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Abstract

Since early 2011, the few episodes of violence involving refugees in Lebanon have been covered
extensively. Yet, given the high numbers of displaced people, the proximity of the battles, and the pre-
existing pressures in Lebanon, one could have expected many more clashes to take place. This article
focuses on the densely populated municipality of Bourj Hammoud, where the proportion of registered
Syrian refugees has reached a fifth of the local population without leading to any major violent
episodes. Based on extensive ethnographic study, this article explains the social stability that prevailed
by highlighting mechanisms of regulation and control, the management of the influx of refugees by local
actors, and the agency of the refugees themselves in the settlement process.
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Introduction 1

The sky is clear and the rain has finally stopped. It feels like a short interruption in a long week of
damaging storms. In 2015, Lebanese meteorologists named each storm that hit the country “Zena” if it
came in January, “Jina” in early February and “Johan” in late February. Naming these storms made
them sound extraordinary and attracted the attention of the media. Between the passing of two of these
storms, an unnoticeable scene between Syrian refugees who remain nameless in the media took place
in front of a school in Bourj Hammoud. Mothers, fathers and aunts were waiting for their children.
Samer 2, the doorman, opened the school’s doors at noon, and children ranging from the age of 11 to
the age of 15 flooded the schoolyard. Suddenly, loud yelling booms through the yard: a boy having an
argument with a fellow schoolgirl shouts with annoyance. The girl shouts back. The parents quickly
intervene as Samer asks everyone to calm down. Two minutes later, the episode is over. This is
ordinary life in the streets of Bourj Hammoud. Parents go back to their conversation about the storms
and the Syrian refugees remain in the background. The settlement of the refugees in Bourj Hammoud
suburbs is also a succession of everyday mundane interactions, away from the extraordinary figures
and the frightening stories associated with the Syrian crisis.

Since the beginning of 2011, it is estimated that 1.5 million Syrian de facto-refugees are in the country. 
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3 Before the crisis, Lebanon had a population of 4.4 million, which makes the ratio of refugees per
inhabitant currently the highest on the planet: “The extent of the burden of the Syrian crisis has fallen
more acutely on host communities in Lebanon than in any other country.”4 If for decades political
analysts have endlessly argued that Lebanon was on the edge of civil war,5 the Syrian conflict has
undeniably increased the possibility of strife. Combined, the memories of the 15-year long Lebanese
civil war, the lasting presence of militias, the easy access to weapons, and the ongoing sectarian
tensions, along with the endemic weakness of the Lebanese state, accentuate this threat. Furthermore,
due to the geographical and political proximity of the Syrian battles to Lebanon, the crisis is particularly
prone to cause insecurity and instability.6 and has revived anger against the Syrian army, which
occupied the Lebanese territory for three decades (1976-2005). In fact, a nation-wide survey showed
that the refugees in Lebanon were perceived as a main security threat for the country.7 Notably,
records of massive refugee flights across many continents often reveal links to the growth of criminal
networks and the rise of insecurity within the host country.8

The arrival of thousands of Syrian refugees has undeniably led to conflicts across Lebanon. Local and
international newspapers have extensively covered the few episodes of violence involving refugees.9
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and United Nations (UN) agencies have produced countless
reports on the tensions between refugees and “host communities.”10 In this context, the noteworthy
peacefulness and the lack of unrest and clashes in the metropolitan area of Beirut caught my attention.
The large metropolitan area of Beirut, a city marked by decades of armed conflicts and militarized
frontlines11 now hosts close to 300,000 Syrian refugees.12 This article explores why, despite its
apparent threat to social stability in Lebanon, Syrian refugees’ arrival in the metropolitan area of Beirut
has not led to any major uprising or turmoil.

Theoretical framework: Why Bourj Hammoud?

Over the last few decades, the reconstruction of Beirut was driven by neoliberal real-estate developers
willing to attract foreign capital.13 The sanitized spaces of the inner city, fitting norms of security and
well-being,14 were not designed to host the urban poor. Thus, most of the refugees settled in the
suburban quarters15 where they improvised housing facilities (basements, garages etc.).16 Bourj
Hammoud, a few square kilometres large, located in the immediate Eastern suburbs of Beirut, is an
appropriate area to study the settlement of Syrian refugees, as it has hosted close to 20,000 refugees
since 2011.17

The locality had 100,000 residents prior to the crisis, which makes the current ratio of refugees
compared to the local population one out of five – the highest in the metropolitan area of Beirut
according to the latest cadastral breakdown released by the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR).18 The numbers are higher according to local officials who noted that
approximately 34,000 Syrians refugees live in Bourj Hammoud, amounting to a total population of
nearly 150,000 people to administer to: “Out of those 34,000 Syrians, we don’t know how many work
here exactly right now. But the bottom line is that you have a huge, a huge population to administer.”19
In fact, in some of the streets, half of the residents are now Syrian refugees.

