the preface of his book. His contemporary political
aspirations perhaps informed the analysis of the type of nationalism he documented
emerging in Palestine in the 1930s amongst the Middle classes, which in fact
constitutes the bulk of the book. The process of documenting this nationalism relied
upon his heritage in the form of a family archive which remained in Jerusalem. It
appears as if Khalidi’s emphasis on an early and enduring nationalism might have been
shaped by his contemporary responsibilities as a Palestinian peace negotiator.
However in contrast to his convictions, there were in fact many contradictions that
plagued exilic Palestinian post colonial identity formation. Ultimately exile was most
disruptive for the peasantry because those that came from the middle classes found
they could assimilate in the cities in the states of exile. Whilst the poorer masses are
the ones who became the residents of the refugee camps (Sayigh 1977a, p.7-9), there
was no evidence that they embraced the type of nationalism that Khalidi elaborates.
And the new Palestinian national movements that did eventually emerge with the
formation of guerilla groups post exile were not always so concerned with a Palestinian
nationalism per se, as they were more often concerned with other revolutionary
objectives which deviated from the task of national liberation as this chapter will go on
to argue. The ubiquitous experience of exile therefore did not reinforce nationalist
sentiment and focus attention on the liberation of occupied land. Despite Khalidi's
magnanimous type of nationalism, the actuality of Palestinian identify formation would
deviate greatly along the historical trajectory of political mobilisation and would throw
up in the process many inconsistencies in exilic national identity.

Rhetoric versus Reality and the Mystique of Revolutionary Struggle

Much of what has been written about Palestinian political identity and national
consciousness has been from the perspective of the exiled refugee community in
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Lebanon during the decades of guerilla mobilisation. The locus for identity formation
post-exile ironically, did not reside with those Palestinians who remained in the West
Bank and Gaza under occupation but was formed in exile and predominantly in Beirut
starting in the late 1960s. Rosemary Sayigh (1977b, p.22), one of the most
longstanding and prominent anthropologists of the Palestinian refugees in Lebanon
argues that the Palestinians in exile did not exhibit a distinct political identity and a
strong nationalist agenda did not emerge amongst the refugee community until two
decades after their expulsion. The period between 1969, when the Cairo accords gave
the PLO autonomy over the Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon and 1982, the year
in which the top leadership was exiled from the country, marks what for many writers
was a renaissance of Palestinian nationalism and identity formation. This period is
referred to by the Palestinians of Lebanon as Ayam Beirut which means in Arabic “the
days of Beirut”.
The most notable contribution to the study of contemporary Palestinian identity
formation has been Yezid Sayigh’s (1997a) Armed Struggle and the Search for State.
Sayigh’s research is thorough with its breadth of detail and especially most enlightening
for its dealing with the years during which the PLO was an eminent force in Lebanon.
Yezid is the son of the late Yusif Sayigh, a member of the PLO’s Executive Committee
and its economic advisor for some time who was also an economics professor at the
American University of Beirut and Rosemary Sayigh,

English journalist and

anthropologist. Because of his illustrious patrimony, Sayigh was admitted by Arafat
himself to study the extensive archives of PLO documents in Tunisia which no other
researcher had accessed before. Consequently other leaders in the PLO made
themselves available for interview and also provided access to their archives (Lesch
2000, p.196).
The essence of Sayigh’s (1997a, p.57) work is to demonstrate that the notion of “armed
struggle”, in the vein of a peoples war of liberation, was central to unifying a dispersed
population post-exile, towards common goals and therefore to incorporate them into an
“imagined community”. After all, the top leaders of the guerilla movements, that came
to be under the umbrella of the PLO emerged from the educated middle classes
originally from the West Bank and Gaza in the 1950s and 1960s rather than the refugee
communities in the remaining Palestinian territories or exiled to neighboring states.
Faced with a dispersed people the majority of whom resided in refugee camps of the
region, this leadership consciously adopted a motto of “armed struggle” as a unifying
concept. Sayigh however has stated the qualification that although armed struggle was
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propagated as the principle means by which Palestine would be liberated, in reality this
military effort never amounted to anything approaching a “people’s war”. The
occasional volley of rockets fired across the border with Israel was largely symbolic and
only managed to attract massive raids and bombardment against Lebanese villages.
Yet despite this apparent discrepancy between rhetoric and reality, ‘armed struggle’
remained a potent cornerstone of nationalist Palestinian ideology precisely because of
its effective reach in incorporating the vast masses into a singular movement under a
middle class leadership (1997b. p. 17).
Furthermore the “armed struggle” approach is often referred to as a breakaway idea
from established notions that had been a cornerstone of Pan-Arab ideologies. They
saw the liberation of Palestine as only possible once Arab states united politically and
military to effectively fight Israel. Pan-Arabists saw the division of the Arab people into
separate states as an artifice and thus also as a core reason for the weakness
apparent in their defeat in wars with Israel. An alternate “Palestine first” approach did
not emerge until the mid 1960s with the formation of Harakat al-Tahrir al-Watani alFUastini(The National Palestine Liberation Movement) known also by its Arab acronym
in reverse as Fatah, who had argued against the idea that other Arab states would
willingly go to war for the Palestinian cause, disputing the primacy of the link between
the leadership of Arab states and the liberation of occupied Palestine (Cobban 1984,
pp.21-22). When Fatah began their takeover of the PLO in February of 1969 and Arafat
took over the chairmanship, it immediately amended the PLO charter to state that
“armed struggle” was the sole means of the liberation of Palestine. According to Khalidi
(1991, p.11), this

reflected a dawning awareness amongst many in the guerilla

movements that Arab states could not and would not fight for the Palestine cause and
this task would ultimately fall onto the Palestinian masses who had to be mobilized
towards war.
However, Yezid Sayigh and others such as Cobban have over-stated the significance
of the distinction between pan-Arabist theories on how to ignite war with Israel and
seek a restitution of Palestinian land, and that of Fatah. According to Fatah’s strategic
aims, mass mobilisation of the Palestinians was insufficient to dent Israeli military
superiority and it was the Arab people as a whole that had to be ignited into this fight.
An example of this strategy was revealed when a Fatah leader scolded an Egyptian
journalist, when the journalist suggested that a state’s foreign policy should be
determined by what is in the interest of that state primarily and not determined by the
Palestinian struggle for liberation of their land. The Fatah (Hudson 1969b, p.302)
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spokesman put his criticism succinctly when he said, “we are directing the liberation not
at the Egyptian government; these governments will work for us because they know
that their people support us”. To this end guerilla movements hoped that Arab
governments would be forced into a military confrontation with Israel by force of the will
of their own people (Khalidi 1991, p. 11). Fatah was therefore advocating an ideology
for mobilizing the Arab masses by positioning the Palestinians as a vanguard of a
revolution that would sweep the Middle East and stir the remainder of its people
towards their cause.
However this was also the crux of the failure of post exilic national identity because it
enlarged Palestinian nationalism from a focus on liberating Palestine to broader
revolutionary objectives. Although an ideology that vested revolutionary potential with
the Palestinian people initially had an uplifting effect on the collective emotions of a
largely poor peasant population which carried the shame of failing to prevent their
forced exile from Palestine, in actuality Fatah’s ideology corrupted guerilla potential and
resulted in several negative repercussions for identity formation and formation of a
distinctly nationalist agenda amongst the Palestinian diaspora. The most pressing
effect is the degree to which this had displaced the community’s singular focus on
liberating Palestine. Armed struggle reprioritized the agenda of liberation so that the
liberation of Palestine could at any time be subsumed by the more pressing need to
start the revolution elsewhere. As an example of this, Palestinian guerillas have often
been found fighting on fronts that do not involve the border with Israel. Palestinian
factions developed a core business of providing mercenaries to some governments to
undermine other states. Since resolution of the Palestinian problem has historically
been tied to achieving revolutionary change throughout the Middle East and
overthrowing the very governments blamed for the failure of protecting an Arab
Palestine, a myriad of other battles have become substitute battles for a singular
concerted effort to liberate Palestine.
Nowhere has this been more exemplified than through the PLO’s long established
practice of lending out its “revolutionaries” to assist other “liberation” movements.
Fatah’s Liberation Movements Bureau supported a whole gamut of causes that
included providing men to fight alongside Idi Amin in his war of genocide against the
ethnic minorities of Uganda, to providing PLO pilots to assist the Nicaraguans in their
war against the contra rebels. The PLO would lease out its guerillas as mercenaries to
assist movements as far flung as the anti-Shah groups of Iran, the guerillas of
Argentina known as the Monteneros and Thai Muslim Fatanis (Sayigh 1997a, p453).
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Not only did the Palestinian revolution enlarge itself to include multiple fronts in its
battle against Israel but it also enlarged its ranks to include many different nationalities.
Novels and journalistic accounts of the Lebanese war (1975-1991) catalogue the
myriad of foreign volunteers that came to fight with the PLO. The account of Lia, an
Italian communist and doctor who came to work for the Progressive Front for the
Liberation of Palestine- General Command (PFLP-GC) in Lebanon, in Claude Salhani’s
(1998, pp.74-75) account of his time in Beirut as a photographic journalist, or the
Iranian , Burmese and Pakistani PLO volunteers that Robert Fisk (2001, p.299) recalls
seeing on his visits to Palestinian bases in southern Lebanon in Pity the Poor Nation
are but a few examples. Thus although mobilisation was evident amongst the newly
militarised refugee populations, especially in Lebanon, this activity was not indicative of
any coherent agenda of national liberation which focussed on occupied territory.
The question this prompts is how such mercenary actions undermined the sense of
political identity and agency amongst the Palestinian refugees, a line of interrogation
first inspired by a comment made to me by one of my respondents who was very critical
of the shape the “revolution” had taken in Lebanon, a criticism which the refugees
rarely were prepared to voice out loud. Dr Hallim (2009, 24 April) was a Palestine Red
Crescent Society (PRCS) hospital surgeon in Lebanon. Just before my departure from
Lebanon, Dr Hallim spoke to me about his short military service, a topic which he had
avoided speaking about in previous conversations. At the age of 12 he had lost both his
father, a famous guerilla (Fida’i) by all accounts, along with his older brother who was
just 20 during the Lebanese “civil” war. Dr Hallim was sent to Bulgaria by the PLO in his
mid teens for some months for military training with the assumption that upon his return
he would assume a military position. However Dr Hallim told me he refused. He said he
felt that the PLO had changed. He complained that the PLO had abandoned the south
of Lebanon, the southern border with Israel, and came to Beirut to live the high life. The
PLO had moved its offices establishing them in the capital Beirut and marked them with
a great deal of fanfare so as to make them obvious targets of attack by Israeli airpower.
The buildings were manned by congregations of military men and sentries. Dr Hallim
also objected to the fact that the PLO began to recruit “all sorts” of people in “our
revolution”. There were for example Bangladeshis in the ranks, being trained and
fighting alongside Palestinians in the war against the Lebanese. But most of all, Dr
Hallim said that upon his return from Bulgaria, he saw genuine fear in the faces of the
Lebanese people whenever they came across an armed Palestinian who would turn
around and walk in the opposite direction. Dr Hallim (2009, pers.comm. 24 April) said
“they were terrified and I could not take this reaction”. He thus felt there was no reason
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for him to join the PLO’s guerrilla ranks, given that the front with Israel was abandoned
for the purpose of turning PLO arms against the Lebanese state. A focus away from the
Arab-lsraeli borders towards a broader (so-called) “revolutionary” front meant that a
profligate waste of resources and energy were directed at activities that yielded
questionable political results in securing a Palestinian homeland.
Very few people in the camp, although there were exceptions, were prepared to be as
candid as Dr Hallim in his criticism of the so-called “Revolution” and the role of the
Palestinians in the civil war in Lebanon still marrs much of the relations between
different ethno religious sects10. But his view, although ostensibly voiced by a minority,
cannot be ignored because it complicates the notion of resistance and reveals a real
discrepancy between the rhetoric and the reality of “armed struggle” which was meant
to undergird a post-exilic Palestinian identity.
On a more practical level, the discrepancy also begs the question as to what degree
the contradictions between rhetoric and reality damaged the refugees’ own sense of
political agency. Enlarging the revolution by multiplying the battle fronts at which the
guerillas would fight, whilst vesting the refugee population with the role of revolutionary
vanguard by virtue of the fact they were mere exiles, did not in fact effectively mobilize
a national liberation movement. The multiplication of battles, if anything, weakened
constructive and focused action on the Arab Israeli border.
In the social sciences we have occasionally grappled with the discrepancy between
intent and action and we have come to accept that a constructivist analysis which
privileges intent above a real-politic reading of action has its own merits. This is
precisely what Sayigh (1997b) seeks to prove. He has privileged the meaning of
“armed struggle” to the Palestinian refugee above what potentially one could muster
from a re-interpretation of his data as a case of mere mercenary opportunism, if one
was to focus solely on the fact that the refugee community was mobilised by foreign
state patronage as proxies for other geopolitical interests. Sayigh’s rationalisation for
his focus on the internal meaning of “armed struggle" to the Palestinian Diaspora was
that the ideology ostensibly was embraced whole heartedly by a refugee community
because it positioned them as a people with revolutionary potential and therefore with
agency as opposed to a helpless mass passively awaiting handouts. Dr Hallim’s
response to the PLO’s attempts to incorporate him into the guerilla ranks as essentially
a child soldier however, speaks to a profound disquiet amongst some refugees of the
10 See discussion of attitudes by Simon Haddad (2004).
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trajectory of the guerilla movement in Lebanon, which appeared to engage in all
manner of activities other than revolutionary activities aimed at the liberation of
occupied land.
Sayigh is not alone in eulogizing the mystique of revolutionary struggle, being part of
something of a preceding tradition established by what could be termed a feminist
ethnography of Palestinian refugee life in Lebanon. Julie Peteet (1991) in concentrating
on the importance of the rhetoric of revolution in Gender in Crisis, with amplification,
catalogues the daily lives of the camp’s women who imbue each monotonous
household chore with revolutionary meaning. Peteet emphasises the fact that women’s
perceptions that their lives had improved under PLO rule mattered greatly to their
sense of security, whether such improvements were true or led to a tangible change in
their status (pp.65-76). The same tendency towards excessive ideological discourse
which persists in spite of the contradictions of daily lived reality is also evident in the
work of Rosemary Sayigh (1994), mother of Yezid, who conducted both focus group
and ethnographic studies, particularly with women in the camps of Beirut throughout
the 1970s and onwards. The culmination of Sayigh’s experiences in her publication Too
Many Enemies, was to demonstrate that the PLO’s reconstruction of a Palestinian
identity was based on broad participation in the “resistance”. However, often the most
inane activities which Sayigh catalogues from the oral testimonies of her respondents
were considered to be a sign of resisting Israel or of being revolutionary. One stark
example of this is when Sayigh recounts a tour of the Palestinian camps and
establishments she undertook to the south of Lebanon, in the company of a “PLO
Unified Information man” in 1981, the year before the Israeli invasion and exodus of the
PLO leadership from Lebanon. On visiting a PLO SAMED factory in which women were
sewing jeans for export to Yemen, her minder claimed that such scenes proved that
the revolution had arrived at its “full potential” and renewed his “revolutionary spirits”
(p. 112). But to a more skeptical mind such proclamations belie the underlying suspicion
that the PLO, which was in effect a large corporation with business interests, was
merely using cheap refugee labor to create a profitable export market in clothing11 .
Although the PLO ostensibly represented itself as a progressive movement to build a
new modern national identity both Sayigh and Peteet identified a huge discrepancy
between what they observe amongst the women of the camp starting from the PLO’s
political mobilisation of the refugee population

and what Peteet refers to as the

11 See Rubenburg’s (1983) account of extensive PLO industrial, electronics and agricultural global
business interests.
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"rhetoric" of "Palestinian consciousness” (2005, pp.68-69). Rosemary Sayigh (1998,
p.42) appealed to historians to include the experiences of those classes of
marginalized people in the Arab world such as women when studying national histories,
pointing to the minimal attention paid to Palestinian women refugees who played an
important role in the camps as

transmitters of history through their tradition of

storytelling. However her interviews also revealed that women generally were excluded
from certain domains in camp society, a society which remained conservatively
gendered in its social organisation (p.45). And while Peteet (1991, p.17) observed that
the women often repeated the sentiment that "we are now liberated because of the
“resistance” (PLO), this remained for the most part a "mirage" than reality as the
majority of camp women were never politically active as official members of any of the
political factions, and often represented a free pool of labour to staff factional offices
such as the clinics and creches in unpaid roles. Peteet observed that militancy is a
popular and pervasive idiom in the discourse of everyday life used by all people and
that includes even women whose activities remained confined to the domestic sphere
(P-76).

However much of what both the academic and activist worlds have come to know of the
Palestinian liberation movement has been informed by such constructivist accounts
which have positioned the PLO as a progressive force in Palestinian society. But these
accounts raise doubts about the potency of the notion of “armed struggle” to deliver to
people real agency to achieve political and social change in a sustainable manner.
They reveal that revolutionary rhetoric provided little support or substance to positive
action or progressive change in the political sphere. Palestinian society remained
extremely traditional in its mores, its gender roles and even in its identification with
Islam as a system of governing communal lives, more than merely a private practice of
religion in spite of the claims the Fatah dominated PLO was secular. Moreover the
revolutionary rhetoric expressed by certain sectors of Palestinian society, did not
cohere with what has been revealed to be mere criminal activity in which the guerilla
movements engaged (Sayigh 1997a, p.559, Naylor 2008, p.112). In the extreme case
one can make the criticism that such accounts deliberately whitewashed the less
savory aspects of guerrilla organisation in Lebanon, such as the mercenary and
economically opportunistic actions that tied guerilla military power to an agenda for
economic enrichment. This trumped the agenda for national liberation and made a
mockery of armed struggle.
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The discrepancy between rhetoric and reality is all the more concerning because it was
the PLO’s own contradictions between political strategy and popular ideology which
contributed to its failures in Lebanon. Fatah altered the PLO’s original charter when in
1968 it had taken over its leadership, by stating that the only means to liberate
Palestine was through the tactic of “armed struggle”. By 1974, it again amended the
charter stating that the organisation no longer called for the “liberation” of the whole of
Palestine but rather sought an independent homeland on any part of it which is
liberated, meaning that the PLO now accepted a Palestinian homeland limited to the
West Bank and Gaza. This mirrored a long held strategy that the process of liberation
would be negotiated through a peace settlement, rather than a war of liberation as such
(Khalidi 1992, pp.34-35). Despite this change in the charter, the rhetoric of armed
struggle which it directed at its own people persisted. Although in 1974 Arafat sent
secret messages to the United States expressing a willingness to co-exist peacefully
with Israel in exchange for self-rule in the West Bank and Gaza (Sayigh 1997a, p.333),
the PLO continued to amass large armaments and to grow its guerilla forces in
Lebanon to the extent that it began to resemble a conventional army. The accumulation
of military hardware and trained personnel was justified by the oft repeated claim made
by Fatah, the PLO’s largest faction and the one to which Arafat belonged, that the
buildup was aimed at eventually launching a war of liberation against Israel (Sayigh
1997a, p.453). By 1976, almost one year after Lebanon’s civil war “officially” is said to
have begun, the PLO had announced that the road to Palestine must by necessity pass
through the Lebanese port of Jounieh, a coastal town in the Christian area of the
Kesrouan Mountains. Robert Fisk (2001, p.80) made the observation that Jounieh “lay
to the north of Beirut, not towards Israel in the south. The Palestinians were fighting
their way forward as they were to do many times in the future- in the wrong direction”.
Yet as Fisk observes, PLO spokesman were still holding press conferences in which
they justified their war against the Lebanese Christians as a war of liberation. Thus
whilst the PLO leadership engaged an agenda for peace through diplomatic means, it
was fanning the flames of militancy amongst the Palestinians and Lebanese alike in
Lebanon in the name of national liberation.
Sayigh explained that these military maneuverings were meant to bring pressure to
bear favorably within the diplomatic sphere. The accumulation of military power was not
meant to fight a war with Israel, despite the claims made by Fatah. Rather Sayigh
(1997a, p.453) surmises that “in crude strategic terms” , a strong defendable base in
Lebanon could become an asset to be “traded” as Sayigh somewhat repugnantly puts
it, for a seat at the negotiating table in any peace process. By showing the international
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community that the PLO had the power to make war as well as bring about peace in
Lebanon, the PLO was sending a message to the international community that the
Palestinians could not be ignored.

However as well as muddying the boundaries of what actions could be considered
attempts at national liberation, the militant activities of the PLO allied guerilla groups
raised the ire of the international community and did not deliver political gains in the
diplomatic sphere. The belated international response to an armed PLO which
participated in the “civil” war in Lebanon (see chapter 3), was to demand the exile of
the PLO from that country. The next several years were spent in the political
backwaters of Libya and Tunisia. The PLO was situated in these political peripheries
when the international community sought to bring the PLO center stage, through the
Madrid conference of 1991, and following that the Oslo Accords of 1993. “Armed
struggle” therefore had not helped the Palestine cause, but rather isolated the
Palestinians in the international sphere for some time. By 1991, the ideological
orientation towards “armed struggle” was further challenged when oil producing Arab
states withdrew funding to the PLO after the Oslo accords. This compounded the
shortfall in payroll wages once paid to generations of refugees in Lebanon by the PLO
but which ended with their exile in 1982 (Soueid et. al. 2009, p.49) as the locus for
Palestinian state building shifted to the occupied territories and away from the camps of
Lebanon. The repercussions of these developments were that the still well-armed
refugee population of Lebanon was left behind and they would continue to fight and
justify their fighting in the name of liberating Palestine. Only they would turn their arms
against each other which although was not new, was at that time particularly bitter.
The ideology of “armed struggle” that undergirded the militarisation of the Palestinian
refugee community in Lebanon therefore was an insufficient basis upon which to build
a post-exilic national identity that could unite the Palestinian refugees, focus their
agenda for national liberation on a consistent goal and sustain the community
cohesively through the vagaries of Middle East politics. Moreover (as shall be seen) the
discrepancy between the revolutionary rhetoric of armed struggle and the reality of the
PLO political strategy eventually revealed itself in the lack of political agency and
growing welfarism amongst the refugee population of Lebanon. Once the peace
process had trumped armed struggle, increased welfare dependency became evident
amongst the Palestinian refugees in Lebanon as they attempted to adjust to a post
guerilla era in which funding for militancy from the PLO declined as it shifted its focus to
securing leadership in the occupied territories.
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Welfare Dependency and Identity Disorientation

The new post-“armed struggle” era which Palestinian refugees now find themselves
elicits lamentation about the absence of the guerilla culture that once permeated camp
society. After all, the thing that defined the ideological orientation (as opposed to realpolitick) of the PLO was the ostensible aim to liberate Palestine through the military
mobilisation of all Palestinians, through the notion of “armed struggle”. And it is often
repeated in the camp that the young generations who live in a post-guerilla era are
perceived to be without direction in their lives, in comparison to the preceding
generations of guerillas. Even my fellow anthropologist, a London School of Economics
(LSE) PhD candidate who was doing his field research in the camp at the same time I
was there, proposed to write a thesis on young men and rites of passage to manhood
in a post-guerilla era. He wondered how young men who no longer had available to
them the opportunities of becoming guerillas and its benefit of a steady wage and other
fringe benefits upon marriage12 and who were now living in a post-guerilla era.
restricted in the types of work they could do in the job market, could marry and become
men (as marriage is the point at which a boy becomes a man in Arab cultures). This
generation has found it difficult to adjust to a post “armed struggle” world.
An example of someone who shares the lament over the post “armed struggle” era is
Abu Harith. Formerly a PFLP guerilla, in more recent decades he has been able to
transform himself into a respectable member of the civil society movement in the
country due to the establishment of a Shatila based youth centre, funded by Swedish
and Sunni Lebanese patrons. In our first interview, he refused to answer my questions
about the factional infighting in the camp, embarking instead upon a speech which he
insisted I listen to first before I started our interview, and this speech seemed to be
designed to 'bet the record straight” on the Palestinians and the PLO in Lebanon:
“When the PLO entered the camps in the late 1960s, people felt “that’s it! the
revolution has arrived”13. For example on the day of my wedding, a young girl was shot.
It was due to two families fighting. When the PLO entered to settle the dispute people in
the camp felt relieved. They said “that’s settled” because the “revolution” is now
involved...Today, the European funds have ruined us as we have no less than 40

12 For details of the array of fringe benefits to PLO guerrillas, especially to married men and families, see
Sayigh 1997a, p.459
13 It is common that the terms “revolution” and “resistance” are interchangeably used by the refugees to
also refer to the PLO
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NGOs, where as in 1983 we had 4 and all were involved with the revolution... There is
no revolution today, no, today we speak only in terms of human rights and NGOs... so
you see a tree but you do not see the worm eating away inside. The Europeans are the
worm, interfering in Palestinian society and changing their whole program and
perspective” (2009, pers.comm. 24 February).
Abu Harith’s criticism of European humanitarian donors is puzzling given that he has
secured his living through Swedens’ Save the Children fund. However what is more
instructive of Abu Harith’s lamentation is that it speaks to a profound disorientation in
Palestinian refugee identity. Men like Abu Harith in a post-“armed struggle” era have
found themselves with diminished financial support after a career as a guerilla. Whilst
Abu Harith had the good fortune to transform himself into an NGO worker, even though
he had no experience or education in running a charity or dealing with child issues,
most guerillas have not been so fortunate.
The enormity of material funding for the militarisation of the Palestinian refugee
community in Lebanon, the centre of guerilla identity and the ramifications of the
reduction of material support is best explained by the late Shafiq al- Hout (2009). alHout was a writer and graduate of the American University of Beirut (AUB) and original
founder of the PLO as well as member of the executive committee of the PLO between
1966 to 1968 and 1991 to 1993, and spokesperson and representative in Lebanon from
1965 to 1993 although he belonged to the Palestine Liberation Front faction (PLF)
(Khalidi 2009, p.43). The method by which the PLO chairman, Yasser Arafat sought to
build a movement and recruit supporters was through the profligate buying up of
loyalties. Arafat was well aware of the importance of money to securing his influence
amongst the Palestinian guerilla groups and refugees. Al-Hout explained that Arafat
had a flair for spotting the men who could be bought and he bought the allegiance of all
manner of persons including those in the refugee community, such as heads of clans
and local leaders. However upon the exodus of the PLO from Beirut in 1982 under
international pressure, PLO funding to the Palestinian refugees of Lebanon diminished
greatly. Al-Hout (Soueid et. al. 2009, p.49) who had remained in Beirut recalled how:
“I began receiving visits from people asking me for money and I discovered to
my horror the incredible number of people who had been receiving money from him
(Arafat) until then”.
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We can then understand that Abu Harith’s lamentation is a grievance about the loss of
material support for the guerilla movement, a different type of support than that made
readily available to refugees in recent times through humanitarian channels. There has
been a shift from patronage to welfare as the amount of resources made available
through the PLO has diminished with the PLO leadership’s exile from Beirut in 1982.
Thus the disorientation, of which Abu Harith speaks, has to do with the shift in material
support from a militant population which secured its livelihood by being incorporated
into the guerilla groups, to a minority amongst other minorities in a country of ethnic
and sectarian differences.
However al-Hout made a further observation, which is damning of both patronage and
welfare alike. For al-Hout the practice of the PLO’s patronage of the refugee population
had a corrupting influence on the refugee population. The PLO’s patronage did not
build “armed struggle” so much as it spoilt the guerilla movement’s leadership
corrupting its commitment to the cause, as “the monthly stipend” took precedence over
all other considerations. The movement forsook the vocation of liberation for living “the
high life” in Beirut funded by petro-dollars to an extent that was “indecent” (Soueid et.
al. 2009, p.50). An equally corrosive effect on the refugee population under their
authority was also evident. The time of the so-called “revolution” is often referred to as
a period of “lost opportunities” as described by one refugee. Diana K Allan (2009, p.2)
recalls that one of her respondents complained that “living off the thawra (revolution)
was a mistake because:
“They [the PLO] encouraged us to leave school and fight. Then when they left
and told us to help ourselves, what could we do? We are the generation without
skills”'4.
Moreover the effect of the PLO patronizing the refugee population of Lebanon was to
inculcate a sense of entitlement which, in the words of one of my respondents manifest
today as a “handout mentality”. This was most vehemently expressed by Rashid in
Shatila camp and a supporter of the PFLP:

14 Statistics on the level of educational attainment amongst refugees remains well below par of the
Lebanese average, and studies confirm that this correlates, not with educational opportunities or with
socio-economic status of the household, as is often assumed but with level of education achieved by the
parents (Ugland et al. 2003, pp. 118-119).
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“Don’t tell us the Israelis did this, we have done this to ourselves.... just look at
these office holders and their revolution, they use the

revolution as an excuse to

maintain their power, they do it by force but in the end they are not going to Israel to
commit any operations. Instead they use the arms in the camp against their own
people, they are doing Israel’s job for them.Jn fact the revolution ruined the
Palestinians of Lebanon, it made them a people who rely on handouts, rather than
relying on their own brains . The revolution picked off some individuals made them
office bearers, now everyone looks up to the officeholders who sit about and do nothing
all day. Yet the officeholders are all uneducated, look at the factions, look at the popular
committees, name one who finished school let alone has a university degree, and at
that time, scholarships to go overseas and get a degree were in oversupply!” (2009,
pers. comm. 12 February).
PLO patronage has not ended, as there remain many families in the camps of Lebanon
that receive types of transfer incomes, in the shape of pensions and payments for
families who have lost sons in times of war. Nonetheless there has been a diminishing
amount of funding to the refugee community which has necessitated a re-shaping of
the image that Palestinian people portray to the outside world.

The Palestinian

refugees today insist that they are no longer the militant revolutionaries, as Peteet
(1996) observes but a minority ethnicity living at the margins of their host society. Thus
although the label of “refugee” was once denounced by the PLO leadership in favour of
the term “returnee", today it has been reclaimed by the refugees as an “asset”, as
being a refugee assures the Palestinians of Lebanon rights to humanitarian resources
such as those provided by the UN’s Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) (p.28). It is
also an attempt to distinguish themselves from other marginalized foreigners in
Lebanon, such as the Kurds, Syrians and other ethnicities imported as cheap labour
into the country (p.29). What Peteet does not mention is the existence too of displaced
Lebanese citizens who have no-one to advocate for them in the political arena, nor any
specialized humanitarian agency to provide them with relief.15 The Palestinian
insistence on their exceptionalism has the effect of confirming their entitlements to
welfare in a region full of displaced identities.
Lazzarino’s (2011, p.139) ethnographic article examining the interaction between
factions, their refugee constituency and humanitarian agents further illustrates how

15 The hundreds of thousands of Lebanese refugees who fled from their homes during the civil war (19751991), have remained displaced (Assaf & el-Fil 2000). Despite an official government program to return
and rehouse the displaced, the process has been characterized by corruption (Leenders 2012, pp64-69).
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refugees maximize access to aid by learning to play the role of victim. However what is
most instructive about Lazzarino’s brief ethnographic account is the criticism of such
behavior made against the beneficiaries by the youth workers she interviewed. Some of
the NGO employees were prepared to be openly critical of those in receipt of aid
because they saw these refugees as being responsible for their own degradation in this
process (p.140).
The current interest in the experiences of exile and the concurrent rise in al-Nakba
commemorations in the camps of Lebanon today represent something else altogether
than an exercise in reaffirming national belonging. That is rather than asserting a core
aspect of exilic Palestinian identity, they are a means by which Palestinians reinforce
their exceptionalism and therefore in turn, their entitlements to special assistance.
This has been

best illustrated

by Diana Allan’s (2007,

p.258) analysis of

commemorative practices in the camp of Shatila. Allan recounts one of her interviews
with an elderly gentleman in which, as soon as she sat down to start the interview, he
launched into what appeared to be a well rehearsed story of his exodus. Her questions
and interruptions were not permitted and throughout his description of his experience
certain key tropes which she had heard many times before were repeated such as the
close relations that existed between Palestinians and local Arab Jewish community. It
appeared as if her respondents spoke to her as if anticipating her expectations of what
she might find empathetic. On the many occasions that Allan had crossed the path of
this elderly gentleman when he was in the presence of other foreigners to the camp she
noticed that his narrative was almost identical to the interview he had first given her. It
appears that amongst the camp refugees of a certain generation particular versions of
history have become standardized and circulate almost as if they were commodities
(p.259). Allan demonstrates that the refugee enthusiasm for memorialisation activities
in the camp reveals, as she puts it,“pragmatism” on the part of the refugees who
understand very well that simplifying the narrative of the 1948 exodus is crucial to
attracting foreign aid. Allan refers to these practices as constituting a "cottage industry
of commemoration" and therefore can be understood as the economic pragmatism of
everyday life and not merely an exercise in cultural transmission (p.273). Thus the shift
from militant guerilla identity to one that increasingly embraces the figure of the peasant
of pre-exile pre-Nakba Palestine is premised on the type of and availability of
humanitarian assistance to the refugees.
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The notion that identity formation is incentivized by material support has been a
somewhat neglected area of scholarship in Palestinian studies and some scholars have
even been hostile to the notion that Palestinian diasporic identity necessarily relies on
charity to survive16. However, it is evident that Palestinian identity seems to
transmogrify according to the material conditions which support it. Where once guerilla
groups and the PLO in Lebanon were the primary beneficiaries of the international and
regional flow of funds, after the PLO exodus from Beirut, material support declined to
Lebanon and instead these camps were increasingly in receipt of humanitarian
assistance from a myriad of other agencies. Thus the movement today away from a
guerilla identity towards a peasant one parallels the change in the nature of funding
directed at the refugee community. As Palestinians increasingly represent themselves
as dispossessed peasants, the decline in funding for a militant Palestinian cause is also
repackaged as a humanitarian crisis.

Conclusion

In more recent years, there has been a pre-occupation with the place that the 1948
exodus from Palestine, known as al-Nakba has in Palestinian identity formation. Yet
this is a recent phenomenon, partially driven by the involvement of activists, who
campaign to keep the international community’s focus on the “right of return”. For many
decades, discussions of the event had been suppressed by the Palestinian leadership,
for fear that the Palestinians in exile would be reminded of the failures of their
traditional leaders in preventing their expulsion and for fear that in their political
expressions, they would be trapped by the fractious dynamics of pre-exilic elites. It also
allowed the PLO to refashion Palestinian identity in the Diaspora, in the spirit of a
militant national liberation movement, at the forefront of which would be the figure of
the guerilla fighter.
Ostensibly this national identity which cohered around the aim of “armed struggle” was
meant to remove the Palestine refugee from under the influence of Pan-Arab and PanIslamic ideologies which vested agency in Arab states, so as to deliver agency to the
Palestine refugee for the liberation of their homeland. However, the rhetoric that
surrounded national liberation expanded the goals of the guerilla movement,
positioning the Palestinian refugee as a vanguard able to spark revolutionary change
amongst broader society in the Middle East and even contribute to liberation efforts
16 See Bowker’s (2003) analysis for an example of UNRWA’s place in shaping and maintaining Palestinian
identity (pp.64-66).
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further afield, so that the national liberation movement did not focus its activities only on
the borders of Israel but elsewhere. Thus whilst the refugee population grew better
armed as the decades wore on, this militancy was misdirected and contributed very
little to tangible political results in securing a homeland.
An added problem with militarisation of the refugee population was that it ill-prepared
them for building a self-reliant community able to survive the vagaries of regional
politics in the post-guerilla era. By the time the PLO had made political gains through
the involvement of the international community in mediating the peace process, they
were living in exile in the backwaters of Tunisia and Libya. The refugees in Lebanon felt
abandoned and materially deprived as the funds they had received for military
mobilisation diminished. Since the mobilisation of a refugee population behind the goal
of “armed struggle” was achieved by the PLO leadership by purchasing the loyalties of
the refugee population of Lebanon and thus their incorporation as waged guerillas, in
the words of one refugee, this inculcated a “hand-out” mentality. Once the PLO was
removed from Lebanon, the refugees were left without the traditional forms of
patronage used to incorporate them into the guerilla movements. This saw a concurrent
rise in the reliance of the Palestinian refugees on welfare assistance from humanitarian
agencies. This also precipitated a crisis in identity, as refugees abandoned identifying
themselves with the militancy of a guerilla culture, and sought a rethinking of the ways
in which the refugee community could distinguish itself as an exceptional case for
assistance by embracing an identity as a disadvantaged minority. Such observations
on post-exilic Palestinian identity in Lebanon demonstrate that a coherent nationalist
agenda and political identity have not survived the vagaries of regional politics. Rather
than empowering a sustainable political identity, the militarisation of Palestinian society
simultaneously cultivated dependency.
Embracing al-Nakba commemorations therefore have not only emerged as a response
by activists and academics to the international community’s failure to champion the
cause of those refugees left behind in Lebanon. As Allan argues, they are also a
contemporary phenomenon in which refugees seek to create an “industry” from
commemoration to attract aid, and reinforce their status as a marginalized minority
entitled to humanitarian consideration.
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Foreign
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and

Palestinian

Proxy

Mobilisation

Palestinian political agency in the 50s developed elsewhere (from Palestine) , and self
organisation and political mobilisation took two decades from 1948 to become evident
in Lebanon.

However Palestinian militancy did not start with the emergence of the

Palestinian guerilla factions that would come to dominate the communal lives of the
refugees. Rather the Palestinian refugees had long been active in pan-Arab and PanIslamic movements whose objectives for liberation far exceeded the focus on Palestine
which displaced the possibility for the emergence of a distinctly nationalist agenda and
political identity. Some scholars have argued that this changed with the entrenchment
of the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) in Lebanon, in 1969 under the auspices
of the Cairo Accords. Little credence however has been given to the possibility that this
process of nationalist formation was grounded in the patronage of foreign states that
militarized the refugee population residing in host Arab and Arabic-speaking states.
Ultimately the process of Palestinian nationalist mobilisation in Lebanon after the
defeat of Arab forces in 1967 war with Israel, was achieved by the massive injection of
funds from foreign states, who encouraged the proliferation of Palestinian guerilla
groups, a process which did not involve any endogenous expression of a collective
nationalist agenda amongst the refugees of the camps in Lebanon.
This chapter is largely a response to the work of Yezid Sayigh (1997a) who has
claimed that a distinctive Palestinian nationalist agenda emerged with the formation of
factions such as Fatah and lay the foundation upon which a disparate refugee
population was mobilized in a liberation movement post exile. However Sayigh’s
research into PLO archives reveals that rather than being an organic movement,
emanating from the refugee population residing in camps and expressing a shared
nationalist agenda, guerilla groups such as Fatah, which dominated the PLO, were
organisations largely constructed and funded by other foreign states mobilizing proxy
forces as part of their strategic geopolitical calculations. Far from representing a break
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with the past when Palestinian refugees were mobilized as proxy forces in Pan-Arab
and Pan-lslamic movements, by powerful states to undermine rival governments,
foreign state sponsorship for guerilla organisations such as Fatah, which professed a
nationalist identity, represented in actuality continuity with the past. This chapter thus
provides a challenging revision of the accounts that traditionally explain the emerging
guerilla formations upon which a Palestinian nationalist movement was constructed as
indicative of growing nationalist sentiment amongst refugees.

Early Forms of Palestinian Nationalism

Rashid Khalidi (1997) has long railed against the common assertion that the
Palestinians have lacked coherent nationalist aspirations, and especially during the
crucial period of mandate rule in Palestine that preceded their forced exile. Relying on
the Khalidi family archives in Jerusalem full of official documentation, it is apparent that
at least amongst some Palestinian notables, a demarcated concept of Palestine existed
in their minds (pp. 165-167). However, he also argued that the people of Palestine
inhabited a number of identities which they reconciled according to the contingencies of
everyday life, living as they did under a system of multiple allegiances and protections,
be they Ottoman, Arab or Islamic and Palestinian. Khalidi makes the point that the
tendency in Western scholarship to look for a unitary and fixed understanding of
national identity should be problematised, rather than having Western scholars finding
fault with the former subjects of the Ottoman Empire (pp.20-21, pp. 183-184).
One of the criticisms that can be made of Khalidi’s research is his tendency to
downplay the quarrelsome nature the leading Palestinian families demonstrated
throughout the early decades of the 20th century, something meticulously researched
and covered by Pamela Ann Smith (1984) in “Palestine and the Palestinians, 18761983”. Khalidi (1997, p.27) gives this issue only a passing mention, putting down the
defeat of anti-British forces to a lack of infrastructure and organisation in the
countryside amongst the peasant class which rebelled in the 1936 revolt 17. However
from a critical perspective, the deployment of multiple identities by Khalidi’s elites could
be read as political opportunism so far as the notable families are concerned,
continuously sabotaging the collective will towards freedom, for the sake of the
privileges accruing from a foreign empire rather than an issue of mere divided loyalties.
Smith’s work represents a rich history of pre-exilic political conflict at the core of which
17 A famous anti- British peasant revolt which was sabotaged by the ruling Palestinian families (Smith
1984, pp.64-68)
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lay jealous competition between rival elite families for political influence. Khalidi
chooses to elevate the currents of nascent nationalism, so as to diminish the true
impact that a fractious pre-exilic political landscape had on the disunity of Palestinians
and lack of a coherent nationalist agenda (Morris 1998, pp.268-269). Although Khalidi
argues for the endurance of a deep-rooted Palestinian nationalism which can be
discerned amongst some classes in the pre-mandate period, this proved insufficient a
basis upon which to unite the pre-exile leadership. These elites often sabotaged the
efforts of their own compatriots to fight against foreign occupation of their land, which
casts doubt on Khalidi’s claim of the rootedness of Palestinian nationalism.
Even amongst the peasantry, who were most affected by the forced exodus and having
found themselves marginalized to the refugee camps of their host states, there was no
evident attachment to a distinctly Palestinian nationalism. Rosemary Sayigh (1977b,
p.22) observed early on in her ethnographic studies that the Palestinians upon exile did
not exhibit a strong political identity although they had managed to preserve a preexilic culture. The Palestinian refugees did retain some elements of social ordering
from pre-exile Palestine and this could be seen in their patterns of camp settlement, at
least for some time before the arrival of guerilla factions which transformed this order.
Old patterns of patronage also accompanied this transposition so that the pre-exile
notables were regarded with some of the respect and deference they had back in their
towns and villages. These Wujaha (those with “face”) or Shuyukh who would have been
landowners in Palestine or village mayors, often interceded between the camp
residents and authorities when needed, by virtue of their connection to the Mufti, to
write recommendations for people to obtain jobs or reconcile conflict amongst camp
residents (p.60). However these practices themselves did not amount to a distinct
Palestinian national identity, so much as reflecting traditional social organisation
amongst Islamic and Arab people (Sayigh 1977b, p.22).
What appears certain for the refugees, and certainly those exiled in other Arab or
Arabic-speaking (Lebanon) states is that a strong nationalist identity was not evident in
the most immediate years of exile because of the lack of a singular leadership
recognized and respected by all Palestinians and a leadership that could unify what
had been a politically divided community in Mandate Palestine. Much of the blame for
this has been placed at the feet of the fractious pre-exile leadership who were notable
families and oftentimes “collaborators” with the British mandate power. Most notable
amongst them was Haj Amin al-Husseini, former Mufti of Jerusalem and head of the
Arab Higher Committee (AHC). When by 1936 an Arab revolt had been instigated by a
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general grassroots backlash against the Mandatory power, the Palestinian leadership
refused to support the call for a strike which was being issued by local village
committees. Many of them were notable landowners who fearing the loss of control
during the revolt regrouped into the Arab Higher Committee (AHC) in an attempt to
reassert their authority over the peasantry. Hajj Amin and his supporters no doubt
feared losing their standing with the British and access to incomes from the mandatory
power. Many Palestinian elites went so far as to collaborate with the British in seeking
out rebel leaders who were then caught and executed (Smith 1994, pp.66-68). By the
time the Mufti found himself living in exile in Beirut, his following amongst the
Palestinian refugees had greatly diminished as a result (Brynen 1990, p.20). Therefore
in the first decade of exile, the Palestinian refugees expressed a profound
disillusionment with the traditional pre-exilic leadership due to its failures in defending
the peasantry during the Mandate period which left them with no effective political
representation post exile.
The purported political passivity of the Palestine refugee post-exile has often been
attributed to the political repression found in host-states and this is especially
characteristic of the scholarship that deals with the Palestine refugees in Lebanon
(Peteet 1987, p.30). Yet before Lebanon’s first post-independence civil war of 1958,
the Palestinians enjoyed relative “freedom of expression and political activity” amongst
the refugee population (Suleiman 1999, p.67), which further prompts the question of
why a unified political force representing refugee grievances was absent at least within
the first decade of exile? One clue might be the residual rivalries that remained from
pre-exilic society. For example, this is testified to by the fact that the Mufti, who did not
live in the camps, sought to crush any political initiative by Palestinians to organize the
refugee population. When a young Shafiq al-Hout, future PLO spokesperson,
attempted with some of his colleagues to organize “Committees of the Dispersed” to
represent the people of the camps just after the 1948 “Catastrophe”, Husseini had the
meeting at Burj al Barajneh camp broken up by his supporters . He was in a politically
sensitive position because his leadership over Palestinians was being contested at the
time by both Egypt and Jordan and evidently he feared the loss of what little authority
and influence which remained with him (Sayigh 1994, p.50).
The lack of a unified political identity therefore partially mirrored developments in the
broader Arab arena. At the time of exile, there was no independent Palestinian body to
express the needs of the people from Palestine. Instead Egypt had taken control of
Gaza after 1948, lost it momentarily to Israeli occupation in 1955 till the end of the Suez
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crisis in 1957, but continued its control over the area until the 1967 occupation by
Israel. However even during its period of control, Egypt did much to curtail the
movement of Palestinians in the territory and sanction any response to Israeli raids
(Smith 1984, p.153). Whilst in the West Bank, King Abdullah of Jordan announced the
annexation of the territory in 1950 after occupying it in 1948, having defeated the forces
of the Mufti Haj Amin al-Husseini and held it until it was occupied by Israel in the 1967
war. King Abdullah too also suppressed Palestinian political activity in the border
camps for he had long expressed a desire to see the merger of “central Palestine”, now
referred to as the West Bank, with Transjordan. Adding to this apparent confusion over
autonomy and sovereignty of what remained of Palestine in Gaza and the West Bank,
many of Palestine’s “noble” families had fled to Jordan where they became part of the
ruling elite but only on the tacit acceptance of the King’s consistent efforts to create a
greater Hashemite kingdom by absorption of the remaining Palestinian territories
(pp.88-89). To counter these attempts by the Jordanian monarchy, which was endorsed
by the US and UK, the Arab League, called upon the remaining Palestinian local
leaders to form an All-Palestine Government in October of 1948, declaring Haj Amin alHusseini the president.

However in reality despite the clamorous rhetoric of Arab

states, such a body could only exercise authority over Gaza. The defeat of Egyptian
forces at the hands of the Haganah towards the end of the year obligated that Egypt
attend armistice negotiations with Israel,

further restricting the ability of the All-

Palestine government to function in Gaza. Headquartered in Cairo, it continued to issue
occasional statements that were of no consequence until it was closed by president
Gamal Abd el- Nasser in 1959 (pp.86-87), leaving the Palestinian diaspora without
independent political representation.
However despite the repression and abandonment by their traditional leadership, it
would be inaccurate to describe the Palestinian refugees as politically passive. There
were clear attempts by both emerging guerilla movements and refugees themselves to
become politically mobilized upon their exile by joining pan-Arab groups. In Lebanon by
the early 1950s there had emerged clandestine groups advocating a military solution
for the Palestinian refugees to regain their homeland and many of these identified
themselves as pan-Arab or Nasserite in their ideological foundation. From 1951 to
1956, one such clandestine organisation was known by various names including the
Arab Nationalist Youth, Arab Nationalists and as well as the Organisation for Resisting
Peace with Israel (Sayigh 1997a, pp.71-73). Eventually this organisation became
known as the Arab Nationalist Movement (ANM) (Smith 1994, p.148).
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The camp populations were evidently active to some degree in such organisations
according to a number of anthropological accounts. Rosemary Sayigh’s (1994, p.75)
respondents’ whom she interviewed throughout the 1970s and 1980s, recall that the
Beirut camps became a conduit for arms passing through to the south in the first
decades of exile prior to the PLO’s presence. This involved cadres visiting the nearby
Egyptian embassy and carrying small caches of weapons from there on behalf of the
ANM, into Shatila camp. During the period of her initial study of Shatila, Sayigh also
found evidence from her interviews that members of the camp had even participated in
the 1961 coup against the Lebanese government and had died in the failed attempt
(Sayigh 1977a, p. 25). Thus it would be erroneous to make the assumption, that the
refugee population was politically inactive in the Lebanon camps in the first two
decades of exile.
However movements to which the Palestinian community were drawn in the early years
did not focus solely on the issues concerning the national aspirations and rights of the
Palestinian people as such, but rather the more radical ideological struggle against
imperialism and its Arab “agents” who were seen to be the governments and
monarchies of the Arab states. For example, the founding objective of the ANM was the
liberation of Palestine which they believed was only possible when Arab states
concentrated their resources towards this goal and thus towards also liberating the
region from Zionism and imperialism (Sayigh 1997a, p.71-73). By necessity this also
meant revolutionary change first had to happen within Arab states to rid them of
“capitulationist” governments unwilling to go to war with Israel (Cobban 1984, pp.21-22,
p.28). Thus Pan-Arabism emerged as a movement for the restoration of the imagined
greater Arab nation so that the Palestinian cause in the immediate period of exile
became an adjunct to this greater struggle for a regional revolution.
Khalidi (1997, p.178) does refer to the period between the exodus from Palestine and
the emergence of the PLO in the mid 1960s as a “hiatus” in Palestinian nationalism
where the people of Palestine seemed to have “disappeared” from international view as
an “independent” political actor. This passing reference to a not insubstantial period
however deserves further interrogation.

It is of interest here that Khalidi raises the

issue of the “independence” of Palestinian action; for he does not go on to flesh this out
as a problem historically deserving interrogation. This is problematic because it is
during this time that the Palestinians could be perceived to be masquerading as a
national liberation movement, when they had in fact acted as proxies for other states or
forces. Khalidi’s principle aim in his account of the nascent Palestinian nationalism of
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the British mandate period is to respond to Westerners who have been influenced by
Zionist claims, that there never was such a thing as a Palestinian people by making
visible the buried history of Mandate Palestine in which a certain class of people were
preparing for an independent state (p.147). However such claims that there never were
a Palestinian people were never made in a vacuum as Khalidi himself recognises. It
was part of a dialectical process whereby the kinship of all Arab peoples was
proclaimed by Palestinians and pan-Arab ideologues alike and in line with such
posturing Israel and its allies responded in kind, that the settling of the Arab population
in neighbouring states provided a solution to the competition over the land of Palestine.
Khalidi (1997, p.185) acknowledges himself that advocating pan-Arab ideologies
disadvantaged the Palestinian claims to a special homeland for themselves

and

reinforced the Zionist insistence that, there was no reason why Palestinians couid not
be resettled elsewhere to be “dissolved” into the Arab world. The Palestinian
involvement in Pan-Arabism which aimed at overturning the established order on other
battle fronts far from occupied land, tying the cause for their return home with a broader
regional revolution, would only alienate moral support for their cause amongst other
peoples and defragment the Palestinian focus away from occupied territory under
Zionist rule. A distinctive Palestinian nationalism which could unite the disparate exiles
across their class and religious differences was not evident in the immediate years of
exile and therefore the refugees lacked an ideology that could unite them into a focused
effort to reclaim their homeland.
Moreover Pan-Arabism

was really a more sanitized and secularized version of

preexisting Pan-lslamic ideologies which emerged at the disintegration of the Ottoman
empire, and which had mobilized revolts and wars against both the Ottomans and
Europeans

in the pre-mandate period (Dawn 1991, pp.7-11). Like Pan-Arabism,

movements advocating a unified pan-lslamic state too diverted energies away of the
leadership from pursuing the Palestinian cause of national liberation. Although Rashid
Khalidi (1997, pp. 165-167)

insisted that a national identity

existed in Mandate

Palestine amongst officials and notables, he goes on to admit that as the Ottoman
empire disintegrated, most Palestinians hoped to link their nationalist aspirations to the
formation of a larger Arab state which would be an Islamic one since it would be united
with Syria under the rule of King Faisal whose aristocratic position was based on a
“birth right” of direct lineage from the Muslims’ prophet Mohammad. Khalidi is
dismissive of the importance of such a moment, implying it was a momentary lapse or
fleeting sentiment that Palestinians desired to become part of what was to be known as
southern Syria. Sayigh (1997a, p.9) on the other hand, reinforces the criticism that
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although the term “Palestine” was frequently deployed at various nationalist congresses
attended by the Palestinian notables prior to the formation of Israel, the response to
the Palestine problem, imperialism and Zionist settlement was one firmly attached to a
wider pan-lslamic cause, as articulated by Haj Amin al-Husseini. Such identifications
with larger battles, such as the establishment of a pan Islamic state, set back the
campaign of reclaiming the Palestinian homeland for the specifically limited cause of its
exiles, those that suffered the immediacy of dispossession, towards an enlargement of
the battle that was essentially ideological.

The Beginnings of Fatah in the Muslim Brotherhood

The Islamic orientation of the earliest Palestinian militancy against British colonisation
and Zionist settlement developed at the expense of a more independent nationalist
aspiration, perhaps due in no small part to the involvement of the Muslim Brotherhood
of Egypt in Palestine. The Muslim Brotherhood had established a Palestinian branch in
1946, attracting to it residents of Gaza (Sayigh 1997a, p.80). Haj Amin al-Husseini was
the spiritual guide and friend to the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood, Hasan al
Banna, whose presence in Gaza he allowed despite his ongoing war against the
establishment of secular political parties in Palestine. As a result of the Haj’s iron-grip
on politics, secular parties were unable to develop a mass base in Palestine prior to the
1947-1948 war. The secular parties tended to have a disproportionate number of
Christians in their ranks and in leadership positions which according to Sayigh (1997a,
p.50), limited their mass appeal. Such comments cast doubt on Khalidi’s insistence that
Palestinians pre-exile had developed a strong and specifically Palestinian nationalist
identity given this aversion to secular politics.
Then in the post-exile period, the Palestinian activism that did emerge as a response to
Zionist occupation was also one rooted in Islamic politics. In the immediate period of
exile, the Muslim Brotherhood had established another two clandestine militia groups ,
Shabab al-thar (Revenge Youth) and Katibat al-Haq (Battalion of Right) and arranged
for their military training by enlisting the help of what Sayigh (1997a, pp.80-85) refers
to as “sympathetic” Egyptian army officers. The founding fathers of the guerilla
movement which would become known as Fatah were attracted to the Brotherhood,
including Salah Khalaf, who would go on to head the military intelligence unit of Fatah
known as Rasd (p.82) and Khalil al Wazir who enlisted with the Katibat al-Haq (pp.81 82). However, whilst Khalaf and Wazir were both Gazan refugees, other founding
members of Fatah from the middle class were equally attracted to the Muslim
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Brotherhood including its most famous leader, Muhammad abd-al-Ra’uf al-Qidwa alHusseini, better known as Yasser Arafat, a relative of Haj Amin al-Husseini (p.81). Born
to a wealthy merchant family in Cairo, Arafat demonstrated the broad appeal of the
Brotherhood across what has been described as a highly stratified class society and to
the fact that the Palestine cause was perceived especially as an Islamic cause.
The involvement of early Palestinian activists in the Brotherhood however is
problematic for an entirely different reason and that is that it amounted to a scattering of
energy and attention away from the objective of building a specifically Palestinian
nationalist agenda and organisation in the critical immediate period after exile. These
men essentially put themselves at the disposal of other “foreign” interests. Thus while
the Muslim Brotherhood was active within Gaza during the 1948 war, post-exile it
concentrated its efforts on Suez, carrying out a war of attrition against British bases
there between 1950 and 1954 using Palestinian as well as other Arab recruits. Yet
Suez did not constitute a border with Palestine. It also appears that such activities,
although apparently clandestine, must have been sanctioned by the Egyptian
government in secret because Egyptian army officers had trained the forces recruited
to the Muslim Brotherhood who would go on to mount these attacks (Sayigh 1997a,
p.80-81). It appears as if the Egyptians did not want to have a direct confrontation with
either the British or the Israelis during the 1948 war or thereafter fearing that such an
occurrence would jeopardize their ongoing negotiations (requested by Egypt in 1945)
over the British bases present in the Suez canal zone (Heikal 1988, p. 115-116). Thus it
appeared that in 1948 the Egyptian government had sanctioned the secret use of
Palestinian para-military forces, galvanized by the Muslim Brotherhood and trained by
the Egyptian army, to fight the British in a war of attrition designed to bring more
pressure to the negotiations over Suez.