Bourj Hammoud is an attractive settlement destination for Syrian refugees because it combines
potential job opportunities in factories, garages or nearby construction sites with affordable and rentable



                                           

commodities. For decades, the locality has hosted poor workers from North and East Africa, Egypt,
Iraq, and South-East Asia. Even in the 1970s, it was described as the most heterogeneous district in
Lebanon.20 In the street cafés under the Yerevan Bridge, the shisha costs 3,000 LBP as opposed to
the average 10,000 LBP in Beirut. A few blocks further, the take-away espresso costs 750 LBP
whereas the standard price in inner Beirut is 1,000 LBP. Among the 225 localities identified by the
UNHCR in Lebanon as vulnerable,21 the municipality of Bourj Hammoud is classified as the “most
vulnerable” because more than half of its Syrian and Lebanese inhabitants are living under conditions
of financial distress. These alarming living conditions have been successively highlighted by
international organisations,22 which have also underlined the unpreparedness of the municipal agents
and their lack of financial resources.

On 18 May 2014, an argument between two groups of young men in Bourj Hammoud ended with one of
the men throwing a gas bottle from the second floor of a residential building, which hit a passer-by in
the street below. The event was extensively covered by the Lebanese and international media23 and
Bourj Hammoud was in the highlights for a couple of days. Despite this, the news outlets rarely covered
Bourj Hammoud after, when everything went back to normal. The episode remained a rather isolated
event. Arguments and disputes take place every day in Bourj Hammoud, but they revolve around minor
issues between neighbours or parking arguments. Hassan, a Syrian who arrived in Bourj Hammoud two
years ago, comments:

“I don’t know the specifics. Small fights... I don’t know the specific problems, but there are
disagreements. When your business is good, as the owner of a café, if a customer comes and
he sits for three hours for one espresso, you don’t mind... because business is good. But when
the days are rough and money is starting to lack, you tell him, ‘Go or order another coffee.”24

Yet, remarkably, these types of perturbations do not lead to episodes of large-scale violence in Bourj
Hammoud. What seems to prevail is a general feeling of security among the residents and the
refugees. How may one explain this curious non-violence?

My research was guided by a classic concern of the school of grounded ethnography. As stated by E.
Goffman in his study of the role of public spaces in 1963, “It is well recognized for instance, that mobs
can suddenly emerge from the peaceful flow of human traffic [...] But little concern seems to have been
given to the question of what structure this peaceful intercourse possesses when mob formation is not
an issue.”25 This article does not look at riots and panics, but is concerned with the remaining part of
collective behaviour: “The study of ordinary human traffic and the patterning of ordinary social
contacts,”26 when there is no mobilization and crowds. The aim is to understand the inner-workings of
social order and of the “peaceful flow of human traffic.” Nonetheless, from an academic standpoint, I
distanced myself from the school of grounded ethnography, as I did not intend to develop new
sociological theories based on the observation of a local case study. Instead, this thesis considers Bourj
Hammoud as an anomaly in the existing body of literature on migration, which tends to picture refugees
as perturbations and focus on the exceptional features associated with their influx.27 I studied the
Eastern suburbs of Beirut not willing to extend the findings to the whole country or coin new



                                           

concepts,28 but with the ambition that mechanisms identified in these suburbs would contribute to a
more sophisticated understanding of the settlement patterns and urban poverty realities in Lebanon.
Thus, this article also builds on the inputs of urban studies on public spaces and civility in cosmopolitan
settings.29 It is based mostly on qualitative data collected during months of field observation,
volunteering in local organizations and interviews with long-term residents, refugees, community
leaders, social workers, police, and municipal officers and staff from international organizations.

Five years after the beginning of the Syrian crisis, this article suggests a threefold explanation to the
ordinary human traffic in Bourj Hammoud.

1. The efficient handling of the inflow by civil society in Bourj Hammoud

There can be no recipe for harmony and peacefulness. This section goes beyond the orientalist
explanation pointing at the legendary Lebanese hospitality,30 and rather underlines the role of a
specific local history combined with the shortfalls of the international community.

1.1. A long history of welcoming: hospitable residents and dynamic local organizations

When the first Syrian refugees arrived in Bourj Hammoud, the various residents and local organizations
reactivated longstanding welcoming practices specific to Bourj Hammoud. At the beginning of the 20th
century, Beirut’s population was less than 100,000. On its eastern edge, there were swampy farmlands
of sugar cane and silkworm trees. During the following decades, the urban transformation of those
lands took place according to the nearby international crises. The first waves of Armenian and Syrian
refugees, fleeing the massacres by the Ottomans arrived in 1921. They established the municipality of
Bourj Hammoud. In 1933, a fire destroyed the other district that the Armenian refugees had occupied,
the camp of Qarantina in the North of Beirut, which was hosting close to 10,000 refugees.31
Consequently, more Armenians moved to Bourj Hammoud. After World War II, the Soviet Union
attracted many of them, who went “back” to Soviet Armenia leaving their houses empty. They were not
vacant for long, however, the creation of Israel in 1948 and the eviction of Palestinians brought new
refugees to Bourj Hammoud. After Lebanon’s independence, in 1943, the cultural and business elites
from neighbouring Arab countries were attracted to the booming inner-Beirut region, while, low-income
refugees resided in the suburbs. The 1956 Arab-Israeli war forced the Southern Shi’a Lebanese living
close to the war zone to flee, causing many to settle in Bourj Hammoud. In the 1960s and 1970s, the
Syrians, Egyptians and Iraqis, running away from political and economic uncertainties were again
hosted in Bourj Hammoud. The 1967 and 1973 Arab-Israeli wars further brought new Lebanese
Southerners to the area. Bourj Hammoud became Lebanon’s third largest urban centre, a “warehouse
of refugees and a waystation for poor members of practically every sect of the fertile crescent.”32 The
Israeli invasions (1978 & 1982) and the occupation of South Lebanon (1978-2000) continued to push
the Southern Lebanese out of their homes. Since the 1990s, foreigners from the Philippines, Sri-Lanka,
Bangladesh, India, Ethiopia, Somalia, Ghana, and Sudan also moved there, along with other ethnic
groups such as the Kurds.33 These migrants have made Bourj Hammoud a diverse and dynamic
commercial area, and thus, an area where newcomers can settle in quite easily. The shops selling
international telecommunications plans are now even offering cheap calls to Syria and Turkey: 3
minutes for 1,000 LBP.



                                           

Varouj, an Armenian shop-keeper and long-term resident of Bourj Hammoud insists: “We, as well, we
were refugees!”34 He lives in his mother’s apartment in the neighbourhood of Nor-Marash, named
after the city of Marash in Armenia. When the first refugees from the Syrian war started to arrive during
the summer of 2011, some residents adopted the role of hosts, as they could relate to the desperate
situation of the newcomers. Some opened their houses for free; sometimes because they had ties with
the refugees which pre-dated the crisis, and sometimes out of a sense of moral obligation. Some
remembered the 2006 war against Israel when the Lebanese had been forced to find shelter in Syria
and therefore they wanted to give back. Hafez, a resident of Bourj Hammoud working as a social
worker, insisted that the situation was not extraordinary, but rather familiar:

“We had the same experience when there were clashes with Israel in the South in 2006 and
around 50,000 refugees left their home from the South and came to Beirut and the suburbs. So
we had the same experience before.”35

The residents organized donation campaigns of clothes and furniture for the refugees. During the
Lebanese civil war (1975-1990), Bourj Hammoud, in the Eastern part of the city, was located in the
Christian camp. Yet, it was seen as a relatively safe haven, since the Armenians had taken a neutral
stance between the divisions of the Christian and the Muslim communities. Often, local residents recall
the episodes of the Armenians helping the Sunni Palestinians or the Shi’a Lebanese to reach the other
side of the city safely:36 “The only place where there was no massacre was Bourj Hammoud! It was
surrounded by militias, so the Armenians escorted, under their protection, the Muslims to West
Beirut.”37 This anecdote, no matter if it is historically accurate or not, is part of the construction of Bourj
Hammoud as a shelter within a city marked by conflict. Whether fantasized or real, this neutrality played
a role in the acceptance of refugees.