Arafat in fact had brought the Muslim

Brotherhood to Cairo University. Having been recruited and trained by the organisation
to participate in the war with Israel in 1948 in Gaza, he later enrolled in Cairo University
to recruit and train other volunteers for the Muslim Brotherhood (Sayigh 1997a, p.8182). By many accounts Cairo University would become the locus of recruitment to
irregular forces such as those belonging to the Brotherhood that would go on to receive
training by Egyptian intelligence services. The theme of using other causes, such as
the Pan-lslamic one, as a proxy for the liberation of Palestine would repeat itself and
become an enduring characteristic of many groups that would emerge in the near
future and constitute the Palestinian national movement.
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Nasserisim and the ANM

The most exemplary case for using the Palestine cause as a proxy for other regional
conflicts was evident in the politics of Nasserism which saw a proliferation of groups
under the patronage of the Egyptian president, often constituted of Palestinian
members. When Nasser forced the British to withdraw their troops from the Suez canal
in 1954, occupied since 1882 (Alnasrawi, 1991, p.74), the Muslim Brotherhood
increasingly became redundant as they were no longer needed to launch attacks in the
Suez Canal zone. Moreover in the post coup period, the Muslim Brotherhood proved to
be a competitor for political influence and after an assassination attempt on Nasser,
attributed to the Brotherhood, the organisation was banned. In addition, while Nasser
sought to repress guerilla activities on the long Israeli border, he encouraged militant
activities elsewhere usually to undermine his regional Arab rivals. Thus a contributing
factor to the emergence of the armed Palestinian groups was an “Arab Cold War”,
which was particularly bitter between Egypt and Iraq as each state patronized emerging
rival guerrilla movements (Sayigh 1997a, pp.61-62, p.68).
Thus while the Muslim Brotherhood went underground, its membership scattered over
the Middle East, it was soon eclipsed by another more secular organisation of a panArab hue. A decade before Fatah would emerge as the secular nationalist
representative of the Palestine people, there was another guerilla organisation which
became entrenched in the regional politics of the day thanks to the patronage they
received from Egypt. The Arab Nationalist Movement (ANM) was historically a
clandestine group which had been implicated in attempts to destabilize neighboring
regimes over some decades. The founders of the organisation undertook a series of
terrorist attacks in Damascus and Beirut through the summer of 1949 coinciding with
the start of armistice negotiations between Israel and other Arab states at Lausanne
(Sayigh 1997a, pp.71-73). The organisation at some point came to the attention of
Nasser who began to patronize the ANM so that by 1955 they moved to Egypt, the year
during which Nasser became president (Cubed 1997, p.44). Just as it had been the
recruiting ground for the Muslim Brotherhood, Cairo University again became the locus
for recruitment to the ANM (Sayigh 1997a, pp. 71-73). The ANM had moved to Egypt
after their core leaders had been expelled from the American University of Beirut (AUB)
for protesting against the Baghdad Pact, a US treaty uniting several Arab states into an
anti-Soviet cordon (Cubed 1997, p.44). The ANM re-established itself at Cairo
University where they were trained and aided by Syrian and Egyptian intelligence
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services in carrying out attacks from 1957 to 1958 against rival anti-Nasserite
governments (Sayigh 1997a, p.75).
The ANM professed the goal of liberating Palestine by first overthrowing pro-Western
and anti- Nasserite governments in order to achieve Arab unity, therefore much of its
military energy in the early years was squandered on sabotaging these governments,
rather than liberating Palestine more directly. When the 1958 unification of Egypt and
Syria into the United Arab Republic (UAR) was announced, the ANM celebrated it as a
first step to the creation of a larger unified Arab state and they redirected their energies
towards the immediate military objective of overthrowing the Lebanese and Iraqi
governments so as to annex these states to the UAR (Cubed 1997, p.45). ANM
members were sent into the 1958 so-called Lebanese “civil” war. In the following year
they had contributed to the insurrection in 1959 of army officers against the Iraq
president Abd al-Karim al-Qassim although they were defeated (Sayigh 1997a, pp.7677), managing as Sayigh observes, to show their effectiveness as a tool of Egyptian
foreign policy (Sayigh 1997a, p.76). Therefore the ANM did not represent an
independent Palestinian agenda given their entanglement in the politics of other Arab
nations as well as their basic ideological inclination towards pan-Arabism.
The ANM had considerable influence over the Palestinian refugees of Lebanon.
Despite the fact that it remained a secretive organisation with a long apprenticeship
required for membership, the ANM were effective enough to inspire a violent response
from the former Jerusalem Mufti Haj Amin al-Husseini who reacted to their success in
recruiting members and supporters by ordering the assassination of ANM cadres in
Lebanon in 1962. No doubt he felt the Nasserite foot soldiers posed real competition to
his political influence amongst the refugees (Sayigh 1997a, pp. 97-99). By 1961, their
membership had swelled and it is evident from Rosemary Sayigh’s (1994, pp.73-74)
ethnographic research that the ANM was present in the Palestinian camps of Lebanon,
using them as a thoroughfare for the transportation of arms.
There is much in the scholarship on the Palestine refugees in Lebanon that
emphasises the early repressive measures taken by the Lebanese state against the
camp populations (Peteet 1987, p.30, Talhami 2003, p.90). However if one was to
accurately periodise the political restrictions, it would be evident that in the 1958 precivil war period, the Palestinian refugees had taken full enjoyment of the open political
climate of Lebanon in supporting the ANM.

A real qualitative difference in political

control in Lebanon emerged with the election of president Chehab at the end of the
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1958 war. A progressive tightening of policing occurred around the Palestinian refugee
camps after the war as it did in the streets of major cities in general. The Palestinians
therefore were not especially targeted (Johnson 1986, p. 139, p.178). Prior to Chehab’s
ascension to the presidency, the police only intervened at the border of the camp and
should the perpetrators of crime try to escape, if caught, Lebanese officials sent the
refugees to the camps director to be dealt with (Sayigh 1994, p.68). After the
Palestinian involvement in the 1958 civil war and 1961 coup attempt, the camps faced
tighter restrictions because of the involvement of refugee members of the ANM in anti
government activities (Sayigh 1994, p.69). The Lebanese government’s response was
understandable given that upon formation of the UAR, Nasser directed that all parties
in Egypt be dissolved so that there would only be one party rule (Sayigh 1997a, p.53,
pp.97-99) and although the ANM was ordered to dissolve its branches in both Egypt
and Syria, they were encouraged to maintain an active party in Lebanon, Jordan and
Iraq (p.76). Sayigh’s data reveals that Nasser intended to use the Palestinian refugee
population of Lebanon to influence the internal political climate in the country. Despite
the political freedoms that Palestinian refugees enjoyed in the liberal environment of
Lebanon, freedoms they could not exercise in any other Arab state, they failed to take
advantage of this to construct a specifically Palestinian nationalist movement focusing
instead on more radical pan-lslamic and pan-Arab political movements which drove
them to go to war against the Lebanese government.
The Rising Fortunes of Fatah and the Decline of the ANM

Ostensibly even by the early 1960’s, no independent Palestinian organisation had yet
emerged which advocated a specifically Palestinian nationalist agenda. In fact by 1961
moves towards constituting an apparently “independent” representative organisation
was imposed by Nasser, who wished to disentangle himself from the wide-spread
popular expectation that Egypt would lead the Arab states into a war against Israel for
the liberation of Palestine. The process of change had its beginnings in 1960 when
Nasser established the Palestinian National Union and called for elections of
Palestinian representatives amongst populations in Syria and the Gaza strip.

The

effect of such a declaration was to throw many guerilla groups such as the ANM into
turmoil because they believed that cultivating a separate leadership in Palestine would
free Arab states such as Egypt from their role in leading the way to the liberation of
Palestine (Sayigh 1997a, p.78). By 1963 Nasser had sought a truce with his rivals in
the post Arab cold war period, leading to the first Arab Summit conference held in Cairo
in January 1964, coming somewhat belatedly given the fact that the league was
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created in 1945 (Net 1994, p.36). In any case it was at this summit that the Palestine
Liberation organisation (PLO) was proposed to act as an independent body for the
representation of the Palestinian people, the first since the long expired All-Palestine
government.
Yet the proposal met with great condemnation from most groups and individuals who
had positioned themselves as leaders of the Palestine cause probably because they
resented the competition this posed to their self- appointed roles within the Palestinian
diaspora. The PLO would be headed by Nasser’s appointee Ahmad al- Shuqayri, the
one time minister in the All Palestine Government to whom Haj Amin al-Husseini was
particularly hostile. He refused Shuqayri’s invitation to participate in the organisation
seeing Shuqayri as an Egyptian stooge seeking to usurp the Palestinian leadership
which Husseini felt was rightfully his based on his religious patrimony. However
Shuqayri proceeded to convene a large assembly in East Jerusalem on the 28th of May
to which 422 Palestinians were nominated to attend. The establishment of the PLO
was decreed at the assembly and the gathering was reconstituted as the Palestine
National Council (PNC). There was a clear bias in the membership of the assembly
towards including predominantly those traditional leaders of the pre 1948 era. Guerilla
groups such as the ANM were offered some seats but Shuqayri refused to have them
formally acknowledged as part of the PNC (Sayigh 1997a, pp.97-99). Seated amongst
the delegates to this first PNC were 33 members of what would become one of the
most pre-eminent guerilla groups in the Palestine national movement known as Fatah
and although not as vociferous in their critique of the PLO as the ANM had been, they
too disapproved the creation of the organization. They accused the PLO of subjecting
Palestinians to the tutelage of other Arab governments and diverting attention away
from the battlefield (pp. 100-101).
However Fatah in the early years was more adept at myth making than warfare and the
notion that there existed a mass nationalist movement preparing to do battle were
fanciful claims. Firstly, Fatah was hardly representative of popular Palestinian
sentiment and it too shared the reputation of being a proxy force for the Syrian regime,
just as the ANM had been tarnished with the reputation of being Nasserite foot-soldiers.
Up until 1962, there was in fact no singular organisation called Fatah. Instead its
founding members had been acquainted with each other from their involvement with
the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt in the 1950s (Sayigh 1997a, pp.80-87). Khaled alHasan, one of Fatah’s original founders claims that a singular structure did not emerge
until 1962. Prior to that there were dozens of smaller groups operating around the
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world, including those started by expatriates living in Germany, Austria and Spain
running their Palestine advocacy groups as student organisations (Cobban 1984,
pp.23-24). Nor were these groups militarily active in the aftermath of the Muslim
Brotherhood’s suppression in Egypt. After their military involvement with the
Brotherhood ended, they sought instead to pursue fund raising and informational
activities (Sayigh 1997a, p.87). Nor did these founding members share the class origins
of the majority of the refugees from Palestine who were solidly from the peasant
classes. Yezid Sayigh (1997a, p.55) himself points to the bourgeois origins of those
leaders who launched guerilla groups in the 1960s.
The class bias of Fatah’s founding fathers is even more telling in the fact that by 1966,
Fatah’s civilian membership in Lebanon amounted only to 80 people, having found little
support amongst the refugee population (Sayigh 1997a, p.129). Even these recruits
were themselves former Muslim Brotherhood members who had been recruited for
Arafat into Fatah by a Brotherhood ally in Lebanon (p.104). Such paltry evidence does
not support Sayigh’s notion that the ideology of “armed struggle” was a factor in the
formation of a Palestinian nationalist movement. Although the account of Fatah’s
formation proliferates with exclamations that the scramble to build a movement was
based on armed struggle, Sayigh’s evidence clearly demonstrates the fact that no such
mass mobilisation existed amongst the refugees of the camps and whatever formations
did emerge were specifically the product of an instrumental manipulation by foreign
states and their proxies found in political groups such as Fatah. What were they doing
between 1962 and 1966 when the Lebanon membership amounted to a paltry 80
people, mostly former Muslim Brotherhood members?
In fact in its early years, given its continued association with Islamists, Fatah may have
been indistinguishable from the myriad of Sunni Jihadi groups operating in Lebanon,
despite the claims often made to describe it as a secular organisation. It has often been
explained that the name Fatah was based on the acronym of Harakat Tahrir al-Watani
al-Filastini (the movement for the liberation of the nation of Palestine), that is if you
were to read the acronym in reverse. But the word “Fatah” very provocatively is
commonly understood to mean “conquest” and known amongst Muslims to refer to the
Islamic conquests after the death of the Muslims’ prophet Mohammed and thus refers
to the period in which the Arabisation and Islamisation of the Middle East began
(Farsoun & Zacharia 1997, p.176). The adaptation of such a name would have
implicitly appealed to the Muslim majority and understood to have religious
connotations.
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1962 was also the year in which the Fatah leaders were invited to Syria, during which
its founders began to cultivate friendships with senior Syrian military and political
officials (Sayigh, 1997a, p.103). By 1963 Yasser Arafat, another of the founding
members had also permanently relocated his offices from Kuwait where he had worked
as an engineer and accumulated some personal wealth, to Damascus to embark on a
program of growing recruits to the organisation in the neighboring states of Jordan and
Lebanon, just as the ANM had been encouraged to do by Nasser (p.104). However as
stated, recruitment did not progress well as was evident in Lebanon, one of the
countries with a substantial refugee population and the one least subject to political
repression (p. 129). The ANM on the other hand retained more of a dedicated following
amongst the Palestinian refugees, far in excess of what Fatah was able to muster in the
preceding years (p.188). Again such developments support the claim that Fatah too
was not a grassroots organisation but became entrenched as a regional player thanks
to the assistance provided by the Syrian regime to serve its own purposes.
In order to understand Fatah’s appeal to the Syrian regime and thus explain the support
extended, one must look to regional developments affecting Syria at the time. The
creation of the state of Israel was marked by a phase of war in 1949 during which Israel
sought to increase its territory beyond those boundaries specified by the 1947 partition
resolution. However Syria had captured three small disputed territories west of the
international boundary it shared with Palestine (Rabil 2003, p.6). To cut through the
impasse in the post-war negotiations between Israel and Syria at Rhodes in July 1949,
these were eventually designated demilitarised zones (DMZs) as part of an armistice
agreement. The actual DMZs lay strategically over water rich courses (Lowi 1993,
pp.24-25). However Israel in later years persisted in claiming the DMZ’s as its own
territory, moving in military personnel and settlers whilst continuing to expel the
indigenous Palestinians of the area (Hof 1997, p.131). 1951 marks the start date for
other controversial activities by Israel such as the diversion of the Jordan river waters
through a canal within the northern most DMZ (Lowi 1993, p.79). This canal would be
further developed in 1956 as a national water carrier system, to provide water to the
Negev desert (Neff 1994, pp.35-36). An additional incentive for Syria to join Egypt in
forming the UAR was the loss of water it experienced from Israeli occupation and
diversion of water from its tributaries along the DMZs. After all, the formation of the
UAR was preceded by the creation of a joint army command between the two states
and it was perhaps hoped by Syrian officials that this might discourage Israel from its
incremental occupations. Nasser however refrained from providing assistance to the
Syrians (Drysdale and Hinnebusch 1991, p. 100) so that the Baathist regime turned to
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abetting Palestinian guerilla raids into Israel from Syrian territory (Rabil 2003, p.31)
and this was especially the case with the regimes support for Fatah (p. 18).
However Fatah had no substantial membership to speak of, so its ability to provide
Syria with proxy military power was limited. Nonetheless it is evident that the objective
of establishing its offices in Syria was to recruit foot soldiers, for which they received
substantial support from the Syrian authorities. Arafat would spend the following period
attempting to recruit infiltrators to the Fatah organisation by appealing to myriad small
Sunni Jihadist Islamic groups operating clandestinely at the time in Lebanon, who were
lead by former colleagues of his from the time he spent serving the Muslim Brotherhood
(Sayigh 1997a, p.104, p.107).
The lack of substantial recruits to Fatah was by 1964 cause for consternation amongst
some of its members and also the Syrian regime which hoped to deploy a proxy force
at the nearest possible opportunity.

By this time Fatah had become factionalized

between two leaderships, one of them led by Yasser Arafat. A major contender to
Fatah at the time was another guerilla group, the Palestine Liberation Front (PLF)
which was established in Cairo by amongst others, Ahmad Jibril. The PLF had
achieved a membership of between 150 to 200 people by 1965 which far exceeded
Fatah’s. In addition to this, the PLF leadership had developed a well trained military
guerilla force (Sayigh 1997a, p.126, p. 165). Fatah by comparison consisted mainly of
middle-class professionals who had a penchant for raising funds from equally well-off
Palestinians in the diaspora. They had an organisation on paper, literally, because
they relied heavily on the dissemination of their reputation via a Lebanon based
publication known as the al-Nida’ a! Hayat- FHustinuna (The call of Life-Our Palestine)
(Cobban 1984, p.24). But other than being an organisation with a platform and support
from the Palestinian middle-class, Fatah had no substantial military capacity to mobilize
the “armed struggle” they had much vaunted. As a solution, the faction of Fatah which
by 1964 opposed Arafat, proposed that Fatah undergo a merger with the PLF. The PLF
disliked Arafat because of his lack of leadership qualities and the faction of Fatah
opposing Arafat felt a merger with the PLF would bring Arafat’s “ramshackle operation”
under control (Sayigh 1997a, p.126). By this time, Arafat had drawn a deep resentment
from other leaders in Fatah because he cultivated “clientelism” (istizlam), reliance on
financial patronage (and) misuse of funds” (p.127). This tendency towards patronage
would only grow as time progressed to the degree that it skewed the development of
the nationalist leadership. However Arafat’s faction would prevail, not because of any
inherent quality in Arafat’s leadership but because Syria felt the urgency of taking some
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action against the Israeli occupations in the water rich areas of the DMZs. Israel’s
incremental occupations were preventing access to the Banias water and to Lake
Tiberius (Rabil 2003, p.14) and it was Arafat’s faction that was keen to take action.
The division between the two factions was ostensibly due to differences in strategy
according to Sayigh. The “rational” wing opposing Arafat cautioned against any action
without further military preparations, Arafat however insisted that this momentum would
be provided for by the “revolution”; meaning that any initial activity would prompt others
to follow on with cascading actions against Israel (Sayigh, 1997a, p.106). Yezid
Sayigh’s central argument is that Fatah’s prime goal that differentiated it from all other
groups was its emphasis on popular armed struggle.

It is by reference back to the

notion of “armed struggle” that Sayigh explains Arafat’s attitude. That is that Arafat
apparently believed that the only possible way to create a war of liberation was through
the involvement of the masses. Yet Sayigh’s data, despite his insistence to the
contrary, very clearly demonstrates that what lay behind Arafat’s insistence on “armed
struggle” was the urgency felt by the Syrian authorities. Arafat’s appeal to the
ideological notion of armed struggle hid the agenda of the Syrian regime to spark a war
“from above”. Coupled with Rabil’s account of Syrian panic towards the ongoing
annexations of disputed water rich territory and their consequent encouragement
towards militant activity by proxy forces, provides compelling evidence that contradicts
Sayigh’s emphasis on the ideology of “armed struggle” being the raison d’etre of
Fatah’s founding.
Fatah’s first attempt at “armed struggle” was quite farcical and did not lead to any
popular uprising. Fatah attempted to sabotage the Israeli water carrier on the 31st of
December 1964. However the first attack was aborted when a group of guerrillas
heading for the pumping station at the head of the Jordan river were detained at the
border by Lebanese police. Arafat was already distributing statements to news
agencies in Beirut announcing the success of the operation. Once it was realized by the
leadership that the attack had been aborted, they then proceeded to launch another the
following night when a second Fatah team infiltrated to the south of lake Tiberius and
laid a satchel of explosives in a canal, causing little damage. Nonetheless it was again
announced with great fanfare in Communique No 1 on the 2nd of January 1965, which
is the day celebrated as the launch of the armed struggle (Sayigh 1997a, p.107). Copy
cat attacks did follow, however far from signifying the start of a popular war of liberation
by the masses; the attacks were launched by the group called al-Asifa, the name Fatah
had given to the original guerrillas that had sabotaged the canal (Cobban 1984, p.33).
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The immediate effect of Fatah’s attack on recruitment remained muted and its
membership was not significantly altered as its prominence as a guerilla organisation
would be some time coming.
Regardless of its effectiveness

in mobilizing a refugee community towards

militarisation, “armed struggle” hid the crucial part played by foreign states in
sponsoring the growth of guerilla groups for their own foreign policy objectives and
therefore the foreign factor in Palestinian nationalist organisation. This was particularly
the case after the June 1967 war, when states such as Egypt and Syria re-injected
massive funds into growing proxy groups. When Nasser moved to close the Straits of
Tiran to Israeli shipping, hoping this strategy would inspire the UN to intercede and
impose a final negotiated peace between the Arab states and Israel (Dawn 1968,
p.216). Israel responded launching air attacks on Egyptian and Syrian targets at the
start of the war on June 5th 1967, overrunning the Golan Heights in Syria and
occupying the Gaza strip and Sinai Peninsula from Egypt and occupying the Jordanian
ruled West Bank (Rabil 2003, p.19). This created a feeling of deep humiliation and
despair throughout the Arab world. However the guerrillas experienced a honeymoon
period in which financial and military aid was made abundant from Syria and Egypt and
recruitment of foot soldiers rose to unprecedented numbers (Sayigh 1997a, p.147).
Writing in 1969, Michael Hudson comments that the walls of Beirut and Cairo were
being plastered with posters for recruiting members to Fatah (Hudson 1969b, p.291,
pp.301 -302). Guerillas were encouraged to mount attacks by Egypt which hoped that
the low grade war of attrition would counteract the fortification of Israeli troop positions
and prevent a situation of normalcy from developing on the ground around newly drawn
lines of occupation. Sayigh’s notion of armed struggle, contrary to his own evidence,
suggests that Fatah’s growth did not occur as a result of popular will but was
engineered by foreign Arab states that funded the recruitment of guerrillas for their
specific geopolitical objectives.
Fatah’s rise had also come at the expense of the declining power of the ANM,
traditionally the favored proxies used by the Nasserite regime, who increasingly had to
compete with Fatah for funding coming from Cairo (Sayigh 1997a, p.180). In March of
1968 a complete air and ground assault was launched by Israel with 15,000 troops
against a corp of guerrillas estimated to number only 300 who had stationed
themselves on the Jordanian border to Israel in a village called Karameh . Fatah was
one of the groups present in the camp. Despite the fact that the guerrillas were overrun
and only managed to sustain themselves throughout the invasion due to the defense
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put up by the Jordanian army, euphoria and pride spread amongst the people of the
Arab states (Cobban 1984, p.42). However the ANM’s reputation suffered a blow
because they abandoned the battle. The guerrillas could see the Israeli army preparing
for a large assault across the river banks and they refused to remain accusing Fatah of
adventurism (Sayigh 1997a, pp. 178-179). Fatah however fared much better, as efforts
bought them to the attention of the Egyptian regime when Nasser invited the leadership
of Fatah to Cairo, a visit which secured further material aid for the organisation (p.180).
The ANM’s prestige as a guerilla organisation by contrast had weakened, a process
which began when Syria ceded from the United Arab Republic (UAR) in 1961, throwing
the ANM into disarray as their hopes towards growing unification amongst all Arab
states were dashed. The breakup gave way to a schism in the movement between the
Palestinians, who wanted to abandon the traditional adherence to Nasserism and the
rest of the membership. By the time of the ANM’s 1964 congress, the Palestinians
formed the “Palestine region of the ANM” organisation (Cubed 1997, p.45). When
Israel attacked the guerilla base at Karameh, the ANM by abandoning the base
suffered a crisis of legitimacy leading the Palestinian faction to announce it was ceding
from the organisation to form the Progressive Front for the Liberation of Palestine
(PFLP) (Sayigh 1997a, p.228).
However Fatah also conspired to weaken the ANM/PFLP complex because it remained
a powerful rival due to the number of adherents it retained amongst the refugee
population. When Fatah came to Lebanon in the late 1960s, the refugee community
was still largely supportive of the ANM, and the PFLP at the time being an offshoot of
the ANM, represented the main obstacle to Fatah growing its membership.

When

Fatah attempted to convene a meeting of all the guerilla groups in Cairo in January of
1968 which would allow it to “coordinate” action amongst them in a Permanent Bureau,
the PFLP objected on the basis that the PLO was the sole legitimate forum for inter
group co-ordination (Cobban 1984, p.42). Fatah then sought to undermine the
prominence of the PFLP with the assistance of the Syrian state. In 1968 Nayef
Hawatama of the left faction of the PFLP, established a shadow organisation with
financial assistance from Fatah. By February of 1969, this faction announced it would
cede away from the PFLP and form the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine
(DFLP). However they did this because they had been in receipt of financial support
from Fatah and from al-Sa’iqa, the Palestinian faction of the Syrian Baath Party (Sayigh
1997a, p. 229). Thus the group’s formation was suspected to be a conspiracy to
weaken the PFLP. Adding to this suspicion was the fact that the Democratic Front had
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no substantial membership to speak of. In order to grow its recruits, they had to resort
to getting assistance from the Lebanese Fawaz Traboulsi and other socialist
movements in Lebanon who seconded 40 of their members and sent them to Jordan,
whilst al-Sa’iqa provided a flow of arms to Democratic Front bases (p.231).
Fatah’s growing influence with Egyptian and Syrian sponsorship to grow its forces after
1967, eventually opened the possibility for overtaking the PLO. By the end of 1967, the

chairmanship of Ahmad al- Shuqayri had also suffered as a result of the Egyptian
defeat, so that the PLO was put under the control of an acting Chairman after Shuqayri
resigned. Then Fatah made a move in January of 1968 by convening the Permanent
Bureau. By October of 1968, the fourth PNC of the PLO had convened in which the
primacy of guerilla action against Israel was given recognition. When the fifth PNC
convened in Cairo in February of 1969, the share of seats to Guerilla groups had grown
to 57 seats with 33 of these going to Fatah so that finally Fatah was able to impose a
choice of Chairman on the organisation which went to Yasser Arafat (Cobban 1984,
P-44).

Much of this chapter has been written as a response to Yezid Sayigh’s (1997a, p. vii)
central argument that the popular ideology of “armed struggle” provided “political
impulse and organisational dynamic in the evolution of Palestinian national identity and
in the formation of para- statel institutions”.... and that armed struggle “demarcated the
Palestinians as a distinct actor in regional politics with a not insignificant degree of
political autonomy” . In light of the above evidence garnered from Sayigh’s work, a
number of statements he makes in his preface appear rather problematic. His own
evidence very clearly demonstrates that Fatah and the PLO were organisations
imposed from above and did not involve any such popular process or organic support
from the refugee community of any consequence. Fatah recruits were encouraged into
the guerilla force on the basis that they were offered jobs.

Fatah was but one

movement amongst a myriad of other proxy groups that made up the Palestinian
nationalist movement that would be funded and trained by both Egypt and Syria to work
for these state’s foreign policy objectives.

Egyptian and Syrian Foreign Policy and the PLO/Fatah Entrenchment in Lebanon

Although claiming only 80 people as members to its party in 1966, just three years later
when the Lebanese government signed the 1969 Cairo Accords with the PLO,
permitting guerilla activity in the country, Fatah was boasting a membership of 5000
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armed personnel (Sayigh 1997a, p.192). How did an organisation of 80 grow its
membership more than 60 fold in such a small period of time? Fatah’s popularity was
not achieved on the mere basis of its own merits in the arena of guerilla warfare which
really did not add up to much. Karameh was symbolically significant, but the
organisation of the battle by the guerrillas was ramshackle at best and they would not
have withstood the assault by Israeli forces to disburse them if it had not been for the
burden of the battle being fought by Jordanian soldiers. Something else was animating
the increased membership, mobility, organisation and effectiveness of the PLO/Fatah
complex. By the end of 1969 a radically different organisation would emerge, one that
would headquarter itself in Beirut and that would build a parallel state within a state in
Lebanon. But the factors for this statist development were not endogenous causes
amongst Palestinians of Lebanon.
There had been a nascent civilian PLO bureaucracy established in Lebanon in the
early years of the organisation’s founding.

Lebanese President Chehab had

immediately recognized the PLO ahead of other Arab states, perhaps in realisation that
the Mufti’s influence had long been on the decline and the Palestinians were in need of
representation. The first chairman of the PLO Ahmad al- Shuqayri visited the
Palestinians of Lebanon in 1964 and for the first time since the civii war of 1958 the
authorities allowed mass rallies to occur when he appeared in public to speak (Sayigh
1994, p.73). But other than these aforementioned details, there appears to be no cause
for the growth and entrenchment of the PLO/Fatah complex, emanating from within the
refugee community of Lebanon.
The causes for the establishment of what would become known as the “Fakhani
republic”, named after the Beirut district of Fakhani in which most of the PLO/Fatah
complex’ offices would be established, lies in the foreign and internal political turmoil
that Syria and Egypt were undergoing. After the defeat of 1967, it is evident that Egypt
and Syria would utilize the Palestinian guerilla groups in their conflict with Israel to
pressure it into accepting negotiations and a more accommodating position on
returning the lands occupied in 1967. Nasser soon announced his aim to rebuild
military strength in Egypt and prepare for a second round of war with Israel although his
immediate strategy would be to develop a northern front from Jordan to Syria and to
proceed in waging a war of attrition along the Suez Canal (Sayigh 1997a, p.179).
Encouraging the Palestinian guerilla groups to take on the task of establishing a front in
the states that bordered Israel was part of this strategy. Lebanon was an integral part of
this continuous front so that as guerilla bases expanded and consolidated in Syria
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towards the end of 1968, further expansion was sought into southern Lebanon. The
Syrian state facilitated this strategy by directing its Baathist founded Palestinian
commando group al-Sa’iqa along with Fatah and the PLO to set up a military
coordination council by October of 1968 in Amman (Cobban 1984, p.44). Although the
ANM had at one time the larger following than Fatah, with Fatah now in receipt of
weaponry and training from Syria and funds as well as possession of a media outlet in
the form of Radio Cairo thanks top president Nasser, they began to attract the largest
number of new recruits (Sayigh 1997a, p. 188). Syria and Egypt aimed to create a
continuous front to the north of Israel in Lebanon not only because of its geographic
location but because it was the most politically liberal of Middle East countries, unlike
Syria and Egypt which were ruled by military men as a result of coups and only
permitted single party rule.
The consequences for Lebanon, a small multi-sectarian nation with a cosmetic army at
best, being forced to host guerilla movements sponsored by Syria and Egypt, states
which banned their presence in their own territory, was devastating. In an attempt to get
the Lebanese government to repress the guerilla movements, Israel had bombarded
the south of Lebanon. By 1968, air raids and ground incursions had become common.
The most dramatic bombardment in that period occurred in December when Israeli
planes bombarded Beirut airport in response to the PFLP’s attack on an El AI airplane
in Athens. The Shiite Lebanese of the South suffered most from the increased attacks
causing them to flee northwards to Beirut (Brynen 1990, p.47). The Israeli
bombardment of Beirut airport precipitated a political crisis in its immediate aftermath
as the government became factionalized over the guerilla presence. A series of student
organized protest and strikes were launched at Beirut universities and then following in
Sidon and Tyre, in response to the government’s inability to defend the country against
Israeli aggression. However this only attracted a crackdown from the authorities (p.48).
Opposition figure Kamal Jumblatt, a Druze leader in Lebanon and head of the
Progressive Socialist Party (PSP) condemned the arrests of Palestinian fighters and
activists by the Lebanese police, prompting the Prime minister Abdallah Yafi to resign
under pressure from continuing protests in the following January, to be replaced by
Rashid Karami calling for a new approach involving coordination between guerrillas
and government forces (p.49). Pressure to accommodate foreign forces operating in
the country had been opened up politically in the Lebanese arena.
The Lebanese state was further pressurized into accepting the guerilla presence by
additional military force emanating from the Syrian state. During the clashes which
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occurred between guerrillas and the Lebanese army at the start of 1969, Fatah
reinforcements began pouring into the country from Syria. Along with the Fatah
reinforcements also came an al-Sa’iqa contingent under the direct authority of the
Syrian regime, encouraging Fatah to increase its Arqub bases, augmenting what had
already been an al-Sa’iqa base established by the Syrian regime against the sovereign
authority of the Lebanese government. This prompted the Lebanese government to
move and arrest 200 al-Sa’iqa supporters and also a sizeable number of Fatah
members while seizing weapons caches from several locations throughout the country.
More clashes followed this time between guerrillas and the army in May during which
two Lebanese soldiers and seven guerrillas were killed (Sayigh 1997a, p.190). A state
of emergency was declared and a military curfew imposed on major cities. This
prompted Lebanese Prime Minister Karami to also tender his resignation, unable to
resolve the polarization of the cabinet between those who supported the guerrillas aims
and those who saw the guerrillas as part of an external force trying to push Lebanon
towards a war not of the country’s making (Brynen 1990, p.49). This concentration of
guerrillas generated increased and more frequent attacks on Israel which in turn
generated reprisals from Israel against Lebanese villages. Israel consistently warned
the now fractured Lebanese government to exercise restraint on the guerrillas within its
territory or else suffer continued Israeli attacks (Sayigh 1997a, p.190).
Egypt too had more directly lobbied the Lebanese government to accommodate a
guerilla presence, when Nasser insisted on freedom of operations for guerrillas in
Lebanon. Thus in May of 1969, when Lebanese soldiers had died during confrontations
with the Syrian sponsored al-Sa’iqa, Nasser urged the Lebanese president Hilu to
accept a visit from Arafat and allow the army to negotiate a protocol allowing guerilla
activity. But elements within the army as well as Maronite politicians prevented its
ratification (Sayigh 1997a, p.190). The Lebanese government was increasingly
polarized as the government opposition adopted a position which supported the guerilla
presence in the country. Out on the streets, this political support manifested as a call
for a general strike, as Nasserite sponsored groups took control of old Sidon and
Tripoli. Fatah and al-Sa’iqa guerrillas on 23 October 1969 further attacked Lebanese
army border post and took soldiers as prisoners and also seized the main roads and
villages leading out of Arqub. Aiding these occupations, Syria closed its border dealing
a severe blow to the Lebanese economy while infiltrating additional al-Sa’iqa units into
the country. The Lebanese government’s response was condemned by other Arab
states such as South Yemen, Algeria, Sudan, Libya and Iraq. Egypt then again insisted
that the Lebanese government negotiate an agreement with the PLO Chairman which
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would accommodate the guerilla presence. Arafat’s response too was belligerent when
asked to attend the meeting and in an attempt to show the Lebanese government that
he was not subject to the rule of law in the country, embarked instead on a tour of the
army bases which guerrillas had captured from Lebanese authorities in the east whilst
further threatening the Lebanese government with a guerrilla takeover of additional
army barracks (p.192).
In the midst of this chaos the Lebanese government eventually acquiesced to a formal
agreement to accommodate a guerilla presence, unable to resist both the military and
political pressure emanating from the Syrian and Egyptian regimes. Thus on Nasser’s
instructions members of the PLO met with the Lebanese army general Emile Bustani,
the Egyptian foreign minister and Minster for war. The Lebanese’ initial rejection of an
armed presence in Lebanon diminished under the pressure they faced from the other
sides at the meeting (Brynen 1990, p.50). A secret treaty was signed on 3 November
allowing the PLO to govern the camps and provided for guerilla activity through specific
channels through the Arqub region so long as this was coordinated with the Lebanese
army. The PLO was required to provide a census of its personnel and to submit to the
jurisdiction of the Lebanese military and judiciary, none of which it would comply with in
actuality. Syria re-opened the border but threatened its closure again should the treaty
be violated. The treaty was hugely controversial especially to the Christian Maronite
parties who condemned the existence of a foreign armed force on Lebanese soil.
However President Hilu argued that other than the accord there was little alternative
available to the government except the strategy to “win time in the hope circumstances
will change” (Sayigh 1997a, p.192). The treaty however was violated by the Palestinian
guerrillas from the first day of its signing. Reports that cross-border shelling continued,
that guerrillas were parading about in undesignated civilian areas with their firearms
causing consternation amongst the Lebanese (Brynen 1990, pp.55-56).
The 1969 Cairo Accords are treated as the key moment in which the PLO, often
described as “the revolution”, arrived in the camps of Lebanon. It is usually looked upon
as a positive time when the Palestinian community flourished, establishing its own
factories, hospitals and services during a period in which Lebanon’s government
institutions increasingly ceased to function as the country headed for “civil” war.
However whilst ostensibly a nationalist movement would become evident amongst the
refugees of the Palestinian camps in Lebanon, the seeding of the movement had little
to do with the endogenous aspirations of the refugees being instead part of a regional
strategy to go to war with Israel.
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Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter has been to challenge some of the claims that have been
made about Palestinian political identity. Khalidi (1997) has argued that a Palestinian
nationalism was evident during mandate Palestine, although he emphasises this at the
expense of downplaying the divided loyalties of the pre-exile political elites, which left
the Palestinians politically adrift in the immediate period post exile. This however did
not mean the Palestinian refugees were politically passive, but to the contrary as was
evident in Lebanon, were active in militant Pan-Arab and Islamic movements. Their
activism lead them to become embroiled in regional politics as proxies of states
seeking to undermine rival regimes at the expense of developing a more nationalist
agenda focused on the liberation of occupied land. This leads Khalidi to describe the
first two decades of exile as a “hiatus” in Palestinian nationalism.
However it would be more accurate to describe the embrace of pan-Arabism as a
marginalizing force against Palestinian political identity formation. The history of
Palestinian militancy has been marred by the association that Palestinian groups have
had with other causes which has confused the development of a specifically Palestinian
nationalist agenda. The proof of this is the fact that Palestinian guerrillas have been led
to fight on fronts far away from the Israeli border driven by ideology rather than just by
the injustice of exile. The early history of Palestinian armed struggle in fact took place
within the context of the pan-lslamic cause championed by the Muslim Brotherhood, an
organisation in which many subsequent Fatah leaders had their beginnings, and of
which the Egyptian state made use in its war against the remaining British presence in
the Suez. The Egyptian state would go on to sponsor its own proxy force in the form of
the pan-Arab ANM, an organisation with a predominantly Palestinian leadership, which
actively recruited members amongst the Palestine refugees in Lebanon. Such
precedence in history has marred the development of a coherent Palestinian nationalist
identity. If Palestinians were to be found fighting on fronts far from the land which they
wished to liberate, this lent credence to Zionist claims denouncing the existence of a
specifically Palestinian identity, distinctive from the Arab one championed by pan-Arab
and pan-lslamic movements and thus weakened claims to a right to a specific
Palestinian homeland.
It has often been claimed that Fatah broke the tradition of championing the pan-Arab
cause by focusing on the liberation of Palestine first and thus championing a
specifically Palestinian political identity. The “armed struggle” philosophy thus argues
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Yezid Sayigh (1997a), distinguished itself from previous ideologies and movements on
two principles; firstly because it rejected Arab state tutelage in leading the battle for the
liberation of Palestine, since this cause would be carried by a mobilized refugee
population, rather than led by any one state, and secondly the land of Palestine would
be first liberated, rather than being liberated in the course of another cause . Sayigh is
insistent that the motivation and intentions of the Fatah leadership lay towards
achieving “armed struggle” and as evidence he points to the myriad publications that
Fatah distributed vaunting this struggle as a popular war of liberation (p.91).
However Fatah failed to meet the caveats of armed struggle, as Sayigh clearly
demonstrates as they did not refrain from undermining other governments, acting as a
proxy army for states such as Syria and Egypt, nor were they able to recruit substantial
numbers to their ranks for some decades, somewhat casting doubt that they
represented a vanguard leading a revolution by refugees. Fatah’s earliest recruits were
seconded from a Muslin Brotherhood affiliated organisation, amounting to no more than
80 members by 1966. In addition, even though Sayigh insists on drawing a genealogy
connecting each minor attack on Israel, which followed the 1965 sabotage of the Israeli
water carrier by Fatah, to an apparently broader populist ethos towards armed struggle
authored by Fatah, his genealogy of events is packaged in mythology, because each
act of sabotage was never committed in the spirit of Fatah’s popular armed struggle.
Most of the attacks emanated from Fatah itself and were often funded and supported
by other states in the region, such as Syria as part of a war of attrition against a
belligerent Israel which refused to negotiate a peace settlement with its neighbors
(Sayigh 1997a, p.139). Thus while the Egyptian state patronized the ANM as its own
foreign proxy force, the Syrians supported the seeding of Fatah, as part of its plan to
carry out a war of attrition against Israel in an attempt to stop the incremental
annexations of disputed water rich territory bordering the two countries. Despite these
operations, the struggle did not gather momentum and translate into mass uprising, as
Fatah had consistently articulated would be the case. The small numbers of members
in the apparently leading guerilla groups such as the ANM and Fatah by the mid 1960s
according to Sayigh was a consistent source of disappointment to the guerilla leaders,
lending further credence to the argument that neither group emerged from nor
represented the aspirations of the vast refugee populations whose interests they
purportedly championed.
Yezid Sayigh (1997a) overstates the case for “armed struggle”, privileging the myriad
sources of propaganda professed by the PLO/Fatah complex, whilst his evidence
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clearly shows, that despite this rhetoric, the Palestinian guerilla groups were very much
the product of Arab state manipulation, rather than an expression of the indigenous will
of the Palestinian refugees. In addition, Sayigh admits that this difference in Fatah’s
ideology, a Palestine first position, was purely semantic so that the rhetoric spouted by
Fatah was designed to distinguish it as an organisation unique from competing panArab movements which existed at the time of Fatah’s formation, and this was a crucial
“branding” (p.32) exercise given the extensive popularity that groups like the ANM
enjoyed well into the late 1960s, which absorbed all of the potential recruits and which
Fatah had seen was its main rival for Palestinian support. Fatah’s operational history
however positions it very firmly within the mould of mercenary proxy for other states.
In fact there had been more popular uprisings in the occupied territories in the early and
mid 1960s independent of Fatah and those other guerilla groups patronized and
organized “from above” by foreign states. At one point it was only after hearing of these
uprisings that Fatah seriously considered relocating its offices to the West Bank to take
advantage of this popular revolt after the war of 1967, whose existence it had not
contributed to, and to appropriate it by claiming leadership over it (Sayigh 1997a,
pp. 155-156) thus momentarily abandoning the notion of drawing the diasporic refugee
community into the “armed struggle”, a community who were meant to be the
cornerstone of the movement.
When the refugee population of Lebanon finally became mobilized militarily, this had
been incentivized by widespread advertisement for the recruitment of members to
Fatah, a process funded by Nasser from 1969 onwards as part of his strategy to build a
hostile northern front to Israel to launch a war which he hoped would allow him to
regain the Golan Heights. Syria supported the entrenchment of guerrillas further by
assisting them militarily in the gradual establishment of military bases throughout the
south of Lebanon (and eventually further afield), against the wishes of the Lebanese
state. The Cairo Accords were imposed by Nasser on the Lebanese government to
give a veneer of legal legitimacy to the guerilla presence, an act reinforced by Syrian
economic sanctions against the Lebanese state. It was these foreign strategies that
lead to a massive militarisation of the refugee population in Lebanon, who were
eventually incentivized financially to tie their fortunes to one political faction or another.
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There are numerous mythologies that plague the literature on the coming of the
PLO/Fatah complex, often referred to as the coming of “the revolution”, to Lebanon.
This chapter will attempt to challenge one of them, that being the myth that the PLO
represented a progressive force in the apparently arcane and clannish system of
politics in Lebanon, inspiring political turmoil by its mere presence. It is important to
analyze the process by which the PLO found sanctuary in Lebanon. Many writers have
employed a Marxist framework to explain the class dimensions of the support for the
PLO in Lebanon. Whilst in the previous chapter, we examined how the Fatah
movement was created as a proxy Syrian and Egyptian militia, rather than an
endogenous movement amongst refugees, this chapter will examine the internal
Lebanese context that allowed for the entrenchment of the PLO guerrillas, whilst
challenging the assumption that their entrenchment represented the need for a
vanguard in a class war. The political turmoil which ensued after the establishment of
the guerrillas in Lebanon changed the political life of the country. Over time conflicts in
the political domain took on deep sectarian overtones as the debate increasingly
centered on the rights of the guerilla movement to conduct military activity on Lebanese
territory, inspiring the grand Mufti Khaled to proclaim the Palestinian guerrillas, as the
army of the Lebanese Sunnis (Haddad 2001, p.135). This signified a change in the
esteem and political stature of the PLO/Fatah complex in Lebanon, as it moved from an
umbrella guerilla organisation at the fringe of Lebanese society, to being a central
powerbroker of peace and war.
Parallel to the process of becoming a mainstream political institution in Lebanon, the
PLO/Fatah complex changed the nature of Palestinian refugee society, as refugees
flocked to join the ranks of guerilla groups. The dynamics of PLO entrenchment within
the Lebanese arena reflect the same system of patronage that the PLO used to
mobilize the Palestinian refugees resulting in the mass militarisation of the refugee
community in Lebanon. However, far from representing a movement towards popular
“armed struggle”, this process saw increased corruption in the ranks of guerilla
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movements and a diminishment of the power of the PLO’s traditional civilian
organisations.

The Marxist Explanation for PLO Entrenchment in Lebanon

The role of foreign states in sponsoring the implantation of the PLO/Fatah complex in
Lebanon has been covered in the previous chapter. This chapter will start with an
examination of the internal parameters of Lebanese society which allowed for the
entrenchment of the PLO/Fatah complex. So much of the literature on the PLO in
Lebanon and the consequent Lebanese civil war is mired in a simplistic discourse of
class and sect, where class signifies sect, and therefore a Marxist framework
predominates in the literature that explains the breakdown of Lebanese society and the
role of the PLO in this process as a vanguard. Just as in the last chapter, “armed
struggle” which had been deployed to explain the emergence of a Palestinian national
movement was critiqued as mythology, this chapter in part undertakes a revision of the
entrenchment of the PLO in Lebanon by an examination of its economic dimension of
the PLO’s entrenchment by which the Lebanese and Palestinian refugees tied their
fortunes to the guerrilla factions.
The PLO’s entrenchment in Lebanon has been mythologized as an inevitable and
organic process. According to this mythical narrative, the oppressive Lebanese social
and political order created a grassroots hunger for social change, which was vested in
the Palestinian guerilla movement. One of the most prominent accounts is by Rex
Brynen (1990) in Sanctuary and Survival: the PLO in Lebanon. In order to explain why
it is that the PLO/Fatah complex managed with spectacular success to secure an
operating base in Lebanon and entrench itself as a political force in the country, Brynen
reverts to repeating the trope that it was the political progressiveness of the Palestinian
guerilla movement that endeared it to the Lebanese public. According to Brynen the
mere presence of the Palestinian “resistance”, although it lead to ruination of the
Lebanese services based economy and a break down of order as it flaunted the law,
also challenged the system in fundamental ways. Brynen claims it was its progressive
and apparent non-sectarian nature, which challenged the legitimacy of an unequal
society dominated by a laissez faire economy that produced inequities in which the
privileges of a small elite were safeguarded by a conservative sectarian political order
(P-162).
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What Brynen neglects to consider is that the Palestinian leadership in Lebanon
reconstituted itself as the new elite of the country wielding great wealth and political
power, by utilizing the very same sectarian order that it ostensibly was meant to
oppose. Hudson (1972 cited in Cobban 1984, p.64) puts this most succinctly when he
states that “Palestinian self-organisation grew from strength to strength in Lebanon to
the degree that they not only became part of a national elite, but... reconstituted it all
together”. This chapter will attempt to argue that the PLO hardened the political
demarcation of sect and diminished the hope of a progressive agenda for change, as a
means of entrenching itself as the major political broker in the country.

Class and Sect in Lebanese Society: Discrete Historical Communal Trajectories

The scholarship which vests the PLO/Fatah complex with revolutionary agency is
problematic for several reasons which will be discussed in the following section.
However it might be useful in the interim, to describe the broad parameters of
Lebanese society, since so much of what is used to explain the apparent success of
the PLO as a so-called revolutionary movement has been so intimately tied to the
conditions of Lebanese society, in the minds of many scholars of which Brynen is one
notable example.
The most problematic claim to explain the PLO’s ascendency, for lack of evidence, is
the equation made between class and sect in Lebanon at the time of the civil war. The
mythology repeated by Traboulsi (2007), whose analysis of the breakdown of
Lebanese society is rooted in a Marxist framework, implies that the capitalist elites in
the country represented Christian privilege who repressed a Muslim working class
(pp.162-176)18. Unfortunately, Traboulsi has ignored the prolific quantitative data
produced by Lebanese sociologists in the 1970s, and republished by the German
Lebanonist Theodore Hanf (1993) that disputes the correlation between class and sect,
in one of the most comprehensive and seminal works ever written on post
independence Lebanese society, in Coexistence in Wartime Lebanon: Decline of a
State and Rise o f a Nation. Thus much of this chapter will make reference to Hanfs
work which represented an extensive study of the sociological surveys conducted in
Lebanon in the 1970s on the structure of Lebanese society.

18 Traboulsi does not mention the predominance of Muslim landowners for example that would balance out
over representation of Christians in mercantilist sectors.
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Theodore Hanfs work unravels the very complex class, sectarian and varied historical
trajectories that define the different Lebanese sects. In undertaking a review of studies
that show the intersection of sect with socio-economic strata, Hanf has made
approximations of what Lebanese society’s social stratification looked like by the
1970s. He estimated that one-third of all bankers and one-quarter of all owners of
trading, insurance and transport companies were Muslim whilst the majority were
Christians. Two-thirds of the industrial and financial bourgeoisie were Christian and
one-third were Muslim. Upon first glance these statistics seem to reflect the argument
that the class cleavages in Lebanese society neatly aligned with those of sect.
However, the majority of agro-businesses were owned by Muslim businessmen (1993,
p. 103). Therefore in the historical context of communal development, these statistics
reflect the different economic trajectories that each community has had down the
centuries. Writing before the outbreak of civil war, Claude Dubar and Salim Nasr (1976)
argued that the difference between sects could be found in the distinctive differences in
the development of each community prior to the formation of the nation state of
Lebanon in 1923 (cited in el-Khazen 2000, p.58).
The most exemplary case of discreet communal economic advancement, is typified by
the Maronite Christians of Mount Lebanon, a Byzantine sect that became established in
Lebanon in the 4th century, and whom Michael Johnson describes as a community
which had always been closer to the Mediterranean world than the surrounding Arab
provinces which have had little in common culturally with Europe down the centuries
(Hanf 1993, p.70). Another enduring feature of Mount Lebanon was its almost
continuous enjoyment of political autonomy from empire. It was mainly during the rule
of the Egyptian Mamluk’s that

punitive expeditions into Kesrouan and the higher

reaches of the northern mountains in the late 13th century, subdued the local landlords
and obtained their collaboration as tax-collectors. But other than this imposition of
paying tribute, the predominantly Christian mountain communities were left to rule
themselves, as the successive Islamic Caliphates were pre-occupied with matters of
empire elsewhere (Hourani 1966, pp. 14-15). This meant that Maronite Christians
developed a sense of themselves as a distinct community, reinforced perhaps by the
specific topography they occupied in the higher rugged mountain reaches.
Hanf privileges the educational revolution which began when Pope Gregory XIII
established the Maronite College in Rome in 1582, as the source of Maronite
advancement. The college was the source of graduates who upon return to Lebanon
founded numerous schools throughout the Mountain. By 1736, a Maronite Synod made
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it a law that every one of its parishes maintain a school. This produced a sect of
superior educational advancement and raised the economic wellbeing of the
community above those other sects in neighbouring provinces by the late 18th century
(Hanf 1993, p.56).
Under Ottoman rule, the Capitulations also permitted the Maronites to become
economically integrated with European states which in turn bought wealth to the
peasantry19. Although Maronites politically had been made subservient to the
predominantly Druze emirs, who under Ottoman rule, were given feudal rights over the
Mountain, it was also through the silk industry that the Maronite connection to France
intensified during this period and in particular to the French financiers and industrialists
of Lyon and Marseille who had significant interests in the mountains (Saba 1976, p. 18;
Gates1998, ,p7, p.19). This led to an expansion of economic activity amongst the
peasantry and incorporation into the professions, such as in transport and finance
which were all run by Maronites (Hanf 1993, p.56). The temporal length and depth of
economic integration with Europe through silk explains much of the eminence of the
Maronites particularly in the financial sectors of the country in the post-independence
era.
Prior to the formation of the state of Lebanon, the Christian area of Mount Lebanon not
only yielded a more educated population, but along with it, an embrace of liberal and
enlightenment values. The ramifications of the 18th century economic integration was
the spread of European social and political ideals and this was particularly the case
with the ideas emanating from the French revolution. It was these ideals which
underlay the peasant revolts against feudalism in 1820, 1840 and 1858 to 1861. After
the sectarian violence of the 1861 revolts, a reorganisation of the social and political
structure established Mount Lebanon as an autonomous governorate administered
locally and run by a competent and salaried civil service, whilst many feudal privileges
were abolished (Khalaf 2002, p.62) This social revolution lead to the formation of a
new class of Christian leaders who owed their position in society to their professional or
commercial backgrounds rather than to being from the old ruling families (Johnson
2001, p. 15).

However the most radical reform, which would make Mount Lebanon

unique in the Near East was the land reforms of the northern Christian region which
saw the feudal lands redistributed thus creating a class of small holder farmers
amongst the Maronite communities (Saba 1976, pp.10-14; Hanf 1993, pp.60-62). By
contrast feudalistic domination persisted in the provinces of Akkar, a Sunni dominated
19 The Capitulations were agreements granted by the Ottomans to European states allowing them to
intervene on behalf of religious minorities in the empire to advocate for their interests (Hourani 1947, p.23).
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district and in the south and Beqaa regions of predominantly Shia communities
(Johnson 2001, p.16). The patchwork of communities exhibited profound economic
differences between the Maronites of the mountain and those predominantly Muslim
areas on the coast and the plains because of each community’s distinctive historical
trajectory and because of the feudal character of the Muslim communities which had
been retained well into the 20th century. Thus with the formation of the nation state of
Lebanon by incorporation of peripheral and predominantly Muslim areas, these
previous disparities remained.
The lack of advancement of the Muslim population of what would become Lebanon is
also due to their historical rejection of participating in the state. Linder the French
Mandate, the state of Lebanon was formed with the unification of the Akkar plains and
Tripoli, along with the Beqaa valley and South Lebanon to the Mountain in the wake of
the promulgation on the 1st of September 1920 which was especially grievous to
Muslims who had continually insisted upon a pan-lslamic state under the rule of King
Faisal in Syria (Hanf 1993, pp.64-65). The strategy that Muslim communities adopted
to express their protest was to boycott the state. Thus Muslims refused to be
designated as “Lebanese” on their identity papers and there was an organized boycott
of the census of 1921 as well as a boycott of elections to the Mandate’s advisory
council in 1922 and 1925. Numerous Muslim congresses throughout the 1920s and
then in 1936 demanded unification with Syria. Successive generations of the educated
Muslim graduates refused to join the civil service as part of the boycott (Hanf 1993,
pp.65-66). It was only after 1932 that this boycott ended when the Muslim leadership
agreed on the participation in the 1932 census (Hanf 1993, p.69). However this did not
amount to an acceptance of a sovereign Lebanese state politically dominated by
Maronites. As Johnson (1986 p.23, p.25) notes the Sunni leadership had consistently
demanded the re-annexation of the Muslim areas of Greater Lebanon to Syria during
periods of communal conflict; a “reversion” to “a typical response”. This again supports
the notion that by the 1960s, when the famous IRFED20 socio-economic survey was
conducted, each community was reaping what it had sown along its own historical
trajectory.

20 For a brief developmental period between 1958 and 1964, when the president Fuad Chehab pursued a
conscious strategy for social development, the government commissioned a French consultancy IRFED
in 1959 to conduct a socio-economic study of Lebanon (Gaspard 2004, p.62, pp.73-76).