In addition, local communities were not reluctant to endorse the role of host as they were able to benefit
from it on an individual level. Refugees were seen as potential renters, cheap workers and customers.
A multitude of small grocery stores decided to extend their activities and purchased espresso
machines. They added half a dozen of plastic chairs on the sidewalks and started selling coffees for
500 LBP. The local communities were also keen on hiring cheap labour forces: fruit and vegetables
shops, as well as garages, hired Syrian workers. Beyond the raw profits, hosting refugees also tied the
local residents to the newcomers, as Sophia, a long-time Armenian resident recalled:

“It is not only forced cohabitation, it is like interaction. We work together. It is not friendship. I
am not talking about mixed marriages. But I am talking respect. I hear many foreigners say that
they learn their jobs from Bourj Hammoud. That they learn from the Armenians.”38

Local associations also played a key role in welcoming refugees. Bourj Hammoud, predominantly
populated by low-income residents, hosts a dense network of neighbourhood associations, community



                                           

centres, dispensaries, churches, religious centres, and children clubs. These associations have been
working on the issues of unemployment, school dropouts, child labour, prostitution, and drug-addiction
for years. With their experience, efficient coordination, and reliance on faithful and rooted workers they
effectively catered for the needs of the newcomers. At the very beginning, the local associations
willingly extended their existing programs to the new refugees. A few years into the crisis, they started
developing a new formula to meet the extraordinary needs.

The association of Dar al-Amal (The House of Hope), one of the very active associations that
informants kept mentioning, is located on the first floor of a red three-story building located in the very
heart of the dense neighbourhood of Naba’a, Southern Bourj Hammoud. As I had lost my way, I asked
someone for directions: “Oh yes, Dar al-Amal easy, everyone knows them… keep going straight and
then first right!” The walls in the main room of the NGO are covered with children’s drawings. Noha,
one of the two social workers at Dar al-Amal, explains: “We have always done a lot of recreational
activities and handicraft, games, songs… So we integrated the Syrian kids in that.” The rather small
NGO, which employs 10 people, demonstrated impressive reactivity by also thinking about the specific
needs of the Syrian refugees and set up ad-hoc programs. Like Noha, most of the staff of local
organizations in Bourj Hammoud are long-time residents, devoted to their occupation, who consented
to double their workload since 2011 in order to cope with the needs on the ground. They were also
supported in their tasks by the local municipalities that, unlike other municipalities, were rather
welcoming to the refugees.

“His openness is remarkable… [The vice-mayor] really has vision for the community: ideas, projects. He
is motivated." Harry, British country officer of an international NGO active in Lebanon,39 describes the
unusual stance taken by the municipality of Bourj Hammoud on the crisis. Certainly, the vice-mayor of
Bourj Hammoud is very critical of the current official response to the crisis in which “everyone speaks
about [refugees], begs money for them… but at the end of the day, nothing reaches the refugees except
peanuts.”40 Quickly after the arrival of the refugees, the municipality provided extra trucks to the
company Sukleen and showed lenience towards the informal collection system that started operating in
some neighbourhoods. Above all, the municipality played the role of facilitator between newcomers and
local associations. At the beginning of 2012, a few municipal agents registered refugee families coming
to the town hall and filled out four large papers with their names and precise needs. At the same time,
the municipality improved its support to local NGOs and encouraged their cooperation.

1.2. A convenient target for unprepared humanitarian actors

Prior to the crisis, the unconventional characteristics of the area – low socio-economic status, high
density, and high percentage of migrants – had attracted world-class stakeholders such as the World
Bank and UN-Habitat.41 Consequently, at the beginning of the Syrian crisis, the municipality of Bourj
Hammoud was coloured in “priority” red on the UNHCR maps,42 emphasizing the concentration of
refugees and thus attracting international donors who follow the UNHCR's recommendations.43 The
attractive developmental characteristics of Bourj Hammoud were reinforced in April 2013 with the
introduction of the Regional Response Plan (RRP5) and its concern for the so-called “host
communities” and the need for “social cohesion.”44 Bourj Hammoud was then coloured in a deeper
shade of red.45 This led to the launch of a few projects on “conflict prevention” in the area. As so,
humanitarian actors rehabilitated houses and distributed blankets, mattresses, hygiene items, and cash



                                           

to refugees as well as long-term residents of Bourj Hammoud.

The numerous shortcomings of the international humanitarian response to the refugee crises are well
known in Lebanon and include the lack of coordination between global actors and the high turnover of
staff in international organisations.46 In Bourj Hammoud, like elsewhere, approximations tainted
humanitarian interventions. Especially during the first years of the crisis, international actors
implemented many blanket projects with scarce attention to local needs.47 However, in Bourj
Hammoud, the implementation of humanitarian initiatives benefited from the precious help of the
municipality and of local organisations. I asked the deputy director of a leading French NGO how they
implemented their house rehabilitation program in Bourj Hammoud. His answer was straightforward:
“Having someone from the municipality to help us, someone who is motivated for this sort of thing
really makes the difference.”48 Since 2011, a few individuals have contributed in bridging the distance
between foreign NGOs and the reality of Bourj Hammoud. These individuals are employees of the
municipality, but also members of local churches, political parties, youth clubs, and other socially active
groups within the Bourj Hammoud community. They have operated as informal “link workers”, able to
understand the expectations and standards of the international NGOs and provide them with advice
and legitimacy on the field. For instance, Therese, who runs an association for street children and has
been living in Bourj Hammoud for years, has played the role of “guide” for international NGOs not
familiar with the area. Similarly, Father Alberto, a local Italian priest, convinced foreign donors to
support local needs thanks to his knowledge of the area. There is also, Serop, the dynamic director of
the Karagheusian health care centre. He has learned over the last few years how to respond to calls for
tender, as well as how to write calls for funding. In the stairs that lead to his office, a small Japanese
flag is framed under a plaque that is inscribed with the words: “Equipping the primary health care
centre to support Syrian Refugees and the Host Communities – Bourj Hammoud – 31st of October
2014 – Japan – Grant Assistance for Grassroots Project”. In his office on the paperboard, there is a list
of deadlines and acronyms underlined like “UNDP” and “UNHCR”. Serop has crafted “a
memorandum of understanding” with the UNHCR that states that the UN agency will cover 75% of the
costs of medical services provided to Syrian refugees. Any Syrian benefiting from a medical
consultation at the Karagheusian centre now pays 2 USD, the remaining 6 USD are covered by the UN.

Thus, “link-workers” helped in reducing the gap between international jargon and local reality when the
first refugees arrived. These individuals have various nationalities, some being Lebanese, Armenian or
Syrian, while others come from European or North-American origin. Because they are familiar with local
needs and often affiliated with a political party,49 they were able to offer advice and legitimacy to
international aid-providers. When I asked Kevork what his job entailed at a refugee centre that an
international NGO opened in Bourj Hammoud in 2015 , he was unable to give a clear answer;
“Technically, I am the contact person if something happens with the school, with
everything…Technically that is me. Plus I go to... I am in charge of the...”50 Even if the title of his
position is unclear, Kevork’s actions were crucial to the integration of the centre in the neighbourhood.
Last summer, the centre had trouble with the neighbours because of the loud noise children were
making in the courtyard. The neighbours complained and threatened to call the municipality and the
police. Kevork, who is Armenian and grew up in Bourj Hammoud, spent long diplomatic hours
negotiating with the neighbours and begging for their patience. As part of this, he invited the
neighbours’ children to take part in the recreational activities of the centre.



                                           

1.3. … yet, Bourj Hammoud is no refugee heaven

With the Syrian refugee crises, and taking into account the lack of resources to support these refugees
in the area, the framing of Bourj Hammoud as a priority for international aid, combined with the dense
and dynamic social fabric of the locality, enabled the peaceful settlement of refugees and allowed for
their relatively easy social cohesion. Yet, one should not portray Bourj Hammoud as heaven for Syrian
refugees. Decades of war and political tension between Lebanon and Syria have translated into racism
and the scapegoating of the weakest. Newspapers and popular sayings have conveyed the image of
“the Syrian refugee” as uneducated, helpless, and aggressive.51 On the 6th of January 2015, the
Lebanese newspaper An-nahar published an opinion piece criticizing the Syrian presence in the
downtown public spaces.52 The author accused Syrians of depriving the emblematic Hamra Street
from its identity: “The demographics have changed; the Syrians are taking over the landscape and
pushing away the Lebanese.” The long-term presence of Syrian workers combined with the deep
involvement of the Assad regime in local politics has led to the fear among many Lebanese of the
Syrianisation of their country’s economy and culture.53