90

Chapter 3: Patronage and the Dynamic of PLO Entrenchment in Lebanon

However according to the quantitative work done by Theodore Hanf, these disparities
had narrowed considerably by the 1960s thanks to the intervention of the government,
especially in the area of providing education, efforts which were concentrated in the
marginal predominantly Muslim areas. Thus at the outbreak of war in 1975 in Lebanon,
all sectarian groups had achieved better levels of education, literacy and a more
equitable distribution of income than in previous decades thanks to the reforms of the
Chehabist era which was characterized by the largest public expenditure, particularly in
the development of roads and schools (Hanf 1993, p.99). By the 1970s, despite the
distinctive historical trajectory of each community, there were little class differences
between the sects in the middle and lower strata (Hanf 1993, pp. 105-110). Thus
although traditionally suffering from an educational lag, by the 1970s state intervention
in providing public education had greatly benefited the Muslim population.
It was probably the excessive amount of graduates in a country with an already
saturated public bureaucracy, that led to periods of agitation and protest against the
government’s quota system that apportioned positions on a 50/50 basis between the
Muslim and the Christian population in the public service, with Muslims arguing for an
increase in their quota to reflect their demographic majority. Hanfs examination leads
him to conclude that the critics of the quota system were those Muslim graduates who
had most benefitted from the educational expansion of the Chehabist era but who now
could not get into the public sector jobs for which they had been trained (Hanf 1993,
pp.95-96; el- Khazen 2000, p.114).
The civil service workforce was equally divided in sectarian denomination because of
the new quota system instituted under Chehab, although Christians slightly dominated
in the private professions due to the qualitative difference in the training provided by
their tertiary institutions (Hanf 1993, p.99, p.103). Statistics on industrial workers also
reveal that 45% were either Armenian Christians or Maronite Christians, whilst 55%
were Muslim, the majority being Shiite. Hanfs conclusion is that these findings destroy
the “persistent myth” that Christians constituted the majority of the bourgeoisie and
none of the proletariat. Quoting Marlene and Salim Nasr, who undertook many surveys
in the 70’s, Hanf (1993, p.105) agrees that the notion that Muslims constituted a
working class was an “ideological hypothesis” unsupported by any quantitative
evidence. Hanf (1993, p.97) concludes that each religious sect is highly stratified and
these stratifications are similar, and the cliche of the “rich Christians” suppressing and
oppressing the “poor Muslims, has had a brilliant journalistic career- and it may not be
over yet “.
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Lebanon before 1975: a Deviant amongst Arab States

The “ideological hypothesis” equating class with sect has been used by scholars such
as Brynen and Traboulsi to explain the popularity of the Palestinian cause amongst the
Lebanese and to explain the ease with which the PLO became entrenched in the
country. According to such accounts, the Palestinian guerrillas were an exemplary
progressive movement. But some scholars remain mystified by what exactly underlay
this reputation because there never appeared to be any policy, principle or objective
that was ever articulated by the PLO or Fatah organisations that made them deserving
of revolutionary credentials. These organisations sought the liberation of their
homeland but beyond this they did not appear to champion any progressive agenda for
social reform and advancement.
Furthermore the revolutionary potential with which the Palestinian guerilla movement
has been vested is peculiar because it is endowed with an organic appeal. To say
Lebanese society was ripe for political revolution implies that nothing more is needed to
explain the process of the PLO entrenchment. Such scholars as Brynen and Traboulsi
abdicate the responsibility to question what appears to be such an “obvious”
explanation for the PLO’s implantation, preferring to repeat the narrative that a society
stratified by class was inspired to act by a revolutionary vanguard and yet this is only
obvious because it is supported by an ideological explanation, rather than rigorous
analysis based on seminal scholarship. This chapter will argue that there was nothing
organic about the entrenchment of the PLO in Lebanon. The leadership of the
movement used its economic power to establish themselves as part of the political elite
and become the ideological hegemonic power that the PLO/Fatah complex eventually
became.
Lebanon was not in the throes of a class revolution as has been commonly asserted,
nor was it politically a repressive society as portrayed in previous accounts, especially
when judged in a regional context. To the contrary, Lebanese society constituted an
exceptional case in the Middle East for some decades after independence because of
its liberal political environment and laissez faire economy. According to Khalaf (2002,
p. 16), scholars have not been oblivious to the near miraculous survival of such a small
sovereign territory as a democratic and open society in the midst of authoritarian and
turbulent regimes of the surrounding states (p. 16). Scholars such as Hanf (1993,
pp. 160-161) and Khalaf who conduct their analysis in a comparative context, along with
el-Khazen (pp. 102-105) have deemed the decades prior to the outbreak of the civil war
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in the 1970s in Lebanon as remarkably peaceful ones, if one studies Lebanon in a
comparative context. The chronic states of crisis were more characteristic of the
militarily more powerful neighbouring regimes. This is no small feat for a state with the
smallest land-mass amongst nations and with nothing like a serious military, having
retained a small army with a reputation for being a “cosmetic” and symbolic institution.
With the exception of a civil war in 1958, Lebanon suffered little of the leadership
tussles, coups and political repressions and poverty that characterised all the regimes
of neighbouring states. El-Khazen (2000) makes the point that Lebanon from the time
of its independence held regular and largely transparent democratic elections (p. 119).
Khalaf (2002, p.170) points out that from the 1950s onwards, Lebanon experienced
massive increases “in degrees of physical and psychic mobility and high levels of
consumption throughout society” with increases in foreign and domestic mail,
telephones and movie seats per capita, giving Beirut the reputation as the movie capital
of the world with per capita attendance of 5 per year. Lebanon boasted 73000
passenger vehicles by the 1960s, which amounted to 40 cars per 1000 people, and this
compared to an average of between 4 and 6 cars per 1000 in neighbouring Arab states.
Lebanon also had a reputation for being a “nation of journalists”, so that by the early
1950s the nation boasted more than 400 political publications, attracting publishers
from neighbouring regimes who were restricted from publishing the material they
wanted (p. 171). A rate of 400 publications amongst a population who at the outbreak of
war amounted to only about 3.5 million, Khalaf observes, represented one of the
highest newspaper densities in the world (p.172). Many dissidents from neighbouring
states made use of the freedom of the press and flocked to the country in the early
1960s to escape their authoritarian regimes (p. 128).
The argument that the Palestinian guerrilla movement was a source of revolutionary
change ignores both contemporary Lebanese liberalism and centuries of dynamic
indigenous Lebanese civil movements working for the betterment of society as a whole.
It was the Christian community, reputed to be the privileged class, which sought to
achieve change through civil society mechanisms and organised in a constructive
fashion in the post independence era. The effort towards social reform gathered pace in
the 1960s as the Christian community underwent political changes, inspired by a new
generation of Catholic clergy who were influenced by the liberation theology flourishing
in Latin America. One movement which characterised this new agenda was the
“Church for our World” established in 1965 by Maronite priests returning from Europe
where they had acquired university education. The aim was to reform the strict
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conservatism of the Maronite church and to bring the Church closer to the people.
Another organisation was the Mouvement Social founded in 1956 by Bishop Gregoire
Haddad, a Greek Catholic priest. The movement established medical centres and
worked in remote rural areas of the country amongst predominantly Muslim
communities. Another Christian movement was the Lebanese chapter of the global
Jeuness Etudiante Chretienne (JEC) established in the 1930s, which dedicated itself to
the Christian teaching of committing oneself to assisting the poor (el-Khazen 2000,
pp.78-81).

These movements predated the formation

of Palestinian guerrilla

movements and although they were to become staunch supporters of the cause for the
liberation of Palestine, it would be a gross injustice to claim that the Palestinian
guerrillas inspired these social movements. It denies the long historical heritage of
pursuing social reform amongst the Lebanese.
This denial of a uniquely Lebanese dynamism in pursuing social progress and change
is prolific in the scholarship that tries to explain the break down in Lebanese society in
1975. According to the most popular explanation, the breakdown was inevitable
because of Lebanon’s apparent sectarian, social and class rigidities. No due
recognition is paid to the dynamic social advancements achieved in the country,
socially, politicly or economically in the context of the region’s history. El-Khazen (2002,
p11) is most critical of this prevailing literature explaining that:
“Lebanon’s vibrant civil society was given little attention in the prevalent political
and academic discourse of the 1960s and 1970s... (although) authoritarian states,
ideological politics and maximalism- were missing in prewar Lebanon. What pre-war
Lebanon had to offer did not fit well with the norms of that period. Lebanon’s pluralism
and democracy and civil society were in this context signs of weakness for some and
reactionary politics for others”.
Khalaf (2002) too reinforces the fact that the Lebanese post-independence polity
engaged with a progressive political agenda for change. At the time this agenda was
especially informed by a growing intelligentsia whose concerns reached far beyond the
confines of pan-Arab, pan-lslamic and pre-Ottomanl thinking, which had both
dominated and limited the terrain of debates on societal organization throughout the
Middle East and amongst the Muslim sectors of Lebanese society. The progressives by
contrast embraced instead pluralism and liberalism as guiding principles of society
(pp.173-180).

94

Chapter 3: Patronage and the Dynamic of PLO Entrenchment in Lebanon

However by the late 1960s, this climate of political optimism and hope changed
radically and according to the protest groups at that time, it was precisely Lebanon’s
deviation from the Arab norm that was problematic. Whilst el-Khazen amongst others
posits that Lebanon’s cultural and political climate was its strength, Traboulsi, who was
a spokesperson for the Organisation for Communist Action (OCA) at the start of the
civil war saw Lebanon’s deviation from the Arab norm as a reason for protest. In an
interview published in MERIP, Traboulsi (Salkind & Traboulsi 1977, p.5) then an activist
puts this view most succinctly after the first year of civil war in 1975, claiming:
“One characteristic of the Lebanese regime prior to the war was a very flagrant
contradiction between its economic integration in the Arab world and its political and
cultural isolation from the Arab world. We have struggled to put an end to this. The term
"isolationist" is scientific, denoting those currents, groups and political forces that
believe they can live for the rest of their lives depending economically on the Arab
world while isolating themselves politically and culturally. This isolation has always
meant a policy not of independence but of subjugation to Western imperialists” .
It is ironic that the rigidities and repressions apparent in neighbouring Arab regimes
went unnoticed by these activists. Traboulsi (Salkind & Traboulsi 1977, p.5) goes on to
argue that evidence of Lebanon’s Arab loyalties should be demonstrated in:
“The defence of the Palestinian revolution ... (as) a Lebanese patriotic duty. We
have been struggling for years to have Lebanon play its role, and pay its share in the
Arab liberation movement and its anti-Zionist struggle”
Traboulsi gave this interview at a time when Palestinian guerrilla groups were banned
from the three most powerful Arab states in the region; Egypt, Syria and Iraq. He was
also giving this interview five years after the guerrillas had been decimated in Jordan
after the monarchy instituted military rule and went to war to drive the guerrillas out,
after which they sought sanctuary in Lebanon. Then in Lebanon, the armed presence of
the guerrillas was eventually sanctioned by the Lebanese government through the
Cairo Accords

(1969).

Such a bewildering

array of evidence of Lebanese

accommodation of the Palestinian armed struggle, exposes Traboulsi’s rants as
ideological posturing.
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PLO Patronage and the Takeover of the Established Sunni Patron-Client System

Traboulsi’s views however became characteristic of the Lebanese political landscape
by the early 1970s. They were amplified and reverberated throughout some of the
highest echelons of Lebanese society polarising political debate. In 1968 for instance,
Israel conducted its first raid into Lebanese territory, when Israeli commandos landed at
Beirut airport and bombed 13 Lebanese airplanes, in response to Palestinian guerrillas
conducting raids from Lebanese territory. Demonstrations were held in many Lebanese
cities as a show of support for the Palestinian guerrillas and as a protest against the
government weakness to prevent such attacks, even though as el-Khazen (2000) put it,
all politicians knew that Lebanon did not have the capacity to prevent nor respond to
such an assault. After all, both Syria and Egypt, the two largest military powers in the
region had gone to war with Israel and been defeated and lost substantial territory to
Israeli occupation.

Despite this tacit understanding, a few days after the attack, Prime

Minister Abdallah Yafi submitted his resignation from a newly formed cabinet as a
protest against government inaction, declaring in an incendiary fashion “I am the first
Fida ’I (guerrilla)”, thus crippling the government and adding to the political turmoil
(p. 141). This raises the question of what prompted this drift towards, as el-Khazen
(2000, p.77) terms ideological ”maximalism'?
In a country where parliamentary seats were jealously guarded as the preserve of
certain families and amongst whom competition for leadership of their respective
communal sects was rife, the resignation of Yafi was unfathomable. Were the
Palestinian guerrillas worth it? Although two weeks later a new cabinet was formed
under newly appointed Prime Minister Rashid Karami, by April of 1969, further clashes
between the Lebanese army attempting to prevent Palestinian guerrilla operations
against Israel so as to avoid more Israeli reprisals, led to Karami announcing his
resignation in protest against the army, thus bringing down another government.
Suddenly the upmost priority for these politicians was freedom of action of the guerrilla
movements, rather than the communal welfare of their traditional constituents. Given
the parameters of the patron-client system, it then seems like an act of political suicide
that both Yafi and Karami would resign over a matter that seemed “external” to the
immediate communal interest of their constituency.
In order to understand how unfathomable such resignations were over the Palestinian
guerrilla issue one must refer back to the Lebanese political system. Traditionally
Lebanon’s democracy has functioned upon the basis of a patron-client system most
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eloquently described by Johnson (1986) in Class and Client. The patron-client system
emanated from the level of president downwards and several layers within the clientele
system can be recognized. The president usually distributed the resources of office to
the dozen or so “blocs” that existed in parliament usually led by one particular Za’im or
“notable” (p. 3). However Johnson argues that compared to other political bosses such
as the mafia kings of Naples, the Lebanese notable did not depend heavily on state
patronage or manipulation of the political machine but on the consent of his supporters
who perceived him to be the champion of their communal interests. Rather
generational mercantilist and financial activity undergirded the position of political
power for the notable. The base of the notables in parliament tended to come from
landowning feudal or mercantilist families with the exception of Maronite deputies who
showed a greater extent of professions amongst their class such as lawyers (p.103104). Clientelism pervaded all levels of Lebanese society so that in order to do the most
trivial things Johnson recalls, such as to find employment, to enrol ones children in
school, to gain admittance to hospital or obtain licenses, one needed to find an
intermediary or “wasta”. Clients were thus forced into a situation of becoming
individually beholden to the Za’im and the Za’im in turn, as far as electoral support was
concerned was dependent on keeping his constituents satisfied. Moreover Za’ims did
have rivals too in their respective quarters or regions, usually a traditional rivalry
between families who vied for leadership over one constituency (p.99). Thus the
Zai’m's total focus and energies centred on meting out rewards for loyalty to his
immediate constituency in order to ensure their support during elections, against any
other rival family of Za’ims.
It is rather strange that Lebanese politicians would forgo the interests of their own
constituency and abandon them, by resigning over the issue of Palestinian guerrilla
freedom of action on Lebanese territory. Guerrilla actions were not benign, given that
Israel from December of 1968 adopted a strategy of responding by raiding and
bombing Lebanese targets, thereby rendering the idea of hosting the guerrilla
movement a costly exercise. In addition to these costs, an individual politician who
resigned from government could no longer fulfil the needs of his own constituency and
provide them with the patronage that came from holding office. Both Yafi and Karami
appeared to be sacrificing their ability to represent the needs of their political
constituency by resigning from office, in order to support the guerrilla’s freedom of
action, something incomprehensible in the patron-client structure of Lebanese politics.
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However by the time Yafi had pronounced that he too should be considered a guerrilla,
the patron-client system in Lebanese politics had transformed and the traditional Za’ims
began to lose influence to a new leadership, represented by their traditionally
subservient lieutenants. Traditionally the “street” could be somewhat inaccessible to
the Za’im and in order to know what was going on in the quarters of the towns in which
his constituents lived, the Za’im would nominate a local strongman or “Qabaday” to
surveil his territory. The Qabaday would keep his ear to the ground and report back to
the Za’im on the current state of affairs, as well as to maintain the good reputation of
the Za’im in the hearing of his supporters. Thus a Za’im would then have between 15 to
20 core lieutenants working for him, who had direct access to the street. It was also
through the Qabaday that locals would send their requests for “wasta” or an
intermediary, to the Za’im, for resources or access to services (Johnson 1986, p. 99). In
pre-war Beirut the Qabadays were important clientele members of each community
because they could mobilise clients during electoral events as well as political conflicts
with the influence and strength to bring people out onto the streets in a visual display of
strength (p.3). However by the 1970’s, many Qabadays were able to outgrow this
dependency on their local political bosses becoming Za’ims in their own right, signifying
a transformation in the traditional Lebanese system of political patronage. Johnson
argues that in general by the early 1970s the class of Qabadays had grown out of
control when they started to build links with powerful patrons outside of the clientelist
system, such as the Palestinian organizations (p. 179, p.185).
The most notorious example of this process can be found in the story of the alMourabitoun. Meaning “fighters in a holy war” the Mourabitoun were the largest Sunni
militia in West Beirut who formed under the leadership of the local Qabaday Ibrahim
Qulaylat (Johnson 1986, p.83). Despite the religious overtones to such a title, they
managed to identify themselves at some stage as a Nasserite movement. The way in
which Qulaylat was able to bypass the authority of the local notable was through direct
receipt of funding from foreign states.

Qulaylat was initially reputed as being a

Nasserite agent who was paid a wage by the Egyptian embassy. He was associated
with an Egyptian attempt to assassinate King Sa’ud of Saudi Arabia in 1960 and as a
consequence, spent time in a Riyadh prison for the attempt. He again found himself in
trouble with the law several years later in Beirut accused of having a part to play in the
murder of a pro-Saudi newspaper editor, but due to his high connections with
prominent Sunni parliamentarians, was never charged with the offence (p.84). However
according to Johnson by the start of the civil war, he had managed to disentangle
himself from a reliance on his political bosses as a Qabaday in their employ, to become
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a leader of his militia in his own right, thanks to the direct funding he began to receive
from foreign powers. Although in receipt of funding from the Egyptian and later the
Libyan governments, after Nasser’s passing, Qulaylat began to receive arms and
training from the PLO’s largest faction Fatah, prior to the outbreak of war in Lebanon
(pp. 199-200).
Fatah’s hand in encouraging the proliferation and fragmentation of militia groups was
evident elsewhere. Although al-Mourabitoun was part of the clientele network loyal to
Fatah and reputedly the largest of the militias to emerge by the outbreak of civil war, it
was by no means the only one. Johnson (1986) demonstrates that by the 1970s the
Palestinian gangs attached to the refugee camps had developed smuggling and
protection rackets and increasingly competed for influence with longstanding Lebanese
gangs on the streets of Beirut. The Palestinian gangs were more effective in their
takeover of territory because they had been armed by the guerilla factions and the
Cairo agreement gave them a secure operating base in the refugee camps which had
become autonomous. Then growing clashes and a series of vendettas developed
between Lebanese, predominantly Sunnis but with a minority of Christian and
Palestinian gangs. However the Muslim racketeers avoided conflict by working with the
Palestinian commandos who then progressively took over whole networks of
Qabadays. Thus the Muslim Qabadays like Qulaylat became overtly political, unlike the
traditional racketeers; emerging as rivals to the political notables they had once been
subservient towards (pp. 177-178). This meant that the Lebanese political landscape
soon became dominated by radical Sunni counter-elites dependent on Fatah for
political military and financial support (el-Khazen 2000, p. 155, pp.364-366). However in
addition to the incorporation of pre-existing Sunni gangs, many of the groups which
became supporters of Fatah were minor and recent militias. The PLO/Fatah complex
strategy of arming and funding the proliferation of small neighborhood groups became
known by critics as setting up “shops” or “dakakiri’. Although a successful strategy
because it provided waged employment to young men, such groups were no more
than extortion rackets and thieving gangs who wreaked much misery on the streets of
Beirut (Brynen 1990, p.129). These gangs also provided a public display of support for
the Palestinian cause in Lebanon.
One of the effects of the declining influence of the traditional political notables was the
loss of what had been a long established mechanism to mute political conflict,
especially of the insurrectionary extra-parliamentary type. As Johnson (1986)
demonstrates repeatedly, it was through the Qabadays that the Za’ims were able both
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to ratchet up controversy and mobilize their respective political constituencies in a
bygone era, as well as dampen their anger and send them back to their homes at the
end of the day. However, the newly formed gangs who once would have been loyal to
a local political boss or Za’im were now out of the traditional political leader’s sphere of
influence. The traditional Lebanese politicians found they were powerless to mute
political conflict especially of the types of street demonstrations evident in Lebanon
from 1969 onwards, because the Za’ims could no longer make use of their Qabadays
to mediate the behavior of their local constituents.
Another effect of this transformation of the Lebanese patron-client system, into a
system of Palestinian guerilla dominated clientele also sectarianised the political
differences in the country. Fatah encouraged the gangs they patronized to claim a
revolutionary agenda although in reality they amounted to nothing more than common
street gangs which made poor use of the dominant Marxist and anti-imperialist rhetoric
of the day that prevailed amongst counter movements globally. The proliferation of
small groups no longer beholden to a local boss also meant that the behavior of the
militiamen on the streets could no longer be contained or sanctioned against violent
behavior. Areas under the control of Fatah and their Lebanese allies, known as the
Lebanese Nationalist Movement (LNM) were overrun with such gangs who had set up
checkpoints throughout Beirut at which many “I.D card” killings and disappearances
and other atrocities against religious minorities now became commonplace (Johnson
1986, p.182). Therefore what had ostensibly been a protest against the “apparent”
political conservatism in the country became a protest in defense of a Palestinian
guerilla presence lead by such proxy gangs and increasingly manifested on the streets
of Beirut and other major cities, developing into sectarian war.

The PLO thus

sectarianised what had started as a difference of opinion as to the Palestinian
commandos’ right to wage war from within another state’s sovereign territory.
The direct threat to traditional politicians by the PLO/Fatah meddling in politics, was
also posed through the direct financing of competing candidates in elections. Thus the
PLO/Fatah complex sought to undermine the relationship that political bosses had with
their respective clienteles by incentivizing a transferral of their loyalties to candidates
nominated by Arafat. One of the most notable examples of PLO/Fatah meddling in
Lebanese politics is that of the Sunni politician Ma’ruf Saad of Sidon. Saad, like
Qulalylat and Muqaddam was another Qabaday who had risen to prominence and
transitioned from being a humble police officer to a candidate for the parliamentary
elections being successfully elected to four consecutive terms between 1957 and 1968,
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before losing out to a rival in 1972. He had been mentored by the Prime Minister, the
late Riad al Solh. In addition to being elected as a parliamentarian over four terms,
Saad had also headed the municipal authority of Sidon from 1963 onwards, until it was
dissolved in 1973. His political decline and unsuccessful attempt to get re-elected in
1972 paralleled the increasing influence of the Palestinian guerilla groups over local
Sidon politics (el-Khazen 2000, p.276).
Between 1968 and 1969, Fatah and the Palestinian wing of the Baathist Syrian party
known as al-Sa’iqa, opened local branches in Sidon and began to attract recruits into
their organisations. Saad thus began to experience a decline in support from his
traditional constituency as they flooded to fill the ranks of the Palestinian militia groups.
To stem this flow, Saad established his own Nasserite militia, called Tanzim al-Qiwa alSh’biya fi Sayda (the Movement of People’s Power of Sidon) and by identifying as a
Nasserite was able to gain the financial support of Cairo (el-Khazen 2000, p.276). A
year earlier Saad had been criticized by Palestinian groups for failing to support the
guerrillas in their battles against the Lebanese army. As a result coexistence between
Saad and the Palestinian guerrillas proved to be increasingly impossible so that by
August of 1970 his movement found itself in pitched street battles with the guerrillas,
which saw Saad himself along with several followers detained in the Ayn el- Helweh
refugee camp. This was a terrible humiliation for Saad to suffer within view of his
constituents and it was only after the intercession of Nasser that confrontations ended.
Thus between 1970 and 1975, the year of his death (when he was shot during the
fisherman’s protest of Sidon and then ironically buried in a Palestinian flag), Saad’s
relationship with the guerrillas continued to sour as he accused them of defiant conduct
and criticized their attempt to dominate his city (p. 277).
The final humiliation for Saad came with his failure to get re-elected to his
parliamentary seat, which he lost to a PLO supported candidate. His rival Nazih el-Bizri,
who won by a margin of a few hundred votes, had been funded by the Palestinian
guerilla organisations. In addition to this, some of Sidon’s population was of Palestinian
origin and these voters had been encouraged to support Bizri. After the 1972 elections
the PLO no longer had any need for Saad's support now that Bizri was in parliament.
The PLO had territorial control of the city and a great deal of political influence,
because Bizri was ultimately a much weaker candidate in Parliament now that he owed
his electoral victory to Palestinian backing, rendering him more

amenable to

representing the interests of the guerrillas then Saad would be (el-Khazen 2000,
p.277). Therefore the Fatah/ PLO complex managed to secure extra-parliamentary
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political domination of the Sunni streets of the coastal towns of Lebanon, as well as
have a hand in influencing Lebanese politics from within the formal institution of the
parliament.
For the PLO/Fatah complex, the process of incorporating established clienteles in their
patronage networks as well as creating new ones was not accidental. Rather it was part
of a broader strategy that the PLO/Fatah complex had created to entrench its presence
in Lebanon. It was a concerted strategy adopted by the PLO/Fatah complex, as a
means of deepening its alliances in Lebanon through ta’miq (deepen) to achieve
“political cover” and legitimacy as a Lebanese entity. This included the establishment
of the Lebanese Movement in Support of Fatah (at- Haraka al-Lubnaniyya al-Musanida
H-Fath), that incorporated all the large leftist organisations in Lebanon such as the
Lebanese Communist Party along with the smaller proxy criminal groups established
by Fatah (Sayigh 1997a, p.189; el-Khazen 2000, p.365). Fatah pursued this strategy
whereby it made friendly contacts within every political grouping, to build protective
political coverage and give the impression of Lebanese support for their presence
(Sayigh 1997a, p.189). According to el-Khazen (2000), such local support would allow
Fatah to establish a permanent military presence in Lebanon because it would be
endorsed and campaigned for by local Lebanese leftists groups who came to make up
the membership. Thus according to the head of the Lebanese Communist Party (LCP)
and initial ally of Fatah, George Hawi, Fatah was attempting to create “new realities” on
the ground,

in strengthening support for the Palestinian guerrillas, by creating the

illusion of an indigenous support base (p.143).
As part of this strategy the Palestinian national movement found an ally in the
Lebanese Druze leader Kamal Jumblatt, who aided the formation of the Lebanese
Movement in Support of Fatah. As Minister for the Interior under Helou’s presidency,
Jumblatt had legalized a number of outlawed Marxists and leftist groups in 1971,
including the Communist party, which had been outlawed initially for its support of the
creation of the Israeli state, and the Syrian Social Nationalist Party which had
attempted the assassination of president Chehab in 1961. After their legalisation, such
groups came to form an umbrella organisation under his leadership, known as the
Lebanese National Movement (LNM) who also became stalwart members of the
Lebanese Movement in Support of Fatah. However by establishing the LNM coalition of
leftist groups who would become the core of the Lebanese Movement in Support of
Fatah, the movement could be used to form an extra-parliamentary base of opposition
to the traditional Sunni politicians, often supporting and sometimes leading workers and
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students in their anti-government demonstrations (Johnson 1986, pp. 168-169).
Jumblatt’s attempts to build a Lebanese constituency that supported the PLO was
necessary for giving the Palestinian guerilla movements a “Lebanese” face. However in
return, the PLO’s assistance in arming the opposition militias was equally crucial to
Jumblatt’s initial success because of the degree of disruption armed groups created
when they enforced strikes, shutdowns and road closures (p. 55). The ability to
mobilize extra-parliamentary activity gave Jumblatt and the Palestinian guerilla
movement political influence far beyond what other politicians could muster within their
traditional constituencies and within the formal domain of parliamentary politics.
What Jumblatt was attempting to do with the LNM was to build a countermovement to
the existing clientelist system, thus undermining the clientelist structure of the
traditional Za’ims support base. The sectarian nature of the Lebanese political system
reserved the presidency for a Maronite and the Prime Ministership for a Sunni so that
the Druze leader would never have the opportunity to reach either position. Although
Kamal Jumblatt entered politics by the traditional route of family inheritance, upon the
death of his brother in-law and cousin Hikmat Jumblatt, by 1949 he was attempting to
transcend the narrow constituency he had in the Druze community by establishing the
Progressive Socialist Party (PSP) (Richani 1985, pp. 35-38). The national movement
which his party would eventually head had a varied agenda, but one thing they did
uniformly demand was reform of the electoral system and constitution so as to
deconfessionalise representation in parliament and public offices (Johnson 1986,
p.165). By this means he would be able to grow his own constituency. However under
Lebanon’s system of parochial leadership, Za'ims did not encroach upon one another’s
constituency, an established understanding that was violated by Jumblatt, so that by
1974 the gangs of Sunni Beirut had begun to treat the Druze leader as their
parliamentary representative as he increasingly took on the task of transmitting their
grievances and mediating confessional demands to their traditional Sunni politicians.
This meant that the Shuf politician had violated an established gentleman’s agreement
whereby the local constituents of another Za’im were out of bounds to other politicians
from other regions (pp. 168-169).
It is against this background that both Yafi and Karami offered their resignations. The
existence of so many proxy militias patronised by foreign powers changed the tone of
Lebanese politics, with a ratcheting up of radicalised rhetoric and maximalist positions
adopted by the Sunni leadership paralleling the decline of influence they had over their
respective constituencies. As their traditional supporters began to abandon them and
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join the ranks of these groups, Sunni notables sought to remain politically relevant by
becoming increasingly dependent on approval from the PLO, and expressing their
commitment towards the guerilla movements in public on maximalist terms (el-Khazen
2000, p.365). Karami’s resignation from the premiership in 1969 as a public protest
against the Lebanese army for example can be understood as a response to his
declining influence in the city of Tripoli. Karami, whose constituents were the Sunnis of
Tripoli, lost influence over his clientele to the populist militia armed and trained by
Fatah, the October 24 movement led by the Qabaday Farouk Muqqadam when in 1969
battles raged between the Lebanese army and Palestinian commandos (Johnson 1986,
p.173). Karami refused to form a new cabinet once he became premier after Yafi’s
resignation unless the Lebanese government came to an accommodation with the
Palestinian guerrillas, which would enable the guerrilla’s freedom of action from
Lebanese territory. During the 1969 battles in which the army warred with the
Palestinian guerrillas, Karami made many public pronouncements that positioned him
against the wishes of the Lebanese president, speaker of the house and defense
minister who opposed giving the guerrillas official recognition of the right to have
military bases and conduct military activity from Lebanese territory (el-Khazen 2000,
pp. 150-155). Karami therefore suspended government, throwing the whole country into
turmoil and holding its security to ransom in defense of the right of an armed
Palestinian presence.

Campus Radicalism and the Palestinian Guerrilla Movement

Concurrently with these developments the Palestinian national movement also sought
to give the appearance of a Lebanese support base within the universities by
establishing student led protest groups. Many cadres of Fatah enrolled as students at
the Arab Beirut University, a Nasserite establishment with a large Palestinian
population, to influence student political life (Sayigh 1997a, p.189). However the
American University of Beirut (AUB) was a special target for the PLO in building
support for guerilla action and the radicalism of the campus outshines all other
accounts of protest and activism from the period. Writing about the campus politics of
the AUB,

Betty S. Anderson (2008a, p.390) quotes a Newsweek magazine article

published in October 1970 as referring to the University as “Guerrilla u”(university)
because so much of the student politics was tied to the Palestinian guerrilla movement.
AUB was routinely targeted by scouts from guerilla organisations trying to identify
potential protest leaders (Anderson 2008b, p. 262) and most students had obtained
membership to one or other of them but mainly either the PFLP or Fatah. Students
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would spend most weekends during the summer training in commando camps.
Recruitment of these students routinely took place at the restaurants surrounding the
AUB and in particular Feisal’s restaurant. According to Anderson, whilst the university
administration allowed a great degree of freedom of activity and political debates, it was
the guerrilla scouts that took the greatest advantage of this by engaging students in
political activism (Anderson 2008a, p.390). Targeting university campuses as
recruitment grounds was an established strategy that Arafat had utilized himself as a
student at Cairo University when he was the recruiter for the Muslim Brotherhood
(chapter 2).
The vehemence of such protest groups has often been taken as evidence of an organic
support in Lebanon for the presence of armed Palestinian groups and as support for
Lebanon’s direct engagement in the Arab-lsraeli politics. Yet these groups at the best
of times were fringe groups with minimal numbers, even though they may have been
the most vociferous and media savvy. Despite the fact that some of the protests at AUB
were well attended and this was especially true from 1971 when students had
grievances against the raising of university fees, for the most part Anderson observes,
those activists who were formally members of organized groups remained a minority.
Surveys conducted by students involved in the university newspaper revealed that the
same activist names reappear again and again in the forum speakers and publications
of the campus. At times, this core group of people attracted overwhelming support
during the building occupations of the campus in 1971 as a protest against the 10%
increase in fees (Anderson 2008a, pp. 265-266). Neither was support for the
Palestinian cause universal amongst the student population of Lebanon per se. The
student body at AUB showed the highest allegiance of students to the Palestinian
guerilla cause with 78% of those polled supporting guerilla activity (Anderson 2008b,
p.271). As a private university, the AUB provided access exclusively to the elite strata
of people from outside of Lebanon (Anderson 2008b, p.265). The majority of the
student body was made up of foreign wealthy Arab students from around the region
and had a large Palestinian population, which explains why so much of the protest
involved an Arab political agenda (el-Khazen 2000, p.76). Many of these students
would become politically prominent in the years to come. A case in point was Maher
Masri, a Palestinian student who took up the presidency of AUB’s student council and
was at the forefront of the demonstrations, sit-ins and building occupations that were to
cripple the functioning of the university numerous times in the early 1970s (Anderson
2008a, p.400, p.402). According to Gary C. Gambill (2003), Masri would go on to
become Minister for Economy and Trade in the Palestine Authority (PA). Overall such
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activism attracted more attention than deserved given their fringe status. Even
Traboulsi (cited in Salkind & Traboulsi 1977, p.6) admits as much to the MERIP
reporter in his 1976 interview, when he claims that “correctness of our political line
accounts for our influence on the masses and within the front, disproportional to our
numerical situation”.
But the effect of this type of politicisation had negative repercussions for the country as
a whole because every minor dispute which arose between activists and local
authorities became enlarged and somehow intertwined with the issue of supporting the
Palestinian guerrillas adding to the ideological maximalism that marred parliamentary
politics. Anderson’s analysis of university student protests throughout the early 1970s
demonstrates this. Although both Anderson and el-Khazen make the point that there
was nothing particularly surprising about the level of student protests in the late 1960s,
because this was a phenomenon that was being experienced world wide, what was
nonetheless notable about the student activism of the AUB was the degree to which the
Palestine cause came to represent all their grievances with social and political norms of
the day and diverse issues came to be judged by adherence to the Palestinian cause
for national liberation. el-Khazen observes that even Traboulsi (cited in el-Khazen
2004, p.75) admitted to the fact that Palestine as a cause came to contaminate every
issue that students had taken grievance with when he observed that as a young activist
himself he found that 'bll occasions were suitable for demonstrations and sit-ins. ... at
times we did not know what we were demonstrating for”.

The Politics of Fragmentation and Incorporation

The proliferation of Palestinian patronized groups however had more serious
consequences during the war in Lebanon than the effect of ideological polarisation as
the process was accompanied by a concurrent rise in violence. By 1978, the
Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP) appeared to be one of the few
groups willing to speak openly and criticize Fatah’s tactic of funding the proliferation of
so many pro-Palestinian groups throughout Lebanese society. The DFLP itself formerly
constituted the left faction of the PFLP, one of Fatah’s main rival guerilla groups and
was financially supported by Fatah to split off from the PFLP in 1968 (Sayigh 1997a,
p.302). By 1978, the chaos and brutality of the Lebanese war caused it to condemn the
PLO, because of the strategy to fragment the LNM by including so many groups that it
amounted to an attempt to control the LNM “from within” by funding the proliferation of
groups loyal to Arafat because of the patronage he provided (p. 433). This level of
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proliferation and fragmentation of militias also contributed to the protracted nature of
the conflict, as it became increasingly difficult to negotiate political consensus on
ceasefires and peace agreements amongst so many groups as the “civil” war
progressed. The PLO could escalate the conflict at will through its patronage of the
many emerging militia groups, which made it more difficult to negotiate a peaceful
resolution during periods of conflict. In his interview in MERIP, Lebanese Communist
Party (LCO) leader George Hawi (cited in Hawi & Paul 1983, p.21) admitted that during
periods of conflict when reconciliation was sought by the different Lebanese parties, the
Palestinian forces opposed to reconciliation could impose their demands on
negotiations through animating such groups who were apparently Lebanese.
Despite the fact that Hawi speaks in what is highly vague terms, a cross reference with
the material in Sayigh’s (1997a) publication reveals the detail. The PLO/Fatah complex’
top leadership such as Arafat, Wazir and Hasan consistently sought to object to all
settlements negotiated to the Lebanese war between the so-called “left” and so-called
“right”. In 1976 at the start of the Syrian occupation, the Syrians attempted a
negotiation of the demands of the LNM with the government. The result was a
“Constitutional Document” adjusting the 5:4 Christians to Muslim ratio of parliamentary
seats to an equal 5:5. The document was then published by president Franjiyeh on the
14th of February. Fatah however had spent the previous year financially incentivizing
certain Lebanese army commanders to cede from the army and create a force to
oppose the Lebanese government. On the 21st of January 1976, the Arab Army of
Lebanon (AAL) was declared after Arafat’s right hand man Khalil al Wazir had covertly
assisted a Sunni officer Ahmad al-Khatib, in its formation throughout the previous year.
When it appeared that the Lebanese would come to an agreement, with the approval of
the Syrians who now had entered the country, Fatah ordered the AAL to escalate their
revolt against the Lebanese government (p.379). Arafat then had the temerity to
publicly reject out-right the proposed constitutional document that promised to bring an
end to hostilities which existed apparently between the Lebanese, before embarking
upon a campaign with the AAL to seize control of more army barracks in Baalbek,
Tripoli and Sidon. In March 1976, Fatah then persuaded the Beirut district military
commander Aziz al- Ahdab of the Lebanese army to announce a coup against the
government, thus further undermining the agreement reached on the Constitutional
Document (pp.377- 380).

It was rumored that the operation to secure Ahdab’s

compliance cost the PLO USD 25 million alone (p.778, note 41). The PLO at this time
also organized for extra Palestine Liberation Army (PLA) units to be shipped into
Lebanon from Egypt just as Wazir and Khatib continued to expand their overtake of
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army posts throughout the country. However when the AAL leader Ahmad al-Khatib
repented his actions and renounced his alliance with the Palestinians a year later and
declared he would put his troops under the command of Lebanon’s president Sarkis,
Fatah sought to counter this by conniving with the Islamist groups and clerical notables
of Tripoli to form a broader so-called “national” anti-government alliance. But it was an
obvious tactic to again sectarianise the conflict as such a proposal alienated the leftist
organisations (p.404).
Hawi (cited in Hawi & Paul 1983, p. 20) was critical of the PLO/Fatah attempts to recruit
Islamist organisations into the LNM opposition because it appeared as if the reform
minded left, which was attempting to achieve a secular political and social order in the
country, was now dominated by an Islamist agenda, thanks to Fatah’s maneuvering in
Tripoli to apparently “broaden” the alliance by Islamizing the opposition.

Arafat’s visit

to Tripoli to convince the Islamist groups of the city to become part of the PLO/Fatah
led opposition again resulted in an escalation of war when peace seemed achievable
and there was at that time a measure of consensus amongst the established political
leaders of the country on reforms.
The only group willing to re-examine their behavior at the start of the war was the LCP.
MERIP published an abridged translated interview which they copied from a party
newspaper, where Hawi in vague terms admitted to such wrongs and his criticisms,
though several years late in coming, are enlightening nonetheless. He criticized the left
for its inability to keep the Lebanese conflict an internal one, in their demand that the
Lebanese people take on the responsibility of maintaining the Palestine struggle. This
meant the left appeared as if they were more interested in being identified as an (Arab
and Islamic) “diaspora” within Lebanon with loyalties that lay with other Arab states and
regimes, rather than a nationalist force which was a title eventually more successfully
taken by the Phalangist21, according to Hawi. This was an incredibly radical admission
to make, for the LCP had been one of the largest parties in the LNM (Hawi & Paul
1983, p. 20).

21 Les Phalanges Libanais or Kata’ib, are a Maronite nationalist party founded after the communal riots of
1936, which were sparked by the signing of the Franco-Lebanese Treaty (Johnson 1986, p. 25). The
Kata’ib have historically appealed to the urbanized Maronite population in Beirut that was lower class and
whose ranks began to swell in the early 1950s and who were breaking away from the traditional political
ties to their villages (Cobban 1985 87).
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According to Khalaf (2002, p. 18) the problem of poor scholarship dealing with the
Lebanese civil war and the Palestinian factor is its lack of robust methodical
documentation of the Palestinians’ contribution to the destabilisation of Lebanese
society. We know from Johnson’s (1986) previous work, that the Lebanese political
system, based as it was on patron client networks headed by the traditional
parliamentary political bosses, had its own mechanism for

maintaining stability.

Ultimately what existed in Lebanon was a type of elite-group consensus to maintain the
status quo which kept them in leadership positions. Like Johnson, Khalaf (2002, p. 18)
too points to evidence that Palestinian militarism undermined the consensus basis of
the Lebanese system of political representation and also led to an escalation of
brutality in the war.

The Militarisation of the Refugee Community and PLO/Fatah Neopatrimonialism

Many scholars have claimed that the period prior to the PLO’s arrival in Lebanon, was a
period of political passivity. I have argued in previous chapters that this was not the
case. Rather the political activity of the Palestine refugee was mis-spent on fighting the
cause for pan-Arab movements rather than directing their effort towards more
nationalist aspirations. The mythology that positions the PLO as a revolutionary force,
therefore implies that the pre-PLO/Fatah era was one of relative political passivity. But
aside from refugee participation in radical pan-Arab movements such as the ANM,
there was an active civilian body of Palestinian organisations which advocated for the
rights of the Palestine refugee. However Arafat used the same strategy of distributing
patronage amongst the Palestinian refugee camps, as was done amongst the
Lebanese militias, as a tactic to dominate the varied Palestinian guerilla groups. This
had dire consequence on the communal lives of the Palestinian refugees, the first of
which was to militarize refugee camp society and raise the level of violence within the
camps to an unprecedented degree. Just as the civil society space in Lebanese politics
was

undermined

by

patronizing

the

proliferation

of extra-parliamentary

and

insurrectionary groups, the PLO’s patronage of the militarisation of Palestinian refugee
institutions diminished the possibility of strengthening civilian activist movements.
The financial and military assistance that Fatah received throughout the 1960s and
1970s made it the unequivocally most powerful armed presence in Lebanon, perhaps
up until the entry of 25,000 Syrian troops into Lebanon in 1975 to enforce a ceasefire at
the start of what would become a 15 year civil war. The financial flows which
undergirded this strength were also directed at constructing a so-called “civilian”
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apparatus for Fatah, although this was manned by military personnel. By 1980 salaried
Fatah personnel (not including other groups in the PLO) amounted to 10,000. Fatah
combat units provided an additional 15,000 and this did not include the 25,000 other
militiamen also on the payroll assisted by 1,200 personnel providing logistical support.
This compares to a civilian population of PLO institutional employees in medical and
educational institutions of just 7,000 according to a 1981 survey (Sayigh 1997a, p.459).
Thus the PLO in effect had ceased being the civilian institution it had been prior to the
takeover by Fatah.
Social institutions which Arafat used to incorporate the refugee community into his
cleintelist network included the Palestine Red Crescent Society (PRCS) and the
Society for the Care of the Families of Martyrs. The PRCS was established firstly in
1965 as a Fatah medical facility but then was reorganized in 1968 as the PRCS. Its first
clinic in Lebanon was established in 1969. After the events of Black September in
Jordan in 1970, its headquarters were relocated to Beirut, where it opened its first clinic
in the eastern suburb of Hazmiyya in 1971 (Brynen 1990, p.218). Eventually the PRCS
established 13 major hospitals, 11 in Lebanon, and one each in Syria and Egypt
(Rubenburg 1983, p.62). The implication of this was that they were built in anticipation
of having a population of war wounded, since most of these clinics were built in 1975,
the official start date of the so-called Lebanese “civil” war (Brynen 1990, p. 140). There
is some mythology that surrounds the Palestinian institutions in Lebanon as many
scholars represent them as welfare services which provided free medical assistance to
all the poor including the Lebanese (Peteet 2005, p. 135). However Brynen (1990,
p.218) makes clear that only allied political Lebanese militias could avail their members
of these services. As we have seen in this chapter, incentivizing the formation of allied
Lebanese militias was part of the strategy of Fatah to entrench itself in Lebanon and
this extended to Arafat’s ongoing patronage of such groups. Thus these PRCS services
were only made available to eleven Lebanese allied organisations often at the nominal
fee that some Palestinians were charged, as the Palestinians themselves were not all
entitled to a free service. Brynen does not explain why but it appears as if there was a
hierarchy of fees to be paid, from the level of obtaining a free service to having to pay
for it but from Sayigh’s description of Fatah’s method of patronage, it is evident that
civilians would not have been entitled to the services provided to militants and their
families as Arafat attempted to recruit people to his guerilla movement by availing such
services to those who joined.
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Another example cited by Sayigh (1997a, p.225) of Arafat’s attempt to incorporate rival
political groups and diminish dissent to Fatah’s dominance of the PLO was the Society
for the Care of the Families of Martyrs and Prisoners, otherwise known as SAMED.
Fatah had originally established what was known as the Palestine Mujahidin and
Martyrs Fund, designed to financially recompense families of martyred, disabled or
captured Fatah guerrillas. It was first set up in September in 1964 but later was
transformed into a PLO institution which by 1968 became known as SAMED. The fund
was providing pensions and social assistance to over 20,000 families by 1980. But this
was a reflection of Arafat’s extension of his patronage network to incorporate families
allied to guerilla groups which were Fatah’s competitors. Because the Martyrs fund only
provided financial assistance to those either dying of combat or natural causes, so long
as it was during their active membership of the PLO groups were given a permanent
stipend, forcing family members belonging to competing groups to seek a
reclassification of their

dead as PLO combatants (p.460). Today in the camps of

Lebanon a significant portion of families who have sons or fathers who were guerrillas
are still in receipt of such PLO stipends.
These developments made a massive difference to the economic wellbeing of the
people of the camps, providing them with jobs, but simultaneously it also destroyed the
pre-existing civilian activist bureaucracy that had been built on utilsing people’s
competence rather than on nepotism as increasingly was the case under Fatah’s
domination. It also militarized Palestinian communal life in the country. Unfortunately
this aspect of the PLO/Fatah history tends to be ignored in the scholarship that
proliferates on the Palestine national movement. However an example can be made of
the women’s union movement. Palestinian women certainly did not await the arrival of
the PLO to Beirut to enable their entry into the political arena. A telling example of the
rich civilian life which existed prior to the takeover of the PLO/Fatah complex of refugee
life can be seen in the General Union of Palestine Women (GUPW). The union survived
the catastrophe of 1948 to become one of the most public representatives of the plight
of the Palestine refugee in the immediate period of exile. However two decades after
the exodus from Palestine, the union ceased to function as an autonomous women’s
movement because of the structure of the so-called “revolution” as it took shape in
Lebanon.
The GUPW, had its roots in the Palestine Women’s Union (PWU) formed in July 1921
in Jerusalem in the offices of the Arab Women’s Union after a call was issued for a
meeting to members from all over the Middle East. It had been a difficult year in
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Palestine during which inter-communal violence had intensified, prompting the women
of the country to get themselves organized and a proliferation of women’s groups
emerged alongside the union (Peteet 1991, p.44, p.63). According to Peteet, upon exile
most of these groups fragmented and ceased to exist, with only a handful of
organisations consisting of middle class members continuing to operate throughout the
1950s. By that time, the refugee population in Lebanon was being aided by NGOs such
as the Lebanese Women’s Union and the Red Cross. These two organisations would
later be joined by the women of the PWU who regrouped in Lebanon and began to
work to obtain food and medical aid for the refugees (pp.61-62). Along with other
Palestinian women’s organisations in Lebanon, the union experienced increasing
international exposure as members travelled abroad to represent the plight of the
Palestinian refugees (pp.61-62).
Yet rather than growing as an autonomous and independent woman’s movement, two
decades after the union would be made subservient to the PLO/Fatah complex.
Throughout the 50s and 60s charitable organisations of Palestinian women continued
to function in Lebanon with a membership of women from the upper classes of
Palestinian society who provided services to the refugee population. But by the 1960s
they were eclipsed by the PLO affiliated political factions. The general union of
Palestine women was formed in 1965 after women originally belonging to the PWU had
met in Jerusalem. However by the early 70s, what had been a middle class institution
at its core had been taken over by a more militant younger generation of women of
peasant origin, who continued to dominate its leadership for the decades to come.
These women had come to dominate the union according to Peteet under direction
from their male factional bosses. The effect of this was to eventually transform the
union into a Fatah dominated department whose president was removed and financial
assets, which had remained out of reach of Fatah cadres up until 1982 secured in a
Beirut bank, were eventually confiscated and its operations and charitable institutions
were also appropriated by Fatah as their own (Peteet 1991, pp.63-64). Thus what had
been an autonomous women’s movement was made subservient to the male
dominated guerilla organisation, which at that stage was nothing more than a proxy
force funded by foreign states rather than an organic movement expressing communal
aspirations or revolutionary credentials. Peteet (1991, p.60) admits as much when she
states that despite the growth of these popular organisations, their memberships were
dominated by men, with the implication that the avenue for women’s involvement “may
have narrowed during the period of PLO domination in Lebanon. The story of this most
eminent Palestinian women’s organisation, is instructive for what it reveals about the

112

Chapter 3: Patronage and the Dynamic of PLO Entrenchment in Lebanon

general decline in Palestinian civilian life in Lebanon with the entrenchment of the
PLO/Fatah complex and the militarisation of the Lebanese camps and casts doubt on
accounts of the promise for revolutionary progress that has been attributed to the PLO.
When the PLO/Fatah complex entrenched itself amongst the refugee community,
guerilla groups proliferated becoming the main avenues through which the refugees
became politically mobilized. Arafat was able to extend his control by using funds to
employ the now militant refugees in the formation of departments and services run by
Fatah cadres, parallel to those civilian bureaucracies that already existed in the PLO,
thus eventually weakening them. If the PLO had a long established civilian information
department, then Fatah also sought to establish one (Sayigh 1997a, p. 456). Arafat
would staff PLO departments with Fatah cadres directly beholden to him whilst
alternatively converting PLO institutions into Fatah ones (p.225, pp. 238-239). The
tendency to put most rank and file members of Fatah on the payroll was known as
tafrigh (to place on the payroll) (p.459). Arafat progressively extended his patronage to
various groups and duplicate departments within the PLO bureaucracy, removing
internal challenges to his authority and centralizing in the process all military and
civilian decisions and appointments in his hands (p.457).
The duplication between PLO and Fatah departments not only augmented Arafat’s
power but were also incentivized because these offered officials the opportunity for
rent-seeking and allowed further extraction of patronage (Sayigh 1997a, p.457). The
logic behind this was that the larger the number of followers an official could attract
then the greater share of the budgetary resources that official could obtain of the PLO
funds (p.459). A basic salary for a Fatah cadre stood at $200 a month in the mid 1980s.
In addition the members were entitled to a marriage allowance and a cost of living
allowance, social security and an annual grant for airfare for those personnel whose
families resided in other states. Thus although the basic wage was less than that paid
to the lowest salaried personnel in the Lebanese bureaucracy, it was along with these
other benefits sufficient to make patronage a widespread practice in which the central
committee members sought to construct client patron networks.

In addition, cadres

were entitled to specialized medical treatment, rental assistance for housing and per
diems for travel. This was extended when ties with the Soviet countries were
consolidated to include recreation leave for senior officials at communist party
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facilities22. Thus the extension of the neo-patrimonial system was buttressed by the
fringe benefit available to Fatah and PLO personnel (p.457).
The extension of patronage through duplication and fragmentation of Palestinian
institutions also functioned to create obsequiousness amongst cadres to gain access to
the financial spoils pouring into the PLO. Military intelligence for example was
expanded which absorbed hundreds of Fatah members and then put them into the
refugee camps although once there and on the payroll, they performed few duties.
However they did manage to secure for Arafat the loyalty and control over the area of
the “Fakhani Republic” near which lay the Sabra-Shatila camps (Sayigh 1997a, p.456).
It seems therefore that Arafat too exercised a degree of political repression against his
own people. It also meant that cronyism flourished in the PLO’s environment as
personnel from various departments would take the initiative to report to him in secret
on actions of their colleagues or superiors anticipating some rewards from him whilst
augmenting his control through this knowledge. Such displays of subservience to Arafat
were thus rewarded at the expense of professional competence (p.458).
All of these tendencies diminished the democratic potential and civilian nature of the
PLO and revealed the flimsy basis upon which the mythology of the Palestinian
guerrillas represented revolutionary potential in Lebanon, facts most lamented by the
former PLO spokesperson, the late Shafiq al-Hout (Soueid et. al. 2009) in an a
reprinted interview he gave in 2004. al-Hout (p.50) observes that the PLO leadership
prior to the 1968 militarisation, had prided itself on financial transparency, exemplified
by the national fund managed by a fund council. With the guerrilla takeover of the PLO
in 1968 the institution became less democratic as Arafat eventually dismantled the
council and established complete control over PLO and Fatah finances. There emerged
a tacit understanding throughout the PLO and Fatah complex that Arafat was
indispensable for the continuation of each organisation and there was no alternative
channel for getting things done (p.47). Not one person amongst his immediate
subordinates were prepared to voice their grievances in regards to such a system,
being “satisfied with building personal fiefdoms aimed at preserving their “portion” of
power, which could be maintained thanks to the budgets allocated by Arafat” (p.49).

22 Palestinian officials from Shatila today still enjoy regular trips to Russia, although in my interviews they
were not forthcoming under what arrangements such trips are made
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Violence, Self-enrichment and Adherence to the National Movement

However the direst consequence of building a “state in exile” based on practices of
patronage was the lack of stability and security for both Lebanese and Palestinian
society. For the Lebanese, the militarisation of the refugee population gave way to
many reports of criminal activities. The immediate effect of lifting police restrictions on
the camps after the 1969 signing of the Cairo Accords, led to arrogant displays by
Palestinian guerrillas of military hardware in civilian areas (Sayigh1997a, p.194).
Numerous guerrilla groups were also implicated in various armed robberies. The head
of al-Sa’iqa, even before the war started, was looting homes of their Persian carpets
which eventually wound up with other looted goods being sold in the black markets of
Beirut (Brynen 1990, p.137). Sayigh (1997a, p. 194, p.313) in passing mentions that
refugee camp residents themselves took to forcefully soliciting funds in Lebanese
neighbourhoods. Guerrillas expanded their areas of control beyond the official camp
boundaries and designated areas of activity as specified in the Accords as they
patrolled access points throughout Beirut even stopping Lebanese officials for their
identity cards (Brynen 1990, p.146). Brynen (1990, p.137) too, briefly states that by
gaining de facto control over large areas of the country, Palestinian guerrillas were able
to extract various forms of “tribute”. This manifested in “conspicuous” displays of wealth
whilst civilians increasingly through the years faced economic hardships and threats to
personal security. Should there have been any objections voiced by their victims, the
Palestinian guerrillas took to arresting and imprisoning Lebanese and foreigners alike
in their makeshift jails on the pretence of imagined threats to the Palestinian
“revolution” (Brynen 1990, p.137). Such brutal behavior alienated the general Lebanese
populace, attracting criticism in1977 of their traditional Druze ally and Lebanese
parliamentarian Kamal Jumblatt, when he publicly claimed that he had never seen 'h
less discreet, less cautious revolution” (Brynen 1990, p. 146).
This behaviour particularly aggrieved the Shiites of south Lebanon who could not
access their homelands without having to pass through Palestinian guerrilla
checkpoints (Sayigh 1994, p.169). Some fantastical claims have been made by certain
scholars that the Palestinians and Shiites constituted “natural allies” because of their
low status within the Lebanese social and political milieu, an alliance that apparently
unravelled with the influence of the Iranian revolution and the PLO’s exodus from Beirut
which forced the Shiites to adopt a more sectarian agenda that championed their
specific religious identity (Peteet 2005, p.153). However such simplistic assertions
ignore the long-standing grievances expressed by the Shiites from as early as 1971,
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when they began to demonstrate against the Palestinian population who had taken to
parading themselves in their villages whilst carrying heavy weaponry, committing theft,
forcefully “requisitioning” property from villagers for use by the “revolution” and indecent
behavior towards the girls of the village. At various times, such acts became more
serious and included rape crimes and extortion, making a mockery of the guerilla’s
revolutionary sloganeering (Sayigh 1997a, p.179).

For Palestinians, increased violence marked the society of the camps as the Cairo
Accords came into effect. The camps were divided into separate quarters to
accommodate the competing factions within the PLO as each attempted to assert their
authority over territory. Arms, which were once rarities became commonplace as
camps were used to store large caches of weaponry. However arms were more often
than not used by faction’s against each other to settle disputes, rather than to liberate
Palestine (Sayigh 1994, pp.92-95). Outside of the camps, factional rivalry spilled out
onto the streets as they attempted to assert control over various black-market activities
(Brynen 1990, p.137).
If such criminal activity was bought to the attention of the PLO’s leadership, then justice
was meted out on an ad-hoc basis, if militants were bought to account at all (Brynen
1990, p.139). Brynen asserts that these “excesses”, can be explained by reference to
Fatah leader Salah Khalaf, also head of PLO intelligence, who reasoned that such
crimes were a result of more minor factions within the PLO acting without regard to the
instructions of the PLO leadership, because they foremost took instructions from the
Arab regimes which funded them (Brynen 1990, p.137).
However, the frauds and rackets that wreaked havoc on Lebanese society were due in
no small part to corruption at the highest levels in the PLO leadership, rather than
instruction from some foreign state. A small anecdote to illustrate how far up the levels
of leadership such corruption existed was illustrated to me with an anecdote told by one
Shatila resident Fawwaz (2009, pers.comm. 13 April), a retired PFLP guerilla, recalling
an incident during Lebanon’s “civil” war said:
“I remember this friend and me one day wanting to take some time off from
fighting, so we drove down to Hamra (suburb in west Beirut), to this restaurant, called
the Music Lounge. We walked in pulled up some chairs and put down our Kalashnikovs
beside us on the table. These beautiful women, these waitresses came up to our table
and they started to flirt with us and asked us what we wanted to order. They asked us
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where we were from too. When we said Shatila, they looked shocked and they left the
table. So we called the manager over and asked him what was wrong? What’s the
problem? He said ‘take a look around, I have 12 tables, 10 of them are full, you see,
look! But I only make money on these two, do you understand?” I understood alright
because the men on the other tables were all senior men in the PLO, I can name them
for you now, so I said to this poor guy, “look, take down everything they order and give
me the bills for each table”. He did this, he gave them to me. So me and my friend, we
ate and when we finished our meal we went over to these other tables where all our
PLO comrades sat and we talked to them, we kind of joked around but told them in a
nice way that they should be ashamed of what they were doing to this poor man and on
that day, he got payment from each table for the food they ordered. But then the
manager refused to take money from me and my friend”.
Violence characterized the public sphere increasingly with the growth of the Palestinian
guerilla movement as arms were turned against the general public for the purpose of
self-enrichment. The effect of building a national liberation movement in Lebanon did
not amount to a war strategy for liberation so much as it was directed at protecting
criminal activity.