In Bourj Hammoud, as elsewhere, Syrian refugees are seen as an undesirable public. There are
countless episodes of ordinary discrimination in various contexts. A taxi driver does not stop to pick up
the Syrian worker waving at him. The manager of the restaurant yells at the Syrian waiter for no
apparent reason. One Tuesday afternoon in March 2014, I entered a tiny printing shop on Bechara
Khoury Street, which was full of customers. The two owners of the shop were looking for an additional
person to help them. I told them that a friend, Alaa, was looking for a job. They asked: “He is Syrian?
We don’t like Syrians […] in the daytime they are nice and quiet. But at night they kill, they steal, they
murder, you cannot trust them.” They said this quietly but everyone in the shop heard their remarks and
no one reacted. Later, I asked him if he had personally experienced this. He told me the story of a priest
driving on the way to the church and who gave a ride to a Syrian worker. The Syrian worker ended up
“stabbing the priest and stealing all his money.” While loading the printer with white papers, he
mimicked the act of stabbing: “We don’t want a Syrian employee here.” The veracity of this bloody
episode can hardly be verified but the strength of the accompanying prejudice has undeniable
consequences on the everyday interactions between Syrians and Lebanese.

Thus, the prompt welcome of Syrian refugees by residents and local organizations of Bourj Hammoud
does not make the locality a dreamland for refugees. The long history of Syrian military occupation in
Lebanon and labour migration has contributed to the manufacture of the villainised “Syrian refugee,” a
figure easily used by others to escape responsibility and blame. In this context, the peaceful settlement
of Syrian refugees in Bourj Hammoud requires further explanation. The next section attempts to break
down the misleading stereotype of "the Syrian refugee” in order to refine our understanding of the
settlement patterns in Bourj Hammoud.

2. Who is the undesirable refugee and do “host communities” only host? Local strategies of
regulation and control

In order to explain the non-violence that prevailed in Bourj Hammoud, the category of “the Syrian
refugee” needs to be broken down into a complex multiplicity of identities and stories. Refugees were
not integrated as a whole in the social fabric of Bourj Hammoud. Instead, the mechanisms of welcoming



                                           

were applied unevenly to newcomers, following communitarian or political affiliations.

2.1. The selective “hosting” of the locals (Armenian Lebanese hosting Armenian Syrian)

Syrian refugees, though categorised by media and the Lebanese population as generally uniform in
personality and background, are a heterogeneous group. Refugees may be young students in Business
and Administration from Damascus, middle-aged low-income workers from Homs, pregnant
revolutionary teachers, Sunnis, Alawis, Christian Orthodox, or residents of the infamous suburbs of
Aleppo, or Erbil. It is hard to estimate precisely the sectarian, religious and geographic composition of
the population of Syrians in Bourj Hammoud. The registration data of UNHCR combined with the
information given by the refugees themselves show that more than half of the Syrian refugees in Bourj
Hammoud are Kurdish Syrians. The majority of them are from Aleppo and a minority comes from
Qamishli, Erbil, and Damascus. The rest are Sunni Syrians and Armenian Syrians, mostly from Aleppo
and Erbil. In this context, the popular image of the indigent refugee must be assessed. Undeniably, the
Syrians living in Bourj Hammoud are among the poorest dwellers within the municipality. However,
these Syrians, who managed to reach the suburbs of Beirut and are able to pay rent in Bourj
Hammoud, are better-off than the refugees who stay in the North of Lebanon or in the Bekaa region,
along the border.

The geographical origin or sectarian affiliations of these Syrians are crucial variables in their settlement
in Bourj Hammoud. Previous academic studies of Bourj Hammoud has pointed out that each ethnic and
religious community relies on its own network for support.54 Even though Bourj Hammoud is a
cosmopolitan area, distinct communities have their own specific spaces - community centres, political
parties or churches - to gather. These divisions translate into spatial grouping in the city: “See this
woman? If she turns right she is Syrian Shi’a, and if she turns left she is probably not!” says a resident
of Bourj Hammoud, on the main street under Yerevan Bridge. Each neighbourhood or street is
associated with a population group: Marash and the Northeastern districts are Christian Armenian;
Naba’a is Shi’a; Dora is very heterogeneous with many East African and Asian communities, etc.
When the Syrians arrived in Bourj Hammoud, each community took care of “its” own refugees.

Since the early 1990s, young Syrians from Azzaz and Afrin (in the suburbs of Aleppo) were employed
as seasonal workers in the numerous factories of Bourj Hammoud.55 At the beginning of the war in
Syria, they welcomed their families and friends. These previous connections offset the image of random
waves of arrivals. It also contributes to explain the relative peacefulness of the process. Residents and
social workers underlined the fact that the arrival of these male workers’ wives and young children had
a positive impact on the overall security in the neighbourhood. In many buildings, family life has
replaced the old tensions that used to take place between the residents and the young male workers as
expressed by Noha, a social worker in Naba’a:

“Before the Lebanese families were complaining because of the young Kurdish workers in their
building, like 10 workers in the same flat. It was creating problems, you know. But now there are
families. It is not men alone anymore. So it is a bit different.”56



                                           

The communitarian and religious affiliations also played a role among local Lebanese residents.
Through the Syrian crisis, many Armenian Lebanese saw the opportunity to revive the Armenian
identity of Bourj Hammoud and maintain its influence within the municipality. When the first Syrian
Armenians arrived from Syria after 2011, the local Armenian institutions mobilized extra-resources and
energy to support them specifically, for example, in primary health centers and in schools.