It is almost as if the way in which the refugee community was

encouraged to relate to the Palestinian national movement was through the
opportunities that their respective factions offered for self-enrichment, rather than
“revolution”.

Conclusion

There is an entrenched mythology that dominates the scholarship on the PLO in
Lebanon, which positions this organisation as a positive revolutionary force in a
politically arcane society. However many of the associated tropes within this mythology
have been disproved by seminal work that reveals Lebanese society was far from the
oppressive social structure ripe for revolution. In fact, Hanf, el-Khazen and Khalaf all
demonstrate that in a comparative context, Lebanon’s standard of living, politically
liberal environment and vibrant civil society were unmatched in the region. It was
precisely its openness as a society that allowed for the entrenchment in the country of
proxy forces such as the Palestinian guerrillas, funded by foreign states.
The increasing influence of the PLO/Fatah complex particularly radicalized the political
landscape and diminished the possibility for dynamic and indigenous social change
emanating from the Lebanese public. Once the PLO had arrived in Lebanon, the
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organisation proved adept at outcompeting the traditional political leadership in
patterns of patronage, thus diminishing the appeal of traditional communal leaders
within their electorates. The effect of this was also to radicalize and sectarianise
Lebanese politics. The PLO represented new source of patronage and thus robbed the
traditional political leadership by essentially buying the loyalty of the predominantly
“Sunni street”, creating panic amongst the Sunni politicians of the country and
increasingly causing them to radicalise their own political rhetoric and agenda to
maintain what little influence they had over their traditional constituencies.
The predominant discourse in the scholarship positions the Palestinian guerrillas as a
progressive “revolution” attempting to survive the idiosyncratic parochialism of
Lebanese communal politics, and attempting to resist being pulled into the fray of
competing sectarian groups. Such tropes were repeated again and again in PLO media
events, whilst hiding all the time the assistance that the PLO had given to convening,
training and arming a proliferation of so-called revolutionary groups, which had no
substantial revolutionary credentials

and who went on to commit atrocities against

other religious groups in the country. Therefore much of the revolutionary mythology
hid a more pragmatic political agenda held by the PLO leadership; to establish political
power over the Lebanese state and to conduct a war by other means within the
Lebanese arena against Israel.
The ability of Fatah to mobilize patronage also ultimately led to a militarisation of the
PLO from a civilian to a military structure as well as consequently the militarisation of
camp life and Palestinian identity in the camps. But the militarisation was not aimed at
going to fight an actual war of liberation against Israel, either through conventional
warfare or guerrilla tactics, since the two largest military powers Egypt and Syria had
failed twice to do this. Nonetheless such failures did not stop the rapid militarisation of
the PLO in Lebanon. The upper class echelon of Palestinian society was diminished in
its capacity to represent the refugee community due to the ascendency of the guerilla
factions and of Fatah in particular, which offered social mobility through the guerrilla
ranks for the lower classes. Such a displacement was also achieved by the extensive
use of patronage by Arafat himself to diminish opposition to his control. It is false to
explain this process as an organic renaissance of Palestinian identity; it was very much
an exogenous process funded by foreign states.
The credentials of the PLO as being “progressive” is challenged by the cronyism and
corruption that characterized the guerrilla movement, from the lowly paid combatant
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that demanded financial donations from Lebanese villagers and businesses and
requisitioned property in the name of “the revolution”, to the highest echelons of
Chairman Arafat’s office which incentivized incompetence because it financially
rewarded sycophancy towards Arafat and the Fatah leadership. The Legacy of this
corruption still hangs over the social and political structure of the Lebanese camps
today, as we will see in the following chapters.
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PART 2

THE CAMP

Chapter 4. Vested Interests, Camp Autonomy and Factionalism:
External and Internal Threats to Security

In 1982 the PLO was forced into exile from Beirut in the midst of Lebanon’s civil war,
sparking a change in the governance structures of the camps. Although the authority of
the PLO over the Palestinian refugees was always in dispute by Fatah’s rival factions,
the exodus of the PLO gave way to more fragmentation, competition and enmity as
guerrilla groups vied for control of the camps. What has made this dynamic a
dangerous one has been the retention of arms by the Palestinian guerrilla factions, the
existence of which is intimately tied to the tacit assumption that the camps retain
political autonomy in the post-war period. However rather than being used in a war of
liberation against Israel, as the Palestinian factions insist (Karam 2006, p. 67), the
factions have used their arms against one another in the Palestinian refugee camps,
making the camps dangerous and insecure places. The problems which arise from
factional rivalry and camp autonomy were particularly reinforced in the minds of many
refugees in May 2007 when the Lebanese army pursued an al-Qaeda affiliated terrorist
group, known as Fatah al-lslam into the

camp of Nahr el-Barid where the group

entrenched itself with the support of one of the local factions in the camp. The
Palestinian refugees themselves recognise that this is an undesirable dynamic which
must be overcome if they are to achieve an improvement in the security and stability of
refugee camps for residents.
In 2007, in reaction to the events at Nahr el- Barid, a new security arrangement was
created to coordinate responses to security threats that might affect the Beirut camps
by various Palestinian factions. However the regime has made little difference to the
degree of instability which arises from within camp society, a destabilising factor which
outweighs the danger of foreign interference. In the post-Nahr el-Barid war era,
refugees still believe that they live in highly unstable security situations which persist
because of the extreme political fragmentation that characterises camp governance.
However much of this conflict is based on personal interest rather than political issues,
which therefore are harder differences to police. This personalisation of politics is a
legacy of the Fatah dominated PLO from the pre-1982 exile period.
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The Enemy Within

The Lebanese civil war (1975-1991) saw a weakening of the PLO in Lebanon, whilst it
also resulted in an entrenchment of the Palestinian guerrilla movements under Syrian
protection and a further weakening of the Lebanese state under Syrian occupation.
What happened in Lebanon in the immediate postwar period was the Syrian
consolidation of what became known as “Pax Syriana”. All Lebanese were exhausted
by war and desired an end to militia rule to the point that they accepted that the only
alternative to the Taif Accord brokered by Saudi Arabia was endless fighting. Linder
American urging, all accepted the Taif with the exception of the head of what remained
of Lebanon’s army, General Michel Aoun. The reason for his rejection was that it
predictably entrenched Syrian occupation, nominating Syria as a caretaker power
which also made it now immune to outside sanction (given its condemnation of Iraq’s
invasion of Kuwait). Over the duration Syria was able to neutralize the assistance that
the array of internal forces received from outside supporters. Syria gained the upper
hand after inter-Christian fighting had exhausted the Maronites, the one obstacle that
had long prevented Syria’s consolidation of power, and now extended its control over
the country incrementally, often doing so by approaching each individual group and
coming to an agreement to move in its own forces into their territory (Hinnebusch 1998,
pp.149-150).
However even the amnesty and disarmament processes were applied selectively, and
in contravention of the Taif Accords. Firstly the amnesty laws were not extended to the
Christian men who had fought in the war. The Syrians proceeded to persecute the
remaining Christian leaders in the country who were either exiled, imprisoned,
sentenced to death in absentia and their parties dissolved or banned at the hands of
the Syrian secret service (Knudsen 2005b, p.6). The many Christian men who were not
to benefit from the amnesty provisions fled the country (p. 12). Disarmament too was
selectively applied because the Syrian military now in almost complete control, allowed
Hezbollah, the Lebanese Islamist Shiite militia and the Palestinian groups to retain their
arms (p. 15).
Aside from the Taif Accord’s conditions that non-state actors disarm, the right of the
Palestinians in Lebanon to

bear arms should have ended with the Lebanese

government’s abrogation of the Cairo Accords in 1987 in the midst of civil war. The
camps today still retain their autonomous status, not only because they have for some
time been run under Syrian stewardship (Knudsen 2009, p.60), but also because
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Palestinians themselves invoke the ongoing relevance of the Cairo Accords and insist
that the camps constitute a separate sovereign space whilst rejecting this abrogation.
According to Fatah official and deputy of the Palestine Armed Struggle Command
(PASC) (Kiffah ai Mussaleh), Muzzamil, who was transferred to Shatila camp from the
Beqaa valley in 2009 by the PASC, the Cairo agreement still operates so far as the
PLO is concerned and the PASC and other factional organisations continue to function
on the basis that they are entitled to the exercise of this autonomy in the camps. As a
consequence of these two dynamics, Palestinians have continued to bear arms in the
camps as well as in a few training grounds and bases which some of the political
factions retain in rural areas, and from which they occasionally fire rockets into Israel
(Nurturing Instability

2009, p.i), in contravention of Lebanese Israeli border

agreements.
However the result of this autonomy has been overwhelmingly most negative for the
residents of the Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon, where extreme political
fragmentation has lead to disorder and chaos due to the contestation for community
leadership that typifies the relationship between various competing Palestinian political
factions. The arms that the factions retain therefore have for the most part been turned
against each other. Thus the striking feature in all camps is the “fratricidal” behavior of
all secular and Islamist groups, who often find themselves in pitched street battles in
the narrow alleyways of the camps with fatal consequences (Knudsen 2005a, p.19).
Such clashes have only fuelled the abhorrence most Lebanese feel towards the camps,
as news of Palestinian in-fighting constantly feature in media reports.
The degree of enmity was exemplified on March 23rd 2009 in the assassination of
Kamal Medhat, a Fatah official who was the deputy to PLO Lebanon representative
Abbas Zaki. A roadside bomb was exploded as Medhat’s convoy left the Mieh wa Mieh
camp, located outside of Sidon, killing him and three of the guards in his convoy.
However rather than prompting an examination of the factional dynamics that marrs
refugee camp life, many Palestinians turned outwards to accuse their enemies. This
was exemplified by Fatah official Edward Kattoura’s statement to the media, that Israel
was behind such a “highly professional execution” (Palestinians Mourn Slain PLO
Leader 2009).
I heard the same sentiments expressed amongst some people of Shatila, whose
residents went into three days of mourning given that many of the officials were closely
associated with the dead. As the place of burial would be near Shatila in a Palestinian
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cemetery, the local men went to work preparing the ground. A funeral procession took
place on the 25th of March, along the main road, up from Shatila, starting from Imam Ali
Mosque on Soleiman Boustani road, down to the cemetery, with Lebanese Police
assisting various Palestinian factions in the marshalling of the procession. When I
returned to the Engineers’ Union office in Shatila after the funeral, in the company of
Jad-Allah, one of the engineers, we found Rashid there. He had missed the funeral
because he had decided to stay back and open the office. I had jokingly scolded him
asking why he did not pay his respects by going to the funeral. He shuddered in
response saying,
“Not interested”
“you are obligated!” I teased
“Why? So I can hear talk about how it is all an Israeli conspiracy, please!, I bet you it’s
all internal factional infighting”.
Jad-Allah objected to this,
“It is an Israeli conspiracy!” he insisted.
“Go jump man” Rashid cried.
Although the identity of the assassins of Medhat and his aides remain a mystery, it is
likely that it was another example of the factional infighting that occurs in the camps of
Lebanon. In the same news reports announcing the assassination, it was also revealed
that both Abbas Zaki and Kamal Medhat were visiting Mieh wa Mieh on that day to pay
their respects to two families who had lost their relatives, from the Fatah faction, in a
shoot-out in the camp (Palestinians Mourn Slain PLO Leader 2009). Although the
identity of Medhat’s assassin as yet remains a mystery, it is likely that his death was an
outcome of factional competition to gain influence over the camps. At the time of his
death, the main preoccupation of Medhat’s work involved an attempt to bridge the
political divide between Fatah and Hamas in the Lebanese camps .

Factionalism and the lack of Institutions

Division amongst the Palestinian factions is not a recent phenomenon. From the
beginning of the takeover by Fatah of the PLO, other guerrilla groups have objected to
Arafat’s domination. However in recent years the fragmentation in nationalist forces
garnered pace with many abandoning the movement. And with it intra-communal
violence has grown. Fatah’s attempt to subdue objections to its dominance diminished
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as soon as it was exiled from Lebanon, proving that its use of patronage provided a
weak means by which to encourage adherence to the movement.
Even at the very start of the guerrilla takeover of the PLO, when Arafat assumed the
position of Chairman in 1968,

competing guerrilla groups objected to a Fatah-

dominated PLO and vied for dominance of the organisation. One of the most trenchant
competitors to Fatah’s dominance has consistently been the PFLP-GC. This originated
from the Palestine Liberation Front (PLF), formed in 1959 by Ahmad Jibril, a
Palestinian who had been a former soldier with the Syrian army, with the support of the
Syrian military and intelligence services. When Fatah had planted the satchel of
explosives in a canal of the Israeli water carrier in 1965 and recruits began to flood into
the ranks of Fatah, the ANM fearing a loss of members to Fatah approached Jibril with
a proposal of a merger with the PLF (Sayigh 1997a, p.165). At the eve of the Battle of
Karameh, the conjoined organization found itself in turmoil, because it was Jibril’s
decision to abandon the base, as a serious Israeli onslaught was in the making and it
was evident the guerrillas would face massive losses. However this decision led to
conflict within the movement, causing Jibril to announce he was ceding away from the
ANM, renaming his faction the PFLP-General Command (pp.228-229). Although the
PFLP-GC had allied itself with the PLO initially, by 1973 with funding from Iraq and
Libya it crystallized into a formal opposition, rejecting what it deemed the
“capitulationist” acceptance by the PLO of a Palestinian homeland limited to the West
Bank and Gaza (p.339). Since then it has been the most prominent group to maintain a
consistent opposition to the PLO’s leadership of the cause for national liberation.
Today the major division in factional politics amongst the refugees in Lebanon can
broadly be understood to lie upon the axis of the pro-Syrian anti-PLO grouping versus
the factions that fall under the PLO umbrella, such as Fatah, the PFLP and Democratic
Front. The PFLP-GC is allied to many other rejectionist anti-PLO factions in Lebanon,
which by the time of the 1993 Oslo Accords, had regrouped into the Tahaluf al- Qiwa
al-Filastiniyya or Alliance of Palestinian Forces (Nurturing Instability 2009, p.1). The
PFLP-GC however represents one of the most popular anti-PLO groups within the
Tahaluf in terms of the adherents it claims in the camps of Lebanon. Throughout the
years this front has transformed, with an array of different factions joining its ranks,
which are mostly supported by the Syrian regime, including the Fatah al-lntifada and alSa’iqa. Hamas is also becoming a prominent presence in the camps (Ironically it was
Israel that aided the establishment of Hamas in Lebanon when they expelled 4
members from Gaza in 1999, who were followed by a further 400 deportee activists.
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Expulsions of Palestinians into Lebanon have been routine throughout the decades)
(Chehab 2007, p.67, p. 115, p.129). Although Hamas too rejects the authority of the
Fatah dominated PLO, it remains somewhat independent from coordinating with the
pro-Syrian factions in the Tahaluf.
However the fragmentation in PLO forces seriously gathered pace with the expulsion of
the PLO from Lebanon in 1982, precipitating a rebellion in Fatah’s ranks and leading to
a split with the formation of Fatah al-lntifada. According to Brynen (1990, p. 183), in
1982 the PLO withdrew some high ranking officials but not the PLO in its entirety,
despite the fact that the leadership had made such promises to the Lebanese
government and the international community.

Thus certain PLO offices did remain as

did the PLO guerrillas in places like Tripoli, Sidon and the Shuf mountains. By May of
1984, a high level official of Fatah stationed in Syria, Colonel Sa’id Musa Muragha,
otherwise known as “Abou Musa”, called on all Beqaa units of Fatah to disregard any
orders emanating from the “Arafatist” leadership.

He then seized supply depots

belonging to Fatah in the Beqaa plains of Lebanon and Damascus. By June, the Beqaa
became the site of fighting between the mutineers and loyalist units. The mutineers had
long harboured grievances with the PLO leadership, ranging from criticisms of having
abandoned the goals of “armed struggle”, to grievances about the entrenched
corruption which bred the incompetence that characterized the Palestinian movement
(p.184). Thus Fatah al-lntifada emerged as an anti-Arafatist faction with Abou Musa at
its helm, although it was widely understood the split had been engineered by the
Syrians (p.185).
I observed that Fatah al-lntifada had numerous followers but its foot soldiers tend to be
young men. It is one of the most heavily armed factions in Shatila camp and the
doorway to its office is often crowded by armed sentries carrying a colourful array of
weaponry. Its young men parade with Kalashnikovs, their scrawny figures weighed
down with reams of bullet belts and vests filled with mini rocket missiles of the type that
go into a Rocket Propelled Grenade (RPG) launcher which is sometimes on show in
the camp of Shatila and its members are often implicated in the shootings that erupt on
occasion in the camp. Because many of its lowly members are adolescents, the
organisation has a reputation for being nothing more than a street gang. However the
fact that it is one of the better armed groups in the camp also makes it appear as if it
functions like the police force of the Tahaluf alliance, and is often called upon to show
force and violence when disputes between the factions in the camp arises.
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Syrian sponsorship of the campaign to weaken Fatah has been robustly covered in the
literature, which explains the roots of the conflict in terms of Syrian foreign policy
towards Israel. President Assad’s attempts to regain the occupied Golan Heights had
stalemated as Israel proved unwilling to participate in any negotiation after the 1973
war, during which Syria failed to recapture the territory. Assad thus sought a strategy of
encouraging “low” intensity warfare in the Lebanon arena by encouraging the
proliferation of non-state armed groups. Syria also sought to prevent the advancement
of bilateral peace deals between Israel and individual Levant states, because they
isolated Syria and did not accommodate negotiations on its outstanding territorial
grievances. Similarly Syria objected to the PLO’s acceptance of a peace deal that left
Syrian concerns aside. The PLO on the other hand did not wish to tie its fortunes to
Syria and sought to free itself from such constraints by establishing itself as the prime
broker of peace and war in Lebanon (Hinnebusch 1998, pp.139-140). In this way the
PLO too hoped that Israel would be pressured into accepting it as a partner in peace
negotiations over the occupied territories. Additionally, what has often been forgotten is
that whilst war raged in Lebanon, in Syria too a secret war was unfolding between 1976
and 1982, between the Assad government and the powerful Muslim Brotherhood which
attempted to topple the regime. Arafat had facilitated the escape of Muslim
Brotherhood members from Syria into Lebanon giving them sanctuary amongst the
Islamist groups in Tripoli, and had been a primary patron dispensing both military and
financial aid to Muslim Brotherhood members with the intention of assisting these
groups in their war against the Assad regime (Rougier 2007, p.9). Syria therefore
embarked upon a war against the PLO and specifically against Fatah motivated by a
basic consideration for the stability of its own regime.
However putting aside the fact of the Syrian war against the Arafatist leadership of the
PLO, the organisation’s inability to remain coherent has much to do with Fatah’s
organisational dynamic. Nationalist organisations might have broken the hold that
mandate-period traditional elites had on politics, by allowing non-elites into the ranks of
leadership, offering upward mobility through their “own personal strategies” for political
involvement, as Brynen puts it (1995, p.36), which more often involved becoming a
guerrilla. However the incorporation of people into a Fatah /PLO dominated national
movement was fundamentally secured by patronage (p. 37). Fatah and the Fatahdominated PLO therefore were weak institutions in terms of the loyalty they were able
to retain amongst members in periods of upheaval. As soon as the PLO leadership
were exiled, and with it a great deal of the funding which was used through patronage
to cement loyalty diminished, so too was the loyalty of Fatah members weakened.
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The practice of patronage was a method used by the Palestinian leadership to contain
the tendency towards fragmentation

in the oft-referred-to “national

liberation

movement”. Arafat understood that the small forces which appeared occasionally as
another guerrilla group were being manipulated by other Arab states. Indeed Arafat
himself was guilty for incentivizing the emergence of proxy political forces that
represented Fatah’s interests, the Democratic Front being just one example amongst
myriad of other Lebanese groups whose formation was funded by Fatah. Thus to
prevent the weakening of the authority of Fatah over the PLO and prevent the
emergence of a leadership at the fore of the liberation movement which challenged his
own, Arafat adopted a strategy of spreading his authority over the guerrilla groups
through the use of patronage. As refugees were incorporated into the PLO/Fatah
complex as waged employees, they would have felt beholden to Arafat as a result of
their employment opportunities (Sayigh 1997a, p.225, pp.238-239). Moreover, although
there is an illusion that the PLO was made up of a diversity of guerrilla organisations
such that would imply democratic participation and decision-making within the PLO
(Rubenberg 1983 pp.56-57), this was not the case according to long time PLO
representative for Lebanon, the late Shafiq al-Hout (Soueid et. al. 2009). Even though
the PLO, although largely dominated by Fatah, also incorporated other guerrilla
organisations, ultimately these organisations remained subservient to Arafat. They
limited their criticism of Arafat so that by the end of each month “they would be coming
to him... to collect their budgets” (p.50). Arafat’s fear of losing his hold over the national
liberation movement was resolved by a distinctive rejection of democratic institutions in
favour of patronage.
Sayigh (1997b, p24) quoting a Fatah official, stated that the organisation particularly
avoided the creation of proper institutions, in the apparent belief that “It was a
movement, not a party”, and movement meant "continuous action, free of rigid
organization, because it is the movement of a people not a movement of a [political
group]". However the default effect of this was to reinforce the autocratic behaviour of
its leaders. The system has also been described as “neo- patrimonialism”, because
unlike traditional patrimonialism, it involves an overlaying of the informal structures of
patronage with the ephemera of state institutions but which are persistently over-ridden
by personal politics (Brynen 1995, p.25).
The lack of sustained and robust loyalty that such a system of incorporation yields is
evident in the schism which rent Fatah asunder. Thus once the proximity between
Fatah and its members was broken by the PLO’s exile from Beirut and its relocation to
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Tunisia in 1982, many of its members abandoned the movement. This was a
consequence that Shafiq al Hout alluded to in his interview in 2004.

In the Beirut

camps such as Shatila where the Tahaluf alliance dominated, pro-Syrian factional
officials were not strangers to the camps, as most of them were former members of the
PLO allied guerrilla groups who abandoned Arafat after 1982. For example, in Shatila,
the most prominent official of the anti-PLO Tahaluf factions is a member of the PFLPGC. Kaseem (2008,18 December) started as a Fatah guerrilla in 1970 in Nahr el-Barid
before he was transferred to Shatila by the leadership. Kaseem’s position with Fatah
was significant given that he had been one of the convenors of the SAMED in Lebanon
(Haj Ridwan 2009, 15 January), a PLO organization that provided pensions and social
assistance to Palestinian refugees, usually those allied to the Fatah faction (Sayigh
1997a, p.460). Kaseem’s brother Haj Ridwan too started as a Fatah guerrilla in Nahr elBarid camp and moved to Shatila in 1974 under instruction also from the faction. His
last stance as a Fatah guerrilla was taken in 1982 when he fought the Christian militia
attack in the Sabra area. However unlike his brother, Haj Ridwan in the post PLO
period allied himself to Hamas, becoming at one point their local delegate to Shatila.
Haj Ridwan (2009, pers.comm. 15 January) claimed that if one examined who Hamas
members and their supporters were, one would find they were all ex-Fatah men who
abandoned Fatah because, Haj Ridwan explained, the party had “lost its jihadi
objective to liberate Palestine”.

The Changing Structure of Camp Governance

By the late 1980s the security and governance structures of the camps had been
significantly reconfigured by those events which saw many Fatah members removed to
remote locations and politically marginalized in the camps of Lebanon. Besides the
exodus of the PLO leaders and the war within Fatah, the camps were attacked between
1985 and 1987 by the Lebanese Shiite Militia Amal in the “war of the camps”, which
attempted to rid the country of the entrenched remaining “Arafatists” with Syrian
sponsorship.
In order to understand Shiite motivations to rid Lebanon of the Arafat led guerrilla
movements, one must go back in time to understand the interactions the community
had with the Palestinian guerrillas. In addition to the theft and forced requisitioning of
property and assault of their women by guerrillas (Sayigh 1997a, p. 179), the Shiites
had long suffered the humiliation of having to pass through guerrilla checkpoints in
order to get access to their homelands in the Jabal Amil region which since 1969 had
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been occupied by the Palestinians (Sayigh 1994, p.169). In the immediate aftermath of
the 1982 exodus of the PLO from Beirut, the Shiites became alarmed at the PLO
leadership’s attempts to negotiate an official return to the country with the Lebanese
government (Sayigh 1994, p.211). Fearing such an eventuality, Amal with the backing
of Syria, embarked upon a war on the camps in 1985 to disrupt such a possibility, as
remaining PLO forces were in the process of reasserting their control over West Beirut
with the assistance of the usual Sunni allies. By March 1987 as Amal was threatened
with defeat at the hands of a re-invigorated PLO, Syria entered West Beirut with a
mammoth force, driving out the remaining PLO guerrillas (Hinnebusch 1998, pp.146147). The Lebanese army, under instruction from the Syrian military deployed to the
south also in February 1991 to wind back militia control of Lebanese territory, including
driving back Fatah forces into the southern camps around Sidon of Ain el-Helweh and
Mieh wa Mieh (Winslow 1996, pp.275- 276).
These events largely explain why Fatah’s power has since been restricted to the
southern camps where they have faced substantial challenge from Islamist groups in
the competition for authority. In the south, Arafatists found refuge in Ain el-Helweh,
because it is located 24 miles from the “red line” of the Israeli security zone, which also
meant that this camp lay beyond practicable surveillance by Syrian military bases and
as such, a proliferation of groups flourished within including jihadi-Salafi terrorist
organizations (Rougier 2007, p. 16, p.18). However further south in the camp of
Rashidieh in the region of Tyre for example, which lies out of reach of Syrian control
and closer to the once occupied Israeli occupation zone (pre 2000), ironically Fatah
dominates the camp. With the influx of Arafatists and despite the fact that other factions
exist, Fatah is the governing faction that carries most weapons. However this camp is
the one camp whose access points are encircled by the Lebanese military because of
the concentration of Fatah personnel (p.18). The camps of northern Lebanon, Nahr elBarid and Bedawi located on the outskirt of Tripoli were not circled by any military
brigades like those around Sidon and their inhabitants were allowed to enjoy “almost
total freedom” compared to those in the southern camps. The northern camps were
able to build without legal restriction or surveillance, expanding the space of camp
habitation well beyond camp boundaries because they were ruled by the Tahaluf
alliance in a relatively uncontested manner (p. 16).
The Beirut camps such as Shatila, like those in the north had for some time been under
the uncontested authority of the Tahaluf alliance of pro-Syrian factions. They were also
closely monitored by the Syrian military up until 2005 although they did not suffer the
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degree of military encirclement and confinement evident around the camp of Rashidieh.
Abdul-Nur (2009, 19 February), the ex-Fatah guerrilla who was injured during the War
on the Camps, and eventually had to have an arm amputated, described how this
system worked. After he returned from Bulgaria, where the PLO had sent him for
medical treatment, he found the camp blockaded by the Syrian military. In 1987 the
military had arrived with their security men, and created limited and defined corridors
into the camp. There was a major entrance set up, in an area which till this day is still
referred to as the Hijaz (checkpoint) where a security office was manned by Syrian
military officials, who controlled who went into the camp and who left. And many
people, those deemed to be Arafatists, where taken away at this checkpoint, a situation
which lasted until 1989 after which the security was relaxed. Beside the Syrian
checkpoint, inside the camp perimeter, the pro-Syria factions had also set up their own
checkpoints at which they too interrogated the people coming in and out of the camp
(Abou Tawfiq 2008, pers.comm. 21 November).
However rather than maintaining a blockade of the camps of Beirut, the pro-Syrian
faction’s authority was solidified through controlling the behaviour of the camp’s
population and through sponsoring the spying and reporting on suspected Arafat
loyalists to the Syrian intelligence. As Abou Marid, the retired Fatah guerrilla explained,
Shatila was the camp closest to the “Fakhani Republic”, the administrative centre of the
PLO in Beirut, so was subject to extreme surveillance for fear of a Fatah resurgence.
Ayman, (2009, 22 April) who lived on the edge of the camp and was nowadays
employed as an engineer with one of the Hezbollah affiliated construction companies
describes how the pro-Syrian factions monitored the interaction of people within the
camp. Ayman had the idea to create a league of Beirut engineers in the aftermath of
the Lebanese w a r , as the professional associations under the PLO union structure had
ceased to exist with the exodus of the top PLO leaders in 1982. On one occasion
Ayman ran into the head of al-Sa’iqa faction, while on a visit to friends who were
squatters in the Gaza building, formerly known as the PLO’s Gaza hospital located
several hundred meters from Shatila camp. The al-Sa’iqa official had heard about the
league and began making accusations against Ayman, of being an “Arafatist”. This was
a dangerous accusation given that it might cause the Syrian intelligence to detain such
a person. Ayman took offence at this having never had an association with Fatah. His
faction was the PFLP, through which he had obtained a scholarship to go to Cuba in
the mid 1980s and obtain his engineering degree. The al-Sa’iqa representative warned
Ayman that he would not allow the convening of the conference for the league in
Shatila. The pro-Syrian factions would usually not allow outsiders or delegations to
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enter the camp unless they had been informed and had also given their permission, a
process which still existed up until recent years.
However, the balance of power in the Beirut camps between the Tahaluf factions and
the PLO shifted considerably after the Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon, prompted by
international outrage at the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri. This
allowed the PLO to return to Lebanon and specifically to the Beirut camps in an open
fashion. In 2000, PLO officials returned to Beirut after the death of Syrian president
Hafiz al-Assad, but were not permitted to open official offices. The secretary general of
Fatah, Sultan Abou Aynan, who was entrenched in Rashidieh camp, had been acting
meanwhile as the secretary general for the PLO in Lebanon (Nurturing Instability 2009,
p.21-22). The distribution of salaries and pensions to PLO personnel was his
responsibility. However his reputation was marred by accusations of corruption and
misappropriation (Ramadan 2009, p. 88). Thus in 2005 Abbas Zaki was dispatched
from the West Bank by the PA President Mahmoud Abbas to restore order amongst the
mutineering and corrupt local leaders in Lebanon. By the end of 2008 Zaki had become
the PLO’s official representative, ending Aynan’s authority and recognized as such by
the Lebanese government (Nurturing Instability 2009, p.21-22). Then when the
Lebanese government established formal diplomatic relations with the PA, they
transformed the PLO office into an embassy. Since the establishment of the PA in
1996, the PLO’s traditional role of being the “sole legitimate representative” of all
Palestinians regardless of where they reside, has been somewhat undermined and
today the PLO retains only symbolic relevance (p. 20). Hamas’ electoral victories in
Gaza and the increasing challenge they pose to PLO leadership, has also impacted the
issue of who could properly represent the Palestinians in Lebanon (Knudsen 2009, p.
67).
Nonetheless the presence of the PLO had an impact on the governance structure in
many camps in Lebanon, and especially those in Beirut such as Shatila. The Tahaluf
factions began to face open contest to their authority as the PLO established its own
set of committees and involved itself in communal affairs on the assumption that they
were the legitimate representatives of the Palestinian camp residents. During the time
of the Tahaluf’s uncontested rule, two families had sought to manage two of the local
water-wells privately as a business. They maintained the wells and extended water
through pipes to people’s houses but also extracted a monthly fee for this service.
They sought permission from the Tahaluf to do this, which was granted under some
kind of “contract”. However with the return of the PLO to the camps with the Syrian
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withdrawal in 2005, these families ended their agreement with the Tahaluf and sought
to renegotiate permission to run the wells from the PLO by visiting the office of Abbas
Zaki. Exactly what the terms of the contracts were was not made clear to me. Taysir
(2008, 18 November), a PFLP-GC official and the local liaison officer who liaises
between the Hezbollah dominated Ghobiery municipal authority and the camp of
Shatila, did accuse the well-owners of attempting to ingratiate themselves with Zaki by
providing him with gifts. How true this is cannot be known but it implies that the
personalisation of politics was still the modus operandi amongst the PLO officials. It is
also evident that with the visible and armed presence of the PLO, that such a service
could be protected by the PLO from interference by the Tahaluf factions.
This change in the balance of factional power also bought with it a certain degree of
chaos and uncertainty which did not exist under Syrian occupation. Not all residents of
the camp therefore shared a dislike for the Syrian presence and many had ambivalent
feelings about the period of Syrian control. There were those who were critical of the
Syrian presence because of the degree of moral decline which occurred. Hamdan
(2009, 3 March), a sociologist and UNRWA employee and once Fatah supporter,
pointed to the rife prostitution and drugs trade which proliferated in the surrounding
slum of Sabra. According to Hamdan, the trade was carried out by Syrian workers. Dr
Hallim (2009, 3 March), a PFLP educated surgeon with the Palestine Red Crescent
Society (PRCS), and former resident of Shatila, reported that the trade was protected
by the Syrian secret service. However Hamdan (2009, 3 March) said that the Syrians,
whose interest lay in the Sabra slum, did not involve themselves greatly in the internal
politicking in the camp because they generally “did not like the social climate” that
existed amongst the Palestinian refugees, so that the Syrian military represented a
lesser threat to the refugees than factional infighting posed. Similarly Dr Hallim (2009,
pers.comm. 3 March) claimed that it was the people in the Tahaluf that were the
problem and not the Syrian military, saying “the Syrians don’t come to you and openly
threaten you but the Tahaluf spy on camp members and report on them to the Syrians”.
Those such as Haj Ridwan felt that some order existed in the camp at the time as
opposed to the situation that exists today when the Tahaluf factions compete with the
PLO to manage the camp. According to Haj Ridwan (2009, 15 January) during the
presence of the Syrians in the area, the situation was better because the Syrians could
put a stop to any chaos as they had the means of enforcing their decisions. The
example that Haj Ridwan gives relates to Shatila’s electricity supply. When Haj Ridwan
had visited the Syrian intelligence unit at Burj al Barajneh and complained to them that
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the Tahaluf had prevented him from bringing the Lebanese Electricity Company (EDL)
into the camp to rehabilitate sections of the grid, he was given permission to sort out
the grid with the assurance that none of the Tahaluf factions would touch him. Since
that time, the situations in the camps have stalemated because there is no cooperation
between the factions to work on local issues.
Taysir (2008, pers.comm. 24 October) the PFLP-GC official expressed similar
sentiments:
“The collective soul has regressed ... whilst there are some individuals that
behave with integrity, overall there is no shared vision amongst the factions to take the
camps forward and solve problems. Each faction has its own programs but no one of
these is coordinated resulting in internal chaos”.

The Battle over Nahr el-Barid and the Danger of Factionalism

Factional infighting was to a certain degree the reason for why a war which saw the
partial destruction of Nahr el-Barid camp in May 2007. The Palestinian refugee camps
of Lebanon, somewhat forgotten in the preceding post-war decades under Syrian
occupation, recaptured the world’s attention

when the Lebanese army and an al-

Qaeda associated Islamist militia clashed in the camp of Nahr el-Barid, on the outskirts
of the northern city of Tripoli. The ensuing battle lasted for just over 40 days and
resulted in the death of 168 Lebanese soldiers, 226 militants and approx 50 civilians.
For the Lebanese, the event reinforced the reputation of the Palestinian camps as
being “security islands”. For the refugees who came to Shatila, they were adamant in
their beliefs that it was factionalism that led to the destruction of their camp, despite the
prolific condemnation that existed in the media against the Lebanese government’s
actions.
The beginnings of Fatah al-lslam is much disputed and whilst some have claimed their
formation to have been a recent phenomena, there is sufficient evidence that indicates
that the group had been initiated some decades before with the assistance of Arafat’s
Fatah. The testimony of an aide to the former Jerusalem Mufti who went on to become
a Fatah intelligence man, as well the testimony of Saleh Khalef, PLO security chief and
former member of the Muslim Brotherhood, confirms this. The Mufti Husseini requested
from Arafat that a more avowedly Islamic force be developed alongside the apparently
secular Fatah and in early 1969 Arafat and Wazir established the guerrilla group known
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as Fatah al-lslam, providing them with funding, training as well as their own base in
Jordan. Many of its members were former Muslim Brotherhood members (Sayigh
1997a, p. 226). According to Rougier, the camp known as “Shayk’s camp” had been
co-established by the Muslim Brotherhood and Fatah because the different religious
men from various Arab states interested in becoming jihadists were known for their
opposition to joining secularist PLO factions (Rougier 2007, p. 72) (Keeping in mind
also that the Brotherhood had been dismantled in Egypt, so that its members would
have been searching for alternative means by which to mobilise). When other members
of the central committee of Fatah discovered the camp, they objected and forced Khalaf
to order they be closed down. However rather than dismiss the men who had been
trained, they were permitted by some of the sympathetic Fatah leaders to remain by
joining the main Fatah group, forming their own unit within the organization and were
assisted to establish four of their own armed guerrilla bases in Jordan. At the start of
1970 this group was found to have been part of an Islamist plot to overthrow the
monarchy in Jordan forcing Fatah’s hand again to dismiss them so as to alleviate
scrutiny over its main guerrilla leadership (Sayigh 1997, p.226).
The leader of Fatah al-lslam who emerged in 2006 in Lebanon was Shaker al-Absi, a
Palestinian born in the West Bank, who joined Arafat’s Fatah movement when he was
18 in Jordan during the time the Islamist camp was being run. With the upheavals in
Jordan between the government and Palestinian guerrillas in 1970, Absi fled to Tunisia
and then onto Libya where he trained as an air force pilot. He then went on to further
his pilot training in several east European countries, as it was routine for the Soviet
Union to make such offers to the PLO and other Palestinian guerrillas. In the 1980s he
surfaced in the midst of the Lebanese war.

In 2002 he was sentenced to death in

absentia by a Jordanian court for his role in the murder of an American aid worker and
implicated in other terrorist attacks in the Hashemite Kingdom (Saab & Ranstorp 2001,
p.842). He was unable to evade imprisonment however when he fled to Syria (Haddad
2010, p. 552).
According to Haddad (2010, pp.548) when Fatah al-lslam appeared in Lebanon in
2006, it was most associated with crimes of “robberies, bombings and assassinations”.
This was not the first Wahabi group to appear in Lebanon, as there is currently
proliferation of small Salafi-Jihadi groups which are rumoured to be funded by Saudi
Arabia as well as Sunni Lebanese elements. But Fatah al-lslam attracted notoriety
when it committed several robberies, in April, October and November of 2006 and in
February, April and May of 2007 (Haddad 2010, pp.548-549). Meanwhile Shaker al-
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Absi also re-emerged as a key figure in the organisation. In 2005 the Syrian authorities
released him suddenly from prison. It was claimed by one of the group’s leaders that
Absi’s release was deliberately designed in order to encourage the formation of an
Islamic resistance group to US troops in Iraq. Syrian authorities feared that if the US
was able to conclude the war in Iraq soon they would then turn their attention to regime
change in Syria.

However in 2005, when the Syrian authorities proceeded to expel Absi and other
Islamists in his network of associates from Syria, they arrived in Lebanon, where they
took over the Fatah al-lntifada and PFLP-GC bases in the Beqaa valley of Lebanon.
There Absi re-acquainted himself with ex-convicts with whom he had served prison
time including the Fatah al-lntifada second in command in Lebanon, Khaled al-Emleh.
The gathering was reinforced with tens of multi-nationals who had either fought in Iraq
or had been convicted criminals and who now infiltrated through the Syrian border to
Lebanon to undergo training at a 45 day camp. Many more men subsequently also
came to join the group from other Arab counties or from Europe (later several men from
Sydney were identified as having links to the group) (Chulov 2007). They were then
disbursed to the various refugee camps in the country, eventually finding their way into
Nahr el-Barid where they took over the Fatah al-lntifada compounds there (Haddad
2010, pp.552-554). The group undertook military training in the remote hinterland of
Tripoli. The military committee of the group also accumulated an arsenal by smuggling
weaponry and explosives into the camp, including small range missiles (p. 557).
On May 19 2007, Fatah al-lslam was to commit its sixth and last robbery, anticipating
that the government response would be limited as it had been previously (Haddad
2010, p.556). The last robbery was committed against the Banque de la Mediterranee
in the hill town of Amyoun. The next morning the Lebanese Internal Security Force
(ISF) moved in on some apartments in Tripoli where the thieving gang had bunkered
down, but they encountered stiff resistance and called in the Lebanese army.
Meanwhile those members based in Nahr el-Barid camp over ran four Lebanese army
posts near the camp, killing several soldiers in their sleep by slitting their throats and
taking others hostage whom they later tortured and beheaded. The ISF had failed
initially to alert the army posts in the vicinity of the camp of what had transpired in
Tripoli, thus failing to allow them time to prepare for such an attack (Quilty 2007, p.1).
Although Fatah al-lslam was clearly a foreign sponsored organisation, not a unique
thing in Lebanon, there is some evidence that a section of the refugee community in
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Nahr el-Barid welcomed the organisation. Prior to the escalation between the Lebanese
authorities and the militants, members of Fatah al-lslam had been living in Nahr elBarid, many with their own families and according to Hanafi and Long (2010, p. 18), a
portion of camp residents had responded positively to the presence of the Islamists
because they believed they bought “Islamist governance” and prevented the violence
which typically erupted in the camp from reoccurring for a time. Thus Nahr el-Barid
refugees accepted Fatah al-lslam in their midst for the first several months because the
group promoted proper Islamic behaviour and because according to one of their
respondents, creating a religiously conservative environment prevented crime. The
local imams were especially welcoming.
However the Palestinian factions in the camp were also divided on the issue of Fatah al
Islam’s presence. This was a recurrent theme in the interviews which I conducted with
refugees who had fled the Nahr el-Barid war and were living in Shatila camp during the
time I was conducting field research between mid 2008 to mid 2009. Abdul-Ghani is a
Fatah guerrilla who was born and lived in Nahr el-Barid and who along with Taymullah,
one of his closest friends who also resided in Nahr el-Barid, were some of the last men
to leave the camp whilst it was bombarded and fighting raged between the Fatah allslam terrorists and the Lebanese army. Of the 75 families that flooded into Shatila, 33
remain whilst the rest have either returned to Nahr el-Barid to rent homes in the section
of camp not affected by the war or have rented elsewhere in Beirut. Both Abdul-Ghani
and Taymullah are the (UNRWA and PLO) recognized representatives of Nahr el-Barid
refugees of Shatila. Both left the camp on the 40th day of the 45 day war. Abdul-Ghani
(2009, 5 March) said he remained in the camp for this duration because he hoped that
his party Fatah, would be able to sort out the issue.
Mahmoud is another member of the representative committee for Nahr el-Barid
Refugees in Shatila. He too was born in Nahr el-Barid, eventually marrying and raising
his own family in the camp. He was a sweet maker having learnt his trade in the
famous Christian family Doueihy factory. He worked there for twelve years and was
promoted to managing a team of several trainees, most of them Christians. The irony of
the story is that supposedly under Lebanese laws, such positions are not meant to be
attainable by Palestinians. Mahmoud (2009, 10 March) recalled that the refugee camps
like Nahr el-Barid never had army checkpoints located in the vicinity of the camps. The
checkpoints that did exist were some distance off and manned by Syrian soldiers until
they left in 2005. After the Syrian exodus however things remained as normal and
people’s entry and flow through the camp was unhindered. If trouble arose in the camp,
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the local security committee manned by members of the pro-Syrian faction, would
communicate with the Lebanese authorities to facilitate its resolution. Mahmoud
described the situation as relatively stable. He recalls however one day that the camp
was flooded with pamphlets announcing the presence of a new political group, Fatah
al-lslam. Mahmoud would go on morning walks for exercise through the camp. On one
such morning however he was stopped by a stranger and interrogated as to where he
came from and where he intended to go. This experience would portend growing efforts
to extend physical control over the camp. The Fatah al-lslam militants set up
checkpoints at every street corner manned with armed men.
Abdul-Ghani (2009, 10 March) said the militants went further than interrogating people
about their movements. They would stop young men who did not cultivate an Islamic
appearance, such as those having long hair which they made them cut off and they
abused men who did not grow their beards. If they learnt that someone had drunk an
alcoholic drink, they would pursue him and take him away and beat him. Mahmoud said
this brought many factions into conflict with the militants who now routinely detained
and assaulted the young men of the camp. Thus the exchange of fire became a
frequent occurrence.
Abdul-Ghani (2009, 10 March) said that in an exchange of fire during one conflict, one
of the militants was shot dead and a young man from Fatah who was a resident of Nahr
el-Barid was also shot. Abdul-Ghani picked him up to take him to a hospital but on his
way through the camp, he was stopped by the Fatah al-lslam militants. When they held
a lamp up to the injured boy’s face, they recognised that he was one of the men who
had been engaged in the shoot out with their own militants during which one had died.
They demanded that Abdul-Ghani and the young man’s relative leave the injured boy
behind and the militants let off a round of fire towards their feet to discourage them from
going any further. However Abdul-Ghani refused to leave the injured boy and argued
with the militants, as the relative of the injured man picked him up and ran on with him.
Abdul-Ghani said that they shoved the butts of their Kalashnikov rifles right up to him.
He then left but the next morning, his home was ransacked by the militants and his
walls were peppered with bullets. The militants had also stepped out into his
neighbourhood and began randomly shooting their rifles in all direction. It should be
noted that these incidents had occurred sometime before the robbery committed by
Fatah al-lslam which attracted the army’s attention and signalled the state of the 45 day
war.
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Mahmoud (2009, 10 March) said that after the attack of Fatah al-lslam on the army in
which Lebanese soldiers had been murdered in their sleep, the army put the camp
under a blockade. Mahmoud claims that the camp community had no expectation of the
upheaval this would bring because they held a widespread belief that the fighting would
not last beyond a week and the issue would quickly be resolved by the Lebanese army.
Mahmoud confirmed that the army began to bombard the camp, but they did give the
residents an opportunity to leave when they momentarily stopped the bombardment to
allow this, and residents began streaming out of the camp. But mostly women and
children left. People’s shops had been padlocked and the men stayed behind fearing
for their properties. Mahmoud had two businesses which he feared for, a herbal
remedies shop and the pastry shop run by his sons, who had also been trained by the
Doueihy family as well as his family and his parents homes . For the first 15 days, those
who remained had access to medicine and water as well as food deliveries, but after 15
days this stopped and the bombardment intensified. Mahmoud would go out in the lull
of fighting to check on the people who had stayed behind to see how he could assist
them and whether he could find any scraps of food to share. He also attended to the
women and children of the Fatah al-lslam militants who had been settled in the camps
by their men, delivering food aid to them. As the destruction of the camp worsened, he
began to lose his way as he no longer recognised the streets, so towards the end of the
war, he increasingly confined himself to remaining indoors. Those who remained spent
the last two weeks of the war without food. When the fighting was over and the
remaining residents came out of the shelters they had been hiding in, they streamed
out of the camp, 400 of them behind an ambulance. The army received them and
divided people by sex and age. They then took 65 adult men to a separate room and
interrogated them over night in the hope of extracting information about the remaining
members of Fatah al-lslam who had survived the blockade.
Hanafi and Long’s (2010, p.7) focus group research reveals that Palestinians believe
that the Lebanese government needs to permit the PLO to centralize and strengthen
its own security apparatus, so that they can then assist the Lebanese government in
preventing the outbreak of violence similar to what occurred in Nahr el-Barid camp in
2007. The PLO had attempted to excise the Fatah al-lslam militants from the camp
before escalation of hostilities with the army. But such clashes were, according to
Hanafi and Long, dismissed by the Lebanese authorities as the usual Palestinian
infighting. Hanafi and Long seem to support the focus group’s attitude that the outbreak
of violence was the Lebanese government’s fault because they did not permit the PLO
to form a Palestinian security force.
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But this naivete ignores inter-Palestinian differences over how to handle the crisis
within the first few days of the Nahr el-Barid war. With the outbreak of the Nahr el-Barid
crisis, Prime Minister Sinioura met with the PLO representative Zaki and with Usama
Hamdan, head of Hamas in Lebanon, to plan for a response but the initiative quickly
ended due to lack of agreement between the two Palestinian representatives. The PLO
favoured a militant response to Fatah al-lslam when the group refused to surrender to
Lebanese authority whereas Hamdan and other PLO opposition groups insisted on
peaceful dialogue with the group. Surprisingly, one of the PLO opposition group
officials interviewed in the International Crisis Group’s (ICG) report {Nurturing Instability
2009, p. 19) said that perhaps with some hindsight, the army’s assault was
understandable and the Palestinian factions bear entire responsibility” for the eventual
partial razing of the camp to the ground.
The Nahr el-Barid refugees now residing in Shatila share this sentiment as they
repeatedly told about how the internal factional disunity in Nahr el-Barid prevented a
decisive effort to deal with the growing control of the camp by militants. Very little was
said by these refugees of the fact that the Fatah al-lslam was a foreign sponsored
group. According to both Taymullah and Abdul-Ghani, the prime issue was the factional
infighting in the camp which made it difficult to deal with Fatah-al-lslam in a decisive
way. Abdul-Ghani (2009, 5 March) says he remained in the camp for the duration of the
war because he hoped that his party, Fatah, would be able to sort out the problem,
because it had become clear that Fatah al-lntifada had no intention of reining in the
group which they had welcomed into the camp, something they could have prevented
given that they were the established authority. On one of my visits to the office of the
Engineers’ Union one evening in Shatila camp, I sat down to tea with Abou Muhannad
who was from Nahr el-Barid. He (2009, pers.comm. 14 March) warned the visitors to
the Engineers’ Union to take heed from the Nahr el-Barid example, that the lack of unity
amongst factions would allow rogue elements to act without restraint to create chaos.
Abou Muhannad then turned to me and asked me rhetorically whether I knew the
reason for why Nahr el-Barid had been destroyed. “It could have been saved” he
argued “if only the factions had agreed on a strategy”. A general response of “you are
right” was murmured by the crowd in the room.

A New Camp Security Regime

To some degree the events of Nahr el-Barid greatly impacted the PLO’s strategy
towards the Palestinian policing of camps. The PLO representative Abbas Zaki
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announced in 2008 that the PLO would support the notion of subjecting Palestinian
arms to the Lebanese law and eventually delegating camp security to Lebanese
authorities, but that this would be done in exchange for increased social and civil rights
for the refugee population (Nurturing Instability 2009, p.7). This was not the first time
that Palestinian disarmament was broached. There were official contacts established in
the immediate post Taif period between the PLO and the Lebanese government when
the foreign minister Faris Buwayz met with the PLO’s political department head Faruq
Qaddumi in May of 1991 to discuss Palestinian social and civil rights, which had not
been protected since the abrogation of the Cairo Accords in 1987, as a quid pro quo for
a Palestinian handover of medium and heavy weaponry. It was at this time that the
Lebanese military deployed to take up checkpoint positions on roads around Sidon
leading to the camps (Suleiman 1999, p.69). The disarmament process had fallen apart
and despite the fact that the PLO had ostensibly agreed to disarm, the Fatah fighters
who now flooded into the southern camps and were more numerous in number in 1991
than they had ever been in 1982 fought the army’s efforts to move into the south
(Winslow 1996, pp.275-276). Then again Zaki’s statement in 2008 supporting the
extension of Lebanese authority over the camps met with vociferous objections from
other Palestinian factions such as the Hamas representative Hamdan who deemed
such suggestions an attack on the “resistance” (Nurturing Instability 2009, pp.7-8).
However in order to avoid the possibility of another episode such as Nahr el-Barid, a
new security regime for the camps have been instituted with the cooperation of the
Lebanese Shiite militia Hizbollah. According to PFLP official Ghassan (2009,
pers.comm. 4 March), the initiative came from Abbas Zaki’s office. Zaki issued a
directive to all his allied factions to “get something done” so as to avoid another war like
the one in Nahr el-Barid. Ghassan officiates and resides in Burj al Barajneh camp but
he does visit his comrades on occasion who man the PFLP office in Shatila camp.
Ghassan was closely involved with the formation of this new security regime which
covered the Palestinian camps in Beirut in the post- Nahr el-Barid war period.
According to Ghassan, people in the past would discuss the ideal situation of having a
joint security system over the camps between the pro-Syrian factions and the PLO
factions. The reason why this failed to translate into action was factional disagreements
as to which political factions would be permitted to be part of the security apparatus.
Then the war erupted around Nahr el-Barid and this forced people into an agreement
on a joint security apparatus. Ghassan was sent as a delegate from the PFLP to the
initial meetings to discuss the structure of the security regime. The meetings took place
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over five months between Burj al Barajneh and Shatila camps. Factional quotas for
membership, administrative and financial procedures were all discussed.
The areas in which both Burj al Barajneh and Shatila are located are areas considered
to be “governed” by the Lebanese Shiite political parties Amal and Hizbollah. Thus a
committee was set -up involving representatives from these parties, called the Lejni alRooba’iyat (committee of the section) including representatives from the pro-Syrian
factions and the PLO. The Rooba’iyat covers all of the Beirut camps, and then in each
camp there is a smaller subcommittee under the command of the Rooba’iyat. When an
incident occurs in the camp, this subcommittee which also has one representative from
the pro-Syrian factions and one representative from the PLO then contacts the main
head-office of the Rooba’iyat and they alert the Amal, Hizbollah and Palestinian
factional representative of the incident, and it is also the Rooba’iyat which is in charge
of communicating with Lebanese government security. Ghassan (2009, 4 March) also
believed that if such a system existed prior to the Nahr el-Barid war, then the war would
not have eventuated.
Abou Zakariyya (2009, pers.comm. 12 February) a well known guerrilla who identifies
as a member of the pro-PLO Nidal political faction (as there are two other split offs) and
is a resident of Shatila, however disagrees with the Ghassan’s assessment of the
current security situation. He too played a part in the setting up of the current security
arrangement in the camp, delegated by his party to attend the meetings. However Abou
Zakariyya argued that the

problem of political factional infighting was the primary

security concern for the camps rather than external interference as the many gunfights
that erupted were between the cadres of various factions and between the pro-Syrian
and PLO allied factions particularly residing in the camp. He appeared to pay little
concern to another war like Nahr el-Barid happening.
This perception of the security situation in the camps is broadly shared amongst the
refugees of Lebanon which remain negative. Many do not believe that this new
arrangement has made a significant change to the daily localized infighting that occurs.
Abou Arif (2009, pers.comm. 12 January) an electrical engineer who lives in Shatila
described the feeling of insecurity:
“Crime does happen in the camp and the problem is you can’t say anything to
the criminals because they will get back at you and you have no one to protect you.
The Lebanese police don’t get involved”.
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However there is also the added perception that there is corruption in the workings of
the security committee who do not cooperate with the Lebanese authorities when it
does not suit them to do so. Abdul-Nur (2009, 13 March) for example, is no longer able
to enter Shatila because he has lodged a complaint with the Lebanese police against a
factional official who had stolen money from him. As the police could not enter the
camps to capture the man, the official is careful not to leave Shatila. However this man
has sought the intercession of other security officials to intervene with Abdul-Nur and to
“convince” him to drop the charges he had filed with the Lebanese police, in not so
subtle ways involving making personal threats. However Abdul-Nur refuses to do so.
Consequently the factions who run the security committee have prevented Abdul-Nur
from visiting Shatila under threat to his safety.
Haj Ridwan (2009, 15 January) too holds grievances against the factions because of
their pre-occupation with issues of a personal matter than with governing the camp for
the good of all. In 2006 after the Syrians had left, Haj Ridwan was forced to leave the
camp, not by the Tahaluf with whom he had disagreements but by the PLO, even
though he himself is an ex- Fatah guerrilla. He moved his family into an apartment in
Tariq al Jdedi, just down the road from the Beirut Arab University where his eldest son
was a student. His problem was with the now re-invigorated Fatah faction in Shatila
which returned with force after the Syrian withdrawal in 2005. Haj Ridwan did not
elaborate what his conflict with the Fatah faction involved but he did claim that they
threatened to harm his children and as a result he was forced out, although since that
time he has been able to return to the camp where he owns a number of apartment
blocks and runs a building business. However he is friends with neither the Tahaluf nor
the PLO, being a supporter of Hamas.
Hamdan (2009, pers.comm. 3 March) the sociologist implied that the factions might
have vested economic interest in allowing such chaos to rein in the camps saying:
“Regretfully the generation of today was brought up wrong, they got out of going
to school and were accepted as officials in the political factions... there is no trust
amongst people in their leaders, there is fear of economic pressure but there are
people who are also contented with the situation because they profit from it”.
Generally there is a perception amongst many Palestinians that little security and
justice can be provided to them by their political factions when so many decisions are
based on personal interests, rather than social considerations. This is exemplified by
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an excessive amount of references to the concepts of “vested interests” and
“profiteering” in the general discourse of camp residents against the political factions.
In relation to Nahr el-Barid, factions did profiteer from the autonomy of the camp based
on the existence of an illegal port and this might explain the reluctance of the ruling
faction, Fatah al-lntifada, to acquiesce to the authority of the PLO during the crisis.
Before I visited Nahr el-Barid myself, I lodged an application with the Lebanese army at
their barracks in Baabda, where one of the officers (2009, 24 April) told me that few
people outside of Lebanon know that an illegal port was run off Nahr el-Barid camp with
the Palestinian factions shipping in untaxed and cheap products which were in turn
supplied to businesses throughout the Akkar region of northern Lebanon. His own
relatives who had shops in Akkar routinely travelled into the camps to buy these cheap
products for their own shops. Nahr el-Barid had the reputation for being an upmarket
camp, distinctly marked by its broad long roads and its multi-storied villas. Although the
thriving, albeit illegal import trade was controlled by the factions, this economy
generally enriched the population of Nahr el-Barid who owned the shops, as evidenced
by the enormous villas which flourished within and eventually spilled out of the camp
boundaries, enabling refugees to purchase plots of land from Lebanese landowners
upon which they built homes. The building boom that was underway in April of 2009, on
the lands that bordered the camp by the Nahr el-Barid refugees themselves, testifies to
the degree of accumulated wealth the residents of this camp have enjoyed as a result
of the camps economic autonomy. One of the residents who lived within the military
cordon had taken me up to the roof of his house, during my visit to the camp and
pointed to the mount that sat as a backdrop to the east of the camp, from which the din
of heavy machinery emanated, to demonstrate to me the capability the refugees still
retained which enabled the purchase of additional adjacent land at the base of the
mountain upon which they were continuing to construct a sprawl of housing, even
whilst the Lebanese army maintained a cordon around the old section of camp.

In a

discussion in Shatila about the illegal port, Aynan (2009, pers.comm. 5 March) one of
the refugees from the Nahr el-Barid war said to me:
"You know that Nahr el-Barid was an economic miracle. It was the largest
market in the whole of Lebanon... that is why they want to get their hands on it”.
It would be difficult to prove such conspiracy thinking. However the fact that Aynan
made this statement underscores the fact that military autonomy has been profitable for
the Palestinian refugees of Lebanon and of Nahr el-Barid in particular.
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It is evident therefore that despite the threats that events around the Nahr el-Barid war
highlighted for all refugee camps, the tragedy has had little impact on the nature of
governance in the camps. Factional disunity prevented the camp community from
dealing consistently and decisively with the presence of Fatah al-lslam militants. It
appears that factions are reluctant to secede any control of camp territory to competing
factions or to external authorities because of vested material interests. The instability
and insecurity that such a regime poses to communal welfare in the camps therefore
can be explained by existing material incentives that factions enjoy from controlling
camp territory.

Conclusion

The Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon which retain arms in the post-war period
are marked by violence and instability. Despite the Lebanese governments’ abrogation
of the Cairo Accords in 1987, the Palestinian camps retain political autonomy
reinforced by the existence of armed factions in the camps. This autonomy has proven
to be most dangerous for the residents because the arms which the various political
factions retain have been used against each other in the small confines of the camp.
Much attention has been paid in the literature to the foreign sponsorship of Palestinian
factional fragmentation, especially by the Syrian regime. Comparatively less attention
has been given to the fact that the PLO itself was a weak institution, ruled by a selfinterested and an autocratic Fatah dominated leadership, content with buying loyalty to
the organization, rather than forming an organisation with transparent and democratic
institutions. With the exile of the PLO leadership from Beirut in 1982, inevitably more
fragmentation occurred within, due to the organisation’s inherent weaknesses. As the
Fatah leadership moved to Tunisia, Fatah in Lebanon suffered a schism. In the post
PLO period, and under Syrian occupation of Lebanon, the camps found themselves
increasingly governed by an array of competing factions. Today the pro-Syrian allied
factions compete with those groups under the PLO umbrella to impose their authority
on the camp. In addition Hamas is growing in influence in the camps although it does
not ally itself with either the pro-Syrian or PLO factions.
The lack of a singular authority has made the camps vulnerable to both internal
instability as well as external influences such as was the case with the establishment of
an al-Qaeda affiliated terrorist organisation in Nahr el-Barid camp, with the assistance
of one of the pro-Syrian factions. By May 2007, the Lebanese army had clashed with
the militants resulting in partial destruction of the camp. The Syrian state had a definite
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hand in the establishment of the terrorist cell in Lebanon. Yet the Nahr el-Barid
refugees who sought refuge in Shatila, after losing their homes were most critical of the
factions, who through their inability to cooperate during the initial stages of the crisis, to
excise the militants from the camp, gave way to an escalation of violence and
intercession by the Lebanese army. The events of May 2007 gave rise to attempts to
coordinate security matters in the camps of Beirut for fear that another crisis like Nahr
el-Barid might unfold. In cooperation with local Lebanese Shiite militias, Amal and
Hizbollah, who dominate the southern suburbs of Beirut where two of the largest camps
in the city are located and under instruction from the head of the PLO in Lebanon
Abbas Zaki, a new security system has been instituted for the Beirut camps. The
system involves the participation of both the pro-Syrian and PLO-allied factions.
However the perception of the security situation in the camps amongst the residents
remains negative. The reason is that the threats to the security of the community do not
emanate from outside the camp but arise from the factional enmity and personal
conflicts between factional officials and camp residents. Factional officials, who run the
security committee, therefore exercise their policing powers in a self interested manner
and there exists a widespread perception that factions are corrupted by vested material
interests. Additionally when personal conflicts masquerade as political differences, this
enhances the refugee’s sense of injustice.
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Chapter 5. The Parameters of Factional Power: Patronage and
Competing Clienteles in the Camp Today

In the previous chapters, we have examined both the process of the militarization of
camp society under the PLO/Fatah system of patronage and the enduring ramifications
for the Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, as factional politics continues to structure the
social interactions of the Palestinian refugee community. Yet the nature of
contemporary factional patronage remains obscure in much of the literature on the
camps. Many scholars have often positioned the factions as apart from the people, thus
foregoing the opportunity to fully examine the degree to which factions are very much of
the people. The Palestinian factions sit at the apex of vast clientelist networks that
structure the social relations of the Palestinian refugee community at large. Yet the
characteristic competitiveness of factionalism has often been described as “fratricidal”.
This chapter seeks to explore why factional politics, for all its detrimental effects,
continues to thrive amongst the Palestinian refugees of Lebanon, with particular
reference to Shatila camp. It is common for scholars to treat factions as separate from
the civilian society in the literature on the camps of Lebanon. However in Shatila, most
households are identified by their allegiance to one or other of the local factions if not
by their official membership. The factions retain their importance to refugee society by
practices of patronage and protection.

Factional Power, Legitimacy and Ambivalence

The Palestinian political factions have been the subject of much derision in the
scholarship on the Palestinian refugee camps because of the factional violence which
has come to characterize the camps of Lebanon. Often-times this literature has
positioned the political factions as apart from the people. Factions are seen as an
extraneous imposition and an obstacle to the proper development and functioning of
camp society. The Palestinian refugees have been portrayed as victims of factional
rivalry, thrown in the midst of the turf wars that occasionally erupt in the camps between
competing groups (Knudsen 2005a, p.224). The factions are portrayed as selfappointed sovereigns that tyrannize the refugee community, seeking to exercise control
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over the lives of each Palestinian resident without providing for their welfare as any
sovereign power would (Hanafi 2010, p.14).
While elements of such accounts are true, they are inadequate in describing the
intimate relationship that exists between the political factions and the residents of the
camps. The militarization of the Palestinian refugee camps under the PLO/Fatah
complex from the 1960s to the 1980s has transformed social relations in the camp
communities. A core feature of communal Palestinian life, regardless of whether the
refugee resides in a camp or not, is the strong identification if not membership, that
most refugees have with one faction or another. Rather than positioning the factions as
apart from the refugees, this chapter will demonstrate that they are very much part of
the social fabric of the camps and that the refugee camp cannot be adequately
understood without reference to the political structure of the society. The political
affiliation a refugee has with a guerilla group determines all social relationships and
political governance in the camp. Even Hanafi and Long (2008, p.10) admit that
factional membership determines the security one has within the neighborhood in
which they reside in the camp and with respect to job access and other forms of
financial aid. Patronage networks imbue people’s attachment to one political faction or
another.
Although there is nothing novel in the concept that Palestinian society is structured by
relationships of patronage between factions and the refugee population, such
comments in relations to the camps of today have been made in the most cursory
manner and there remains a general paucity of information that would elaborate the
mechanics of these relationships. One of the few exceptions where such relationships
have been documented is Erika Lazzarino’s (2011) account of the relationship between
factions, NGOs and refugee employees. Lazzarino (p.139) described how the NGO
landscape in the camps of Lebanon mirror the fragmentation and competition that
exists between factions, Political groups compete with each other for assistance
because this augments a faction’s ability to incorporate more of their allied families both
as beneficiaries and as employees of projects so that factional influence spreads
through the community.
Yet despite their prolific and entrenched presence, factions remain a much derided
institution within the Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon. If one was to ask camp
residents what was the most serious disadvantage faced by their community, it would
not be their secondary status as foreigners in Lebanon or their apparent socio-
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economic

disadvantage.

Most

camp

residents

identified

to

me

the

most

disadvantageous factor faced by the refugee community was generated by the extreme
political factionalism. This is a testimony of the pervasive and entrenched influence of
factional politics on Palestinian refugee life. Yet the factional structure persists and
often those whom I interviewed, I would soon discover, were inevitably allied to one
faction or another if not directly employed as a waged official. This was revealed to me
in one of my first interviews in the camp by a member of al-Sa’iqa, a waged official who
admitted to me that the greatest source of suffering for the Palestinian refugees was
the enmity and competition between the factions which was an obstacle to communal
advancement (Abou Dabir 2008, 30 December). This chapter will examine the
parameters of factional support and theorize why it is that despite the difficulties faced
by the Palestinian refugee community due to political factionalism that factionalism
continues to persist.

The Popular Committees

The factions in the camps of Lebanon derive their legitimacy by various means. The
threads that constitute their power are numerous and complex and we will attempt in
this section to unravel some of them. The most immediate reason behind the
entrenchment of the factions is foreign sponsorship. The factions represent the interest
of sponsoring states such as Syria as well as the Palestinian Authority (PA) and Hamas
in the Palestinian territories.

Although the Cairo Accords were abrogated by the

Lebanese government in 1987, the camps have remained autonomous zones under
the control of the armed factions. The reasons for this are complex and will be
discussed in subsequent chapters, suffice to say for now it has much to do with Syrian
policy, which for the duration of its occupation of Lebanon between 1976 and 2005 was
to preserve the Palestinians’ armed presence in the country and to allow the camps to
retain their own arms (Knudsen 2005b, p. 12). Thus during periods of crisis when
Lebanese military or police officials needed to have access to the camps, due to the
political status quo restriction of Syrian hegemony and militarized camps, they had to
obtain permission from and undergo coordination with the factions. The Iranians too
have some interest in the Lebanese camps, as delegations of officials often can be
seen visiting the camps. Between my field work from mid 2008 to mid 2009, I twice
came across large delegations of business suited Iranians taking tours of the camp,
led by factional officials, although the extent to which this might indicate support or
patronage was something I was unable to ascertain since the officials would not
discuss the reason for these visits.
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The geopolitical rationale which explains the power of the factions has been well
exhausted in the literature on the camps. However these reasons do not alone explain
the ubiquity with which factions penetrate and structure social relations amongst the
Palestinian refugees themselves in Lebanon. There are more immediate local daily
reasons why factions retain their power and legitimacy and in the following section we
will attempt to reveal some of these.
One of the institutions through which the factions remain entrenched in the camps is
the Popular Committee. These function like municipal authorities and represent the
front line of authority. In 1973 a directive was issued by the PLO executive calling for
the formation of “Popular Committees” in the camps, although they were never truly
popular because they were never elected by people. According to the PLO rules,
Popular Committees would be constituted according to the half-plus-one rule with the
chairman always being from Fatah (Sayigh 1994, p.95). The half plus one rule was a
PLO policy to have Fatah officials take up half of each executive organ of the various
PLO departments, whilst the other half was delegated to other factions often on a
negotiated quota system, with the head always being from Fatah (Kendall 1980, p.31).
For some years between the PLO leadership’s exodus from Beirut in 1982 until the
end of the Syrian occupation of Lebanon in 2005, it was the factions of the Tahaluf,
supported by the Syrian Mukhabarat (intelligence), which ruled the camps through their
Popular Committees in the camps of Beirut and the north. Their power was
uncontested until 2000, when Fatah “officially” re-entered the camps of Lebanon (as it
had been driven out in the inter-Fatah fighting with Fatah al-lntifada in 1984 to 1985),
although they remained inactive in internal camp politics. But by 2005 Fatah was able
to openly hold office and form its own pro-PLO Popular Committee, challenging the
control of the camp by the pro-Syrian factions of the Tahaluf, due to Syria’s withdrawal.
Thus currently in the camp of Shatila for example, both the Tahaluf factions with their
Popular Committees vie for control over the camp against the PLO allied factions and
their Popular Committee (Nurturing Instability 2009, p.2),
Despite the widespread abhorrence expressed by the refugees towards the extreme
factionalism which characterizes the social and political structure of the Palestinian
refugee community, the refugees often appeal to the Popular Committees for
assistance.

Factions gain control and remain relevant in the camp because they

provide some useful functions through the Popular Committees. For example, factions
provide a form of official record keeping for people who want to exchange contracts. An
informal real-estate market exists in Shatila as it does throughout the slums of Beirut. In
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order for people to feel secure in their transactions to buy, sell, lease or tenant a
property, they have this transaction registered with a Popular Committee. The property
of Shatila is not public land, it is owned by the Shatila family and was leased from this
family by UNRWA via an agreement with the Lebanese government, in order to house
the refugees. However as a result of the prolonged occupation of the land by the
refugees and because of housing consolidation, an informal real-estate market
developed over time. Factions therefore offer a service to register such transactions.
I discovered this when one of my first informants in the camp took me to interview the
officials of the Popular Committees and transactions took place in my presence. Abou
Mahd was a retired Fatah guerilla who took me first to the office of the Tahaluf’s
Popular Committee. Abou Marid was on good terms with one of the lowly assistants to
the Amin al Sir (which literally means “keeper of the secret” but is the equivalent to a
"secretary general”) of the committee, a man from al-Sa’iqa, who Abou Marid had
known for some years before the war as a fellow guerilla, when Fatah and al-Sa’iqa
fought the Lebanese army in 1973. Abou Marid had it in mind that both committees get
a chance to check on who I was, so that I could proceed to conduct interviews in the
camp without being prevented from doing so by any of the officials who belonged to the
myriad of factions in the camp. However whilst stili at the offices of the Tahalufs
Popular Committee, in the midst of my interview two young men walked in with some
paperwork and ID cards, which they handed over to the al-Sa’iqa man. It transpired
that they had just leased a home in the camp and wanted this to be registered in the
registry maintained by the Tahaluf’s Popular Committee. These men needed to have
their lease agreement stamped by the Popular Committee, so that they could claim
rental assistance from UNRWA, as they had fled from Nahr el-Barid camp, when the
old quarters were destroyed by the Lebanese army in their battle with the terrorist cell
of Fatah al-lslam in 2007.
As a minimum, two ledgers that record these transactions exist in the camp; one
belonging to the Tahaluf and one belonging to the PLO allied Popular Committee. Thus
the same scenario that I had witnessed when the al-Sa’iqa official stamped the
paperwork that had been handed to him during our interview, unfolded in front of my
eyes when I went to interview the Secretary General of the PLO-allied Popular
Committee. Whilst in the midst of my interview in this office, a young man entered also
with some paperwork and his I.D. At that moment Abou Marid reminded me of what
had happened during the interview I conducted with the Secretary of the Tahaluf’s
Popular Committee. He asked me if I had remembered that there had been an
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exchange of money, that the young men had to pay to have their lease registered. He
pointed to the scene in front of us, where a ledger had been taken out, a note made in
it, then a special stamp was dunked into an inky pad and then stamped onto the piece
of paper belonging to the young man, but the young man did not have to hand over any
money. Abou Marid (2008, pers.comm. 17 September) claimed that the PLO allied
Popular Committee never asked for a fee to register these transactions, and that:
“This demonstrates that the Fatah group is of the people for the people; its role
is to feed the Palestinian people. If it was an outsider organization then it would find it
easy to take advantage”
Having seen that there were two options available to the camp residents to register
their real-estate transactions, either by appealing to the Tahalufs Popular Committee
or to the one belonging to the PLO allied factions, I was prompted to ask why residents
chose to go to one faction as opposed to the other. I asked Abou Marid why it was that
the young men from Nahr el-Barid preferred to register their property transactions with
the Tahalufs Popular Committee, where they were charged a fee, instead of the PLO’s.
Abou Marid’s opaque explanation was that, it was because they politically subscribe to
the legitimacy of that office, because these anti-PLO parties have been around for a
while and Palestinians are divided in their allegiance. However this explanation would
prove unsatisfactory to me as the months went by. It occurred to me that there was
quite a wastage and loss of resources and energy in maintaining two divided registries
for the property transactions. This wastage of energy on two divided registries could be
a metaphor for the sabotage of the whole refugee community. It also occurred to me at
that point, that a difference in political allegiance was an insufficient reason for why this
factionalism existed.
The main question which ostensibly divides the Tahaluf factions from those under the
umbrella of the PLO is the question of the liberation of Palestine. Whilst the PLO has
almost since 1974 endorsed the setting up of an independent nation on the West Bank
and Gaza strip, the rejectionist groups now grouped under the umbrella of the Tahaluf
in Lebanon, call for the total liberation of historic Palestine from Zionist occupation.
Regardless of the merit or pragmatism of either view and putting aside for now the fact
that these groups are animated by other states for their own geo-political interests, for
me it was hard to fathom why this political difference, which is so far removed from the
everyday practicalities of living in a refugee camp, should be an obstacle to communal
cooperation.

154

Chapter 5: The Parameters of Factional Power

The starkest example of factional competition and the inability to cooperate was made
obvious to me at the time of the Gaza war of January 2009. The Palestinian residents
of the camp were stunned at the ongoing bombardment of Gaza by the Israeli military.
People milled around shop entrances to peek inside and look at the news bulletins that
ran continually over the television sets shopkeepers kept behind their counters. The
factions had put on an exhibit of their regalia, with more posters and flags marking the
entry ways to their offices, extra sentries in fatigues and wrapped in bullet belts stood at
the entrances, often accompanied by a stereo playing one or other of the unofficial
Palestinian guerilla anthems. It was a momentous occasion too because there was a
rapprochement between the factions, as Fatah and Hamas representatives met with
each other to commiserate over the suffering of both their people in Gaza.

This

seemed to inspire all of the factions to come together in Shatila to hold nightly
discussions on what was happening.
But for all their reciprocal visits, when every night each faction would take a turn at
hosting the other factional delegates at their offices for a discussion, no agreement
could be made on what actions to take. Thus rather than agreeing on joining in one
demonstration against the Gaza bombardment, the minimal agreement they had
reached was, for each faction to hold their own rally or demonstration, without intruding
on the schedule of any other faction

to hold an event at the same time. I had a

conversation with an official (2008, 31 December) of the Democratic Front however
who felt this was no small feat. Thus for the next few weeks, a running schedule of
rallies and protests took place in and around Shatila every day, as each faction took
turns to rally its own supporters.
Factional rivalry however is far from symbolic in Shatila, and is not limited to the
competition to host the largest rallies. Beyond the symbolic rivalry, factions compete to
provide the real-estate ledger service, for example, because they can extract rents for
their self appointed roles. Strictly speaking, according to the UNRWA Beirut area
director (2009, 4 February), UNRWA does not endorse this role explicitly, as every
camp has a local UNRWA camp officer, whose responsibility it is to

verify such

exchanges of contract and approve claims for rental assistance. Yet the factions persist
in inserting themselves into this process by stamping such contracts, before they are
presented to the local UNRWA office. The registration of real estate transactions is
offered on a fee basis. The fact that the PLO allied officials refrained from asking the
young man for a fee was done for my benefit, as it was universally known that the
procedure for registering a real-estate exchange always cost residents a fee regardless
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of whether they asked for this service from the Tahaluf’s Popular Committee or from the
one allied to the PLO. Registration for such a transaction could cost anywhere from $20
for a lease agreement to USD$200 for permission to build an additional floor on a
building and appeared to be a lucrative way of extracting revenue for the factions, given
the never ending extension of buildings skywards and against the local engineers
advice. This “competitive ledgering” supports the argument that factions provide this
service as a means of extracting rents. Factional difference is a fagade for competing
commercial enterprises that seek to offer the same service in the economy of the camp.
This was made evident to me during an argument in my presence between the head of
Tahaluf’s Popular Committee, a man from the PFLP-GC and the head of the PLO-allied
Popular Committee who was from the PFLP. A dispute had erupted between a tenant
in one of the UNRWA flats and the owner. The UNRWA block of flats was built outside
the camp on a plot of land owned by the PLO which bordered the plot of Shatila. It was
built through PLO and UNRWA financing to house some of the refugees of Tel elZaatar which was destroyed in Lebanon’s war. One of the flats was leased by its owner
to a man who had resided in the unit for over twenty years but he was asked to vacate
the property as the owner wanted to return to the flat. This man had appealed to the
Tahaluf’s Popular Committee to prevent the owner, a widowed woman living in central
Beirut, from removing him from the unit without compensation. It transpired that he had
paid several thousand dollars over the preceding 20 years to make improvements in
the unit. The widow who owned the flat had appealed to a young man to intervene on
her behalf with the head of the Tahaluf, to evict the man without paying compensation.
The young man had asked the secretary general of the Tahaluf’s Popular Committee to
discuss the matter:
“It’s about Urn Mohammad at the UNRWA building, you know she has a house there,
has had it for 20 years and has been leasing it to Moustafa. She wants to evict him and
he won’t go without compensation. He is asking for 6,000 dollars and she doesn’t have
the money and needs a place to live”
“Don’t tell me she doesn’t have the money, she has a son in Sweden” the Secretary
General (S/G) of the Tahaluf replied.
“Who got himself into trouble with the law and she had to pay money to bail him
ouL.Look the woman has lost sons as martyrs for the camp during the war, she
deserves better from us” the man insisted,
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“Oh please! Don’t use that line on me, who hasn’t sacrificed martyrs in the camp. God I
lost my father” (he held out his hand and began to count on his fingers)... My brother,
my sister, two cousins on my father’s side, and more than that... I can’t count them all...
don’t come to me with this line that she is special because she is the mother of
martyrs”.
“It’s her home, she has rights” the young man again insisted.
At this point the Secretary General of the PLO-allied Popular Committee, a man who is
also a waged official with the PFLP was passing by and intervened:
“That’s right, she has rights and no one can take that away from her, so she will get her
home back, what we need to do is refer back to Lebanese law, we need to compensate
the tenant for improvements...”,
“Yeah and I’ve worked it out!” the Tahaluf Secretary General shouted, “if you cost his
improvements, they are worth double the price of the house without improvements...
about 20,000, so 6,000 dollars is a very fair price”.
The Secretary General of the PLO-allied Popular Committee ignored him and turned to
the young man, instructing that he “ask her to offer the tenant 3 months of free rent and
then we will negotiate the 6,000 dollars down for her, speak to them both”.
After this conversation had ended and both the Secretary Generals had left, the young
man (2009, pers.comm. 21 March) turned to me and explained that the head of the
Tahaluf’s Popular Committee, was not interested in negotiating the level of
compensation down from 6,000 dollars because he “wanted a high price because he
will get a percentage for his Popular Committee having negotiated the deal” .
Whichever Popular Committee was responsible for negotiating the final deal between
the widow and her tenant, could claim a percentage of the compensation package as
their fee.
Residents seek out this active involvement of factions as a means of protecting the
agreements they reach on such issues as real-estate transactions. Because of the
autonomous status of the Palestinian refugee camps, disputes which might arise in an
informal real estate market cannot be resolved by Lebanese laws or interference by
Lebanese police. Factions however can by force resolve disputes because they have
recourse to their arms. This became evident to me during an argument in the camp
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over another real-estate dispute. One evening at the office kept by the PLO’s
Engineers’ Union, a discussion erupted over a property dispute. It concerned a small
shop in the informal settlement of Sabra. The camp of Shatila sits in the midst of the
slum of Sabra, which is divided into two parts by a broad main road on either side of
which sit ramshackle shops. A Palestinian widow living in the dwelling of the parents of
her dead husband was refusing to reimburse the brothers-in-law for their share in the
property she occupied. This property was part house and part shop front which faced
onto Sabra road. Now that her late husband’s parents, who had been living with her in
the same dwelling, had passed on, the brothers of her late husband were claiming their
right to the property. Under Islamic law, her remaining share in the property would be
miniscule and this was the brothers’ argument. In order to force her out of the property,
these brothers paid visits to all the factions in the camps, appealing for their
intercession. However the factions expressed reluctance to get involved. The area of
dispute was outside of the camp, and therefore not a place in which they could carry
their arms. It also lay in the territory of the slum over which the Shiite Amal militia had
control and the Palestinian factions feared exercising force in another group’s area lest
they come to blows with the Lebanese Shiites of the slum. The discussion was useful
however for it demonstrated the degree to which Palestinian refugees rely on factions
to intercede with force when disputes arise.
Factions have built a lucrative enterprise through instituting a system where they give
license for certain economic activities on camp territory, an authority that rests on the
fact that they can mobilize arms to enforce their decisions. This is often quite
exploitative, as Lazzarino’s (2011, p.136) example shows, one of the young refugees
who worked in an NGO informed her that because his faction had organized
employment for him, the worker was now expected to pay a commission to his faction
out of his monthly salary, under threat that he would lose his job. However it is also
evident that the residents of the camps have made use of this licensing system to
obtain protection for their business transactions and property deals. Something of a
symbiotic relationship exists between the factions and residents of the camps when it
comes to facilitating economic exchanges.

Forms of Factional Patronage

Whilst camp residents seek out the assistance of the political factions in such contexts,
they also express a great deal of resentment towards the factions.

The Popular

Committees in general are seen as organs for self-enrichment of its members, and the
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factional officials and delegates to the Popular Committees also have the reputation for
being uneducated. Haj Ridwan (2009, 15 January) who resides nowadays outside the
camp, but owns numerous properties in the camp and has his own construction
company and who was once the Hamas delegate to the camp was equally as scathing
of the men who work for the political parties. The PLO is no better than the Tahaluf he
believes, because its members are equally ignorant, men who lack education. Because
they have neither the skills nor education to seek work outside the camp, they instead
seek to work inside for a faction. The factions don’t have a great deal of money to pay
for their members if they are educated so they put the dunces in these positions and
pay them less than the minimum wage. These officials then turn their positions into
opportunities to extract revenue from providing such services as the recording of real
estate transactions. This means that being a factional official can be a lucrative activity
because of the opportunities for rent extraction.
Yet despite the widespread criticism of factional officials being unintelligent and corrupt,
the factions were able to muster public support when it mattered. Each time I attended
the Gaza rallies, a different set of families would appear in the rally to support their
respective faction. Men would march at the front and women would follow with their
children. Whilst these situations reinforced the deep factional division within the
Palestinian community of Shatila, it also revealed the strong local support that each
faction was able to muster. Therefore whilst political factionalism is identified by most
Palestinian refugees as a source of corruption and wastage, most of these individuals
would not extend this criticism to the faction with whom they were allied, as
demonstrated by Abou Mahd eulogizing the virtues of Fatah or Haj Ridwan’s defence of
Hamas as the true legitimate representative of the Palestinian cause. Thus it seemed
that the Palestinian residents of the camp treated the factions with a mixture of awe and
abhorrence.
During one of these rallies, it became evident to me why it is that factions garner so
much support from the camp residents. Besides providing protection for economic
transactions in the camp, factions extensively patronize their clientele. After attending
one of the rallies being held by the Democratic Front I strolled back to the local trade
school which ran introductory hair dressing courses for women, and in which I
occasionally volunteered to tutor students in English. Access to men during certain
class periods were restricted as the young women practiced on each other, requiring
that they take off their hijabs. On the way I met with Khadija, a woman with whom I had
become acquainted as she was employed as the cleaner for the school. She was in the
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middle of an argument and was being shouted at by a woman who was berating her for
not going to the Democratic Front’s rally. The woman accused her of being “paid for” by
the Democratic Front, and if she was “paid for” then her place was at the demonstration
that morning, which she had neglected to attend.

Thus in another conversation,

Khadija revealed the extent of the patronage she received from the Democratic Front,
when she told me about her first husband who was a “martyred” guerilla. I was
surprised to learn that she had been married once before her current marriage. At the
age of 16 she fell in love with and married a 19 year old guerilla. But six months into
their marriage he was killed during the War on the Camps, when the Amal militia
embarked upon a campaign to destroy the Palestinian camps between 1985 and 1987.
He was a fighter for the Democratic Front, thus it transpired that the Democratic Front
assisted Khadija now in various ways as a widow of a “martyr”, despite the fact that she
was remarried with five children and had an able-bodied husband. One of the ways in
which she received assistance was with her job at the school which later I discovered
she obtained through the mediation of Democratic Front officials. Khadija was also in
receipt of a pension from the Democratic Front due to being the widow of a “martyr”.
This phenomenon of receiving monies for martyred sons and husbands is very
common amongst the women in Shatila.

Another elderly woman in the camp

(introduced to me by Abou Mahd, himself a retired Fatah guerilla), who had lost three
sons during the civil war told of how she received USD$140 for each son from the
Fatah faction. It is a form of invisible “transfer income” which has rarely been
mentioned and not documented adequately in the literature on the Palestinian refugee
community in the country. However it might go some way to explaining just how
extensive the patronage network of the factions are, especially the PLO as both Fatah
and the Democratic Front are PLO allied factions. Besides facilitating the economic
transactions between camp residents, factions contribute to a significant degree to the
economic welfare of their factional members.
Few studies exist which give an estimate of the percentage of households in receipt of
invisible “transfer incomes” that emanate from factional allegiance. This refers to
income which is not earned as a wage or salary.

In Lebanon camps and informal

gatherings (those not serviced by UNRWA) the Palestinian refugees in receipt of
transfer incomes amount to just over 50% of households (Egset 2003, p.150). However
since 62% of households in the camps (and 71% of households in informal gathering)
are in receipt of a wage from employment, a significant portion of households are in
receipt of both a wage and transfer income, which is estimated to be the second major
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source of income to refugee households (p.149). Much of this might hide a form of
factional patronage and deserves further investigation.
Factional patronage penetrates all institutions which govern Palestinian refugee society
in Lebanon. Not only the PLO departments but also UNRWA resources are used as a
source of patronage. For example when on another occasion I visited the main office in
the trade school to meet with Khadija and the two administrators for our ritual glass of
sweet tea, there was some discussion about who in the camp was in receipt of special
assistance from UNRWA. The Special Hardship Cases (SHC) is a program run by
UNRWA to provide assistance to women who are either widowed, or have a disabled
husband and who do not have a son above the age of 18 years to support them. There
was some discussion about an acquaintance of theirs, a woman who was in receipt of
UNRWA financial aid. It transpired that Khadija was also in receipt of assistance from
UNRWA under the SHC. When I had heard this from her, I did not quite understand
because I knew her husband and also knew from other residents in the camp that he
had a reputation for being “lazy” and a “lay about” but was healthy enough to work if he
so chose. According to Khadija, however she was in receipt of the SHC assistance.
Khadija had five children, the oldest was a girl of 16. She received USD$10 per month
for each child, a carton of food and a bread voucher. During our conversation Khadija
(2009, 13 February) was quite open in admitting that she was receiving this assistance,
even though she was married to a man

who was able bodied and was herself

employed fulltime as a cleaner of the trade school. Later when I admitted my confusion
to the head administrator, she clarified to me that such arrangements were possible if
someone was well connected such as Khadija as she was well supported by the
Democratic Front. According to this administrator, who herself was the daughter of one
of the original founders of the Democratic Front, UNRWA was corrupt, lacked
transparency and was penetrated by the factional divisions that characterized
Palestinian refugee society in Lebanon.

She (2009, pers.comm. 13 February)

explained that “someone knows someone in the organization and they can get the
paperwork fixed”. Thus it was possible for all sorts of people to have access to
hardship assistance.
The same clientelism, nepotism and incompetence which characterizes factional
membership is also a feature of the UNRWA bureaucracy. The influence of Palestinian
factionalism on UNRWA has been a long standing problem, having been perpetrated
by the PLO leadership first in Lebanon. From 1969, the PLO in Lebanon pressured the
agency to hire its choice of “ideologically connected individuals”, which became
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another form of patronage available to the PLO to dispense to its favourites (Talhami
2003, p.143). Consequently most people today still find their way into the agency
through a factional intermediary, as was the case for example with Abou Marid’s son,
who had left school at 14, but managed to gain a clerical position in one of the UNRWA
departments, through his father’s connections, when his father had been jailed for
some years by the Syrian military. Often UNRWA employees are also hired, not on the
basis of credentials and competence to do a job but because factions insist on having
UNRWA positions distributed amongst their members to represent factional balance.
The former director of UNRWA in Lebanon Salvatore Lombardi admitted that such
problems were the target of a reform process which started in 2006 but which is yet to
produce robust change (Nurturing Instability 2009, p.23).
The concept of patronage has often been associated with the lone figure of the landlord
who provides security and protection in exchange for political allegiance from his
followers. Therefore it might be conceptually difficult to accept that the political factions
in the camps can act as patrons of individuals and households. However it is evident
that the dynamics of the exchanges that might occur between a woman like Khadija
and the officials of the Democratic Front are personal in nature. The officials are not
mere middle men or disinterested brokers acting as intermediaries between the camp
residents and party heads elsewhere. The officials who reside in the camp, control
resources directly which they distribute to their clients since they do not have to obtain
permission for each act of patronage. This power to provide patronage is often more
explicit for example in the ability for local factional bosses to hire people as employees
of the party and create a clientele through this mechanism. The camp residents are
expected to show political support in return towards their faction. Thus the relationship
between the factions and the residents constitute a case of patronage according to the
parameters identified by anthropologists such as Scott (1972). In light of this
information, it became clear then why it was that Khadija had been publicly humiliated
on the streets outside the school, for failing to attend a Democratic Front rally. Khadija
was indebted to the Democratic Front and so was obligated to show her political
support for them. According to Scott (1972, p. 95), this creation of personal debt and
obligation in the client is what characterizes the Patron client relation. “What is crucial
in determining whether there is a patron-client relationship is the social assessment of
the gift”. But the comment made to me by the administrator of the trade school also
reinforced the degree to which the Palestinian refugee community was penetrated by
factionalism. Such episodes revealed that for all the rhetoric that divided people from
each other according to their political views, this was a mere mask for self-interest.
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Other forms of patronage such as the distribution of jobs in factional offices and allied
organizations, are largely undocumented to date, although Lazzarino’s (2011, p.135)
brief chapter is the most instructive again in this respect, because it revealed that
young NGO workers obtained employment in the camps NGO’s did so through
becoming members of a faction as most NGOs were affiliated with a faction. There
however remain few studies of the extent to which refugees receive a salary as waged
officials of one of the factions or other, nor how many live on pensions from the PLO
after they have retired from a PLO institution. In the camps of Lebanon, the 18
Palestinian factions will have a presence in most camps in the form of a local office.
These offices are manned on a 24 hour basis with office holders and they are also
guarded by sentries. In addition to these personnel, employees also exist in the myriad
of NGOs that have been set up in the name of one faction or another, as youth centers
or creches. The degree to which factions employ personnel in the camps has remained
undocumented. The pattern of factional intercession on behalf of their clients is
ubiquitous in the camp in the case of employment in PLO institutions. For example,
doctors who were hired to work for the Palestine Red Crescent Society hospitals
(PRCS) were allocated jobs during each intake according to a quota system negotiated
between the factions whom they were allied with. Although the doctors of the PRCS are
paid a moderate wage of $600 a month, the positions are much sought after because
as the PRCS is a PLO institution, this will enable the doctors to obtain a pension upon
retirement. Most former guerrillas would be in receipt of a pension, although someone
like Haj Ridwan who had a falling out with the Fatah faction and changed his allegiance
to Hamas, has been denied the pension, again reinforcing the personal nature and
patronage structure of relations between factions and the Palestinian refugees.

Factions and the Regulation of Social Relations

I have also stated that the factions structure social relations in the camp, so their roles
are not limited to providing material benefits to their clients alone. Factions have
displaced the traditional roles of kinsmen in mediating social exchanges. This is
especially evident in times of conflict, when factions mediate the process of
reconciliation between warring individuals.
On one occasion I had passed the doorway to the PFLP’s community hall, and spotted
an audience of men sitting on plastic chairs in a circle. Faisal (2009, 24 March), a camp
resident and one of the men in the hall had explained to me that this was a meeting to
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negotiate a peace between two warring families. Representatives of the families’
respective political factions were part of this negotiation.
Faisal recounted that in the camp there was a fight between two families just over a
year ago. A woman belonging to the family of Subhi, a widow, found herself in an
argument with the Husam family that lived on the floor above her rented flat. This
woman was a cousin of Faisal and he claimed that the dispute arose when the Husams
insisted on buying the flat from the owner “by force” even though the owner was not
interested in selling it. Thus the Husam family resorted to tormenting the widow to
encourage her to move out. I do suspect that Faisal was biased in his account of the
dispute as he was related to the widow and also took part in the feud. Thus according
to him, one day, the widow found herself accosted in her home by two young men and
their sister from the Husam family and this attracted the attention of the widow’s
relatives and her brothers from their nearby homes and shops in the neighbourhood.
Faisal and his brother entered the fray too, as they are cousins of the widow. There
was a brawl and one of the brothers of the widow got knifed. Faisal’s brother was also
stabbed. Thus at the end of the brawl, two men from the widow’s side of the family were
sent to hospital with knife wounds and one of the Husam men. The Husam family are
allied to Fatah al-lntifada having relatives employed in the party as officials and the
Subhi family of the widow have members in Fatah. The family feud created tension in
the camp and according to Faisal there was fear that this would erupt into a shoot-out
between the factions in the streets of the camp. A series of factional meetings occurred
to discuss the problem and the decision was made that the widow was liable to pay
compensation for the injured man from the Husam family. According to Faisal, it is a
tradition in Islamic communities that whenever a crime is committed, the response
should either be an “eye for an eye” or compensation. The factions thus took the role of
negotiating compensation according to their Islamic principles.
This incident is very revealing of the social dynamics in the camp and the degree to
which factional politics penetrates relationships. When the incident was spoken about,
it was referred to as a fight between Fatah al-lntifada and Fatah. Yet it was also a
personal dispute arising out of the competition to occupy space in a limited real-estate
market.

Nonetheless the factions were involved in the process of reconciling the

warring families and negotiating a compensation agreement. Traditionally however
such negotiations were undertaken between the men-folk of the community. Therefore
it seems that the role of factions has become enlarged over the decades and they have
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become responsible for regulating social relationships and obligations within the
Palestinian community of the camps.
The precedent to involve factions in the mediation of personal relationships was
established with the PLO’s arrival in the camps of Lebanon. Julie Peteet (1987, pp.3234). As argued that when the PLO took control of the Palestinian refugee camps in
Lebanon in 1969, it sought initially to retain customary and Islamic law in settling
community disputes, giving a prominent role to the communal elders and elite of the
community. Through such a system, kinship relations retained their importance in
ordering social interaction. An example given by Peteet is the payment of blood money
to a murder victim’s family, an option allowed in Islamic law and one that the
Palestinian refugee community in Lebanon retains. For example, during my field
research in the camp, a woman was killed accidentally when a brick was knocked off
the rooftop of one of the apartment blocks, whilst she was passing by in the street.
Although the man responsible for dropping the brick, a man who kept a pigeon coop on
the roof of the building initially fled the camp in fear of reprisal, the family of the widow
allowed him to return on the caveat that he pay financial compensation. Although
Lebanese forensic police were invited to the camp to gather the woman’s body, they
were asked not to interfere otherwise, as the family of the deceased did not wish to lay
charges. Progressively the role of factions has become more prominent in regulating
such relationships and traditions. Factions who had strong patronage ties to particular
families and individuals intervene on their client’s behalf without recourse to traditional
leaders as has been documented in the past (Peteet 1987, 32-34).

Factional Opposition to Independent Initiatives: the Case study of the First Elected
Peoples’ Committee

While Patronage has assisted a woman such as Khadija to escape poverty and
reliance on a husband who is reputed to be abusive and a layabout, the system of
patronage is not benign. It has had terrible ramifications on the dynamics of the refugee
community in Shatila, foreclosing the potential for horizontal linkages amongst people
to help them work towards communal cooperation. The case study below will
demonstrate this. In 2005, a community initiative to take care of the declining
infrastructure in the camp was attempted, in the form of an elected Peoples’ Committee
free of factional influence. However the energy of the group was eventually eroded due
to the undermining actions of the political factions and the lack of support from the
community at large.
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Scholars such as Hanafi and Long (2008) have portrayed the Palestinian factions as a
tyrannical apparatus which prey upon the refugee community even though at times
they might patronize them. I have attempted to argue that this is too simplistic an
explanation of the social and political structure of the Palestinian refugee community in
Lebanon, because often-times one cannot make this distinction between party member
and client, such as in the case of Khadija, who is no exception in the camp. Very little
ethnographic research effort underlies the assumptions that scholars such as Hanafi
make. Ethnographic observations reveal that although the factions may tyrannize the
camp, they do so with the continued support of their respective constituents, who
benefit from this relationship through factional patronage. This is precisely the reason
why factional power is entrenched, because it mirrors the allegiances and preference of
the residents of the camp.
Such an analysis is somewhat outdated and may have been applicable to the camps in
the heyday of Syrian occupation. The years during which the Tahaluf had uncontested
control of the Beirut and northern camps were described as periods of great hardship
by the residents. The late Abou Sami who was Amin al Sir (secretary general) of the
Tahaluf Popular Committee had ruled Shatila camp by all accounts through sheer terror
until his death in 2004 and was widely known to be involved in various rackets involving
stolen goods and drugs. During my visit to Abdul-Nurs’ home, an ex-Fatah guerilla with
a missing arm, his family began to converse about the terrible end that Abou Sami and
his family had met as a result of their involvement in local criminal activity. His daughter
was shot as revenge for a drug deal which was in dispute and his son died from a drug
overdose, soon after which he died of a heart attack. Abou Hani however still inspires
dread in the camp residents at the mention of his name and the period, during which he
reigned as the boss of the camp, commanding standing troops of young armed louts is
viewed as a dark period in the camps history. However with the re-entry of Fatah to the
camps, the Tahalufs power to rule has markedly declined. Fatah members remained in
the camp, Abou Marid and his fellow guerrillas being a case in point but by 2000, they
were able to openly re-establish an official Fatah office, manned with armed sentries
sending the message that there was competition for power in the camp. Eventually the
return of the PLO’s Popular Committee challenged the Tahalufs monopoly on power
and violence in the camp of Shatila.
This changed the dynamics of patronage markedly. Where once the factional members
were able to cow the camp residents into submission by threatening people with being
reported to Syrian intelligence officers, with whom they enjoyed a privileged
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relationship, today they rely on other means to augment their authority. The
contestation between factions is marked by a competition to win favor among the
refugees and to increase their following amongst camp residents. It is also marked by
the competition to dominate governance mechanisms. The case study below will
demonstrate that the Tahaluf factions and those allied to the PLO retain power because
of the existence of clientelist networks, and that their continued use of patronage to
compete for greater influence and more supporters is well entrenched in the camps.
The years of chaos under the Tahalufs rule came to a crisis point in 2004 during which
the single electricity transformer that supplied power to the camp broke down. It was
damaged by fire because too large a load was being pulled through it and parts of it
burnt out. This has been a recurrent problem in Shatila because there is excess
demand for power than what the current grid in the camp can deliver. The sole existing
transformer could not handle the amount of energy that the households were pulling
through its circuits, which resulted in the recurrent burning out of circuits on the
transformer. There were a handful of enterprising young men who made their living by
charging households a fee for hooking them up with additional lines to the transformer.
They did this under the protection of their respective factions both from the Tahaluf
alliance and from the PLO groups, both of whom obtained a fee for “licensing” these
activities from the electricity entrepreneurs. By 2004, a major fire had erupted in the
utility shed that housed the transformer, which then needed to be replaced. According
to Abou Wasif (2008, 27 November), an electrician who worked out of a small
workshop in the camp, on numerous occasions people would meet in public forums to
air their grievances and resolutions would be taken for things to be done, but months
went by and nothing came of it. After 11 months of little being done to address the
electricity crisis by those who had appointed themselves the governors of the camp
people became very bitter, agitated and conflicted, leading to mass demonstrations in
the alleyways of the camps.
An additional incident also contributed to sparking the protests which erupted at the
start of 2005. There was an exchange of gunfire in the camp further fraying the nerves
of residents. It was however a dispute between two young men in the camp, one
belonging to al-Sa’iqa and the other to Fatah al-lntifada, both factions which sit under
the Tahaluf umbrella. An innocent bystander, a young married man standing on his
balcony with his wife watching the commotion was shot accidentally and died as a
result (Abou Wasif, 2008 pers.comm. 27 November).
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This prompted some men of standing in the community who were part of a group called
the committee for Monitoring and Improvement (al-Mutaba’a wal Islah) to take action.
These men, although they might have had a past association, were not political officials
in any faction, but they were prominent professionals who worked in the refugee camp
and included such people as doctors, UNRWA social workers and a religious imam.
They had been active in the camp on the monitoring committee on predominantly moral
issues, according to Hamdan the UNRWA sociologist (2009, pers.comm. 3 March),
trying to stop the exhibition of pornographic material in the local markets and also
attempting to remove the drug rackets which were run under the protection of certain
political factions. There were several young men suffering from heroin addiction in the
camp, some of whom were being treated by Dr Hallim, who believed it was the
proximity of the drug trade that contributed to their drug use. In any case, when the
young man had been shot, it was these professionals that undertook various
consultations with each faction and came to the conclusion that what was needed was
a committee specifically tasked with sorting the infrastructure problems of the camp,
which would be free of factional interference. They decided that such a committee
needed to be elected and called for the men of the camps to nominate themselves. To
ensure transparency in the process, a Palestinian NGO called the Palestine Human
Rights Organization (PHRO), based in Mar Elias camp was asked to monitor the
elections.
Those people permitted to put themselves forward as candidates were required by the
rules established by the Monitoring and Improvement Committee, to not be an official in
any political faction or have a close association which would compromise independent
decision making. In actuality most if not all of those eventually elected had a past
membership of a faction, predominantly the Fatah and PFLP factions, but they had not
been active members for some time and thus were considered without political
affiliation. It was decided that 11 positions would be open for election to the committee.
However only a paltry thirty two people eventually came forward and three of these
were eventually dropped by those organising the election as it was known that they had
some current involvement in one of the factions. This is perhaps a reflection of how
deep the factional politics penetrates the camp community. Further evidence that
revealed the degree of political factionalism was that only 783 people took part in the
election according to Rashid (2009, 17 February), a member of the Engineers’ Union
who had helped organize the elections, as had many of the other engineers. Rashid
had worked with various agencies including FAFO and the PLO’s population unit as a
research assistant collecting demographic data. He thus estimated that the people who
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did show up to vote represented less than % of the Palestinian population of people
over 21, the minimum voting age and some of the people who had voted were the
Lebanese who resided in the camp, since there were no restrictions on nationality.
Rather all residents were invited to vote. Abou Wasif (2008, 27 November) remarked
that the degree to which many people are actively affiliated, as members or waged
officials of a political faction was revealed in the paltry amount of voters that turned up
on the day, because it indicated that there was something of a boycott of the initiative.
Factions as such would have not wanted their clients to participate in the elections of a
committee that would diminish them in their self-appointed role to govern the camp.
According to Abou Wasif (2008, 27 November), who was one of those successfully
elected, the Peoples’ Committee attempted to inform the factions of their intentions and
enlist their support. Immediately after the elections the Peoples’ Committee went to
each of the factions, to reassure them that they only sought to limit their activities to
improving the infrastructure of the camp and were not interested in becoming
spokesman for the people, a role dominated by the political factions.
Initially the elected Peoples’ Committee achieved real improvements.

Abou Qusay

(2008, 27 November), a former Fatah member, a small shop owner in the camp and
also one elected to the Peoples’ Committee, also recalled that representatives of a
French local government sponsored NGO had made contact with them and offered to
assist the committee. This is where funding came for a new transformer and repairs
were made to the old one. They were given USD 10,000 worth of new cables for
extending and rehabilitating the grid. The Peoples’ Committee then contacted the
national electricity company, the EDL, to ask them to assist and the EDL then sent their
workmen to the camp to install the new cabling. Abou Qusay was then put in charge for
organizing the installation of circuit-breakers to willing households in the camp, one of
the first and major projects that the committee undertook as a means of sharing the
available electricity supply. This was to avoid another crisis in which an excess of
power demand being pulled through the illegal and chaotic slip shod grid of the camp
could cause another burning out of the transformers. The Peoples’ Committee began
by asking the factions to crack down on the individuals who were sabotaging the grid by
selling illegally hooked up electricity lines to households which they had soldered onto
the main cables since the factions ran the security committee in the camp. These men
also routinely sold illegal lines to households in the surrounding slum (Abou Arif 2009,
12 January).
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By all accounts the Peoples’ Committee had begun to achieve real results so that within
three months of their election, a ready supply of electricity had been established in the
camp. Soon however, discord began to mar the meetings of the Peoples’ Committee.
Abou Qusay (2008, 27 November) said that the elected members soon became weary,
because they had not anticipated the level of work they would be required to do. This
was confirmed by Abou Arif (2009, 12 January), an electrical engineer, whom the
Peoples’ Committee had consulted for a study on how to reconstruct the electricity
system of the camp. Abou Arif was an eloquent man, a graduate of the Beirut Arab
University. Abou Arif had said that Abou Wasif had worked hardest of all, seeing as he
had been at the head of the committee, that he became quickly burnt out. He compared
him to the character of Boxer in Animal Farm, who at the end of his working life was no
good for anything but the mincer. He gave the example that Abou Wasif would go up to
the roof tops at night to remove the mess of illegal cables and was shot at. He was
unable to gain protection from the security committee to protect him from such attacks.
He did all this without asking for a thing or gaining any personal profits.
The Peoples’ Committee was also being undermined by the factions, as for example
when the Tahaluf Popular Committee went to the electricity company and insisted that
the company deal with them only, rather than pay attention to the elected Peoples’
Committee which was in the process of organizing for an EDL worker to come to the
camp to rewire the grid (Abou Wasif 2008, 27 November), However there were other
internal reasons why the Peoples’ Committee began to fall apart.

Even though the

rules of the electoral process, first authorized by the Monitoring and Improvement
Committee, precluded the election of political persons, waged cadres and other people
active in supporting any political faction, nonetheless the political factions still managed
to influence the committee initiatives. This is because they would approach individual
committee members, offer them patronage in the form of employment as a factional
official and nominate them secretly as their delegates in the Peoples’ Committee. And
when it came to the committee making certain decisions about particular issues, these
individuals managed to inject the political factions influence in the procedures, by
paying consideration to the views of the political factions. These individuals eventually
became waged officials in their respective factions and one by one began to abandon
the Peoples’ Committee, whittling its numbers down. Hamdan, (2009, 3 March) who
was a member of the monitoring committee remarked that Fatah, Jihad al Islam, the
PFLP and Hamas all hired members from the elected Peoples’ Committee. These men
began to discourage any initiative in discussions in the Peoples’ Committee, leading to
arguments and a breakdown in the relationship between members.
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One of the most controversial members of the Peoples’ Committee was Haj Ridwan.
Although he was an ex-Fatah guerilla, he had not had any political affiliation for some
decades in the camp and thus had put himself forward for election, with the approval of
the Monitoring committee. However upon his election to the Peoples’ Committee, he
appeared to have aimed at forming a formal association with Hamas, who hired him as
their local representative. Haj Ridwan (2008, 1 December) explains that the breakdown
of his relationship with the committee members resulted from the precise accusation
against him of working with Hamas without consulting with them first. Haj Ridwan says
the rumors were unfair because he already knew many prominent people and he used
to brag to each group about what the leaders of their rival political factions were doing
for the camp, to inspire some competitive philanthropy between them. Regardless of
his intentions, within the first three months of the committee’s existence there was a
breakdown of relations between members and Haj Ridwan. Eventually the remaining
committee members disbanded.
According to Abou Tawfiq (2009, pers.comm. 3 March), a local Fatah man and head of
the PLO information office in Beirut, the Peoples’ Committee was a success given the
constraints imposed by the society’s factional politics. He was very open in his criticism
despite the fact that he was a Fatah member saying:
“In my opinion the Peoples’ Committee was very effective when it first began
and to me the reason for their failure rests with the political factions. Each faction was
uncomfortable with their success because the factions could not claim it as their own,...
so they interfered. Everything, every initiative interests the political factions, you can’t
be independent in the camps, they won’t allow it...”
It is of interest to note that factional influence was used in a very indirect manner to
frustrate the Peoples’ Committee initially although they resorted to the use of increasing
violence. Even though Abou Tawfiq blames factional interference for the breakdown of
the initiative, initially this interference took the form of underhandedness rather than
direct force. Factional objectives were exercised through the people of the camp, when
many did not take part in voting for the committee and more specifically through the
members of the Peoples’ Committee, who had been elected on the basis that they did
not have an association with any political group but who then allied themselves with a
faction. The factions were able to do this because of the entrenched system of
patronage which characterizes camp society. This raises the question of whether the
professionals of the Monitoring and Improvement Committee and subsequently the
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Peoples’ Committee had a mandate to pursue the elections as they had. Although the
Peoples’ Committee might have been seen as a grassroots initiative working in the
gaps left by the political factions, they ultimately failed because they did not have the
support of the broader camp population who are captured by the political factions.