"We are very happy because all the Armenian Syrian are moving to Bourj Hammoud. We
created this new place, [the municipality of Bourj Hammoud] you know. We want to keep it for
the Armenians."57

"The political parties are trying super hard to keep that main part […] Arax and Marash Street
and all the way to Mesropian School and the bridge."58

The Tashnak, the party dominating the political scene in Burj-Hammoud,59 prevents the real-estate
owners to sell their property to non-Armenians. Thus, the arrival of Syrian Armenian refugees has been
the opportunity for nationalists to strengthen the Armenian community. The local political clubs have
opened their doors to refugees. The Lebanese government, by “outsourcing” the provision of vital
services (health, education and housing) to the private sector and not offering public alternatives, has
encouraged this trend. The sectarian identity of the refugees therefore becomes a tool to resolve daily
needs and problems. The instrumentalisation of sectarian affiliations is not new to Bourj
Hammoud.60 The present inflow of refugees shows that sectarian identity remains a tool that refugees
and host community can mobilise.

In the case of Bourj Hammoud, the politicisation of the crisis helped the refugees who fit into a specific
political party to attract services and goods. There is no such thing as one host community but rather a
variety of interests and strategies towards refugees. The microcosm of Bourj Hammoud is structured by
“a macrocosm that assigns it its place and implies a dense web of social relations beyond the local
site.”61 The multiplicity of identities and sectarian affiliations has, in turn, triggered differentiated
support from locals over the last four years.

2.2. Discontinuous control: the flexible enforcement of curfews

The hospitality of local residents in Bourj Hammoud only accounts for part of the response to the arrival
of refugees.62 In July 2014, the municipality of Bourj Hammoud, following 53 other localities in
Lebanon, imposed a curfew on Syrian refugees.63 In Arabic, the word for curfew 
mana’a et-tajawel literally translates into “interdiction of wandering.” The objective is explicit: banning
the undesirable from public spaces. It restricts the right to be present in open, un-walled public spaces
as the mere presence of a Syrian refugee becomes an “improper act.”64 For instance, in the
municipality of Sin el-Fil, located in the Eastern suburbs, immediately south of Bourj Hammoud, the
mayor set-up a strict system targeting the illegal Syrian workers.

“[The mayor of Sin el-Fil] has started a system that the people from Syria… not the residents…



                                           

but the workers from Syria… them… directly we arrest them! I mean directly, directly! We grab
them, we catch them. Maybe we warn them the first time. […] The mayor says that they are
threat or danger. Me, I don’t know, in my opinion I don’t know. But […] the ones who are coming
up here. Sometimes they steal, they beat, they disrupt, they damage. So we have to control the
situation.”65

In the municipality of Sin el-Fil, one can see a policeman every four or five blocks at night. However, a
few kilometres away in the locality of Bourj Hammoud, policing of streets differs. In Bourj Hammoud, the
implementation of the curfew is flexible and discontinuous. This flexibility in enforcing the curfew is
another component of the social stability that has prevailed in Bourj Hammoud.

In July 2014, the municipality of Bourj Hammoud announced the implementation of a curfew on Syrian
refugees. From 7pm to 7am, for the duration of a few weeks, Syrians would not be able to be in the
streets. The Syrian refugees were warned by large ads hung outside. The installation of the curfew was
triggered by an altercation between a group of refugees and a group of residents in June 2014. By
suddenly banning the access to public spaces to a specific population, the curfew was, and still is in
other areas, a segregationist practice against humanitarian law, but the vice-mayor announced a
temporary measure to address local concerns:

“We were tempted and we were asked to install a curfew for a long time. But we resisted
because we considered it inhuman and incorrect and counterproductive, but there was a period
where tensions were at their peak between the local communities in some neighbourhoods and
some ... parts of ... the foreigners in Bourj Hammoud.”66

His justifications highlight the pressure he faced from the Internal Security Forces, the muhafaza of
Metn67 and the residents. The curfew was presented as the only solution given the lack of resources
and the limited responsibilities of the municipal police, and the specificities of the urban fabric in Bourj
Hammoud: “There are so many narrow streets, you could miss an incident happening a few meters
away, it would require to have 10 times more policemen working on constant shifts.”68 During the
interviews conducted in January 2015, the Bourj Hammoud officials assured that the curfew had been
enforced only during two weeks over the summer: “It was a way to calm down the society, a little. To
tranquilise. But now it is over.”69 The announcement of the curfew was clearly a sign sent to local
residents: an instrument of communication.