Local Parameters of Legitimacy

Despite the professed concerns and intentions that the elected Peoples’ Committee
expressed for the communal wellbeing of camp society, this was an insufficient fact by
which they could build a popular mandate for their activities. The lack of a popular
mandate was something highlighted by one of the most prominent members of “civil”
society (if such a thing can exist in a Palestinian refugee camp) in Shatila camp, Abou
Harith. Whilst predictably the political factions did not support the elections of the
Peoples’ Committee, Abou Harith who is the director of a local youth centre,

also

criticized the existence of the Committee, despite the brief period of success that was
experienced during 2005 as a result of the work carried out voluntarily by the elected
members. This is no small feat considering the factions with French assistance, had
been unable to make progress for 11 months prior to the elections. What is of note
however was the way in which the Peoples’ Committee was perceived by various
groups in Shatila as illegitimate, despite the fact that they had mobilised donor
assistance and went to work with their own labour to create improvements in the camp,
the most prominent critic being Abou Harith. In understanding what constitutes local
parameters of legitimacy it is instructive to look at the reaction that NGO director Abou
Harith expressed towards the Peoples’ Committee.
Although Abou Harith (2009, pers.comm. 24 February) had endorsed the initiative
publicly, in private he criticised the concept, despite the fact that the elected committee
had made tangible progress in the community in repairing the electricity grid. The
Shatila youth centre directors’ explanation for why the committee had no legitimacy
was because he argued they had no mandate for their position, neither from a higher
authority nor from below”. Further he accused the elected committee of being an
“illegal” organisation.
To add weight to his accusation of the illegality of the Peoples’ Committee, Abou Harith
(2009, 24 February) accused them of a number of misdemeanours including the
“illegal” activity of attempting to raise funds from the people of the camp for their own
self-enrichment. According to Abou Harith it was the factional Popular Committee who
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stepped in and stopped this. Abou Harith implied that the individuals in the Peoples’
Committee used the initiative to extract personal profits but that this fraud was stopped
by the authority of the factions.
The only time that the Peoples’ Committee obtained money was by encouraging homes
to purchase circuit breakers from the EDL, to ration the existing electricity supply
throughout the camp. However the households only paid for the circuit breakers and
installation of the circuits by an employee of the Lebanese government’s electricity
company (EDL), a flat fee of 25,000 LBP (approx 16.5 USD) that went to the electricity
company who gave each customer a receipt for the money they paid, outlining the cost
of the circuit breaker on the one hand and the cost of the installation on the other. The
Peoples’ Committee delivered the original receipt to each household that had made a
payment, but they kept a copy themselves. The “electricity file” was created as an
archive of photocopies of every receipt issued for every circuit breaker charged to
households in the camp. No money was obtained by any members of the Peoples’
Committee from this process. Part of the election platform was that the candidates for
election would volunteer their skills to upgrade the infrastructure, thus they maintained
their jobs during the day and worked in the camp in the evenings in their own free time
(Abou Qusay 2008, pers.comm. 27 November).
One of the most enduring concerns of the Monitoring and Improvement Committee, the
initial group of professionals which proposed the idea of elections, was that the elected
Peoples’ Committee demonstrated both accountability and transparency to the camp
community. Hence not only did they keep an electricity file for payments they received
from the people of the camp but much of their activities were documented and this
included taking minutes of their weekly meetings and placing it in the window of the
Engineers’ Union for people to see, as the union had lent them the room they rented in
the camp for their meeting (Jad-Allah 2009, pers.comm. 28 January)
Further evidence of the committee’s attempts to reject the opportunity to use their
mandate for self-enrichment was demonstrated by their initial rejection of assistance
from the liaison officer of the Twinning committee. Since 2002, Shatila has been the
recipient of assistance from a Parisienne council under a twin-city arrangement.
Twinning is a program which the communist dominated municipalities of France have
run in the Palestinian camps of the occupied territories but which was extended to
Lebanon several years ago. For each French municipality which decided upon a
twinning program with a camp, it would create a contract or rather an agreement with
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camp representatives to be the local partners of the program. Shatila camp is twinned
with the outer Municipality of Bagnolet of Paris. Ms Abou Khalil (2008, 17 December)
was the liaison between the French twining project and the camps throughout Lebanon
up until 2009. She was a well connected woman who insisted in our first interview that
she properly introduce herself and catalogue her achievements. She has held stellar
positions such as being the country director for Oxfam-UK, worked as an environmental
program director for United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and at the time
of our interview was located at the Centre for Women in the UN’s Economic and Social
Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA). As a result of her long experience she has
built up a global network of contacts. Thus in 2002 when the 20th commemoration
was being held for the Sabra Shatila massacre, she was alerted to a visit by a joint
French and Belgian delegation to the camp, members of which were her friends. She
offered to assist in the tour as a translator. During this tour she made the acquaintance
of the director of the French twinning project, who requested that she become the local
coordinator for the association. Abou Khalil stated that her brief involved speaking to
the major factions.
According to Jad-Allah (2008, 1 September) there was an attempt initially by the liaison
officer to encourage the Peoples’ Committee to join the pre-existing Twinning
Committee dominated by factions at the time of the elections. Given the persistent
attempts by factions to obstruct their activities, the elected Peoples’ Committee refused
the initial attempts by Abou Khalil to incorporate them into the twinning arrangement by
inviting them into the existing inter-factional committee. After many arguments amongst
the members of the Peoples’ Committee, this suggestion was voted down because it
was evident that the twinning arrangement was not functioning due to the constant
bickering between various factional groupings. Once the Peoples’ Committee
proceeded to work independently and started on some of the initial improvements to
the electricity grid independently, only then did Abou Khalil offer to assist the Peoples’
Committee without the caveat that they join the factions, letting go of the arrangement
that pre-existed with the committee constituted by various factions, and signing a new
twinning contract with the elected Peoples’ Committee so that they alone became the
local partner.
Haj Ridwan (2008, 1 December) also confirmed that controversy over resource
management was a major reason why previous local partners had failed to work
constructively with the Twinning committee. He claimed that

Bagnolet’s mayor Marc

Everbecq, had visited the camp numerous times and sat through many meetings which

174

Chapter 5: The Parameters of Factional Power

left him with the impression that the only thing people were interested in was the money
they would get. In addition to disputes over resource entitlements, there were also
related questions raised about the transparency of the way local groups functioned.
According to Haj Ridwan, it was somewhat apparent to mayor Everbecq in the
meetings that he could “also see that things did not work in an open way” and was
reticent to hand over resources in such a context. However when it became evident
that the Peoples’ Committee had started to work in an open and transparent fashion,
and they had started to make tangible improvements to the grid, then the French
donors approached the committee again, this time letting go of the previous
arrangement they had with the inter-factional committee that had failed to yield
substantial returns to the camp residents.
Abou Harith’s accusations against the Peoples’ Committee might have arisen from the
fact that he himself failed to engage the French donors, with whom the partnership
ended acrimoniously possibly due to differences of opinion on the distribution of
resources. There has been a succession of local partners and contracts signed which
have failed but the local youth centre was the first partner before it became itself mired
in the controversy over the French twinning relationship with Shatila. This organization
is one of two primary interlocutors between the camp community and foreign donors,
the other being the trade school. Most foreign activists who are seen parading through
the camp have an association with one or the other as the centers greatly utilize the
labour of volunteers and activists who wish to make a contribution to Shatila. The
director Abou Harith has been able to overcome controversy and political factionalism
to establish a youth centre which is not beholden to any one faction and which remains
unique in Lebanon for the degree of support it has received locally from Lebanese
patrons and internationally. Yet it failed to engage with the French donors in the first
few years of the program, so that eventually the French moved onto nominating new
local partners. This is because there developed a certain level of personal enmity
between Abou Harith (2009, pers.comm. 24 February)

and

the French twinning

organization and as a way to explain the breakdown of relations between himself and
his donors, he did make one statement that implied a difference of opinion on matters
having to do with the control over resources coming to the camp:
“All groups want to take a greater piece of the cake in any initiative and the
French felt I was too tough to stomach ... I went to the French as their equal so
whatever exchanges happened had to go both ways”
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When pressed on what he meant by “piece of cake” however, he refused to further
elaborate although this implied that he had fallen out with the French funders over
resource arrangements. Abou Harith had also immediately followed this statement by
mentioning that he never relied on French funding for any of his projects, “paying for
them from my (his) own pocket”.
Not only did Abou Harith (2009, 24 February) attempt to discredit the Peoples’
Committee by positioning them as an “illegal “ group conducting profiteering activities,
but he also argued against their legitimacy on the basis that they did not represent an
organic endogenous initiative of the community. He accused the committee of being a
product of foreign design. Whilst it is true that the concept of a popular election to form
a Peoples’ Committee tasked with managing the infra-structure difficulties in the camp,
was formulated by professionals who worked with the camp community, certain
members of this original Monitoring and Improvement Committee were residents of the
camp whilst others were not. People like Dr Hallim (2009, 24 February) were former
residents. They were however all Palestinians. However Abou Harith denied the import
of such professionals (2009, 24 February) and claimed that the idea for popular
elections was planted in the minds of some residents by an English NGO which had
visited the camp in 2001. He however could not recall the name of this organisation. He
denounced the influence of European NGOs with their human rights agendas as
detrimental to the revolutionary character of Palestinian refugee society, in spite of the
fact that his organisation was predominantly dependent on Sweden’s Save the
Children’s Fund.
It is difficult to gage whether as Abou Harith claimed, there was some influence from
NGOs on the election agenda, and there was no confirmation of a visit to the camp by
an English organisation by any of my informants from the Monitoring committee or the
Peoples’ Committee. The relationship between the elected Peoples’ Committee and
French donors was not marred by any controversy over control of donor assistance, nor
did the elected members of the committee make the accusation of being forced to take
on a schedule of work authored by an external agency.

In fact members of the

Peoples’ Committee such as Jad-Allah took great exception to the suggestion that the
idea was imposed by a foreign agency.

However In this respect, Abou Harith

challenged the legitimacy of the Peoples’ Committee on the basis that such initiatives
represented the interests of agencies external to the camp community.
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Abou Harith’s explanation for why the elected Peoples’ Committee had no “legitimacy”
and ultimately failed might be comprehensible if his professional background is taken
into account. Abou Harith’s has at various times been employed as an official in the
Popular Committees, starting in 1972 when he was made Secretary General of the
committee for the Rashidieh camp. At some point he arrived in Beirut, but during the
early 1980s he left Lebanon for a few years, when the PLO was exiled, managing to
obtain a scholarship from the PFLP, so that he could undertake a social science degree
at a Latin American university. The PFLP seemed to have assisted many of its
guerrillas during these years, to leave the country. In 1984 Abu Harith returned to
Shatila to form a Popular Committee but found the camp at war, as Fatah al-lntifada
had seceded from Fatah. Nonetheless allied with a local pro-Syrian al-Sa’iqa guerrilla,
he became involved in local camp politics, managing the assistance coming to the
camp from UNICEF (Abou Harith 2009, 24 February). In 1993 the Tahaluf factions
emerged as a strong grouping in response to the Oslo Accords which they rejected,
causing a re-alignment of various groups around the two broad camps of the anti-PLO
and Pro-Syrian factions. The PFLP, which had in the immediate period of the PLO’s
exile been allied with the PLO, changed its affiliation in 1993 siding with the pro-Syrian
factions. But several years later it rejoined the PLO (since May 2010 they have again
rejected the PLO’s authority). Despite the constantly fluid nature of the alliances being
formed by the various factions, Abou Harith survived and took advantage of the period
when the PFLP was allied to the Tahaluf and the Tahaluf’s control over Shatila was
relatively uncontested, to open his Youth Centre. As testimony to his status as a senior
guerrilla and his ability to improve upon his authority despite the shifting alliances,

all

Tahaluf Popular Committees of Lebanon had made a decision to choose him to be the
liaison person for all the camps of Lebanon between 1988 to 2004. Abou Harith’s
repeated emphasis that the Peoples’ Committee had no “real” authority therefore might
be understood as a reflection of his own stellar rise to prominence, via his engagement
with factional (and regional) politics.
Abou Harith does not view factional politics as a contradiction to communal
involvement in governing camp society. Abou Harith (2009, 24 February) repeatedly
stated that the elected Peoples’ Committee would inevitably fail given that they had no
mandate for their position, “not from a higher authority nor from below”. In order to
explain his view of the mandate “from below”, he concluded that the factional Popular
Committees were a manifestation of popular will. Not only did the elected Peoples’
Committee ultimately fail because they lacked a “mandate from below” given the paltry
amount of people who eventually turned up at the voting booths
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elections. More so, Abou Harith explained that when a person enters the camp he/she
is no longer present in Lebanese territory. The Popular Committees are an expression
of this, because in the absence of formal governance, the society “develops its own
form of social organization” as he put it. The elected Peoples’ Committee lacked
legitimacy because they did not reflect this form of “social organization”. Therefore his
accusation that the elected Peoples’ Committee was a foreign imposed idea appears
consistent with his insistence that the factional committees are a reflection of a popular
and endogenous expression of social organization.
However Abou Harith’s rose-coloured view of the faction’s functional role in camp
society as an expression of the community developing its own “social organization”,
whitewashes the fact that Palestinian factions are nothing more than patronized proxies
of various foreign states, populated by individuals who in turn patronize those families
who give them local legitimacy. Nonetheless his explanation of what constitutes
legitimacy is useful for what it reveals about the nature of patronage in camp society.
The ultimate failure of the Peoples’ Committee, which is implied by Abou Harith’s logic,
was the result of their rejection of the political reality in which they lived, a reality which
necessitated the involvement of factions, even though such an involvement would yield
little benefit to the community as a whole.
Conclusion

The Palestinian factions reign in the camps of Lebanon by virtue of a number of factors.
The most important of these is foreign sponsorship as each political faction acts like the
local proxy force of a foreign state or power. In addition to this, the camps must be
treated as autonomous zones within sovereign Lebanese territory under threat of
Syrian retaliation. However neither of these facts are sufficient in illuminating the local
and immediate reasons behind the significance of the factions to Palestinian refugee
society. Whilst the Palestinian factions are patronized by foreign powers, the factions
gain legitimacy in the camps because they in turn patronize the refugee population.
And although the factions use the camp’s autonomous status to extract profits in
governing the space of the camp, they circulate revenue in the form of patronage. This
might take the form of factional intercession to obtain jobs for their members in any of
the Palestinian institutions, such as UNRWA or the PLO departments, or it could be
through direct cash disbursements, such as pensions. The extent of patronage
however means that most refugees are allied to one faction or another and all their
social interactions and disputes are colored by their factional allegiances, so much so
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that it is often difficult to distinguish between a personal dispute in the camp and a
dispute between factions.
When a community initiative to hold free elections in the camp was attempted, in the
hope of progressing communal interests beyond factional politics, the project attracted
low participation rates, which signified the extent to which factional influence was
widespread. The low participation rates amounted to a boycott. However even more
indicative of the degree of factional influence, was the attempt by a number of factions
to appropriate members of the community initiative by hiring them as party officials.
Through the use of patronage, in the form of offering jobs, factions tainted the process.
Such patterns of behavior challenge the tendency amongst academics to present the
factions as apart from the refugee community. The degree to which refugees identify
with factions is too pervasive and affects almost every aspect of camp life, making the
distinction between factional official and refugee meaningless.
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Chapter 6. Camp as Economic Resource: the Economy of
Racketeering

Refugee camps have been treated invariably as either sites of humanitarian
intervention or as emergency situations in academic discourse. However the
Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon do not only function as refugee camps. They
represent more robustly a specific economic system which has emerged and flourished
in the political space that created autonomous armed camps in Lebanon. A closer
examination of the defining exchanges and transactions within the camp reveals that
they are foremost economic entities that function according to well known and
established politico-economic rules. These involve patronage, as we have examined in
the last chapter. However the economic system far exceeds the parameters of
patronage and needs to be understood in its entirety as consisting of other economic
practices. The implications of these economic dynamics are that the Palestinian
refugee camps of Lebanon are inaccessible. This is not because of any physical
barriers or policing restrictions on the movement of people, but because the refugee
camps constitute a terrain upon which vested economic interests thrive. Therefore
humanitarian agencies have often found themselves in webs of intrigue they cannot
understand, with failed development projects, precisely because they seek to work in a
space already occupied by these economic interests. The space of the refugee camp
has been privatized de-facto by self-enrichment and rent-seeking practices of refugees.
The process of the privatisation of camp territory can be explained by reference to
Horkheimer’s theory of rackets. I will argue that the camp may be considered a model
of the “society of rackets”, a society in which domination both economically and
politically is achieved through sheer violence and the privatization of power, elevating
mere rent-seeking to racketeering.

Camp as Political Project

Something of a conceptual straitjacket is evident in the scholarship of more recent
years on Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon. The themes by which the refugee
camps have been characterised predictably follow entrenched themes. Refugee camps
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are either sites of legal “exceptions”, islands of (in) security or sites of humanitarian and
emergency intervention (Hanafi & Long 2010). The problem in such accounts is not so
much that they make erroneous observations, but that their comprehension of how a
Palestinian refugee camp functions on a daily basis is only partial. In terms of the
myriad transactions that happen every day, there is a tendency to privilege the
aforementioned tropes, whilst ignoring the transactional realities of everyday life in the
camp and this partiality leads to an invalid representation. Therefore such frameworks
can only skim the shallows of comprehending how the Palestinian refugee camp in
Lebanon functions. Although Palestinian refugee camps exist as they do as a result of
regional realpolitik, the transactional reality of daily life reveals that the camp above all
is an economic resource for its residents.
Although ostensibly, the Palestinian refugee camps function as sites for the distribution
of humanitarian relief to the neediest of refugees, the camps of Lebanon diverge from
this characterization because they are comparatively exclusive communities to the
most disadvantaged. As seen in the previous chapter, the informal real-estate market
in Shatila and the camps of Lebanon is very well established making camps privatized
and inaccessible spaces. Quantitative data from the Norwegian NGO FAFO, reported
that 82% of camp refugees and 70% of refugees living in non-UNRWA gatherings
“own” their own home. Both these figures far surpass the national average where 68%
of Lebanese own their own homes. Those that rent homes in camps tended to be high
to middle income earners because the rate of rent is quite high when compared to
adjacent areas. However of the refugee population, the poorest and the neediest were
to be found outside of the refugee camps, residing in inadequate shelter. The FAFO
study found less than 1% of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon live in squatter type
housing, made from substandard material such as clay, asbestos and zincalum, which
predominates in the slums of Beirut and informal settlements throughout the country
(Blome-Jacobsen & Khalidi 2009, pp. 190-191). Officially, according to the humanitarian
agencies, the refugee camps have been leased by the Lebanese government,
sometimes from Lebanese landowners under agreement with UNRWA, so as to house
the refugees. This contrasts to the reality that the camp is a privatized space and is
inaccessible to those who require shelter, unless this shelter has been bought or
leased from pre-existing refugee “owners”.
This inaccessibility to the housing market has been undergirded by the broader political
process of factional patronage. Those Palestinians who reside in the camp today do so
by virtue of being assisted by their respective political factions and not because they
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represent the neediest of people. A great number of owners of Shatila camp’s housing
can be traced back to the camp’s reconstruction in 1993. Significant destruction had
been wrought on the camps of Lebanon in the Shiite militia Amals’ War of the Camps,
lasting form 1985 to 1987. By that time, Shatila had been extensively damaged by
Amal’s attempt to drive out the remaining “Arafatist” forces from the camps of Beirut
and the north, which ultimately failed. In addition, the destruction could also be
attributed to a degree to the internal fighting between Fatah guerrillas, which ended in a
schism and the formation of Fatah al-lntifada. Between 1987 and 1993, there was a
concerted PLO funding effort to rebuild the camps. One of the people at the forefront of
the rebuilding effort was Abou Tawfiq (2008, 21 November), of the PLO information
office in Beirut. Abou Tawfiq, formally trained as an engineer, had been employed by
the Lebanese electricity company to undertake a census of the population in 1996 so
that the company could ascertain the extent to which the grid in the camp needed
updating and extension. Through his study Abou Tawfiq estimated that the population
of the camp had grown from 1,000 households in the pre War on the Camps period to
3,000 with an estimated population of 17,000 people because so many of them were
newly arrived to the camp under the advocacy of their own political faction. Ostensibly
the reconstruction of Shatila was a humanitarian project, although in actuality it was a
political project given the fact that the factions managed to settle their closest allies,
rather than settle the neediest of refugees.
First and foremost, the Palestinian refugee camps represent entities that have been
politicized by regional dynamics. The nurturing of the refugee camps in Lebanon as
sites of strategic military value is well covered in the literature. As discussed in previous
chapters, the camps became autonomous zones for proxy groups representing the
interests of foreign states, principally Egypt and Syria who planned to go to war with
Israel to recapture the territories occupied in 1967 (Drysdale & Hinnebusch 1991, p.73).
Although significant destruction had been wrought on the camps of Lebanon when
Amal, sponsored by Syria, embarked upon a “war of the camps”, Syria continued to
protect the reconstruction of the camps towards the end of Lebanon’s civil war and to
insist on their autonomy from Lebanese rule. Today those factions that govern the
camps have headquarters in Syria which maintains a veto on the regional peace
through animating these groups in Lebanon (Karam 2006, p.67).
The argument that the reconstruction of Shatila was a political project however, is
reinforced by the factional bosses of Shatila, according to whom the campaign
mounted by the factions to attract residents to the camp was due to a widespread belief
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that the camp would be demolished. al-Sa’iqa official and Tahaluf Popular Committee
employee Abou Dabir (2008, 17 September) explained that at the end of the civil war in
Lebanon, his faction and many others too encouraged Palestinians and Lebanese
allies to come to live in the camp because there was a plan to raze the camp to the
ground. He explained that this plan still exists and that it is a conspiracy to force
Palestinian refugees to accept citizenship elsewhere. He explains that Palestinians
who remain in the camp do so in the expectation that they will return to Palestine.
Certainly since the signing of the Cairo Accords and militarization of the refugee
population, the camps had become so politicized, that the Lebanese government would
reject a return to the status ante, with the cessation of hostilities. The Lebanese state,
having suffered the ravages of war by proxy, did make clear its intentions to bring the
camps under the control of the government with a plan to rehouse the refugees far from
the sensitive areas the camps occupied. The camps were situated in prime real estate
long earmarked for redevelopment, as well as being situated along sensitive arterial
roads to airports and across bridges (el- Khazen 2000, p. 191; Johnson 1986, p.174). It
was these roads and bridges which were blockaded by the armed refugee population
during periods of unrest bringing the city to a standstill. The arrival of the multinational
forces in Lebanon in 1982 provided some opportunity to revive planning aspirations for
the southern suburbs which had been a policy of successive Lebanese governments
since the 1950s (Tabet 1993, p.93). The then president Amin Gemayel proceeded to
implement a plan for the redevelopment of the southern suburbs in 1983 (al-Khayat
2008, p.40). Part of the reconstruction process was to involve the relocation of the
camps so they would be brought under the full control of the Lebanese state, rather
than allowing them to continue as politically autonomous zones (Sayigh 1994, p.211).
However from the very moment of their forced departure, the PLO sought to negotiate
with the Lebanese government for an official return. The camps were especially a point
of contention in these discussions, as the PLO demanded that the camps be rebuilt and
that the PLO offices be formally reopened in Lebanon although the Lebanese
government was adamant it would not allow this. After 1982, there remained in
Lebanon the bulk of Palestinian fighting forces, even though the Lebanese
governments had demanded the departure of all military personnel from the country
(Sayigh 1994, p.211). Despite the PLO’s apparent withdrawal of some military
personnel from Beirut in 1982, the camps had seen a gradual re-establishment of
armed personnel in them as part of a deliberate strategy by the PLO leadership to
maintain their infrastructure for an eventual return to Lebanon (Brynen 1990, p.188).
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Thus although strictly speaking, the PLO had no public role in the rebuilding process, it
took advantage of the Syrian protection of the camps to funnel funds for their
reconstruction. Overtly the process was managed by UNRWA because it was the PLO
that provided UNRWA the funds to undertake the building process. In Shatila for
example, through three separate tranches, the PLO funded the camp’s reconstruction;
the first tranche was 1 million US dollars, the next was USD900,000 and the last
tranche was for USD800.000 (Abou Tawfiq 2008, pers.comm.

21 November). The

camps always represented a backdoor through which the PLO could re-establish a
foothold in the country and therefore remained a core part of the PLO strategy to return
after its forced exodus from Beirut.

Factional Re-territoria!isation of Camp Space and the Practice of Patronage

What is less evident in the literature of the camps is an understanding of how regional
and local politics contributed to a re-entrenchment of factional politics within the
refugee community, particularly its territorial aspect. The rebuilding of the camps
facilitated a re-territorialisation of the political space within the camps as competing
groups asserted control over various neighbourhoods. As factions took over, they
sought to transpose the families allied to them in their respective areas. Thus the
rebuilding effort saw a re-emergence of factional groups who identified with a specific
territory within the camp. This even applied to the Lebanese Amal militia, who managed
to settle Shiite families on the south-western corner of the camp and who’s territorial
control today is evident in the large murals painted on green walls of buildings which
depict Nabih Berri, speaker of the Lebanese parliament and head of Amal, as well as
images of the vanished Imam Musa Sadr. Thus despite the fact that the factions who
partook in the rebuilding process were at various times at war, they nonetheless
collaborated towards reconstruction, and managed to settle their constituents in their
respective areas of control.
Moreover factional domination of territory has gone hand in hand with rent-seeking. As
certain families and factions dominated particular areas in the camp, they exploited this
territorial control for maximum material advantage. It is within these broader practices
of rent-seeking that patronage resides. The inter-related concepts of patronage and
rent-seeking have been very inadequately documented amongst the Palestinian
refugee camps in Lebanon. Save for some passing cursory references (Sayigh 1994,
pp.95-96; Peteet 2005, p.136) which note the territorial division of the camp amongst
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various factions, the literature has not adequately elaborated the links between the
concepts of patronage, rent-seeking and territoriality.
The habitual rent-seeking that characterizes camp economies is not something overt to
the eye of an outsider. However it became evident to me as a result of an association I
developed with a local trade school established by a Lebanese NGO in Shatila. On one
occasion, Abou Marid, a retired Fatah guerrilla, accused me of being a supporter of the
Democratic Front as a result of my association. I replied that I was not. However he
explained to me that I must have been since I was teaching some of the children at the
local trade school. He explained to me that the school “belonged” to the Democratic
Front. The local trade school was in fact a branch of a Sunni Lebanese NGO which
worked throughout the camps. It was quite confusing to me how it was that the school
was known as a Democratic Front institution.
Sometime into my field research I would discover that Abou Marid was right in a sense,
that the trade school did “belong” to the Democratic Front. Later I made the
acquaintance of a man who was the unofficial I.T programmer for the school. He was
not an official of the Democratic Front, although he was a member. He also owned a
fancy newsagency next door to the school, the interior of which could have been
mistaken for a boutique stationary store in Ashrafieh or any other posh suburb of Beirut.
He employed a young woman as a salesperson and spent his time earning a living in
Beirut as a photographer and graphic artist. Ra’is however provided his services for
free to the trade school. Anytime the administrators were at a loss and needed some
assistance, be it with a malfunctioning computer or clearing away the adolescent drop
outs who out of boredom of a morning congregated at the schools entrance and got
into fights with other children, they called for Ra’is to assist. During one of the afternoon
tea breaks, Ra’is had come to join us as he often did and the conversation turned to the
Democratic Front. How the conversation began I cannot recall, but I do remember him
saying to me that “of course I am Democratic Front... we all are, and we look after the
trade school”. I replied that I thought the school was a Lebanese organization. He
confirmed that this was the case, but when one said that the trade school was for the
Democratic Front, people meant that the DFLP supported the school. I asked him
whether the Democratic Front had money in the Najjadah (as the trade school was
referred to locally, named after the fascist Sunni political party which established the
trade school in the camp)23. He said that they did not, but they supported the trade
23 Originating in the 1930s as a para-military youth movement, the Najjadah is a fascist Sunni Muslim
political party which has long championed the cause of reforming the Lebanese political system to reflect

186

Chapter 6: Camp as Economic Resource

school by advocating for its interests in the camp and by protecting it from being
hindered in its work by other groups and individuals. In that case it was via the
Democratic Front’s influence that the school, which in fact was a Lebanese NGO, was
able to set up a school in the camp.
His responses clarified something else for me. Upon my many visits to the Najjadah, I
would often meet a waged cadre of the Democratic Front in the office having tea or
coffee with the administrators. He was also the Democratic Front's delegate to the proPLO Popular Committee. He seemed to come in regularly to check on the running of
the school, yet formally he had no role to play within the administration of the NGO’s
trade school. On one occasion I asked the head administrator of the school, whether he
too was an employee of the trade school. She said that he was not but that he was
someone who assisted the school if there was any difficulty in the camp so he regularly
paid visits to the school. For some time, his attentiveness puzzled me because being
new to the camp; I had understood little about the factional territorial divisions in the
camp. The administrative assistant had made it sound like this man was looking in on
the school because of his personal concern, rather than because of an official
arrangement that existed between his faction and the NGO. In a sense the trade school
established itself and was able to run in a neighbourhood dominated by the Democratic
Front’s Shatila office, manned with its armed sentries located just around the corner
and continued to function under their protection. This explanation also then made it
clear to me that all of the school’s employees would have been given their jobs as a
quid pro quo for the NGO gaining access to the territory of the camp, including
employing a cleaner who was the widow of a “martyred” Democratic Front guerrilla (as
elaborated in the previous chapter) and explained why the head administrator of the
school was the daughter of one of the original founders of the Democratic Front. It is
evident that a certain degree of rent-seeking characterized the relationship the DFLP
supporters had with the Lebanese NGO.
Shatila is divided into neighbourhoods each with their own political factions, housed in
a building that is appointed as the local factional office and guarded by armed sentries
at the doorway. These offices are 24 hour operations, so the guards do their shifts
around the clock, everyday, wearing fatigues and carrying Kalashnikovs. Often in the

Sunni demographic dominance. The Najjadah historically have refused to accept an independent Lebanon
and campaigned for Lebanon to re-unite with Syria and to ally it with pan-Arab interests (Hudson 1969a).
Traditionally the Najjadah have been strong political allies of the Palestinians in Lebanon and actively
provide assistance to the camps, as in the example of the trade school in Shatila
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vicinity of these offices, businesses, schools, clubs, libraries and clinics or other party
affiliated organizations will be grouped. By sheer force of their numbers in a particular
area, a faction can assert their authority and control over such resources.

Rent-seeking at the Humanitarian Interface

Whilst the above mentioned example of the Democratic Front’s relationship to the local
trade school portrays a banal outcome of territorial control and rent-seeking, more often
than not it is a destructive dynamic.

Territoriality and rent-seeking characterize the

modus operandi of factions in the camps and the clienteles to the degree that it
paralyses communal progress of the whole of the camp community. Thus whilst
territoriality might yield some benefits in the form of patronage, overall it has
jeopardized the common good. This was made evident during a communal dispute
over a humanitarian project to bring potable water to the camp. The competition for
territorial control amongst factions prevented the implementation of this much needed
service.
From 2006 onwards, UNRWA was in receipt of aid from various governments to
upgrade services in the camp and more specifically to extend water and sewerage
infrastructure. According to one local UNRWA liaison officer (2008, 16 December), the
majority of the funding came from the Bureau of Population, Refugees and Migration
(PRM) in the US State Department. However it was widely believed amongst camp
residents that the source of funding was European. The project was funded in 2006
with works to begin in 2008. However by mid 2009, controversy still raged in the camp
and work was yet to start.
One part of the project concerned the construction of a deep well to yield potable water
for camp residents. The project however had been stalled due to controversy
surrounding the location of the deep well. The local liaison project officer (2009, 30
January) had said that this was especially due to the objections raised by several
influential individuals in the camp, although he refused to elaborate on who these
people were or which faction they were members of if any.
Currently throughout Lebanon, few towns and villages have access to potable water,
unless they are remotely settled near a fresh water spring that is uncontaminated. The
reasons for the lack of potable water are numerous but have mostly to do with pollution
of water supplies and degraded broken pipe-work which has not been rehabilitated in
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the country since the civil war (Acra 2006, p.137). In Shatila as in many places in
southern Beirut, water is obtained through communal wells which have been dug by
one faction or another. A few were dug by Fatah in the 1970s, whilst others are more
recent. Hamas for example has been trying to cultivate its own clientelist network in the
camps and surrounding settlements and has dug a well although with less success as it
did not yield sufficient water. However approximately 5% of the camp’s territory has
access to piped water from the Beirut Water authority because it lies within the
municipality of Beirut city council. The rest of the camp lies within the municipality of
Hezbollah’s Ghobeiry council which governs the area outside of the traditional
municipal boundaries, an area recently settled largely through informal (illegal) means
and therefore does not have adequate infrastructure. This water is not of a potable
quality.
Enterprising families in the camps have set up water shops, which provide gallons of
potable water that have been filtered through a traditional gravel and sand filter.
Throughout the camp and the broader slum of Sabra, one often runs into young men on
scooters carrying a number of large blue gallons over the back wheel as they deliver
these gallons to households in the camp and shacks in the slum. A water tank that
yields drinkable water would have devastating consequences for those families which
run the water shops, although it would do much to improve the general health of the
camp’s population. Whilst in Shatila I made the acquaintance of a researcher from John
Hopkins University, Dr Samar Khoury who was testing the water quality in the camp.
Her studies of the water from the filtering shops showed excessive amounts of faecal
matter in the water and indicated that they had not replaced their filters often enough to
keep producing water of a drinkable quality.
According to Mr Ajawi (2008, 21 December), the UNRWA head engineer of all current
infrastructure projects in the camps of Lebanon, the potable-well project was stalled
essentially because of disagreements about where the well should be located in the
camp, a substantial obstacle because of the limited space. The area that UNRWA
finally decided upon was land which strictly speaking lies outside the boundary of the
camp, in a plot owned by the PLO and upon which three apartment blocks were built
some decades ago to house the families who had once lived in Tel el- Zaatar camp,
razed during the civil war (Taysir 2008, pers.comm. 18 November). Several locations
were considered for the well by UNRWA and various feasibility studies were made of
the locations. However all proved to be inadequate because most of the camp is
characterized by congested buildings with narrow alleyways running between them.
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Wide roads and open spaces are scarce. The apartment blocks form a u-shape around
an open vacant lot of land which over the years has become a giant parking lot for
residents to park their cars. It is in the midst of this parking lot that UNRWA found it
most feasible to locate the well. However certain factional bosses along with a handful
of owners of the apartment blocks objected to the proposal.
During one evening of discussion in the Engineers’ Union where various friends and
associates of the engineers had come for their nightly social visit, Ala’ al-Din (2009,
pers.comm. 15 April), a construction worker with many friends amongst the engineers
had come into the office cursing aloud at the hold up of the well’s construction. I had
asked him to explain why there were factions which opposed the well, even though it
would provide benefit to the whole community. He explained that:
“It’s possible that a person is against the project because ... he wants to find a
way to assert his authority, so he sets up obstacles and pressures... people then have
to come and speak to him, so as to let people know who is boss”
However this explanation left me feeling unsure as to whether it really explained why
anyone in the community would stand in the way of providing potable water to the
residents. The PhD student from Johns Hopkins had herself raised alarm over the
degree to which the supposed potable water being purchased from the water shops
was substandard, containing 100 times the faecal matter allowed by the WHO. The
notion that the dispute was really about “asserting authority” appeared to me to be a
euphemism for something else.
During another conversation about the well controversy which had erupted in the
Engineers’ Union,

it was suggested to me that the objections raised by the Tel el-

Zaatar occupants of the nearby buildings were planted into their minds by a PFLP-GC
official.

Taysir, a spokesperson for the PFLP-GC, was also employed by Ghobeiry

council as the local liaison for the camp of Shatila, as many of the aid and development
projects earmarked for Shatila lay within the council’s area of authority. If the well was
built on PLO land which is where the UNRWA buildings stood, this would give Fatah
another resource that it could control in its name. Irfan (2009, pers.comm. 11 April),
another resident explained:
“A rumour began to circulate, that if construction started on the site, Fatah
would take over the land and undergo building its own buildings. I checked with Fatah
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and the rumour is false, its PLO land anyway, but Fatah has no intention to build
anything there. I went to all the political factions and they all had the wrong idea about
Fatah but I talked to them so eventually no-one had any remaining objections to the
well.... Eventually I found out who were spreading the rumours without mentioning
names because with a pen and paper, I went around and took down responses”
The person who was spreading the rumours was often referred to as “the PFLP-GC
man”, although it soon became evident that people suspected it was Taysir, acting on
behalf of the PFLP-GC.
The PFLP-GC and Fatah were thus engaged in a competition for territorial control
because of the future benefits that such control could yield. This became evident when
rumours started to circulate in the camp that the PFLP-GC would relent to the proposed
site for the well, only if Fatah were to provide a signed letter from its officials, that they
would not use the land around the well once it was completed, to construct offices for
itself or in anyway attempt to occupy it.
With the passing of time I became more fluent in the political “language” of the camp.
This competition for influence really masked the competition amongst factions to
appropriate the resources of an aid program which they could use for self-enrichment.
Thus the water-well could be appropriated as a service (read extracting rents) that one
faction can provide to people which would diminish the opportunity for self-enrichment
of the other faction. This was further reinforced by another conversation some days
later in the Engineers’ Union when Irfan (2009, pers.comm 25 April) also announced:
“The other day I was talking to a person from UNRWA. He told me the Italian
funders will send their own monitors to watch the project and he told me this, Fatah and
the other factions will not get their hands on the building because the Italians will go on
to manage the wells running... anyway I said to (the head of Fatah in the camp), so long
as they are blaming Fatah for the hold up of the well, do the letter and sign it to show
that the well won’t be interfered with once it is built, this would force every other faction
to do the same and keep their hands off it...”
The water-well was clearly anticipated as a resource that would provide profits to the
faction that sought to appropriate it.
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The competition to control territory in the camp, and its associated resources was
therefore really a substitute for competition over the opportunity to extract rents. The
PFLP-GC and Fatah in this specific instance were engaged in a battle over the future
possibility of extracting rents from a new resource in the camp in the form of a potable
water well. It was conceivable to all people involved in the saga, that Fatah would take
over the well and begin to charge households to have access to the water it yielded.
Hence Irfan felt the need to communicate the assurance that the Italians (the supposed
donors) would continue to manage the well, so preventing any faction from
appropriating it. The link between factional self-enrichment and the control of
infrastructure is a constant theme in Shatila. Each bit of infrastructure has been
colonized by one faction or another as a means of extracting rents.
It would be erroneous to assume that it was the politics of the post-reconstruction era
that produced such self-enrichment and rent-seeking between factions and groups.
There tends to be an unfortunate assumption in much of the literature that this degree
of corruption is due to the fact that the PLO was removed from Lebanon. Scholars such
as Hanafi and Long (2010, p.3, p.8) assume that allowing a unified Palestinian
representative in the form of the PLO to return officially to Lebanon under conditions
similar to the Cairo Accords would cure this destructive factional rivalry and bring back
the security and stability that apparently characterized the camps of Lebanon prior to
1982. However Hanafi and Long demonstrate a lack of awareness of early
anthropological accounts that elaborate a well entrenched culture for competitive rentseeking and territoriality, seeded long-ago amongst the refugees with the coming of the
PLO to the camps. The practice of rent-seeking therefore is not a new phenomenon in
the camp. From 1969 factional control over territory was incentivized by the opportunity
afforded for self-enrichment
Rosemary Sayigh (1994, pp.95-96) mentions in passing, the entrenched corruption and
self-enrichment phenomenon reported to her when she was on her own fieldwork in the
Palestinian camps throughout the 1970s. The process of the territorialisation of
factional control in Shatila occurred due to the signing of the Cairo Accords, which saw
Shatila soon divided into several quarters each one belonging to a different political
organization. Where arms used to be rarities, the declaration of autonomy for the
camps ultimately proved to be most dangerous for the Palestinian refugees as the
existing factional rivalry increasingly involved the use of arms to settle disputes (p.92).
Sayigh (pp.95-96) mentions that the attendant territorialisation gave rise to corruption,
allowing for the habitual appropriation of funds by members of the popular committees
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of the camps, which were meant for well digging, asphalting of roads and repairing
sewer pipes. The PLO’s lack of accountability or supervision of public works routinely
resulted in substandard works and factional cadres were persistently rumoured to have
stolen the funds meant for infrastructure improvements. The camp’s territory therefore
became a resource used by factions for self-enrichment through misappropriation of
resources meant for public works.
The factional infighting over the water well in Shatila meant that by May 2009, work was
yet to be initiated on the project. UNRWA had held numerous community consultations,
so as to gain consensus from the residents before works began, but consensus
amongst the residents was difficult to obtain because of the degree to which they were
animated by their respective political factions to disrupt plans to move forward. One
such meeting happened on the 21st of April in the parking lot beneath the UNRWA
apartment complex, attended by the UNRWA local camp liaison officer.

He had

mentioned to a small group of people who had gathered early in the meeting that
UNRWA would not proceed with the project without community consensus. In fact the
meeting that evening fell apart precisely because of a group of rowdy individuals who
insisted access to the breeze and sunlight to their apartments would be disrupted by
the cistern which would be constructed atop the well. It was generally suspected that
these men had an association with the PFLP-GC and were being encouraged to disrupt
such meetings so as to prevent the implementation of the project. There was one loud
man in particular of the objecting group who was most vociferous:
“I own three flats in this building, I’m entitled to be heard, this is the only place in
the camp where people can park their cars, we get a nice breeze and we get light
through our windows...”
The problem was that, although he felt entitled to be heard, he did not allow anyone
else to speak, cutting people off when they attempted to voice their support for the
well’s proposed location.

From Rent-seeking to Racketeering

The case of the water well project however is not only useful for the light it throws on
the tendency for factions to extract rents through the control of the territory of the camp,
even to the extent of appropriating outside assistance, but also because of the threat of
violence which is associated with rent-seeking. One of the things which most puzzled
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me about the Shatila potable water well controversy was the effort to which UNRWA
went to obtain community approval of the well. Ma’ruf was insistent that the project
would not proceed if consensus was not reached by the camp community. Otherwise
he argued, there would be no-one to stop the disruption of the project should there be
some individuals who step in to stop the work.
His statement was very illustrative of why it is that UNRWA proceeds with community
consultation, even at the chagrin of many camp residents. One resident in fact had
commented to me that the whole controversy was UNRWA’s fault because of its
insistence on seeking consensus through community consultation. However UNRWA
understood very well that besides the fact that community consultation was nowadays
an essential aspect of a sound development programme, in Shatila a lack of consensus
would literally put an end to any project. Without the community to defend a project,
certain groups could stop it in its tracks, by going out into the street, as had happened
on numerous occasions.
This habit of literally standing in the way to obstruct work was best described by a
sociologist who worked for UNRWA. He managed the SHC in the Beirut camps, those
families who fall below the line of absolute poverty. I told him during one conversation
that many camp residents were resentful of UNRWA because there were households in
the camp in receipt of financial and food aid and rental assistance under the special
hardship scheme but who were in fact not entitled to this assistance according to the
requisites specified by UNRWA. He (2008, pers.comm. 13 March) confirmed that this
was the case:
“But it’s not a simple issue, so you can’t be too judgmental towards UNRWA...
for example, you have to make a judgment between what operationally works and what
is principally fair.Jt's about how do you get access and work in a camp if your operation
is threatened. People can stop you working, so you ameliorate the negative influences
by offering something"
He explained that UNRWA often had to make these decisions on the ground to give
undeserving individuals assistance so as to continue operations in the camp, otherwise
they would be physically hindered from access to the camp. He clarified this further by
way of an anecdote. He told me that an incident once took place in an unnamed camp.
UNRWA needed to open a local office in this camp. Now, he said it is often the case
that someone with power, for example who has a lot of influence in the camp, either
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because they are a member of a political group or who is from a big family and can
mobilize these group members into the street, can obstruct the opening of the UNRWA
office. And they will claim to do this because of various ideological reasons, such as
their objection to being scrutinized by a foreign agency in their daily lives. But then this
individual will make it known to UNRWA people that if they and their relatives were put
on the special hardship list and thus obtained the financial and food aid that UNRWA
gave to such households on a monthly basis, they would not only allow the office to
open, but they would appoint themselves the local defenders of the office against
anyone else in the camp, from hindering its operations.
Whether this case actually happened in Shatila cannot be known, as the sociologist
insisted on keeping the identity of the camp secret in explaining how it is that the
special hardship programme has been plundered by undeserving refugees. But his
example is instructive for what is revealed about the nature of rent-seeking and
violence in the Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon. The sociologist made the point
that when groups of people have attempted to rent-seek under the threat of violence,
such as in the above example where UNRWA was prevented from opening its office
unless they paid a ransom, the very group which threatened violence then appointed
themselves the defender of the project against other potential threats. This elevates
mere rent-seeking to something else; to the level of a RACKETThe theory of rackets was first developed by the Frankfurt school in the midst of the
Second World War, during which successive European states imploded under
authoritarian rule. It sought to explain the privatization of power. Horkheimer (cited in
Stirk 1992, pp. 141-142) who was the major theorist behind the “racket society” was
critical of the Marxist emphasis on class, and sought instead to explain the ascension
of certain group in society through the violent rivalry of groups competing to capture the
assets and wealth of a society. This process, which was evident in emerging fascist
regimes in Europe at the time, could not be explained, according to Horkheimer by the
dominant Marxist theory with its emphasis on class. Horkheimer emphasized instead
the battle between groups to capture a share of the “circulating surplus value” by
means of violence. The final result was that these groups monopolized vital functions of
the state, privatizing power in the process and diminishing market based competition.
The racket society was ruled by certain social groups who attempted to obtain wealth
by threat of violence albeit under the outward appearance of the consent of their victims
(Schulte-Bockholt 2001, pp. 226-228). Rackets are thus characterized by the dual
dynamic of protection and domination.
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Rent seeking in the camp has all the hallmarks of a racket; protection from harm is
offered under either the extraction of tribute or the threat of coercion so the allocation of
resources is determined via violence. Another characteristic of the racket is that there is
a monopolization of socially necessary functions by private interests (Stirk 1992,
p. 142), demonstrated by the attempts of certain factions to dominate public works in the
camp. Factions therefore represent little more than racketeering groups.
The racket society is also characterized by something else; that is the fractiousness of
the society. Racketeering groups tend to form ruling coalitions which are unstable
because of their basic competitive relationship. They constitute a ruling class which
Stirk (1992, p.144) calls “coalitions of disunity”. These coalitions of rackets lead to
unstable collective life because of the endemic violence that accompanies the
economic competition between such groups. The coalitions of disunity are very
characteristic of the Palestinian camps, as is evident in the sociologist’s description of
the camp being divided in different territories and ruled over by respective factions. The
case of the UNRWA office reveals that Shatila camp is not under the complete control
of one popular committee or one group but there seem to be various groups who assert
control over various parts of the camp. This has led to something of a modulating effect
on the governance structure, whereby because no one group can assert complete
authority over the other, there is a precariousness to camp life which every now and
again erupts in violence.
It is by understanding how racketeering groups can form “coalitions of disunity”, that the
success of the PLO’s reconstruction of the camps is best explained. The opportunity for
self-enrichment enabled groups who shared a great deal of enmity to cooperate in the
rebuilding of the camp precisely because they could each extract rents from the
rebuilding process if they cooperated. It is by understanding the opportunity to
racketeer that we can describe the “coalition” that reconstructed the camp; in fact Arafat
probably relied upon the motivation for racketeering to induce cooperation to rebuild
Shatila. Apportioning the opportunity to rent-seek had been the established modus
operandi of the Fatah dominated PLO when it first established itself in the camps of
Lebanon, because such practices enabled Fatah to assert its authority over potential
rival guerrilla groups (see chapters 3 & 6).
The reconstruction of the camps between 1987 and 1993 proceeded apace in the midst
of a civil war, despite the belligerent relations which had developed between all actors
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in the southern suburbs of Beirut. These however went on to cooperate in the
reconstruction. Another facet of the political sponsorship of the camp’s reconstruction,
is the degree to which the policy to protect and reconstruct the camps was incentivized
by the racketeering of particular officials. Although a broader regional political dynamic
lay at the core of the reconstruction of the camps, the day to day transactions of the
building process were animated by other means. It was neither ideological nor
sentimental attachment to the camp, as portrayed in Abou Dabir’s narrative, the alSa’iqa official, that animated individuals involved in rebuilding but a simple case of self
enrichment. Thus within a regional political context which facilitated the reconstruction
of the camp, a local economy of rackets prevailed and a large percentage of the funds
which the PLO had allocated to rebuilding went to line the pockets of factional allies
who facilitated the process.
One of the people at the forefront of the rebuilding effort was Abou Tawfiq (2009,
pers.comm. 3 March), who was very adamant that had it not been for the agreement of
all the factions and political groups, that had been at war with each other in the
preceding months, the reconstruction would not have progressed. Thus when the PLO
embarked upon its campaign to rebuild Shatila and the other camps, all factions had to
be in agreement to rebuild and as a measure of collaboration, according to Abou
Tawfiq, each political group therefore had their own engineers delegated to the core
group who would be responsible for the rebuilding process. Fatah engineers such as
Abou Tawfiq worked alongside Lebanese Amal engineers, just as Fatah and Amal had
been engaged in the War on the Camps. However the terms that Abou Tawfiq used to
describe the process over time were quite vague. He stated that the factions “had to
be in agreement” for the rebuilding to proceed. However he was unclear on what this
agreement was save for the argument that all groups including Amal, “wanted to help
the Palestinian people”. However, I was left with the impression that the “wanting to
help” was a euphemism for something else altogether.
Abou Tawfiq’s (2009, 3 March) own account of the rebuilding revealed a great deal of
financial incentives were distributed in order to make the rebuilding possible. Originally
a Fatah engineer who was employed in the rebuilding programme, Abou Tawfiq
recounted that the reconstruction took place in the following way: there was
coordination between the PLO allied factions, SAMED (the PLO’s Palestinian Martyrs
and Works Society) , the Syrian factions and UNRWA to build together on the condition
that the building materials be bought in by SAMED. Amal was in control of the area of
Beirut, but this stopped at the entrance to the camp. At the entrance in Shatila, it was
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the pro-Syrian Palestinian guerrilla groups who took charge of the checkpoints. In
addition, SAMED had the reputation for being a civilian organization of the PLO rather
than a guerrilla group. Therefore under the post-war political situation, as a civilian
organization, they were ostensibly allowed to move and work in and out of the camps.
To get around the restrictions the Amal militia imposed on armed groups operating in
the area, it was agreed that SAMED would obtain the material and bring it to the camps
entrance, at which time the political factions would take over the material.
These belligerent enemies however profited from the territorial restrictions they
imposed on each other. The process by which rents were extracted was recounted by
Abdul-Nur (2009, 19 February), a local man who works as a fruit and vegetable seller
in Sabra markets and lives in the Gaza building, but who was a former resident of
Shatila. He fought the Shiite militias during the war of the camps, and in the process
lost an arm. As Abdul Nur was a guerrilla in the Fatah faction, the PRCS flew him to
Bulgaria to seek treatment. Upon his return to Shatila camp, the Amal militia had
declared a truce and the camp was in the throes of reconstruction. During that time,
UNRWA had constructed a list of the neediest families needing to be rehoused and
each week several families would be chosen to have their homes rebuilt. According to
Abdul-Nur, UNRWA had set up a desk in one of the halls in the camp and people had
to line up, get their names ticked off and collect their cheques, but as soon as one
stepped away from the line, they were accosted by one faction or other, whose officials
had also set up a desk next to the UNRWA officials, and who would take the cheque
and appoint themselves in charge of the building process by assigning to the recipient
of aid, one of their own engineers. However the effect of this was that there were
people who had their money stolen and did not get their homes built, whilst there were
others who were not originally the inhabitants of the camp but who had relatives in one
faction or another and were given homes in the camp through this rebuilding process.
Overall, the rebuilding process thus incentivized an influx of residents to the camps,
some of whom were original residents prior to the war of the camps, whilst many others
were not but had been given access to building grants to settle in the camp by their
respective political faction (Abou Tawfiq 2009, 3 March). It is evident from Abdul Nur’s
(2009, 19 February) account that all officials were involved in encouraging an increased
resettlement of Shatila and in the process were extracting rents to facilitate the
construction of individual dwellings. Even the engineers would take a cut of the cheque
which UNRWA handed to the housing recipients.

198

Chapter 6: Camp as Economic Resource

It is possible that even from afar whilst in Tunisia, Arafat was aware of the massive
graft being extracted by various officials and by groups who were anti- PLO and proSyrian because this was his established modus operandi. It appears that Arafat chose
to pay this price in order to see the camps rebuilt. In 1993 Abou Tawfiq (2009, 3 March)
had worked as a Fatah engineer during the camp’s rebuilding process. Arafatists still
existed in the camps, although they had to share power with the Tahaluf factions who
collaborated with the Syrian military who now occupied most of the country. Thus when
the PLO embarked upon its campaign to rebuild Shatila and the other camps, all
factions therefore had their own engineers delegated to the core group which would be
responsible for the rebuilding process. This included engineers from Amal, a Lebanese
Shiite group. According to Abou Tawfiq, Arafat had asked him to write reports
throughout the rebuilding process, which revealed that materials were costing the PLO
far more than they had bargained to get. Nonetheless despite the fact that it was
evident that massive graft was being extracted by various groups and officials
throughout the rebuilding process, the PLO continued to fund the process.
Racketeering incentivized the cooperation of once belligerent enemies into rebuilding
the camp.
Racketeering had long been the established modus operandi of the PLO as its ability
to incorporate under its structure a variety of guerrilla groups was successfully
incentivized by offering these groups the opportunity for self-enrichment, an
arrangement that characterizes the “coalitions of disunity” model very well. By May of
1973 Palestinian guerrillas such as the PFLP, the Democratic Front and the Syrian
Baathist Palestinians in al-Sa’iqa had progressively annexed various parts of Beirut
under their control, especially the area around the port area known as Maslakh and
Karantina in east Beirut, a large slum settled by poor Shiites, Armenian and Palestinian
refugees on land owned by the Maronite Church of Lebanon (Harris 1997, p. 157,
p.160). They thus gained control of smuggling activities in Beirut port as well as ports
throughout the country (Naylor 2008, p. 112). In Beirut the guerrillas enlarged the area
under their control to incorporate the whole of the Fakhani districts and Beirut Arab
University, through which they ran armed patrols. These were essentially no-go areas
for Lebanese police and military authorities from the early 1970s (Napoleani 2005,
p.45; Cobban 1984, p.3). However this coordination amongst the various guerrilla
groups was incentivized because of the shared opportunity to divide the wealth from
running rackets. Michael Johnson’s (1986, p.178) accounts from Beirut prior to the
outbreak of war explains how the Palestinian refugees were able to dominate
smuggling operations and other black market rackets by force of their arms, displacing
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Lebanese (often Sunni) gangs. Control of the country’s ports allowed guerrilla groups to
smuggle in duty free goods which they sold into the Lebanese market via Palestinian
establishments. Building contractors in the south of Lebanon were forced to purchase
their material from a PFLP official who after driving out established Lebanese
businesses, began to sell material at extortionate prices. Lebanese merchants had
goods taken from them without payment and cars were routinely robbed by Palestinian
militiamen (Naylor 2008, p.112). Some guerrilla groups went so far as to extract rents
from airlines to avoid being hijacked (Sayigh 1997a, p.491). This was the protection
racket par excellence. However the sharing of opportunity for the extraction of rents
amongst various guerrillas went hand in hand with divvying up the territory of rackets
far beyond the refugee camps as they took control of Lebanese territory through the
force of arms. Thus whilst guerrilla groups themselves often went to war over
competition to exploit economic opportunities (Sayigh 1994, pp.95-96), more often the
PLO incorporated guerrilla groups by incentivizing their cooperation based on divvying
up territory for the shared exploitation of various rackets.
In fact it can be argued that the Palestinian national movement was built, not on the
shared aims of national liberation through armed struggle, but on the opportunity
afforded to the participants in the movement for self-enrichment through racketeering.
Racketeering has often been explained as an outcome of war; something that grew in
the economic chaos of war which incentivised the engagement of belligerents (Brynen
1990, p.137). However it is evident that the initial arming of the Palestinian refugee
population was incentivized by their concurrent incorporation into the many economic
rackets run throughout the country, which eventually led to the guerrillas’ consolidation
of power over the economy and over black market activities in particular, even before
the “civil” war started. This dynamic also entrenched a racketeering modus operandi
which remains entrenched in camp society today.

Case Study: EFSD and the Electricity Supply

The PLO legacy of incorporating conflicting groups under their authority by extending
opportunities for racketeering has entrenched a particular modus operandi amongst the
factions in the camps of Lebanon. Amongst the racketeering groups, the ideological
glue that binds people together matters less than the opportunity for self-enrichment.
Ideological difference on the question of the liberation of Palestine is what ostensibly
divides the Palestinian factions from each other. However the self-interested nature of
one individual’s adherence to one group or another is motivated by the opportunity for
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self-enrichment, because factional membership presents the opportunity to become
part of a racket. Likewise, factions who at various times have come to battle each other
in shoot outs in the narrow confines of the camp also are capable of cooperating with
each other should the opportunity arise to profit from such cooperation. This dual
dynamic has been evident also in Shatila and will be explained further by reference to
another case study, an EU funded programme to rehabilitate the electricity grid in the
camp.
The Economic and Social Fund for Development (ESFD) is a European Union (EU)
fund for Lebanon of 25,000,000 Euros aimed at poverty alleviation through encouraging
micro-enterprise and undertaking community development projects in general. The
fund is housed in the Council for Reconstruction and Development, a special ministry
established in Lebanon to oversee rebuilding of war-torn areas.

The Sabra/Shatila

slum is only one area of focus for the ESFD in Lebanon. The fund encourages locals
from the area to apply for small loans as seed funds for establishing businesses and it
has also undertaken major infrastructure works.
Jad-Allah (2009, 5 January), one of the resident engineers in the camp recalled that a
letter was issued to the Engineers’ Union by Ghobeiry council to attend a meeting to
discuss a program of works for the Sabra/Shatila area with project officers of the EFSD.
This invitation arrived just before the 2006 Israeli war on Lebanon and the meeting was
aimed at discussing EU funding for infrastructure and social projects for the camps and
surrounding slum of Sabra of 40,000 people. Jad-Allah was delegated by the
Engineers’ Union to attend. According to Jad-Allah (2009, 9 January), the project
officers in the council meeting formed community delegates into smaller groups so that
each group would discuss a specific problem and then come up with solutions. JadAllah was on the environment committee, which dealt with waste and sewage issues.
This was not limited in focus to Shatila but discussion of solutions included the broader
slum area such as neighbourhoods of Hay Farhat, Hay Gharbi and the Horsh. The
NGO representatives present also formed a committee to discuss educational
programs. There were thus several committees including an electricity committee.
Dr Hallim (2009, 30 January), a surgeon with a PROS hospital, was one of the original
persons to be invited to the first meeting of the EU funded EFSD at Ghobeiry council.
Because of the fact that he had a large clientele amongst the Palestinians in the area,
he was asked to put together a study of the current shortfalls in medical care and make
recommendations for additional services. Dr Hallim observed that there were many
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cadres from the political factions who were attending the EU meetings at the Ghobeiry
council and were present in the subcommittee on health meetings even though they did
not have medical expertise. Dr Hallim explained saying that these people do not enter
the meetings as representatives of their political factions. They might enter as members
of unions or associations and NGOs, which would be institutions allied to a guerrilla
group, although these attendees are known locally for being officials of one political
faction or other.
Dr Hallim’s comments are instructive again for what they reveal about the nature of civil
society within the Palestinian camps. Civil society is not separate from the factional
political structure of Palestinian refugee society. Thus his observation also explains
Abou Mazhar’s presence, a Democratic Front official, and member of the PLO allied
Popular Committee as well as the presence of Khaldoun, the PFLP’s co-commander of
the security committee in Shatila. Unlike Jad-Allah, neither of these men had a trade or
post- school qualification that would enable them to make the sort of contributions that
men such as Jad-Allah and Dr Hallim could make. Jad-Allah (2009, 4 February)
mentioned that it was Taysir, the Ghobeiry council’s local liaison who went about
issuing the invitations, which is significant as he is an official with the PFLP-GC which
heads the pro-Syrian Popular Committee in the camp. He thus also issued invitations
for officials from the various political factions to attend. The head of the pro-Syrian
Popular Committee, Kaseem, along with the co-commander of the security committee
as delegated by the pro-Syrian factions, were also in attendance at the first ESFD
community consultations at Ghobeiry council. Kaseem did not live in the camp but
commuted daily to open the Popular Committee office. He and his brother Haj Ridwan
had not lived in the camp for several years. Kaseem (2008, 18 December) who had
boasted to me of owning several properties in Beirut, entered the camp each morning
driving a SUV and holding a Sony Vaio laptop, to attend the office of the Tahaluf
Popular Committee. Haj Ridwan owned several apartment blocks in the camp which he
leased and much of his construction business took place in Shatila.
Another startling aspect of the factional domination of what was ostensibly a community
initiative was the degree to which opportunities for self-enrichment were traded
amongst warring factions. Jad-Allah (2009, 4 February) implied that there had been
some horse-trading amongst these camp attendees as to who would sit on which
subcommittee, although “horse-trading” is the term that I applied to what I perceived
had gone on. Khaldoun (2009, 9 February) also confirmed that there had been some
horse-trading, although like Jad-Allah, Khaldoun would not use this terminology as
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such. Jad-Allah (2009, 4 February) explained that the subcommittees of the ESFD for
Shatila specifically were created for health (medical), environment (waste and
sewerage), electricity and a committee for community associations. The engineers had
originally sat on the environment committee, but this soon changed. According to
Khaldoun (2009, 9 February), the reason for this change of membership

of the

environmental subcommittee, was because UNRWA had presented the camp with an
already planned project for renewal of the sewer system in the camp, so the engineers
were no longer needed to consult on any environmental program for the camp under
the EFSD program. However their input was more needed in coming up with a plan for
the electricity grid in the camp. The focus of the environment committee so far as
Shatila was concerned was narrowed to focus more on rubbish collection. Kaseem,
head of the pro-Syrian Popular Committee and Abou Wahab, pro-Syrian co
commander of the security committee and official with Fatah al-lntifada both then
moved into the environment committee, abandoning the electricity committee which
they had been part of (Jad-Allah 2009, pers.comm. 4 February).

According to

Khaldoun (2009, 9 February) however, these swaps were done deliberately as a result
of negotiations between those officials and engineers in the committees.
The reason why I began to feel that such positions had been horse traded was because
I later heard a rumour in the camp that Kaseem was trying to take over the rubbish
collections service. This would explain why he moved onto the environment committee.
I had attempted on a number of occasions to meet with Mounir Ma’ruf, the camp
representative for UNRWA. Each time I went to his office, he was not present despite
the fact that I had made the appointment to see him. I also ran into Kaseem in the office
on these occasions, someone with whom I had strained relations. At the start of 2009, I
had a rather alarming experience when a young man, one of the sentries for Fatah allntifada, had pointed a gun at my knee and threatened to shoot. Sometime later when I
went to interview one of my respondents in the Gaza building, he had informed me that
he knew of the incident because he had heard about it in the camp and it was common
knowledge that the threat emanated from Kaseem. Consequently I always felt anxious
around him. On one of the mornings that I had gone into the local UNRWA office, this
time Kaseem had sent a relative of his into the office, to deliver a message to Mounir
Ma’ruf. I was awaiting Ma’ruf whilst I sat and chatted with one of his colleagues. This
relative mentioned to the colleague in my hearing that Kaseem wanted to “sort out the
rubbish collection” issue and left it at that. This incident then prompted me to think that
Kaseem’s recent visits to Ma’ruf had something to do with his position on the
environment subcommittee, which had designed a rubbish collection service for the
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camp that would be seed funded, but eventually expected to run on its own as an
enterprise funded by fees extracted from the camp residents.
My suspicion was that Kaseem was seeking to use his position on the environmental
subcommittee to manipulate his way into running a privatised collection service,
through which he could appropriate the donations from the EU fund to build a business.
This was somewhat later confirmed through a conversation I had with an UNRWA
employee who worked in waste removal. When one morning I walked past a Dunbar (a
rubbish pickup truck) in the camp, operated by two camp residents wearing UNRWA
overalls, as the service was paid for by UNRWA, on a hunch, I asked whether UNRWA
would continue this service or would it fall into the hands of a private operator.
Incredibly the man (2009, 16 April) told me that the issue was not settled but that
Kaseem was still lobbying UNRWA to allow him to run the service with the help of the
Europeans. UNRWA already provided a service for 6 days a week, but their capacity to
collect rubbish was restricted by limited funding. They could only provide a waste
removal service for the Palestinian population of the camp. But since this only
amounted to 50%, in practical terms it was difficult to distinguish which rubbish bags at
the entrance of the buildings belonged to Palestinian households and which did not.
This meant the Dunbar had to make multiple rounds. The Europeans hoped initially to
augment, then replace the service. Kaseem, who was the most powerful man in the
camp as head of the Pro-Syrian Popular Committee and commandeered many of the
young armed men in the camps belonging to various pro-Syrian factions was thus
seeking to privatise a public service provided by UNRWA, incentivised by the aid from
the Europeans.
This incident alerted me to the fact that Kaseem was trying to establish a business out
of a European funded humanitarian program. I raised a number of problematic issues.
Firstly it appeared that the Europeans were not aware of the fact that the factional
character of collective Palestinian life in Lebanon could lead to a misappropriation of
the resources they would bring to the camp. I had raised this issue with the local project
officers in Beirut, Allaa and Samer. Allaa (2009, 3 February) explained that the trucks
that would be donated for garbage collection would remain in the possession of
Ghobeiry council although one of the camp residents would be nominated to manage
the process in the camp who will become an employee of the council. Samer (2009, 3
February) explained that there is no formal partner organisation in Shatila as such but
that the formal partnership they have is with an official body which is Ghobeiry
municipality which acts on behalf of Shatila camp. A nominated person from the camp
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would work as an employee of the council and be responsible for the collection of fees
from households in the camp to maintain the waste removal service. I expressed some
concern at this proposal given the possibility that such funds could be misappropriated
by individuals who had power and access to arms, as had been the case in numerous
examples in the past in Shatila. I asked about whether they saw a danger in having
certain individuals in the camp treat this service as a privatised profit making enterprise
by the force of arms they could mobilise to dominate such activity. Both Samer and
Allaa assured me that the EFSD people were aware of the attendance of factional
officials at their programs, but this should be taken as a sign that they were motivated
to work together. There appeared to be a possibility that the program could incentivise
certain camp individuals who had power by virtue of their political office to take over the
service for their own personal profit. But despite the fact that I made this suggestion at
numerous times in the interview, and also suggested that this might be undesirable
because it would be rewarding certain individuals, Allaa and Samer did not see that
there was any inherent problem in this possibility and that the factions were to be
applauded on their preparedness to work together.
It is this motivation to work together, that should be unpacked in light of the evidence
that much of the core activities of factions in the camp represents little more than self
interested racketeering. Certainly something did come about in the camps as a result of
the EU funding; factional cooperation between the Tahaluf and PLO groups. This was
celebrated amongst officials and factional supporters as a new chapter in Shatila’s
governance. These developments prompted some reorganisation amongst the political
factions in the camp to accommodate the new resources. However, the new chapter
hardly deviated from the racketeering norm and in fact reinforced this dynamic, a
dynamic which remained undergirded by the force of arms.
On the 9th of April 2009, whilst in the office of the Engineers’ Union with the usual
nightly attendees, a conversation started about the recent attempts to rewire the grid of
the camp. It transpired that in anticipation of the new EU funded transformers coming
into the camp, some of the political factions decided to put the grid in order. The PLO
allied Fatah and the Democratic Front had joined with the pro-Syrian factions of alSa’iqa and Fatah ai-lntifada and also the Islamic factions such as Hamas and Insar
Allah, many of whom were traditionally enemies, to go around the camp and pull down
all the illegal wirings. The PLO-allied PFLP and the pro-Syrian PFLP-GC did not join
the arrangement. The PFLP’s local chapter refused for some unknown reason to
participate. The PFLP-GC it appears, represented by its Shatila head Kaseem,
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surrendered any involvement in the new electricity arrangements on the understanding
that Kaseem would now appropriate the waste removal service.

Nonetheless inter-

factional cooperation was a phenomenal development, given the competitiveness and
enmity which had characterized relations between these groups in the Palestinian
camps. As part of this new initiative, they also installed circuit breakers of limited
ampage for each home whose electricity was not metered, which was the majority of
homes in the camp. Only about 1000 homes in the camp had a legal electricity meter
and were billed for usage directly by the Lebanese electricity company, but there were
over 2000 other homes (those settled post reconstruction) which did not pay for
electricity they used as they had no meters. Under the new arrangement put in place by
this coalition of factions, all homes would be required to install a circuit breaker, a
device which limits the amount of power a household can access (account to size), so
that in addition to paying for installations, each household in the camp would have to
pay a monthly flat-rate to this new cross factional electricity committee. This group of
political officials from the various factions would make it their business to collect fees
from each home. This fee would include an amount for their own troubles. They would
then proceed to the Lebanese government’s electricity company known as the EDL to
pay the collective bill of the camp.
The cooperation of factions was a necessity due to the degree of territorial
fragmentation in the camp’s governance structure. By recruiting a wide variety of
factional officials and long-standing retired members with communal influence amongst
their respective constituencies, it was possible to get households to comply with a new
system. For example, Abou Sayyid (2009, 14 April), a onetime boxer on the Lebanese
national team and retired official from Fatah al-lntifada was incorporated into the new
electricity committee because he retained much influence amongst the households in
his quarter.
On first impression such cooperation would be seen as a welcome sign of communal
progress. The cooperation over practical issues such as basic services was novel,
matched only by the cooperation which existed amongst the PLO allied and pro-Syrian
factions over security matters after the Nahr el-Barid war of 2007. However such
positive action may appear less luminous if we recall that the factions had not assisted
the now defunct Peoples’ Committee which was elected in 2005 with its effort to
“neaten” the grid and encourage all non-metered homes to install circuit breakers (see
previous chapter).

The PFLP-GC, which are not part of this new inter-factional

electricity program was one of the main culprits in sabotaging the Peoples’ Committee
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efforts, but so were Fatah al-lntifada, a faction which had a great deal of arms and
armed members in the camp. As one attendee (2009, pers.comm 9 April) at the
Engineers’ Union, who had volunteered his time for various projects, observed one
night:
“When we went around taking down the illegal lines, none of the factions
supported us, but when we finished they went off to each home and tried to collect
money for it. Fatah accused us of being with Hamas and then Hamas accused us of
being with Fatah”
According to Abou Wasif (2008, 27 November), who was a member of the Peoples’
Committee in 2005, the newly elected members went to each of the factions and asked
them to crack down on the individuals who were sabotaging the grid by selling
electricity lines to households who they had soldered onto the main cables because
these entrepreneurial men were working within the territories run by the factions and
from whom the factions extracted rents. Their appeals went unheeded. Once many of
the factions had decided to cooperate on rehabilitating the grid in anticipation of new
resources coming to the camp under the EFSD, they were able to enforce a
rehabilitation of the grid by virtue of their territorial control.
However whilst a reconfiguration of factional allegiance happened on the local scene,
which looked like a breaching of political differences in order to work together for the
common good, this reorganisation can also be seen as another means by which
factions came together in a coalition because of the opportunity for self-enrichment by
this cooperation. One could interpret this local process as a re-organisation of the local
rackets around electricity. Suspicions that the new system is just another racket are
inspired by the previous history of battles between factions and individuals in the camp
who competed with each other to privatise the electricity grid.
Abou Rahman was another member of the elected Peoples’ Committee, one of the last
to remain and his stories elaborate quite succinctly the centrality of electricity as a
resource which has underlain the competition between factions to dominate the camp
and extract rents. He recalled during the period when the elected committee
functioned, there were certain individuals such as Haj Ridwan who from the outset had
argued that the only way the electricity situation in the camp would be sorted out was if
the factions and groups allowed it to be managed as a private business. As Abou
Rahman (2009, pers.comm. 5 March) said, the Peoples’ Committee was against this:
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“Because the electricity system in the camp would become a family business to
be inherited by the Haj’s son”
The people of the camp had been sold 500 circuit breakers previously by the elected
Peoples’ Committee, says Abou Rahman so there is no way the committee could then
turn around after fixing a great deal of the grid and hand the system over as a
privatised enterprise to one man.
The Peoples’ Committee wanted the Lebanese government’s electricity company (the
EDL) to step in and bill each individual household, so that there were no middle men
there to extract a profit for themselves (Abou Rahman 2009, pers.comm. 5 March).
Kaseem was Haj Ridwan’s brother, and although they belonged to separate factions,
there was some suspicion that both the Haj and his brother were attempting to
dominate the electricity grid. This suspicion was further heightened by a violent incident
in the camp. One evening, in 2008, a circuit on one of the transformers in the shed had
burnt out. Up until then Abou Rahman said, the elected Peoples’ Committee had fixed
the grid well enough and had little trouble with the supply until this one evening. The
Peoples’ Committee had padlocked the room after they had the second transformer
installed with French assistance and retained the key. Kaseem the Secretary General
of the pro-Syrian Popular Committee and a PFLP-GC official himself went to the office
of Fatah al-lntifada in the camp and recruited the young men there to accompany him
armed to the transformer shed. He broke down the door, and then proceeded to attach
the cable belonging to the burnt circuit, to the next circuit, which meant he was
endangering the second circuit. Kaseem then proceeded to make his way to the
Engineers’ Union with his armed militia in tow. Abou Rahman arrived at the engineers’
union office where he found Kaseem verbally abusing Jad-Allah, accompanied by his
armed louts and an argument about control of the electricity ensued. After this incident,
Abou Rahman said he and Jad-Allah convened a meeting in the Engineer’s Union
office and announced they would no longer have anything to do with the electricity as it
appeared as if Kaseem would take over the grid by force.
Rashid (2009, 17 February), a member of the executive of the Engineers’ Union and
supporter of the elected Peoples’ Committee recalled that at the start of 2008, frequent
electricity shutdowns began to plague the camp again. Young enterprising men who
made a business out of charging homes for hooking them up to the grid with additional
electricity lines were the main culprits. They were again being protected by their
respective factions to carry out this activity, because the factions extracted a fee which
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“licensed” the men to carry out this business. Thus electricity cuts again became
frequent as too many households were pulling too much power through the existing
transformers. Kaseem decided to create his own electricity committee, which would
include his brother Haj Ridwan and Idriss, a man who on occasion worked on repairing
the grid. They set about fixing the grid, removing burnt out cables and for the ensuing
several months the supply seemed to run more smoothly. However they had also
decided to start collecting fees from households. Idriss refused to participate at this
stage arguing that such an activity was the EDL’s business and discontinued his
involvement with this committee. According to Rashid, Idriss was the man that the EDL
trusted the most because he appeared to work as an honest broker on electricity issues
and he was not a factional official, just a man who worked as an electrician. But there
was also pressure from Kaseem and the other Tahaluf Popular Committee members to
elbow him out of this arrangement too so as to take over the collection of fees
themselves.
In other camps such as Mar Elias and Burj al Barajneh in Beirut the ruling Popular
Committee belonging to the Tahaluf factions manage the electricity grid. They make it
their business to go to each home on a monthly basis and collect a flat fee. They
manage to collect enough money to pay the collective bill, with money remaining over
to remunerate themselves for their own efforts. There has been an attempt to impose
this system upon Shatila, which has been objected to by various groups in the camp
such as the Engineers’ Union and the elected Peoples’ Committee, because they claim
this is a mere racket. After being elected to the committee in 2005, According to Abou
Qusay (2008, 27 November), he and Abou Arif appealed to the EDL to deal directly
with each individual household and to collect subscription fees from them after the
circuit breakers had been installed by the Peoples’ Committee, unlike previous popular
committees who had wanted to collect a flat rate from all homes and pocket a portion of
it whilst paying the EDL the remainder. Abou Arif (2009, 12 January) stated that the
taking of electricity from the company without payment is downright theft and camp
residents should pay for it. However the factions had no business extracting profits for
themselves, because they have never re-invested in rehabilitating the grid and have
sanctioned its sabotage by allowing people to hang parasitic lines. Currently 1,000
households in the camp have proper electricity meters, which existed in the pre-war
era, before the population swelled with the reconstruction of the camp, and they are
billed for this by the electricity company with employees of the EDL making their routine
monthly visit to issue their bills. Abou Qusay argued there was no reason why homes
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with circuit breakers could not be similarly billed and he hoped that all households
could be managed directly by the EDL in the same way.
The EDL has frequently visited the camp to rehabilitate the system. They assisted the
Peoples’ Committee in their efforts throughout 2005 (Jad-Allah 2009, 5 January). The
Cuban educated engineer Ayman (2009, 11 April) recalled that at the end of 2004
before the death of Hariri the EDL did come into the camp with a view to start some
rehabilitation project but upon the assassination of the late former Prime Minister in
February 2005, repairs were not followed through. The EDL came to survey the camp
in 2005 after the Peoples’ Committee had been elected however. The survey involved a
visit to each home to see what available infrastructure was there and what was needed
(Abou Qusay 2009, 28 January). Even prior to this time, the EDL were active in
rehabilitating the camp’s electricity grids, especially after its reconstruction. According
to Abou Tawfiq (2009, 3 March), it was the EDL who had asked for statistics on the
camp’s population at the end of the reconstruction period, so as to rebuild the grid
because the camp no longer had

a functioning electricity system. The Pro-Syrian

committee in charge at the time approached Abou Tawfiq to carry out the survey which
did lead to the EDL putting up a grid in 1998. However many illegal hookups then
followed. It is evident that the EDL, for all of its much publicized incompetence and
corruption had attempted on numerous occasions to rehabilitate the grid, but fought a
losing battle with illegal hookups.
It is also evident that factional control of the electricity grid has been a long running
racket over which various groups have battled for control. However this is not a postPLO nor post-reconstruction phenomenon, but was established as a racket by the PLO
itself. This applied to Shatila even though in the reconstruction period most of the
homes had meters and were formally billed by the EDL. Retired EDL official Mr Abi
Kamel (2009, 23 April) recalls during the decades that he worked in the bureaucracy,
that even though the majority of homes in the camp were formally metered, they did not
pay the EDL directly for their electricity usage. The PLO insisted on collecting the
payments from all houses and paying them in one lump sum to the EDL. One can see a
clear precedent for the management of the electricity system by the PLO factions in the
manner that removed households from being treated individually as clients of the EDL.
Mr Ghattas (2009, pers.comm. 23 April), a current official in the EDL also recalled a
time when he had two competing groups from the camp visit him in 2005. He said that
one group, the ones who ruled the camp, wanted the EDL to send them one collective
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bill and they would take it upon themselves to collect fees from each individual
household. However Ghattas received another group in his office, who demanded that
the EDL bill the homes in the camp individually wishing for each household to hold a
valid subscription to the supply. Ghattas recalls his boss Mr Melham threw them both
out, asking them to decide on a single course of action before they came back to the
EDL. The problem was that the EDL had installed a single meter to count the whole
usage in the camp, as requested by the leading factions in the past on numerous
occasions, but they failed to deliver the fees owing. Ghattas said to me:
“You see, we are not interested in their politics, we are interested in them
developing a legal supply”.
Further to this he responded to the news of what the factions were doing in the camp
currently in neatening the grid by commenting that if they were currently removing
illegal lines, the factions were doing it of their own accord without any consultation with
the EDL. He added that the EDL was reluctant to approach the camp as long as the
situation was chaotic and people remained divided because any work done by the EDL
would be undone the next day as the situation on the ground constantly shifted.
By the end of March 2009 however, the electricity coalition of factions had begun to
organize several groups of men and assigned them to various quarters of the camp to
remove extraneous lines and install circuit breakers to limit the supply that each
household could access. Whilst this inter-factional group, now known officially as the
Electricity Committee, consolidated itself, Kaseem, head of the pro-Syrian Popular
Committee of the Tahaluf and a PFLP-GC official, refused to co-operate, choosing
instead to focus his attentions on inserting himself into the European funded rubbish
collection service. It is also conceivable that Kaseem was extraneous to the process
because the PFLP-GC may not have had as many adherents in the camp and were not
identifiable with a singular neighbourhood, over which Kaseem could exercise any
influence. His cooperation in neatening the grid therefore would not be essential. Many
of the remaining factions however had delegates working within the electricity
committee structure instituted by the EFSD project officers as part of their community
consultation. It appeared that Shatila camp was at peace as factions came to a mutual
understanding of their respective domains of authority and each group settled into their
racket.

211

Moral Hazards and Humanitarian Rackets

There appeared to be something of a hiccup however at a certain point when the interfactional electricity committee was formed and a handful of men were hired to rewire
the grid and install circuit breakers. Irfan (2009, 6 April) attempted to elbow in on the
program by “volunteering” his labour and taking on the task of rehabilitating certain
neighbourhoods. This involved extracting a fee from the households with new circuit
breakers installed. This raised the ire of certain factional officials. For three days,
according to Irfan, he and “the boys” he had recruited into his gang had been going
around to pull down the irregular hook-ups so as to “help” the factions in their task but
were stopped by Abou Wahab (the pro-Syrian co-commander of the security
committee) who said to him that the neighbourhood was not his business, but that it
was Qais’ (one of the Fatah officials in the camp). Irfan then went to talk to Khaldoun
about this (the PLO allied co-commander of the security committee, who shared
“authority” with Abou Wahab) but he accused Irfan of being a Fatah al-lntifada man.
Irfan objected then proceeded with his group of what he called “volunteers” onto the
UNRWA buildings to work on the grid. He was stopped by a man who was a member of
the Electricity Committee, objecting to what Irfan referred to as his “voluntary”
involvement in the rewiring.
Irfan’s testimony was very useful not only for what it revealed about the degree to which
factions had to coordinate their actions because of the political fragmentation of the
camps territory. It also reveals the parasitic nature with which other groups of men in
the camp such as that led by Irfan had attempted to elbow in on this activity and make a
business for themselves installing circuit breakers, which allowed them to extract fees
from households. Although very clearly these men lay outside the factional system and
were not part of the inter-factional electricity racket, they nonetheless attempted to cash
in on the factional initiative by forming their own group of electricity workers, to work on
the grid. It is evident that Irfan and his gang of so-called “volunteers” recognised the
fact that profits were to be made from the electricity racket and they were attempting to
siphon off some of this for themselves. The running of rackets was therefore not
confined to factions, although they dominated this economic activity by virtue of the
collective force they could bring to bear on protecting the racket in their respective
neighbourhoods. Groups of men like Irfan, who had a reputation in the camp for being
of a fearsome character could also elbow in on the racket. Afterall, one could imagine
that if such a group fronted up to a home and insisted on rewiring the electricity supply
for a fee, some households would be reluctant to refuse, especially if they did not have
a member of the family that was a factional official, as is the case with the 50% of nonPalestinian households in the camp.
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The ability of Irfan to undertake his own racket is also a reflection of the fragmented
power dynamic in the camp where no one group can dominate another and this allows
other racketeering groups to emerge in the interstices of power. In this instance, Irfan
was eventually stopped by the coordinated efforts of factions motivated to cooperate by
the opportunity to profit collectively from a humanitarian program.

Conclusion

The territoriality of the Palestinian refugee camp has been largely ignored in the
literature save for some cursory references. This chapter has sought to unpack the
various aspects of territorial fragmentation of the Palestinian refugee camps. In such an
analysis, the humanitarian purpose of the camp diminishes in light of the mammoth
effort that groups in the camp invest in managing the camp as an economic resource
from which they extract rents. This dynamic also manifests as something akin to turf
warfare in the camps. The most naked example being pitched street battles that have
occurred in many Palestinian refugee camps between different factions attempting to
secure control of particular intersections and control of camp entrances. In Shatila this
dynamic is a little more muted, as the kind of turf war that occurs, can manifest as a
battle of territory as well as over projects, aid and infrastructure given to the camp
community. Factions seek to co-opt these resources for two reasons. Firstly, if they
control the area in which infrastructure improvements to the camp are made, they
become an interlocutor with donors and therefore reinforce their authority and paternity
over the camp population. Secondly, and more importantly they can use the
improvements to extract rents from the camp residents and seek to control this new
resource. Rather than being a site for humanitarian intervention, this violent and
economic turf war reinforces the camp as a site for the extraction of profit, elevating
rent-seeking to the level of racketeering.
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Chapter 7. UNRWA and the Moral Hazard of Palestinian
Exceptionalism

The Palestinian refugees are exceptional amongst the dispossessed diasporic groups.
A number of factors contribute to this exceptionalism as has been covered in previous
chapters. Palestinian refugees have been positioned as a revolutionary force within
various ideological movements in the region at some times, whilst at others they have
been used as proxy forces acting in the interest of foreign sponsoring states. The
existence of armed autonomous camps in Lebanon signifies this ongoing proxy
relationship that the Palestinian refugees of Lebanon have with other Arab authorities.
However there is another prime factor in this exceptionalism which has yet to be
examined. The Palestinians constitute the only displaced people that have a dedicated
United Nations (UN) agency which solely exists for the assistance of the refugee
population. This exceptionalism is partially the result of some specific historical
contingencies as well as political manoeuvres by Arab authorities, who insisted that the
Palestine refugee be considered a special case to other categories of refugees.
However the effect of Palestinian exceptionalism over time is that it pervades the
discourse of entitlement and identity that the Palestinian refugees in the camps of
Lebanon express. This exceptionalism has given rise to a sense of entitlement that is
full of moral hazard, incentivizing fraud amongst some groups to the detriment of
communal welfare. This chapter will demonstrate that Palestinian identity can at times
be deployed by some refugees to extract rents and to racketeer, practices however
which arise from a specific belief about entitlements.
The chapter will make reference to a case study of an UNRWA funded sewer
rehabilitation project that was implemented in Shatila camp at the start of 2009. Despite
the fact that the project was very badly needed, residents and business owners who
occupied part of the road through which a new pipe would be laid obstructed the
earthworks in an attempt to rent-seek.
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UNRWA and the Politicization of the Palestine Refugee

According to Malkki (1995, pp.6-7), refugees are invisible in the literature on
nationalism, because of their liminality. Refugees occupy a suspended point of transit,
coming from somewhere and perpetually on their way, to somewhere else. However
nationalisms are concerned with the ordering of people into types, something difficult to
manage when it comes to the indeterminate figure of the refugee. In her study of the
Hutu of the camps in Tanzania, Malkki argues that refugees are forced into categories
not of their making, for the purpose of being subjected to therapeutic interventions to
correct their anomalous identity. Thus the underlying scholarship of refugee studies
demonstrates that the object of their study is not the political oppression that gives rise
to the refugee class, but rather the individual refugee needing therapeutic treatment.
The Palestinians in exile however present a uniquely opposing case. Unlike the
instruments that have been constructed for refugees in general, there is no therapeutic
intervention to cure individual Palestinians of their “refugeeness”. The categorical
liminality of the Palestinian refugee has become the most enduring feature to
characterize the relationship that the Palestinians have with the international
community, and arguably too, what the Arab states have with the monolithic West, as
the cause of the Palestinian refugee is often invoked when political differences and
disputes arise between Arab and Islamic states and the West. These types of
invocations reveal the highly politicized category of the Palestinian refugee, unlike
those refugees which Malkki has identified who have been depoliticized as subjects for
humanitarian intervention.
Some of this difference between the Palestine refugee and those refugees whom
Malkki refers to, has to do with the existence of two separate international refugee
regimes. Whilst the international community had, in the aftermath of the Second World
War, created a mechanism for the amelioration of refugee situations in the form of the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the Palestinians (for the
most part) have been excluded from its mandate of protection and assistance. Instead
a special agency was created in December 1949, the UN’s Works and Relief Agency
for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) to care for this group. The
Palestinian exiles are exceptional because they have a separate UN agency created
for their care, something not available to other displaced ethnicities, but more so this
agency rather than seeking to ameliorate the state of displacement suffered by each
Palestinian refugee, has operated so as to entrench the “refugee-ness” of each
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individual. UNRWA is insistent that the resolution of the refugee crisis does not reside
within its mandate but is the responsibility of states and authorities party to the ArabIsraeli peace process (Grandi 2012, May). However whilst this is the case, one can also
see that the significance that UNRWA has in the mind of the individual refugee
represents both the symbolic and actual evidence that the responsibility for the
resolution of the refugee crisis resides elsewhere (Bowker 2003, p.87).
The Arab states at the time of the initial wave of Palestinian displacement after 1948
were instrumental in positioning the Palestine refugees as an exceptional case in the
amendments suggested and statements made to the UN in regards to the different
refugee conventions being negotiated. With the creation of UNRWA it was decided to
exclude those refugees assisted by UNRWA from the 1951 convention relating to the
Status of Refugees, the international convention which defined who would be
considered a refugee, which set out the obligation of states towards refugees and
established the mandate of the office of the High Commissioner for facilitating state
cooperation on the 1951 convention (Takkenberg 1998, p.6). In November of 1951 as
discussions on the draft convention were still underway, a proposed amendment was
submitted by Egypt, which would become known as article 1D in the 1951 convention.
This article stated that it would not apply to persons who were in receipt of protection or
assistance from any other UN organs. It was understood by those negotiating the
convention that such an exclusion would apply to the Palestinian refugees who at the
time were already being served by established UN agencies such as UNRWA
(Zimmermann, Dörschner & Machts, 2011, p.544). Arab states had also voiced strong
objections to having the Palestine refugees included under the mandate of the UNHCR,
arguing they constituted a special case. Thus in addition to amendments made to the
1951 refugee convention, the same attention was paid to the statute of the UNHCR.
The representative from Egypt insisted on an amendment that limited the mandate of
the office of the UNHCR so that paragraph 7(c), which outlined the competence of the
high commissioner , would specify that this competency could not be extended to
persons who were already

in receipt of protection or assistance from other UN

agencies (Takkenberg 1998, p.56). Both these clauses, the one pertaining to the 1951
convention on refugees, and the other forming part of the statute of the UNHCR
precluded consideration of Palestine refugees, since at the time, they were the only
category of refugee with a specialised dedicated UN agency established to provide
assistance.
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The arguments put forward by Arab and Arabic speaking countries for Palestinian
exceptionalism essentially posed that the Palestine refugee problem was an outcome
and therefore responsibility of the international community’s decision to endorse the
partition plan for Palestine, precipitating a somewhat predictable crisis. The Lebanese
representative made the point that “the existence of the Palestine refugees... was a
direct result of a decision taken by the UN itself, with full knowledge of the
consequences. The Palestine refugees were therefore a direct responsibility on the part
of the UN and could not be placed in the “general category”. Saudi Arabia concurred by
warning that any moves to include Palestinians in the same category of refugees under
the UNHCR would relegate them to a position of “minor importance” and that “pending
a proper settlement... (they should be) granted a separate and special status”
(Takkenberg 1998, p.62).
This emphasis on the "proper settlement” of the Palestine problem should be seen in
the broader context of UN action to negotiate a lasting peace and repatriation of
refugees to Palestine. In a meeting of the General Assembly on the 16th of September
1948, Count Folk Bernadotte the UN mediator for Palestine presented his progress
report reiterating his position that the refugees’ right to return to their homes should be
reaffirmed. The following day he was assassinated by a Jewish terrorist gang
(Takkenberg 1998, p.22). The General Assembly accepted his recommendation and
thus created resolution 194 on the 11th of December 1948, which also entailed the
assigning of the political solution for the refugee problem to the UN’s newly created
office of the Conciliation Commission of Palestine (UNCCP). The conciliation
commission was also further instructed to “facilitate the repatriation, resettlement and
economic and social rehabilitation of the refugees and the payment of compensation” in
resolution 194 (Zimmermann, Dörschner & Machts, 2011, p.546), which incidentally the
Arab and Arabic speaking states (Lebanon), who would not have approved of the
inclusion of repatriation and compensation as alternative solutions to the problem,
refused to endorse (Takkenberg 1998, p.24).
Nonetheless the Arab and Arabic speaking states (Lebanon) campaigned for the
continued exclusion of Palestinian refugee protection for the UNHCR throughout 1951,
precisely on the basis that the UNCCP had been working since 1948 towards
negotiating a repatriation of refugees back to their homes and villages. Besides
lobbying for repatriation the UNCCP was also documenting the loss of property so as to
provide data in the eventuality of having to negotiate compensation for those refugees
that could not be returned. Therefore as a means of keeping the international
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community’s attention focussed on the repatriation work of UNCCP, convention drafters
supported the work of UNCCP by limiting their focus to the exclusion of the Palestine
refugees from the 1951 convention an UNHCR mandate, thereby also avoiding
duplication in agency mandates and the potential for a wasting of resources
(Zimmermann, Dörschner & Machts, 2011, p.544). The separation of the Palestinians
from the mainstream instruments for dealing with refugees has meant that the
Palestine refugee “problem” could not be “liquidated” by assessing each refugee as a
separate applicant looking for a permanent settlement of their status as would be the
case under UNHCR protection.
Arab states and the Palestinians have upheld a collective right for the Palestinians to
have their status determined collectively by the outcome of a peace settlement. The
PLO’s leadership has subsequently also been instrumental in maintaining this special
status. According to Takkenberg (1998, p. 134), the PLO had always expressed
reluctance towards supporting any process which would allow individual Palestinians to
be recognised as refugees under other international or national state mechanisms. On
some occasions, the PLO was known to have given “explicit” instruction to Palestinians
residing in Western states against applying for refugee status. Takkenberg also states
that the PLO has also requested from the UNHCR not to resettle Palestinian refugees
in Western countries because this would contravene the PLO’s solution to seek to
resolve the “Palestine question” in a way which would not focus on the rights of
individual refugees, but on the collective return negotiated through a final peace
settlement in the Arab-lsraeli conflict.

The Parameters of Palestinian Exceptionalism and its Moral Hazards

This conventional emphasis that Palestinian refugees, unlike other categories of
refugee, are dealt with as a collective has had a number of repercussions that amplify
Palestinian exceptionalism. Dumper (2006) has best summarised these points.
Firstly the Palestinian refugees are one of the longest existing class of refugees known,
a group which now yields refugees to the fourth generation after exile of the original
refugees who fled Palestine after 1948. Subsequent generations born to those original
exiles who fell under UNRWA’s mandate of assistance have also been determined by
the agency to be refugees. Secondly a great deal of ambiguity characterises the
demographic scale of the refugee population, a problem arising from when the number
of refugees were disputed in the initial period of exile. Estimates made by various
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groups working amongst the refugees and statements made by foreign governments
are divergent ranging from 600,000 to 957,000 displaced. Subsequent expulsions in
years and decades that have followed have further added to this ambiguity, as these
refugees would not fall within the mandate of UNRWA’s care and thus documentation
has been compiled by other agencies (Dumper 2006, p. 6). According to Dumper, the
degree of displacement means that three-quarters of Palestinians in the world are
refugees, out of a total population of 9.3 million, also making them the largest group
of refugees in the world, far exceeding the combined total population of refugees in
Asia under the responsibility of UNHCR. Of that population, those who are registered
as UNRWA refugees amount to 4 million, and are growing at a rate of 3.1 per cent
annually, amounting to an increase of 124,000 a year of additional refugee population
for UNRWA to assist (p.2). Thirdly, as has been mentioned, there exists a unique
international legal framework for protecting and assisting Palestinian refugees. The
fourth and fifth aspects of Palestinian exceptionalism arise from the ethno-religious
identity of Israel, which has precluded mass repatriation of Palestinians to Israel.
According to Dumper (2006, p.7) a mass repatriation of refugees would undermine the
“raison d’etre” of the Israeli state as a Jewish homeland. Return is impossible, not
because of a fear of persecution as is the case in refugee situations but because
Palestinians are barred from return at the border, on the basis of ethno-religious
identity. And the fifth aspect of Palestinian Exceptionalism is the fact that those
Palestinians who now reside in what remains of Palestine for the most part lack
sovereignty over their territory (West Bank is still occupied by Israel) and repatriation if
it was permitted by Israel would be on what is left of historic Palestine for Palestinians.
Whilst Dumper (2006, p.8, p. 13) demonstrates a thorough understanding of the
constituents of Palestinian exceptionalism, he also argues that it has prevented the
resolution of the refugee crisis, presenting an ideological impediment to the possibilities
for ameliorating the situation of Palestinian refugees. The refugee crisis remains the
major intractable issue in the Arab Israeli peace negotiations so far, in spite of the
considerable progress made on such contentious issues as border and security issues.
The refugee issue however need not be a source of contention should the precedence
for experiences in resettlement and repatriation of other refugees by international
agencies such as the UNHCR be taken as a lesson. The literal focus on the “right to
return” has proven to be especially problematic and Dumper (2006, p.8) argues that
increasingly examples of repatriation have shown that people, although they may not
be able to return to their original homes and towns, have been successfully repatriated
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to a “homeland” and this should be the aim for the right of return negotiations amongst
the Palestinian leadership.
Robert Bowker (2003, p.3) too is critical of Palestinian exceptionalism where this has
proven to be an obstacle to resolving the refugee status of individuals, because it
focuses the attention of refugees away from the actual possibilities of resolving their
statelessness in the present through possibilities for citizenship elsewhere. Bowker
understands that Palestinian refugees do not see themselves as mere recipients of
international aid. Rather the claims they make against the international community for
assistance have to do with the sense of injustice they feel for their historical tragedy
and thus the resolution of this tragedy so far as the refugee community is concerned,
lies within the field of action of the international community. However it is precisely this
act of relegating agency and responsibility to the international community, which
Bowker is critical of. According to Bowker, the attachment to the institution of the
“refugee camp”, which exists throughout the Middle East area of operations of UNRWA
and which like UNRWA constitutes a symbol of the delayed international resolution to
displacement, is equally debilitating to the refugee community. Bowker (2003 pp.64-67,
p.69) argues that the camp refugees are no more or less the repository of nationalist
identity than other Palestinian communities elsewhere in the world. According to
Bowker (2003, p.3) UNRWA has been a central institution in maintaining the focus of
the international community on refugee camp Palestinians.
Both Bowker and Dumper have outlined in the broadest sense the “Moral Hazard” of
assistance to the

Palestine

refugee,

because

rather than

ameliorating

the

disadvantages of statelessness, the agency has facilitated its amplification. Moral
hazard, derived from classical economics, has been most often associated with
practices of insurance. At its core, moral hazard highlights the propensity of people to
behave parasitically when the ratio of risk to reward is altered through the provision of
some type of welfare assurance or subsidy. The most common example cited to
illustrate this concept is car insurance. Moral hazard suggests that when insurance is
made available to a driver, they will be more prepared to drive dangerously and take
more risks on the roads. Whereas if the driver was denied insurance, s/he would drive
defensively, taking more precautions. In other words insurance alters the driver’s
behaviour for the worst. Thus insurance represents a greater moral hazard because it
incentivises or rewards wrong doing (Pease 2004, pp. 230-231). Pease (2004, p.233)
argues that organisations such as UNRWA are prime examples of humanitarian
agencies that have created a sustainable industry around providing relief which is
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plagued with moral hazard. She is careful to argue that although UNRWA did not create
the crisis of Palestinian refugees, the agency operates according to an expectation of
increased crisis and this also generates an expectation that they should and will get
increased funding. In addition to this moral hazard, donor states use humanitarian
agencies as a substitute for a comprehensive policy for ending conflict. By “throwing”
money at the aid community and at UNRWA more specifically, they portray themselves
as being proactive on an issue. Gottheil (2006, p.411) is very scathing of the dangers
which plague UNRWA’s operations in particular as he reminds us that its first report in
1951 included a warning of the potential for moral hazard to emerge should the refugee
crisis not be resolved sooner with the termination of relief operations. However its
original mandate to resettle refugees was denied to it by the Arab states (although
Gottheil is remiss in neglecting to mention Israel’s rejection of accepting its share of
refugees back too) who feared that Palestinians would represent a fifth column in their
newly emerging nations (as eventuated in Lebanon’s “civil war”, see chapter 4) (Morris
1987 cited in Gottheil 2006, p.412). This meant that UNRWA continuously renewed its
mandate even though its core objective for either repatriation or resettlement of its
clients had been denied to it, forcing it to become a caretaker organisation (pp. 411413). This “throwing of money” at the problem has created an entrenchment of an ever
increasing population of dependants on the agency of UNRWA.
The starkest example of moral hazard, although he does not use the term, is best
illustrated by Bowker’s central case study which he, as a former director of one of
UNRWA’s regional offices witnessed and which he presents as a case against the
continuation of the agency in its current mode of operation. In 1997, UNRWA faced a
funding shortfall, which precipitated a crisis within the agency and amongst various
Palestinian political organisations and necessitated the institution of some austerity
measures. In actuality the crisis involved a hold up of funds from UNRWA by donors
whilst they interrogated whether the agency was operating at optimal efficiency. This
was in the context of global shortfalls in aid budgets from 1992 onwards resulting in a
reduction of 21% in real terms by 1997 to many countries, although UNRWA managed
concurrently to maintain a steady level of assistance and expand their programs in the
refugee camps (Bowker 2003, p.140). However UNRWA had been plagued by years of
financial crisis and austerity measures were imposed upon the agency in 1997 whilst
budgetary processes were scrutinised (Bowker 2003, p.182). The agency had
previously exercised a great deal of discrepancy in how it dispensed with its operating
budget, because it was seen as politically unsavoury amongst Palestinians and donors
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alike to interrogate the agency over its processes.

However, in 1997 with another

fiscal crisis looming, donors were prepared to do this.
Bowker (2003, p.199) recalls that the response of the Palestinian refugees was to
accuse the donors of some malevolent conspiracy to liquidate the refugee population
by abandoning them to their fate in the countries of settlement without international
assistance and for prominent groups such as the PLO to recite conspiracy theories
against the Palestinian people and organise demonstrations (p.183). The agency’s
response was to reject the notion that it was responsible for reprioritising the services it
provided in a more efficient manner, and that such a task fell to its donor states and
that it was also the donor states’ responsibility to communicate to the refugees that the
expectation of what they were entitled to, be adjusted to a new reality (p.194). In
actuality historical levels of assistance had been maintained and no conspiracy existed
to phase out the agency, but the refugee community simply refused to accept the
agency’s ongoing financial crisis, the resolution of which had been delayed from year to
year, nor was there a willingness amongst the Palestinian leadership or UNRWA
employees to accept responsibility for planning for the agencies long-term financial
stability (p.199). The moral hazard lies in the fact that by 1998, UNRWA again was
facing a funding crisis and its financial position remained precarious, with a final
showdown put off by its renewed attempts to increase the pool of funding from its
donors.
Fillipo Grandi (2012, May), the Commissioner-General of UNRWA best exemplified the
moral hazard inherent in the expectation of continued assistance, during a lecture that
he gave at the Australian National University. Grandi argued that it was not UNRWA’s
responsibility to settle the refugee issue, whose resolution lay within the conclusion of a
final peace settlement of the Arab Israeli conflict and that even if refugees chose not to
return to their designated “homeland”, since the right of return should be preserved as a
“choice” for refugees, regardless of what refugees in actuality choose, those who
remained in the camps after the conclusion of a final peace, would still be in need of
UNRWA and entitled to this assistance. Many refugees for example do not see the
West Bank as their home and would reject a proposal to move there. Grandi therefore
implied that UNRWA’s mandate of care and assistance was somewhat inexhaustible
revealing a moral hazard. Furthermore the response from the audience was interesting
for the moral hazard it revealed in such a stance.

An official of the Palestinian

delegation based in Australia and member of the audience thanked him for visiting the
country during which Grandi had managed to raise 20 million dollars for UNRWA from

225

Moral Hazards and Humanitarian Rackets

the Australian government. The official congratulated Grandi and wished him the luck
of a second visit from which he might be able to extract 20 million more! The
anticipation of an ongoing institutionalization of assistance to Palestinians was
somewhat worrying.
Pease’s elaboration of moral hazard is useful for what it reveals about such sagas.
UNRWA like many humanitarian organisation’s raison d’etre is to alleviate suffering of
the most disadvantaged societies and because of this altruism, they remain somewhat
immune from criticism for the adverse outcomes that have grown as

a result of their

work. Pease (2004, p.232) accuses this sector of an inflexible “group think” that is
characterised by an “us versus them” mentality and “presumption of inherent morality”.
The effect of all these tendencies prevents humanitarian organisations from
undertaking critical self-reflection of their interests in humanitarian crisis. UNRWA
chose to continue as it had “seeking to have other parties provide levels of financial
support... commensurate with the affirmations of support that they regularly provided at
the political level...” (Bowker 2003, p.208). However what UNRWA does not realise is
that it was not a mere instrument of the donor community but “...an actor with its own
identity actively engaged in shaping perceptions of the political environment” (Bowker
2003, pp.208-209). However UNRWA has previously refused to use this power to
address some of the mythologies that are retained by the refugee community and to
move them on from limiting expectations and entrenched beliefs which have been
reinforced by the types of assistance provided.
Admittedly in more recent years UNRWA has changed its strategy so that it appears as
if it is prepared to refashion its operations so as to minimize the ongoing dependency of
refugees on the agency. According to Gabiam (2011, p.96) it has increasingly
encouraged refugees “to become more self reliant” and has worked to phase out
“refugee dependence on assistance” as part of a strategy increasingly focused on
development rather than assistance. Like Bowker, Gabiam (2011, p.96) has argued
that UNRWA’s traditional approach to assistance stemmed from a receptiveness to
Palestinian victimhood and claims of suffering associated with refugee grievances of
exile and political claims that maintain the right to return. UNRWA’s new desire to
focus on alleviating material deprivation through development challenges this
traditional view that refugees have of themselves as victims and forces them to
reconfigure themselves as political agents.
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Case Study of UNRW A’s Sewer-pipe Project: Obstruction and Racketeering in Shatila
and their Moral Justifications

Invariably the concept of Palestinian exceptionalism has had an impact on how
Palestinian refugees conduct themselves in their daily lives and in how they understand
their entitlements. There exists an entrenched sense of victimhood that remains with
the Palestinian refugees of Lebanon which arises from Palestinian exceptionalism and
this has proven to be detrimental to communal outcomes as it incentivises moral
hazards in the behaviour of individual refugees. The inability of the international
community as well as the Palestinian diaspora to resolve the limbo in which Palestinian
refugees exist, has created incentives for moral hazards within the daily life of
Palestinian refugees in the camps of Lebanon particularly.
This will be demonstrated in this chapter by reference to a series of events which
unfolded in Shatila camp at the start of 2009. Towards the end of 2008 as earthmoving
equipment was mobilised in anticipation of starting on a rehabilitation of the sewer
system, residents came out and stood in the way, obstructing the project. This case
study will be explored to demonstrate that moral hazards do arise from the resident’s
sense of entitlement to UNRWA resources. This is not just to argue that moral hazards
arise from the long term entrenchment of refugee status amongst Palestinian refugees,
as has been covered in the previous arguments. Rather, this argument takes a step
further to demonstrate that the moral hazard results from how the Palestinian refugees
understand themselves as having special entitlements and rights to UNRWA
resources. This chapter does not merely claim that refugees themselves have an
interest in forging and re-affirming their identities to legitimise the continuation of
entitlements. Diana Allan has argued that Palestinian refugees are constantly engaged
in a discourse and performance towards foreign researchers and foreign audiences so
that they reinforce their exceptionalism as a category of refugee in order to sustain
receiving charity (Allan 2007, p.259, p.273). More specifically it seeks to explore how
refugees understand UNRWA and to argue that the way in which refugees assert
certain beliefs around their entitlements, has lead to moral hazard. Rather than being
seen as a mere caretaker organisation, the Palestinian refugees of Shatila

view

UNRWA as an entitlement and therefore as a resource over which every opportunity to
compete for a share of its resources is legitimate even to the degree of justifying rentseeking behaviour as a means to obtain this “fair” redistribution.
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We can garner a glimpse of this sense of entitlement from Randa Farah’s (2009) work
on UNRWA in Jordan, although she does not use the word “entitlement”. Farah (p.391)
argues that the most distinguishing feature of UNRWA, unlike any other international
agency, is the fact that virtually all of its employees are Palestinian staff, effectively
blurring the boundary between benefactor and beneficiary. Refugees coveted positions
within the agency because it was akin to having an intermediary in a government who
could bestow patronage. Often UNRWA positions paid better levels of incomes to
refugees than was paid to nationals working in the public sector belonging to the host
country. In addition UNRWA employees wielded a great deal of power to facilitate
better access to services for some, to overlook rules of agency violations in regards to
entitlements and eligibility requirements and to promote their choice of people to
positions within the agency (p.402). Even with all these benefits and even though the
agency was funded by the international community, Palestinians resent the inclusion of
foreign nationals in the higher ranks of UNRWA’s bureaucracy, resent their high pay
rates and see this as an indictment on equality (p.405). The sense of entitlement is
evident in the fact that although UNRWA is an internationally funded humanitarian
organization, the involvement of a handful of international bureaucrats in highly
specialized positions is a source of resentment. The fact that there is little distinction
between beneficiary and benefactor too generates myriad frauds, most of which
probably could not be detected or controlled by the top bureaucrats. Indeed to reiterate
Bowker’s example, when the international community attempted to do this in 1997, it
elicited a violent reaction from the refugee community, again testifying to the sense of
entitlement that Palestinian refugees express towards UNRWA.
This chapter will demonstrate that this sense of entitlement can at times lead to moral
hazards in the camps, as was demonstrated in the behaviour of residents in obstructing
a public works project in 2009 in Shatila. However before moving forward, a
qualification should be made here. The effectiveness of the residents’ actions in
stopping the earthworks is due to the autonomous status that refugee camps in
Lebanon have. No Lebanese authority could intervene in the disruptions and restrain
the residents. Lebanese sovereignty has been handicapped since 1969 when the state
was forced into signing the Cairo Accords, giving the PLO autonomous rule of the
refugee camps (see chapter 4). As discussed in previous chapters, the Palestinian
refugee camps today in the Lebanon of post-Syrian occupation still retain political
autonomy. The Palestinian’s right to bear arms in Lebanon should have ended with the
government’s abrogation of the Cairo Accords in 1987 but in the midst of the civil war
and occupation by the Syrian army, the Lebanese state was unable to disarm the
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Palestinian camps. UNRWA’s assistance to camps which gives refuge to belligerents is
a clear moral hazard (Pease 2004, p.234). However, the moral hazard is intensified
when the Lebanese government is unable to police the camps.
A comprehensive water and sewerage infrastructure rehabilitation program had been
planned for Shatila since 2006. One of the projects involved laying a new sewer pipe
which would be the major channel through which the wastewater of the camp would be
conducted out of the camp and into the main grid of Beirut city for disposal. The
existing pipe which provided this function had insufficient capacity, as the population of
the camp had increased over the decades and with it the amount of waste water being
generated. The proposal which existed was to augment the existing pipe, by laying
atop of it another one that would run parallel. The old pipe runs along a road which
gives people vehicular access to the camp and marks its official southern boundary,
and is locally known as the “Doukhi” road, after the neighbourhood of small shops,
garages and apartment blocks that agglomerate at the western entrance of the road.
The plans for the pipe-work were designed by an international engineering company
called Spectrum, but UNRWA had given the tender for its construction to one of the
myriad Hariri-owned construction companies known as Jihad al-Arab (Ajawi 2008,
pers.comm. 21 December).
However a Palestinian engineer was contracted by Jihad al Arab to run the project
(Irfan 2009, 9 April). It is generally understood in Lebanon that no non-Palestinian is to
be employed on such UNRWA funded projects where there is a Palestinian that can do
the work, although this might not be an official rule in the subcontracting arrangements.
However it is an extension of the general historical rule that where a Palestinian can do
the job, then a Palestinian is to be hired, be it at UNRWA, the PLO institutions or other
charities operating in Lebanon to service the Palestinian population (Besson 1997, p.
346; Farah 2009, p. 396).
By November 2008, Mr. Khaled, the Beirut area officer for UNRWA, had visited the
camp with contractors and engineers to put the word out to the camp community that
they planned to begin work and that people allow this work to proceed without
obstruction. They called a community meeting on a Friday, before afternoon prayer at
the local mosques. The Shatila branch of the Palestinian Engineers’ Union attended
and put certain requests to Khaled and his group. They asked for accuracy in execution
of the plans, they wanted a copy of the plans and the terms of the contract so that they
could monitor its exact execution. They also asked for residents to be given priority in
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being employed as labourers on the project. The reason why they made all these
demands was because the camp was notorious for being the victim of unscrupulous
subcontractors who only completed a poor rendition of the construction projects of the
past (Jad-Allah 2009, 9 January). However Mr. Khaled’s need to come into the camp
and ask the residents for their cooperation was also indicative of the fact that residents
had in the past obstructed projects themselves.
At the start of 2009 rumours of difficulties with the start of earthworks began to circulate
in the camp. A group of residents and shop owners who resided in the neighbourhood
of the Doukhi had stood in the way of the earthmoving machines, obstructing the start
of digging. On March 14, I visited the Engineers’ Union office as had become my habit
of an afternoon, during which a conversation about the project was in train. It transpired
that a sewerage committee had been formed in the camp to monitor the progress of the
project and to prevent further disruption and sabotage to the sewerage works by camp
residents themselves. There had been an attempt by the residents of the Doukhi
neighbourhood at the top of the road along which the sewer pipe would be laid, to
extract compensation before allowing the works to start.
As confirmation of this, one of the residents himself had sought me out to explain the
situation. Irfan was a man with a reputation in the camp, for being a difficult character.
He had searched me out and insisted that I interview him, even though he had no direct
involvement in any of the case studies I was compiling at the time - or at least I thought
so, until he piqued my interest in the protest he was mounting against the earthworks.
What he revealed proved very enlightening not least because it demonstrated how it is
that certain individuals can have influence in the camp, despite their lack of office.
Irfan is a member of a very large clan in the camp. He (2009, 18 March) claimed that
this has made him attractive to the political factions because if he agreed to join any of
them, he would be bringing with him a large following for that faction in the form of
family members. He also claimed that the PFLP-General Command approached him to
join in the mid 1990s, at the time when they were on the ascendency in the camps of
Lebanon. He could have become a waged official. But Irfan said he was not interested
in joining because he did not like the way they operated. Fatah al-lntifada had also
approached him to join so that he could lead their youth wing but he said he refused.
However in the following interview, he (2009, pers.comm. 21 March) changed his mind
and admitted that he had in fact joined the PFLP-GC between 1988 to 1989. He said
he had to do this after the war of the camps to protect himself because he had been a
Fatah guerrilla as an adolescent and in the aftermath of the war, Syrians were
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capturing Arafatists (see chapter 5) but his membership of the PFLP-GC did not last
long. Irfan said he received an order to prepare to go to Libya so as to fight on the
Chadian border in the area of Aouzou. Irfan said he went to the PFLP-GC office and he
asked the men there, “Is Aouzou in Palestine” because if it wasn’t, he would not go. He
claimed that he did not join any of the factions after this, because they were all corrupt,
although he was reputed in the camp to constantly shift his political allegiance and
actively support one faction against another. His family was also notorious for
becoming embroiled in violent clashes.
I found Irfan’s contradictory claims somewhat dizzying. He was also someone who
began to spend many of his evenings at the Engineers’ Union, something which
surprised the engineers because he was not usually one of the crowd of men that spent
their evenings there. His subsequent involvement in the water-well issue, where he
went around the camp advocating for the construction of the well on PLO land near the
UNRWA flats was also a novel self-appointed role for him to adopt, especially given his
own attempts to obstruct the sewer pipe works and extract money. Some of the
engineers suggested it was because of my presence, the presence of a foreign
researcher in the camp that prompted him to take on the role of concerned volunteer. I
guessed that perhaps it was a means by which he could cover his shame for his rentseeking behaviour over the sewer pipe.
Irfan (2009, 21 March) said he had negative experiences with UNRWA in the past, as a
result of some construction work at the edge of the camp which damaged his home.
Irfan’s family and relatives occupy the neighbourhood at the edge of the camp known
as the Doukhi.

They own a number of homes, apartments, grocery shops and

automotive garages at the western entrance of the road. According to Irfan, some years
ago, UNRWA was repairing some of the underground pipework. Irfan complained that
the earthworks had impacted on his home creating a crack between his small balcony
and the stairway of his home which eventually grew into a gap. He said he was told by
the Beirut area director that UNRWA would repair the damage but never did. Now that
two and a half years had passed, UNRWA was again attempting to work in the area to
lay more pipe-work. This time Irfan went into the street and stood in the path of the
works insisting that he would not allow the workmen to proceed with the construction.
The Beirut director was contacted by the contractor and was told about Irfan’s
obstruction of the works which prompted him to come into the camp. He promised Irfan
that within weeks his stairs would be attended to. Irfan (2009, pers.comm. 21 March)
said to me:
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“A war between UNRWA and me began, so wherever they worked, they would
find me in the way....”
However in a subsequent interview, Irfan (2009, 24 March) also revealed that he had
been accused of receiving funds for his damaged staircase which he denied ever
happened. Irfan’s attempt to explain away the rumour that he had managed to extract
funds for the damaged stairwell were confused and contradictory, casting doubt in my
mind as to the veracity of his claims. Irfan at one point admitted that UNRWA had in
fact sent an engineer to look at his staircase but the engineer had refused to work on it
on the basis that Irfan had already received funds for this particular complaint from
UNRWA according to the engineer’s records. Irfan admitted to me that UNRWA people
believe that he had taken money to have his stairwell fixed. But then contradictorily
Irfan said this was a lie because he had been offered money by the engineer but the
moment the engineer had taken money out of his pocket, Irfan had handed it back. He
claimed that he then proceeded to fix the stairwell from his own pocket.
Whether Irfan had or had not been compensated for the damage to his stairs allegedly
caused by UNRWA’s previous earthworks cannot be known from his account.
Nonetheless his own confusions and contradictions and his self-assured disposition
that he was untouchable, cast doubt on his claims of being a victim and make him
appear as nothing more than a rent-seeking opportunist.
His opportunism is apparent in the nature of the objections he had to the current
earthworks. I understood he held a grudge against UNRWA because of the previous
apparent lack of response to his complaint about the damage done to his stairwell, a
complaint which he later contradicted by admitting to have had an engineer attend to
his home and offer funds. However he also objected to the current earthworks on other
grounds. Irfan (2009 21 March) claimed that the roadworks would close the road for 2
to 3 months. In actuality once the work proceeded, the road was not closed, as the
western and eastern entrances remained open.

People could drive right up to the

earthmoving equipment from either entrance. Furthermore, where an earthmoving
vehicle did stand in the way of vehicular access, access to the shops’ entrances on
either side of the earthmoving vehicle could be accessed by foot, as the machinery
used was quite small. Once the pipe’s construction was underway, little change was
evident in the commercial activity of the surrounding businesses and people ducked
and weaved their way in between the construction workers and earthmoving
equipment. Nonetheless Irfan had complained that his family would be affected, even
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though earthworks were yet to start at the time of his complaint. The previous month
before our conversation, the pipe-works were scheduled to start but Irfan and his
relatives and residents stood in the path of the machinery and refused to allow the
works to start. Irfan then asked the contractor to compensate them for the disruption
their businesses would suffer. In a subsequent interview, Irfan (2009, 24 March) gave
an additional reason for the obstruction that he and his relatives formed to the digging
works, explaining that his relatives feared that what happened to his staircase will
happen to their homes too. In other words Irfan and his relatives were asking to be
“compensated” for an unquantified amount of loss of business and unquantified
damage to property that may or may not happen in the future.
Compensation demands appeared in the final analysis however to be little more than
an attempt at rent-seeking and racketeering under threat. As Irfan (2009, pers.comm.
21 March) explained:
“I am known as being a tough man and I have a huge family behind me, they
would not be prepared to challenge me”
Because Irfan was very certain of the physical force he could mobilize to the degree
that even factional officials were not able to stop him, even though it was the factions
that dominated such racketeering activity. According to Irfan UNRWA contacted the
political factions to intervene and they in turn appealed to one of the engineers in the
camp to speak with Irfan. An engineer asked him if he had the “right” to stop works
which would benefit the whole camp community and according to Irfan (2009,
pers.comm. 21 March), he responded by saying:
“I said to him I had (the right) and told him to try and stop me if he could
because he knew he couldn’t”
Therefore it seemed that Irfan was attempting to rent-seek simply because he could do
this through the sheer physical force he could mobilize from family members. His right
was therefore based on his power to physically menace the construction workers.
The local contractor gave up saying to Irfan that his workers would return only once he
had sorted his problems out with UNRWA. According to Irfan (2009, 21 March)
however, although the factions pressured him to allow the works to continue, it was not
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done through violent or coercive means.

In fact from my conversation with him, he

seemed to be the one making the threats against everyone else.
Now ostensibly, the reason why Irfan stood in the way of the pipe works was because
he wanted to be compensated for damage to his home, which was yet to be done, and
for loss of business which his store was yet to suffer, to be paid to him before
earthworks started. Only then would he remove himself and his family members from
the pathway of the earthmoving machines. However besides his grievances about the
potential damage that would be done to his property and potential loss of business,
Irfan expressed a great deal of anger towards UNRWA for other reasons. These
reasons he gave illustrate the taint of moral hazard.
Firstly he expressed the belief that resources made available to UNRWA were not fairly
distributed. He (2009, pers.comm. 24 March) accused the engineers in UNRWA of self
enrichment; misappropriating funds which properly belonged to the people of the
camps:
“UNRWA tried to approach me directly, but the politics of UNRWA is sneaky.
They came making many promises, making one believe they would make amends, but
all of this was a lie. Even the factions understood eventually that behind UNRWA’s
promises was just lies and deception. The factions then came to a clash with UNRWA,
on the basis that they had deceived the camp’s people. The engineers group in
UNRWA had too much authority and this reflected badly on UNRWA... Any funds that
come to UNRWA is put to work by engineers who don’t let anyone else participate in
the project, so they make the money. For example if they have a project that really
costs $100,000, they cost it at $500,000”
Irfan justified the disruption of the earthworks by implying that UNRWA was nothing
more than an institution utilised by its employees, such as the engineers for their own
self-enrichment through the misappropriation of funds. The implication of Irfan’s action
was that, just as the Palestinian employees of UNRWA had access to its resources so
he too was entitled to these resources. His act of disrupting the earthworks was a
means by which he could obtain a “fair” redistribution of UNRWA resources. His sense
of entitlement to UNRWA resources prompted the moral hazard of disrupting the
earthworks.
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His sense of entitlement to UNRWA resources is further reinforced, by another
justification that he (2009, pers.comm. 21 March) provided for obstructing the
earthworks:
”l have rights and I have needs... My brother in law has a home with no windows
and no tiles and UNRWA should take care of this because he should be considered a
special hardship case”
Irfan’s sense of entitlement and his belief that a share of the money held by UNRWA
was due to him, is an example of the moral hazard that plagues the view that refugees
have of UNRWA. Irfan is not alone in voicing the accusations that UNRWA profits from
the refugee cause, misappropriating assistance due to the refugees (even though
UNRWA is staffed by Palestinian refugees). Rather his views are pervasively held
amongst the Palestinian refugee population. Similar accusations of self-enrichment for
example surfaced in Shatila camp in 2008 when the comprehensive water and
sewerage project was awaiting implementation. Of the approx USD2.5 million which
was earmarked for the programme, USD1 million had already been spent on a
preparatory phase. However there was uproar amongst camp residents who accused
UNRWA employees of misappropriating these funds for their own self-enrichment.
Abou Mahd (2008, 23 December), a retired Fatah guerrilla and former PLO union man
berated UNRWA for the hold-up of the earthworks, which he believed was due to the
corruption of its bureaucrats. He wasn’t the only one to make such claims. It was a
commonly shared notion, that 1-million USD of the 2.5 million earmarked for the project
had been spent on “nothing”. It had just “disappeared”. It also became apparent
however that certain individuals such as Abou Mahd did not appreciate the idea that
projects involve the participation of consultants and that consultants themselves are
professionals with technical expertise whose specialized knowledge has its price. One
of the local UNRWA liaison officers explained that the monies already spent had
purchased such services as well as had gone into preparatory works. Abou Mazhar,
current Democratic Front official and delegate to the PLO’s Popular Committee, also
spoke about what he called the “theft” of the 1 million dollars even though it would have
been explained during the many community consultations that UNRWA conducted. In
one of my first interviews with Abou Mazhar, he was so incensed that he directed me to
seek an interview with UNRWA to interrogate them as to where the 1 million went. Both
these men have little education themselves but this did not appear to cast any self
doubt on their own abilities to make such a judgment. In general there is a tendency
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amongst the Palestinian community of the camp to see a racketeer in everyone and to
see donor assistance inevitably through the light of the racket.
Although these accusations remained unsubstantiated, such grand frauds as that of
which UNRWA is accused have been suspected in the past. In 1998, UNRWA’s
Lebanon director, Wolfgang Plasa was dismissed from his position, because of
instituting an inquiry into the internal processes of UNRWA as a response to
accusations that its staff members were defrauding the agency of resources both in
Lebanon and Gaza. Financial irregularities were growing obvious, strange bank
accounts appeared and a 1 million dollar deficit in the Lebanon budget could not be
accounted for. A French national who led the engineering department was also
suspected of corrupt sub-contracting arrangements. The engineer ironically back then
too had contracted another Hariri-owned company to carry out works in the camps,
which in turn subcontracted the work to a smaller Palestinian- owned local business, in
contravention to UNRWA contracting regulations (Leenders 1998, pp. 9-10). However,
given that non-Palestinians were not permitted to undertake paid work in the camps, as
the refugees have historically insisted Palestinians must be prioritized for employment
on such projects, UNRWA regulations on subcontracting seem to have never been
enforced.

In the end, Plasa was not permitted by his own UNRWA bosses to conclude

his investigations into the frauds allegedly committed by its employees and was
dismissed from his position (Leenders 1998, pp. 9-10). These events have perhaps left
a lasting impression on refugees who persistently suspect the Palestinian refugees
employed by UNRWA of running a humanitarian racket.
It seems that aside from the accusations of grand frauds, there is some evidence that
at least low level corruption occurs in UNRWA although certain Palestinian refugees
are the prime beneficiaries of misappropriation by agency employees. UNRWA is very
much a Palestinian agency as only approximately 1% of its employees are nonPalestinian “international” staff, so that the implementation of agency decisions is
almost entirely a Palestinian affair (Bowker 2003, pp.133-134). Even the top foreign
bureaucrats are often derided for not knowing what is really going on at the grassroots.
On one of my visits to UNRWA’s headquarters in Beirut, I took an elevator ride with one
of its Palestinian employees, a man I regularly visited on my trips to the office. A new
field director, Salvatore Lombardi, had taken over the running of the agency in Lebanon
from Richard Cook at the start of 2009. I wondered aloud whether I should attempt to
get an interview with Lombardi but my acquaintance scoffed at this, explaining that
such people had no idea of what was going on and the Palestinian staff ran circles
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around the top bureaucrats. This comment seemed to also reference another common
accusation. UNRWA employees have long been accused of using their positions in the
agency for dispensing patronage in the form of assistance, services and jobs. By way
of further example, Abou Wasif (2009 pers.comm. 5 February) a local electrician,
pointed to a man who had passed by during one of our many conversations about the
obstructions to the pipe-works on the Doukhi road, explaining that certain bureaucrats
in UNRWA always passed work on to corrupt local contractors:
“He is one of the guys that UNRWA contracts to do repair jobs in the camp (he
points to a man loitering in the alleyway) but he often botches it up, does a second
hand job and pockets the money, he knows you have been asking questions” (implying
that was why he was eavesdropping on our conversation).
I asked Abou Wasif if he had ever complained to UNRWA about these irregularities:
“Sure we did...and it was a joke, we go into (UNRWA official) office and he does
a Husni Mubarak on us... you would not believe it. He gets his son in there to give us a
talk about his sewerage assignment which he did for homework because he is a
student at the American University of Beirut. I mean we have dictators like Bashar al
Assad and Mubarak in the Arab world and now we have (UNRWA official) doing the
same thing, bringing his little prince into our meeting to lecture us on sewerage, like
the kid is some UNRWA official... I mean what was that for, promising him the keys to
some kingdom!”
The pattern of interactions between the agency and its clients is really a continuation of
factional and familial patronage which structures the society of the camps Therefore
rather than large scale fraud being the only issue, it is the small recurrent instances of
patronage and favouritism that also defraud the agency of resources (see chapter 5).
The actions and sentiments expressed by the residents of Shatila is a reflection of their
frustration about having unequal access to UNRWA resources. Unlike the more
powerful professionals employed by the agency such as the engineers, the sway over
agency resources is limited for camp residents not employed within the agency.
Nonetheless they insist on asserting their right to have a say over agency resources,
such as in the case of Abou Mahd and Abou Mazhar’s responses. In the case of Irfan,
this sense of entitlement stretches to gaining a share of project resources, just as he
suspected the engineers in UNRWA had, via his rent-seeking behaviour. Irfan’s ability
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to extract a bribe was a means by which agency resources could be divided up so that
someone external to its employee ranks got his “share”.
Overall, however, the pattern of interaction between the agency and its Palestinian
clients testifies to the sense of entitlement that Palestinian refugees in Lebanon have
towards UNRWA. On the project to lay the sewer pipe, engineers and camp officials
had insisted that only Palestinians be employed and Jihad al-Arab had contracted a
Palestinian engineer to carry out the project (Irfan 2009, 4 April). The territory of the
camp would be inaccessible to a contractor of any other ethnicity, given the emphasis
that the refugees make of the camp constituting a Palestinian autonomous territory.
Nonetheless one can also argue that it was precisely the involvement of various
Palestinian groups which proved detrimental to the project because it sparked a
competition between groups for a greater share of the limited resources to construct the
pipe. As we will go on to examine, the contractor, the residents and the local factions
each competed over a greater share of rents that could be extracted from the project.
The sense of entitlement that certain groups had towards the agency’s resources
proved detrimental to the outcome of the project.
It should be noted here that UNRWA had attempted to diffuse the situation with Irfan,
by sending their Beirut area officer to meet with him. He was promised compensation
and Irfan (2009, pers.comm. 24 March) also admitted that he was offered the position
of foreman on the project. He was promised the work, he insists, because of his past
experience as a construction worker and thus he “could not be reasonably refused”.
The factions encouraged him to accept the position because they said that the
compensation that would come to him would not be as great as the money he could
make from working on the project. Initially he agreed, but then eventually Irfan rejected
the position. He said he could not be a foreman on the project because he was the one
primarily objecting to the project.
Irfan and other residents, it was rumoured, had managed to extract what they referred
to as “compensation”, although the general view of the community was that this
payment was a bribe. This created a certain degree of resentment amongst the camp
residents so much so that it began to cause some discomfort for Irfan. Towards the end
of April, once the earthworks were underway, Irfan began to complain about the
“rumours” that he had extracted payment to allow the operations to continue, although it
was generally understood in the camp that this was more than a rumour. On one
particular occasion, he strode into the Engineers’ Union office, where a group of us had
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gathered for our nightly tea drinking, complaining that certain people from Fatah had
been spreading rumours about him making trouble and extracting “bribes”. He (2009,
pers.comm. 25 April) threatened one of the Fatah men, announcing to us:
“I said to (names the Fatah official) if you are talking about me behind my back,
I won’t allow you to remain comfortably in the camp”
Irfan had made it clear to us all present with this demonstration that he would not allow
any accusations that he had obtained a bribe to go unpunished. But the fact that he
was able to make such a statement against a factional official was also informative for
what it revealed about the dynamics of power in the camp. The fact that Irfan belonged
to a large dan, members of which had at various times been associated with the antiPLO factions, revealed that power not only resided with factions, but also with clans.
It should also be noted that the Palestinian engineer contracted to run the project by
Jihad al-Arab at this point of time had been removed and replaced with another
according to Irfan. It was difficult to find out exactly why he was removed and whether
the payments made to Irfan had something to do with this. Although Irfan (2009,
pers.comm. 9 April) stated it was because:
“I think he was seen as being too sympathetic towards us”

Cascade of Moral Hazards

The incident of the disruption of earthworks was not an isolated occurrence in the
camp. In addition to the small acts of patronage which defraud the agency of resources,
the rent-seeking behaviour of Irfan was a more general practice which refugees use in
order to extract resources from the agency and this might account for the inefficiencies
that plague UNRWA’s construction projects. The effect on the community as a whole
has dire consequences. In this particular incidence, it contributed to poor outcomes in
the project to rehabilitate the waste water infrastructure.
The failure of the project can be attributed to many reasons, which we will go on to
explore, but the poor workmanship which emerged could partially be explained by the
fact that bribes had to be paid to remove the residents from the road. Abou Muhannad,
a refugee from Nahr el- Barid, who now lived in Shatila, predicted this outcome. Abou
Muhannad (2009, pers.comm 14 March) had predicted that the sewer pipe to be
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constructed would be of an inferior quality because exactly the same scenario had
unfolded on Sabra road which demarcated the camp’s western side the year before.
“There are people who can go into the street and stop the work if they want to,
they give you reasons, like the shop owners wanted compensation for having the road
in front of their shops dug up. So the contractor had to pay them to get the work done, it
meant he didn’t have money to put into the road... so we still have flooding... it’s like the
project never happened... the same will happen when the sewer works begin”
Eventually the laying of the new sewer pipe began on the southern edge of the camp
starting in the Doukhi neighbourhood at some time during the end of March 2009.
However as soon as the work got underway, controversy again erupted and this time it
emanated from the engineers of the camp. The engineers’ protest against the project
was based on two criticisms; firstly it appeared that the actual work done by the
contractor was below an acceptable standard; and secondly it also appeared that the
specifications of the pipe would not yield an adequate structure that could carry the
estimated waste-water produced by the camp. On both these counts, the project
elicited responses plagued with moral hazards as we will go on to explore.
Firstly I address the engineers’ latter concern, that the specifications of the pipework
were too inadequate to provide sufficient waste water removal. On the 8th of April, JadAllah a member of the Engineers’ Union strode into the union office after having left his
work in southern Beirut for the day and announced that he was very upset, having just
seen the pipe sections piled on the side of the road, ready to be fixed into the ground.
He announced that they were too small and measured them and found that they were
only 50cm in diameter. He claimed that they should have been 70cm in diameter. JadAllah then began to debate this issue with Ayman, another engineer who had also just
arrived from his worksite. Jad-Allah (2009, 8 April) stated that the waste water coming
from the slum of Hay Farhat on the eastern edge of the camp, which was a poor
Lebanese Shiite slum, would eventually also drain into this pipe. However if this was
added to the waste also produced by the residents of the camp, an estimate of the
drainage rate on a litre per second basis shows easily that a 50cm diameter pipe would
not have the capacity to take all of this water. Ayman (2009, 8 April) argued that the
inclusion of the Hay Farhat wastewater to be drained through the same pipe might be a
recent addition to the project. It is possible that this project, first conceived to service
Shatila camp, might have to extend to include the waste water from the slum outside in
later stages of its implementation. Hay Farhat would inevitably drain into Shatila camp
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given the camps depressed topography, so that if these waste waters were not
included, little improvement to the flooding situation in Shatila would be made despite
the upgrade proposed. Rashid (2009, 8 April), also present at the time, objected to
Ayman raising these points to explain the anomalies in the pipe specifications. He
argued with Ayman, that it was not the engineers’ task to assume to know the
justifications which might have gone into extending the pipework to service Hay Farhat.
This he stated was UNRWA’s concern and the engineers of Shatila should not make
excuses for them. As a union of engineers, their task was to make sure the
specifications of the project and their implementation were correct for the camp’s
people and that the calculations were also sound and if the engineers found that any of
these were wrong, then it was their duty to speak up. The engineers then discussed
compiling a letter of their observations to be sent to UNRWA.
What Ayman was implying was that the original brief of the project may only have
covered removing the waste-water for Shatila. UNRWA’s mandate extends to only
providing services for registered Palestinian refugees, which amount to at most 50% of
the camps population. However, many of its services often are inadequate precisely
because twice the amount of people live in the camp. A classic example is the waste
collections service that UNRWA runs. The small Dunbar and the two rubbish collectors
employed 6 days a week, are only meant to collect the waste generated by half the
households in the camp (registered Palestinians), although they actually cannot make
this distinction when picking up the garbage bags that have been put out in the
alleyways of an evening, so it takes quite some time. This example might provide a
useful analogy to understand why the project seems inadequate by the engineers’
calculations. As Ayman explained (2009, 5 May) UNRWA would receive funding for a
project that removes the waste and rain water from only 50% of the households, those
Palestinian refugees that fall within its mandate of care and thus must design a project
with these limited estimations and the limited funding this entails. This explains the
small diameter of pipe, which assumes a smaller estimate of waste water than what is
actually generated.
However some of the engineers' criticisms of the pipe-work can also be explained by
their belief in Palestinian exceptionalism and the right to claim the sole right to the
camp’s territory. This is evident in their rejection of the notion that the pipe-work
connect Hay Farhat to the greater Beirut grid via the Doukhi road. According to one of
the environmental health officers at UNRWA, Hay Farhat lies within the municipality of
Ghobeiry council which connected the neighbourhood’s waste water system to a pipe
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that runs down the middle of the Doukhi road, which marks the boundary of the camp
from the surrounding informal settlements and then connects to the larger wastewater
network of Beirut municipality. Although the engineers did not find issue with the fact
that the Doukhi road pipe drained Shatila waste water into the greater Beirut grid, they
did object to the fact that “their “Doukhi road pipe would have to carry the waste-water
from the Lebanese neighbourhood of Hay Farhat too, also into the main grid, given the
agglomeration of dense squatter settlements around the Palestinian camp. Finding a
space to conduct major earthworks would be extremely difficult for a local council.
According to the environmental health officer (2009, 21 February) at UNRWA,
municipalities like Ghobeiry council, characterised by informal settlements, do not have
extensive funds to conduct such involved projects. Therefore it is understandable why
Ghobeiry council would connect Hay Farhat’s sewer system to the greater grid of Beirut
via the Doukhi road pipe. The Shatila engineers understood too that if UNRWA needed
to upgrade the pipe’s capacity to drain water from Shatila, in that section that marks off
the boundary of the camp and runs along the Doukhi road, they could not ignore
including the UNRWA building’s area. This area lies outside the official boundaries of
Shatila camp but is officially PLO owned land and houses Palestinians of the former Tel
el-Zaatar camp. This area of PLO land connects the Lebanese Shiite slum of Hay
Farhat to Shatila camp.
The engineers put their concerns about the inadequate specifications down on paper
and handed it to the local contractor but this had no impact on the progress of the
project. This prompted an argument between the engineers and the head of the PLO’s
Popular Committee. Fawwaz (2009, 10 April), an official from the PFLP who did not live
in the camp, but commuted there every day to man the Popular Committee office, had
said to the engineers that the local contractor had a contract and a plan to work to and
they did not have the prerogative to be making changes on the job. He also argued
that the engineers had acted too late in putting forward their complaints, so it was too
late to stop the project then. I asked Jad-Allah why he could not speak to the UNRWA
engineers directly himself. However he (2009, 10 April) was adamant that he would not
go because it was ultimately the popular committees who were the authority in the
camp and he could not go over their heads. That same evening, one of the Fatah
officials also visited the Engineers’ Union office. They immediately began to berate the
engineers for their slow action. “We set up a meeting a few weeks ago and not one of
you showed up”, he held up his index figure to make the point in a rather insulting
manner. Jad- Allah (2009, pers.comm.10 April) was angered by this accusation and
defensively made the point that “We all work!”. No doubt that such finger wagging by
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the Fatah official angered the engineers, because the officials all had the reputation for
being uneducated lay abouts who obtained wages for doing nothing with their time but
sitting around the rooms in the camp they called “offices”.
However a larger controversy than the issue of the specifications had also erupted and
this had to do with the poor quality of the pipe’s construction. After Irfan had led the
first few protests against the pipework, a security committee was formed to monitor
further disruption to the pipe-work. This committee consisted of officials from across the
political factions in Shatila, officials from the dual-command (PLO allied and pro-Syrian
lead) local security committee of Shatila, the local contractor and UNRWA engineers.
The purpose of the committee was to monitor local grievances and deal with further
disruptions to the pipe-work. The engineers had become so alarmed at the poor level of
workmanship in the laying of the pipe that they complained to the co-commander of the
security committee, who was a Fatah al-lntifada official. The commander was reluctant
to move on the complaint, given the level of disruption that had already taken place. He
(2009, pers.comm. 9 April) explained:
“If we stop the works, who will ultimately be responsible for this action?
Because they have obtained payment from UNRWA to construct the pipes, so it makes
no difference for them if they stop or complete the project... then we lose an UNRWA
project... today, one of the workers on the pipe said to me, fire some shots in the air so
we can pack up and go home... but does this mean I will be made responsible for
closing the UNRWA project... I have a store on that road too, so I lose business each
day the road digs are happening... but if it’s for the good of the camp, then tell me so,...
but you need to go to UNRWAs engineers, either you convince them or they convince
you... but I can’t make a move unless you are certain... I can’t speak to them you see, I
am not an engineer, it’s not what I know.”
These events prompted the engineers to put their concerns in writing and address
these to UNRWA directly. Thus the Engineers’ Union undertook an extensive task of
documenting, photographing and surveying sections of the pipe works. Their findings
were as follows; Besides the fact that the pipe diameter was inadequate, they also
found that the trajectory in the decline of the pipe was too shallow to allow sufficient
drainage of waste, leading to stagnation; the use of sandbags to stabilize the iron walls
of the manholes contravened good practice and; the pipe-works were buried in sand
and rubble to a shallow depth, so that the layer of cement of the road in some sections
sat only 5cm above the sewer pipe. The shallow depth of the pipe would make it
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vulnerable to breakage and collapse, since the pipes remained too close to the surface
of the road upon which there was constant vehicular traffic.
This documentation was then to be taken to an UNRWA meeting which the pro-Syrian
Popular Committee head, Kaseem had set up later the following Tuesday. On
Wednesday the 15th of April, I returned to the Engineers’ Union hoping to interview JadAllah about what had transpired at the meeting which had been scheduled the day
before with UNRWA. Jad-Allah (2009, 15 April) informed me that it had been cancelled
and he had had an argument that morning with the head of the PLO allied Popular
Committee, Fawwaz, because the factional officials were always changing the
appointments on him. He had asked for time off from his work to come into the camp
only to find the meeting cancelled. Rashid who was also present commented to JadAllah that this was “interesting” because what had transpired in the interim was both the
pro-Syrian and PLO factions had attended another scheduled secret meeting with the
local UNRWA officer in the camp, without a camp engineer present. Rashid further
added that he suspected a deal was made by UNRWA at this meeting, for the popular
committees to keep the project going despite the shoddy construction that was
becoming increasingly evident.
Ala’ al-Din, a construction worker and Palestinian camp resident, agreed with Rashid’s
assessment. It appeared that the political factions were now being drawn in to protect
the project from the Shatila engineers’ scrutiny. During the controversy surrounding the
pipe work, he had assisted Jad-Allah in documenting the shoddy construction and
taking measurements. Ala’ al-Din (2009, pers.comm. 4 May) provided an explanation
for the factional dynamics we were witnessing:
“One the one hand there is this particular faction that considers itself to be the
single authority in the camp, so was trying to get the message across that it has
influence on the project. Then there is the faction with an economic interest; they
understand the project is wrong, but this is an opportunity to profit, so they have said to
the interested parties such as UNRWA and the local contractor, that protection of the
project can be bought”
As Ala’ al-Din rephrased the message sent by this faction, 'We will make sure the
project runs and you can pay us”.
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Ala al-Din (2009, 4 May) claimed that he personally knew of a faction that asked for
$10,000 to keep the project going. This faction will sidestep taking firm actions and will
complicate the complaint process for the Shatila engineers and thus allow the project to
continue without interrogation. An example of how the factions complicate the
complaint process was the several meetings scheduled for the Shatila engineers to
meet with UNRWA. But then the factional officials would secretly contact UNRWA to
change the date without alerting the Shatila engineers. The factions thus prevented the
camp engineers from communicating their documentation to UNRWA in a timely
manner.

I asked Ala’ al-Din to specify whether those factions who were extracting

protection money for the projects were anti or pro PLO, but he refused to be more
specific.
It is inconceivable that UNRWA was unaware of the problems as the Shatila engineers
had spoken to both the local contractor and the UNRWA engineer who was on-site
regularly.

It appeared that just as the factions had an incentive to keep the project

going, so too did UNRWA despite the poor quality of the work. The on-site engineer
refused to address the concerns that the Shatila engineers had bought to his attention
when they visited the pipe-work on a number of occasions to document the
measurements and take photos. UNRWA’s moral hazard lies in the fact that it has to be
“seen” to be doing constructive work, even though its infrastructure projects in Shatila
have repeatedly failed to yield good results.
Upon examination, a number of moral hazards emerge in this case study. The most
evident is the initial justification that residents felt they were entitled to compensation
for being inconvenienced by the road works. The argument that they were entitled to be
paid, arose from a set of beliefs they held about UNRWA and specifically the idea that
UNRWA represented a resource used for the self-enrichment of its employees who
were no more or less deserving of sourcing the agency for profits than the refugees on
the Doukhi road themselves. This defrauded the project of monies meant for the
construction and impacted the quality of work leading us to another hazard. Moral
hazards exist when welfare and insurance policies encourage fraudulent behaviour by
some individuals to the detriment of the welfare of the community as a whole. The
refugees who went out onto the street felt justified by their sense of entitlement to seek
compensation from their caretaker agency, although this was little more than an
attempt to rent-seek to the detriment of the whole project and the ultimate welfare of
their community.
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However this set off a cascade of other moral hazards. UNRWA was alerted to the poor
quality construction by factional officials, even though the Shatila engineers’
documentation was belatedly communicated to them. Nonetheless this did not prompt
them to stop the construction of the pipe and assess its advance. Rather the lack of
response was taken as indicating that UNRWA wanted or needed to see the project
completed, regardless of the form it took. And the engineers even suspected that
UNRWA had gone so far as to get the factions to protect the project from further
disruption, by purchasing protection. This need for a humanitarian agency to be seen to
be undertaking tangible projects is full of moral hazard.
It is to the benefit of humanitarian organizations to demonstrate that they provide
tangible assistance, in the interest that this assistance is replenished, regardless of the
actual results on the ground, which might sometimes be questionable. In the case of
UNRWA, it has been given funds to rehabilitate the infrastructure of the camps in
Lebanon, which perhaps is hoped will yield tangible outcomes from donor efforts, rather
than the more amorphous types of welfare assistance. UNRWA in turn must
demonstrate that there is an outcome from this assistance, although where UNRWA
works on the coal-face, such outcomes have reputedly persistently failed in the form of
inadequate infrastructure projects. UNRWA’s ability to secure ongoing funding from its
donors relies on suppressing the details of such failures, so that it can secure even
more ongoing funding and defend its “raison d’etre”. In a sense the moral hazard lies
here too in the fact that the persistent failure of infrastructure projects in the camps
yields a sustained need for UNRWA to obtain ongoing assistance. Project failure
sustains the need to obtain more funding for yet even more infrastructure projects,
which inevitably will fail, but constant replenishment of funds provides further
opportunity for rent-seeking.
It must be reinforced again that the failures in Lebanon are due to the autonomous
status of refugee camps. Although moral hazards were generated by the beliefs that
certain refugees express about their entitlements to UNRWA resources, the ability to
act on these beliefs is due to the autonomous status of the camps. The insistence that
the camps are Palestinian territory, in which only Palestinian nationals can be
employed, as was repeatedly stated by the Shatila engineers, contributes to the moral
hazard. Despite the fact that the tender process was won by a Lebanese company,
such a company cannot work in the camps given the nature of local politics, but the fact
that it must subcontract a Palestinian to do the work presents the project with many
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vulnerabilities and setbacks in the form of rent-seeking behaviour and factional
dynamics, which cannot be policed by the Lebanese state.
Furthermore, in an attempt to overcome the constraints of local dynamics, by engaging
the factions as local policemen, UNRWA protects the inadequacies and corruption in
the works of local contractors, incentivizing the ongoing defrauding of these projects.
The scenario that unfolded at the start of 2009 during the laying of the sewer pipe was
but one in a long line of similar disruptions in the past. The persistent problems of
shoddy construction work by Palestinian refugee contractors have plagued UNRWA for
some time. Nonetheless the international community maintains funding for such
rehabilitation works, even though on the ground the results are poor, because of the
political significance of the Palestinian cause and the need to support the refugee
population as the world awaits a resolution of the status of statelessness through the
peace process.

Conclusion

The Palestinian refugees are unique amongst other categories of displaced peoples,
and there are many constituents of this exceptionalism. One of the most remarkable
however is the existence of an international agency in the form of UNRWA dedicated
solely to providing Palestinian refugees assistance. Unlike its sister UN organization,
the UNHCR, UNRWA is not mandated to go beyond assistance to move towards
resettlement of refugees and the amelioration of the status of statelessness of each
individual refugee. Rather it is a caretaker organization for the original 1948 refugees
and the subsequent generations born to these original exiles. The forum for resolving
this growing crisis, so far as UNRWA understands, resides in the negotiations of the
Arab-lsraeli peace process. However the fact that Palestinians have been treated as an
exceptional case of refugee and this exceptionalism is partly expressed through the
creation of UNRWA has had a number of negative effects. Firstly the Palestinian
refugee understands that they have special entitlements to international assistance,
which cannot be interrogated by the international community. Attempts by the
international community to interrogate the way that this essentially Palestinian agency
functions, have been rebuffed. This arises from the fact that beneficiaries occupy the
dual role of benefactors in the agency, giving rise to acts of fraud and patronage. But in
the context of Lebanon, this sense of entitlement has lead to moral hazard. Those
Palestinian refugees, not included in UNRWA employee ranks, attempt to appropriate
agency resources through other means, often more threatening by undertaking rent-
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seeking activities. In order for the agency to carry out the projects that the international
community has funded and expects to be carried out, it must have access to the camp
and this has been dependent upon gaining cooperation of members of the resident
community of the camps. This has lead to certain groups of refugees to take advantage
on the question of access and to physically obstruct the infrastructure projects by
physically barring access to the camp. Refugees exercise rent-seeking behaviour,
extracting payments in order to allow UNRWA access to the camps for its rehabilitation
projects. However these actions are justified on the basis of being a means by which
the camp refugees can access their share of UNRWA resources. The defrauding of
infrastructure projects however has led to poor outcomes. Nonetheless despite the
persistent obstruction and rent-seeking behaviours that sabotage the rehabilitation of
the camp, UNRWA persists with these projects. This persistence is perhaps a reflection
of the international political commitment to uphold the Palestinian cause.
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This thesis poses a challenge to the entrenched ways in which the humanitarian
discourse dominates discussion of refugee camps to the detriment of more enriched
understanding of the internal life of camp society. The humanitarian focus has
produced particularly short-sighted narratives on the Palestinian camps of Lebanon as
places of confinement and victimisation, foreclosing the potential of elaborating a more
enriched understanding of refugee camps as spaces of economic and political power.
Over successive chapters, this thesis has sought to build a picture that demonstrates
that the Palestinian refugees exercise a great deal of political and economic agency
within the autonomous refugee camps of Lebanon. The Palestinian refugees are
married to the idea of having separate and autonomous spaces because of the profits
to be made from the unique economic practices that flourish in the camps. Far from
being places of marginalisation as depicted in humanitarian accounts, the refugee
camp has given rise to a political system which generates entrepreneurial
opportunities. Therefore biopolitical attempts to normalise camp spaces have been
resisted and humanitarian assistance has fallen prey to misappropriation through the
local refugee economy of racketeering. In the Lebanese context, there is a
convergence here between the interests of local economic agents in upholding the
autonomy of the camps so as to resist the seceding of control to external actors and
foreign state interests in maintaining camps as separate sovereign territories for the
exercise of proxy influence within Lebanese and regional politics. Such dynamics have
also created a governance-free frontier in which novel economic practices flourish.
This thesis thus poses a contradiction to those policies which work on the assumption
that a renewed humanitarian effort is needed to normalise camps and ameliorate the
suffering that arises from refugee segregation in camps. This thesis demonstrates that
refugee communities insist upon segregation because it is the essential ingredient that
accommodates frontier profiteering.

Therefore in this political context within which

Palestinian camps are located, humanitarian assistance can only feed local rackets.
The humanitarian effort by humanitarian organisations continues to work on the
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assumption that it has efficacy on the ground, when in fact it generates the problems it
ostensibly seeks to ameliorate.

Ethnography and the Question of Economy: an Exploration of Palestinian Camp
Autonomy through Economic Agency

In recent years the work of Giorgio Agamben (1998) has dominated discussions on
how refugee camps ought to be conceptualised. For Agamben, just as the sovereign
power delivers to the citizen a “proper” life, those measures and securities which
enable a person to have all their needs and rights met, it must also reserve the right to
suspend it in times of crisis, giving rise to a state of “exception”(Lewis 1999, p.164). It
has also become the increasing fashion amongst scholars to refer to the Palestinian
refugee camps of Lebanon as examples of spaces of exception, a trend that began with
the dissemination of Agnes Czajka’s (2005) unpublished conference paper Transient
citizens, popularised in more recent years through the prolific publications of
Palestinian academic at the American University of Beirut, Sari Hanafi (2008, 2009). In
this vein the Palestinian refugee camps of today are conceptualised as “prison-like”
spaces, populated by those who have been stripped of all protections enjoyed by
regular citizens, whilst being managed under an emergency regime that legitimates
their political censure (Hanafi & Long 2010, p. 15).
However such theorisations have proven to be an intellectual constraint on the way in
which we understand Palestinian camp society in Lebanon. There are those who tend
to over-emphasise the degree to which the Lebanese state, let alone humanitarian
agencies can exercise power in the refugee camps given the degree of autonomy the
camps retain. For such advocates, the failure to manage the refugee crisis is ultimately
taken as indicative of state failure (Misselwitz & Hanafi 2010, pp.379-380), rather than
something that is the outcome of endogenous dynamics having to do with the refugee
population. However those who insist upon a formulaic reading of the refugee camp
using Agamben’s theory, fail to yield an effective analysis of the complex sovereignties
which various refugee communities represent and of agency that refugees might
exercise (Ramadan 2013, p.68), an agency which allows refugees to negotiate various
restrictions so as to mitigate their diminution to “bare life” (Sanyal 2012, p.636). The
tendency of certain scholars such as Hanafi to reframe the crisis which unfolds in the
Palestinian refugee camps using Agamben’s framework has proceeded apace without
cautionary attention to the possibility that crisis is a direct result of refugee autonomy. It
is the contention of this thesis that external agencies, be they humanitarian or state
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based sovereign powers, have little if any influence on the internal workings of camp
society, in which various refugee groups exercise a great deal of agency. Although
there have been examples of other refugee camps which have been allowed by host
governments to house armed guerrilla elements (Lischer 2005), the Palestinian refugee
camps remain unique in the global constellation of camps because of the political
autonomy they retain. The camps are indeed “exceptional”, not in the sense that
Agamben uses the term as sites for the exercise of repressive state force, but in the
sense that they have delivered to the Palestinian refugees sovereign power, to a
degree not seen in other refugee camps.
Many people might dispute the characterisation of the camps as no-go areas for
Lebanese authorities, given the war against the refugee camp of Nahr el-Barid in 2007.
The Lebanese army attacked the camp in pursuit of an al-Qaeda terrorist cell which
had committed several bank robberies and abducted and murdered Lebanese army
officers. However since that time, the status of autonomy has been upheld by various
interested parties. The Syrian state continues to fund its own allied Palestinian factions
on the tacit understanding that the camps remain no-go areas for Lebanese officials
{Nurturing Instability 2009, p.6, p. 14), and the Lebanese group Hezbollah has refused
to endorse the disarmament of the Palestinian refugee camps for fear that it too would
have to disarm its own militia forces, as called for in the Taif Accords, a constitutional
document which bought an end to Lebanon’s civil war and called for the disarmament
of all non- state actors (p. 12). The Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) has at times
given lip service to the disarmament of the camps, although the status of autonomy is
in actuality upheld by the PLO as it continues to pay the wages of armed guerrillas in
the camps. Thus given the degree of continued support camps receive from domestic
and foreign sources to assert this autonomy, the Lebanese army’s assault on Nahr elBarid was atypical.
Complementary to the International Relations (IR) literature in which the geopolitical
configurations

that

undergird

camp

autonomy

have

been

well-covered,

the

ethnographic details in this thesis illustrates the degree to which refugees conduct
themselves with absolute confidence that they have self-rule within the camps of
Lebanon. The refugees of the camps insist upon autonomy from Lebanese authority for
reasons beyond those determined by the geopolitical considerations of sovereign
states, even when this autonomy has proven detrimental to the refugee community.
The autonomy of the camps is not only military and political, it is also economic. This
thesis seeks to ask, what are the economic reasons as to why the refugee community
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upholds the autonomy of the camps? Although undergirded by political and military
dynamics, they are in actuality sustained by the profits to be made from this autonomy.
For example, few people outside of Lebanon know that an illegal port was run off Nahr
el- Barid, which had the reputation for being an upmarket camp, with the Palestinian
refugees shipping in untaxed and cheap products which were sold to businesses
throughout the Akkar region of northern Lebanon. The autonomy of the camp from
Lebanese government interference allowed a thriving albeit illegal import trade to
flourish which enriched the refugee community (chapter 4). This is but one simple
example of how camp autonomy can secure financial rewards for the refugee
population and in turn reinforce the desire for political autonomy.
The focus on the economy is largely missing from the existing scholarly analysis of the
Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon not only because of the dominance of an
International Relations (l/R) framework by which the autonomy of the refugee camps is
positioned. It is also partially due to a lack of robust ethnographic analysis in the recent
scholarship on the camps. For example, much of Hanafi’s data (Misselwitz & Hanafi
2010; Hanafi & Long 2010) are derived from the interview and focus group methods
which yield repetitive narratives of victimhood but tell us little of the question of agency.
As Fassin (2011b, pp.201-203, 2012) has warned, humanitarian reasoning should be
treated as a product of public debate in which the suffering identified by humanitarian
advocates is used as proof positive to garner political support, whether suffering exists
or not. These debates, Fassin (2011b, p.202) argues, entrench a certain discourse of
self-identified victimhood which may at times be taken up by clients of humanitarian
assistance regardless of what they in fact believe. This should be taken as a warning
against an over reliance on such research methodologies which involve the
reproduction of entrenched narratives. In addition Calhoun (20010, pp.30-31) has
warned us that such narratives unfold in a historic void in which the issue of agency is
absent. The ethnographic studies in this thesis reveal that refugees are not without
agency, the proof of which lies in an analysis of the economic practices to be found in
the refugee camps of Lebanon

today as well as in an analysis of the historical

trajectory of camp governance. Such studies provide a number of qualifications to
those entrenched discourses on the Palestinian refugees in Lebanon which highlight
humanitarian concerns to the detriment of paying attention to other dynamics which
might not cohere with the representation of refugees as absolute victims of sovereign
repression or neglect.
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The implication of these studies is that one cannot selectively focus on “crisis” in the
camps without also paying concurrent attention to “opportunity”. It is the contention of
this thesis that because economic agency delivers to the Palestinian refugee welfare
assurance which raises the community above “bare life”, the Palestinian refugees are
unwilling to cede the autonomy of the camps to Lebanese or other authorities and this
has repercussions for security and stability. The events of Nahr el-Barid in 2007 should
in fact have convinced the Palestinian refugees of Lebanon that their autonomous
status which is reinforced by the camps as sites which contain armed guerrilla factions,
foremost represents a danger to the stability of camp society. In the current
reconstruction process of Nahr el-Barid moreover, the Lebanese government’s attempt
to formalise a system of community policing has been rejected by camp residents, in
the face of which the Lebanese government is powerless to act (Misselwitz and Hanafi
2010, p.382). It is evident that the Palestinian refugees in large part continue to reject
any such interference in their affairs by the Lebanese, whether for good or ill. Therefore
there are reasons which incentivise the autonomy of the camps other than the political
ones that Palestinians insist upon, and these in turn also affect the humanitarian
outcomes in the camp in a way which cannot be mitigated by Lebanese government
efforts to service the camp population. Neither state agencies nor humanitarian
organisations are capable of penetrating camps to repress, discipline or “normalise”
camp society and therefore are incapable of disrupting the entrenched system of
various local interests that thrive on camp autonomy. It is more constructive therefore to
look to endogenous reasons for the crises that plague the camps in Lebanon.

Crisis versus Opportunity: Rent-seeking and Racketeering in Shatila

In the case of the Palestinian refugee camps, crisis has often been explained as an
outcome of the exile of the PLO’s top leadership in 1982 in the midst of Lebanon’s civil
war, which left the camps without a governance structure (Allan 2009, pp.75-76). For
that the Lebanese government is today accused of neglect by certain scholars who
assert that the humanitarian crisis can be substantially resolved if the Palestinians are
permitted to establish a recognised singular governing authority in the camps, as once
existed in the form of the PLO. They propose that the Lebanese participate in
rehabilitation of camp infrastructure and security regimes (Hanafi 2008, p.9; Hanafi &
Long 2010 pp139-140, p.152; Misselwitz and Hanafi 2010, p.386).
As Calhoun (2010, pp.30-31) has demonstrated, the “emergency” in humanitarian
discourse is always located in a historic void and represented as a sudden occurrence,
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something that disrupts the normal order of things. Similarly those scholars who take
the point of the PLO’s departure from Lebanon as the start of crisis have not accounted
for the anthropological research that details an increase in violence with the declaration
of camps as autonomous spaces (Sayigh 1994, pp.92-93, p.95), preferring instead to
repeat the mythology that the PLO’s presence advanced the communal interests of the
Palestinian refugees. Such scholars fail to take account of the “normal” order of the
camps under the PLO’s system of governance and consequently also fail to account for
the ongoing crisis in the camps. It is the contention of this thesis that the chaos
witnessed in the camps was established with the entrenchment of the PLO/Fatah
complex in Lebanon.
Primarily the entrenchment of the PLO must be understood historically not as an
ideological development in the political mobilisation of refugees but as an economic
phenomenon. Fatah ensured its dominance of the guerrilla groups by securing a great
deal of foreign patronage to grow its ranks, which eventually allowed it to take over
leadership of the PLO. Until that time, what little Palestinian activism existed was driven
by ideological inclinations of the refugees to support pan-Arab and pan-lslamic
movements rather than Palestinian nationalism (chapter 2). The result of this mode of
incorporation was most dire for the way in which refugee mobilisation was increasingly
marked by violence. The PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat secured his dominance of the
emerging foreign sponsored guerrilla factions through patronage, giving them a hand in
governing the camps, as territory was divided up by factional cadres who used their
positions to misappropriate PLO resources. Outside the camps, another effect of this
dynamic of incorporation and rentseeking was the entrenchment of the PLO in Lebanon
and the prolongation of civil war. When in the late 1960s Fatah attempted to establish
themselves in Lebanon, they built a Lebanese support base for the armed Palestinian
presence by funding the establishment and arming of allied militias. Fatah then
cartelized Lebanese economic territory, with the spread of guerrilla bases into regional
areas. By securing territory and thus financial incentives for various groups the Fatah
dominated PLO purchased its leadership and oversaw the military mobilisation of the
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon (see chapter 3).
This method of incorporation through divvying up the opportunities for self-enrichment
has had enduring ramifications on the governance of camps in the post PLO period by
solidifying the practice of rent-seeking through territorial control. Shatila more
specifically provides a robust example of how the PLO mode of governance which
linked territorialisation with self-enrichment explains the nature of the crisis unfolding in
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the camp. Everything that happens from the digging of a well to the extension of
parasitic electricity lines, or building structures without proper foundations, must be
paid for by the camp residents to the factions, who in effect profiteer from a licensing
system based on territorial control. It would be erroneous to assume that this is a form
of municipal governance designed to regulate the living conditions within the camps to
an acceptable standard, a claim made to demonstrate that factions have a useful
function. This form of licensing also “unofficially” extends to less socially acceptable
economic activities such as providing protection for local brothel operations or the drug
trade. Much of the degradation of infrastructure in the camps is a result of factions
enabling its sabotage. Factional governance is driven by the motive for self-enrichment,
regardless of the long term effects such actions have on the community as a whole.
Therefore it can be difficult to distinguish a governance structure in the Palestinian
camps of Lebanon that is separate from a system of rent-seeking, a situation which
was seeded with the PLO’s takeover of the camps from 1969. Today, there appears to
be no act to govern that is not essentially an act of capturing rents. Much of the enmity
and violence in the camps stems from the economic competition this propagates
among the political factions (chapters 5 and 6).
The PLO’s mode of incorporation also helps explain why refugees today cling
vehemently to their own factions despite being critical of the instability and insecurity
that characterises camp society. Factional patronage of the refugee population
continues to provide a means for the material betterment of refugee society. In Shatila
all families have an alliance with one faction or another and if this does not take the
direct form of having a family member employed by a faction then it takes other forms
such as transfer incomes, so that although factions profit from territorial control, they
also actively cultivate a local base of support by extending material benefits to their
clientele from rent-seeking (chapter 5).
Although the fact of patronage is a well accepted concept in the literature on
Palestinian refugee society, its benefits have not been sufficiently documented. Those
scholars who have demonstrated a disproportionate preoccupation with the concept of
“exclusions”, that is the marginalisation of Palestinian camp society economically,
socially and politically by the Lebanese state (Peteet 1996; Hanafi 2009) have done so
to the detriment of exploring the affiliations, associations and inclusions that the
Palestinian refugees have historically enjoyed and continue to enjoy in Lebanon far
beyond what the host sovereign state has been capable of delivering to its own people.
The ethnographic studies in this thesis argue for an opposing view to that which
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positions factions as repressive “sovereigns” (Hanafi 2009, p. 12) by positing that
factions derive their legitimacy from local practices of patronage, so that there is no
such figure as a refugee which is victimised in such an absolute manner without
recourse to some protections (chapter 5). This thesis attempts to address the material
reasons behind why factions enjoy enduring popular support despite the fact that
fragmentation is a source of instability in the camps by exploring the parameters of
patronage especially as they relate to rent-seeking (chapter 5).
Shatila’s governance structure is highly fragmented, so that there is no one group that
can enforce their will upon the camp. It is in these temporal and physical interstices that
certain refugee groups can exercise power outside of the factional structure in Shatila.
Today the same rent-seeking is not limited to political factions, but includes groups in
the camp which are not ideologically identifiable as a faction, but find it in their
economic interest to make an attempt at rent-seeking.

This is most evident at the

interface between refugee and humanitarian interaction, where a great deal of violence
unfolds. Refugee groups rent-seek by sheer threat of violence by mobilising their
members onto the street to physically obstruct programs ranging from earthworks to
construct physical infrastructure, to physically obstructing the establishment of services
in a particular locale in the camp, unless a bribe has been paid so as to remove the
obstructing group (chapters 6 &7). It is at this humanitarian interface where refugee
agency is most effectively revealed and where factional power is limited.
The humanitarian interface reveals that the allocation of wealth in the camp is
determined by the deployment of violence. So long as a group of refugees can use
violence to extract rents, regardless of whether they identify with a faction, they have
the opportunity to achieve material gain. Today the camp’s territory is subjected to a
protection racket in which all groups, faction or clan based can participate for the
extraction of rents through threatening violence. It is not uncommon for the groups that
pose a threat to then use the physical force they can mobilise to also provide protection
and therefore grant access to the camp to external agencies. This element of
threatening violence elevates mere rentseeking to racketeering (as per Horkheimer’s
“racket society" (Stirk 1992, p.141).

Racketeering and the Moral Hazard of Palestinian Exceptionalism

The humanitarian reasoning that typifies the literature of the Palestinian refugee camps
of Lebanon pacifies the Palestinian refugee. It can be identified as essentially an
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exercise of moral logics, which seeks to make a feature of the suffering of victims, elicit
empathy from the public and inform political decisions through compassion (Fassin
2011b, pp.1-2). Making a feature of suffering has another effect too. As in the case of
the “Emergency” in humanitarian discourse, suffering is equated with moral purity
because of the historical void in which it is located. This historical void entails the
identification of suffering individuals in their mere humanity disembedded from other
identifiers such as kinship, religion or nationality and thus deserving of moral
recognition (Calhoun 2008, p.33). In this context compassion has become a political
virtue (Fassin 2012, para 4), and raising questions which deflect from a focus on
compassion may be seen as unvirtuous. Nonetheless this thesis poses such questions.
What happens to the figures of the Palestinian refugees who are re-embedded in their
historical context and represented fully through their political and social affiliations?
How would this alter what can be understood about the nature of humanitarian crisis in
the refugee camp? And what can be said about the humanitarian cause?
As has been argued, in the beginning of modern political identity formation refugee
participation in the Palestinian national movement was incentivised through financial
reward.

In the immediate sense, refugees were incorporated into the national

movement through patronage, and this in turn also allowed individual refugees to better
their economic status through using their positions to rent-seek via factional
membership, despite the violence that accompanied this fractious mode of social
organisation.

However the most deleterious effect of this type of economically

incentivised political engagement in the long term has been the creation of a population
with welfare dependency. When PLO patronage diminished in the post exile period and
even more so with the signing of the Oslo Accords in 1993 a community facing
increased hardship turned to the humanitarian sector for assistance as their guerrilla
organisations could no longer support them in the manner they once did. Palestinian
refugees began to repackage their cause as a humanitarian one (chapter 1).
This welfare dependency has been further compounded by the way the international
community predominantly interfaces with the refugee community through UNRWA.
Although this humanitarian regime has existed since 1950, and was once seen as
marginal in its contributions to camp society by the refugees themselves (Bowker 2003,
p. 134, p. 143), it has taken on increasing significance in the post Oslo Accords period.
For the International community, the Palestinian refugee is unique amongst those left
without nationhood, because of the determination to settle the refugee issue through
the Arab-lsraeli peace process in which a collective right of return will be negotiated.
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For the Palestinian refugees, this assistance is not only aimed at ameliorating the
humanitarian shortfalls they experience but signifies the international community’s
political commitment to resolving Palestinian statelessness. Refugees insist upon their
right to assistance based on this consistently invoked exceptionalism because they
insist that the international community is responsible for their statelessness and also for
its persisting failure to resolve the issue of a homeland. Thus UNRWA has become a
holding agency for an ever increasing population of refugees, as subsequent
generations join the ranks of its clientele, awaiting the resolution of Palestinian
statehood (chapter 7).
It is the contention of this thesis that Palestinian exceptionalism also determines the
mode of engagement that contemporary refugees have with the humanitarian
enterprise. Their sense of entitlement to assistance manifests with practical
implications in the camps on a daily basis in Lebanon, contributing to the sabotage of
humanitarian programs. It is not only the result of a type of social organisation instituted
by the PLO which tied individual refugee fortunes to rent-seeking. Racketeering is also
an outcome of collective cognition shaped by the politics of the international
community; that is of what is collectively understood to be the entitlement of the
Palestinian refugee. Such a belief is apparent in the articulations that certain refugees
make about humanitarian rackets, when they represent such rackets as a means of
fairly redistributing international humanitarian resources meant to secure their welfare.
What happens at the humanitarian interface in the camps is not only the practice of
racketeering but its meaningful articulation. That is humanitarian assistance is not seen
as a measure that ensures collective welfare, but as an individual entitlement and the
practice of racketeering a means by which one obtains their “fair” share (chapter 7).

The Humanitarian Enterprise: Cause or Racket?

Across the disparate medley of humanitarian causes which exist, the Palestinian
refugee issue is unique and incomparable. The fact of its overt political nature for
example complicates the analysis of the humanitarian cause as it is undergirded by an
explicit international commitment to refugee political aspirations based on Palestinian
exceptionalism. However this does not mean that other humanitarian enterprises are
not political. After all, as Fassin (2011b, p.224) argues, the choice of who is entitled to
assistance in the first place is a political decision resulting from campaigns and debates
in the public sphere. In this sense all humanitarian causes, by virtue of their visibility as
causes, are political.
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Conclusion: On the Humanitarian Cause/Racket

The critical proof universally used by advocates of humanitarian causes to attract
political support is the focus of pain and suffering. In Fassin’s (2011b, pp.28-29) critique
of humanitarian reason, he defends himself against accusations that he may doubt the
experience of pain and suffering among victims of crisis by asking us instead to
consider the public articulations of such emotions as a separate matter. As Fassin
(2011 b, p.8) argues there are profits to be made for a particular articulation of pain and
suffering, as identifications with victimhood can be incentivised by the humanitarian
enterprise.

Lazzarino

(2011)

confirmed

that

refugee

beneficiaries

meet the

prerequisites for being in receipt of aid through an iterative process. Should
beneficiaries get turned down in the first instance because they do not qualify for
assistance, they engage in a process whereby they learn through successive attempts
what the correct thing to say is, even when strictly they do not fulfil the prerequisites
(p.139). Taking both Fassin and Lazzarino together, thus suggests that welfare
dependency can be exacerbated by humanitarian assistance through encouraging
identification with victimhood.
The core business of the humanitarian industry is the identification of good and evil and
the reproduction of moral economies through which it is hoped public policy is
influenced. However, moral economies are possible because the humanitarian
enterprise also functions in a cultural and historic void in which crisis is featured in a
way that fails to reference the dynamics of agency and cause (Calhoun 2010, pp.3033). The case of the Palestinian refugees in Lebanon begs for a re-embedding of
refugee communities in their historical context and contemporary economies if we are
to understand the causes of crisis. This would allow us to address the question of
agency and responsibility for crisis in the camps.
The militarisation of the Palestinian refugees with all the attendant implications this has
had of factionalism, racketeering and welfare dependency, explains much of the crisis
in the refugee camps, yet in addition one must look inevitably to the way in which the
humanitarian enterprise converges with and then exacerbates these dynamics. A
humanitarianism that is uninformed by the actual grassroots dynamics of the
communities in which it seeks to work amounts to little more than a commercial exploit
or even a racket. Palestinian refugees often state that their cause constitutes a
humanitarian racket through which certain individuals, foreigners and locals alike have
disproportionately benefited to the detriment of the whole community and this is due to
the amplifying effects humanitarian assistance has had on racketeering in the camps of
Lebanon. In fact the perception that humanitarianism is a racket is very widely held by
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the Palestinian refugees in Lebanon (chapter 7), who tell of misappropriations by
refugee groups as well as humanitarian agents.
Within the humanitarian domain, however, anything that slightly resembles victimblaming is taboo. There is an automatic assumption in humanitarian discourse that
advocating for the interests of marginalised peoples such as refugees is morally selfevident and therefore unquestionable (Fassin 2011b,

p.244). The cause for

humanitarian failures therefore are deflected away from camp society and back onto
the Lebanese state and the international community. Certain facts therefore are
censured by refugees, activists and academics alike whilst other tropes based on
victimhood are reinforced in the public domain. These amount to an over-exposure of
the representation of victimhood, ossified in the stereotypes we carry about refugees
and camps.
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