Nonetheless, according to many informants, the curfew was still implemented as of May 2015. Syrian
manual workers and local residents mentioned the “curfew that forced [them] to come back home
before 6 pm.” Over the course of the research, I was systematically asking Syrian residents and
refugees if they were living under curfew. I obtained many responses from informants: “Yes,” “No,” “It
depends,” “I don’t know”. These inconsistencies might stem from the fact that informal militias are



                                           

also regulating the outdoor space. As the municipal police of Bourj Hammoud had integrated in its
ranks the ex-members of the Armenian militia after the Civil War, the boundaries are sometimes blurred
between official and informal policing. Rana, resident of the predominantly Shi’a neighbourhood of
Naba’a, explains that the fehood [a local figure] started to guard the neighbourhood along with the
police: “They started daily patrols because the neighbourhood lacked safety and so the troubles have
decreased now, now there are none.”70 The municipal officials never mentioned directly the link
between the municipality and these militias and prefer mentioning their will to nicely negotiate with the
trouble-makers. As one of the officials recalls to me:

“We talked very nicely, very politely. Very calmly; and we made [some Syrian refugees]
understand that we will not tolerate such behaviour [he refers to the episode that triggered the
curfew] and if you want to live here, to make a living... you should not bother anyone. […] When
some of them failed to understand the message, we made it very clear in other ways... so they
got the message and calmed down.”71

Thus, the implementation of the curfew reveals the ambiguity in policing outdoor space, not necessarily
policed by the official security forces and not monitored at all times. With this, not all Syrians abide
curfew. According to one Syrian manual worker in Bourj Hammoud:

“Yes, well… I can’t be at home after 8 until next day. It is too small. I live in a room with 16 men.
No kitchen, no toilet. I cannot stay inside all the time. So … the rule is more or less followed.”72

The enforcement of the curfew in Bourj Hammoud follows a flexible pattern. It contrasts with the
practices of the neighbouring municipalities and the strict guidelines they impose in order to regulate
activities and people operating in the space. When the first Syrian refugees arrived, the few public
spaces in inner-Beirut which had been under the constant surveillance of security agents since the
reconstruction73 became more regulated. At the beginning of the summer of 2014, the garden of
Sanayeh, centrally located in Beirut, opened after years of renovation. Local residents reported their
fear of seeing Syrians use the park: “They are opening the park now… Imagine there are a lot of
Syrians, they will come and destroy it.”74 At the entrance of the park, a large board warns the users
about the requested behavior inside the park (smoking is forbidden, picnicking is forbidden, playing
football is forbidden). Visitors are notified that if they do not abide by the rules, they will be evicted from
the garden. The garden is “normalized”75 to exclude the undesirable. Even in Bourj Hammoud, the
arrival of refugees has led to stricter regulations of the municipal public garden. The municipality,
witnessing a rapid increase in the number of users of the park, located under the elevated highway
(Yerevan Bridge), and fearing for their security, posted municipal agents at the entrance. Yet, these
agents, sitting on plastic chairs next to the entrance of the park, let in all Syrian families and children
who wish to enter.



                                           

In Bourj Hammoud, because of the loose imposition of the curfew and the absence of fancy malls, bars
and expensive restaurants and their associated security guards, the urban poor are able to be in public
spaces without as many restrictions as in other areas of Beirut. The open spaces are not policed like in
downtown Beirut or in Sin el-Fil. Municipal officials, who sometimes regret this discrepancy, have
noticed this lack of control:

“In Bourj Hammoud, the behaviour in the street is different. On the sidewalks, on the streets,
the water-pipes. People do what they want with public goods. They take this empty lot to make it
a garden or to place trash. It would be better with more consideration. Here, you cannot wait for
the policemen to enforce the laws strictly.”76

Indeed, the residents of Bourj Hammoud encroach daily on outdoor space through various practices:
the shop-keepers use the sidewalks to display their articles for sale; on a few corners, some residents
set-up small shrines or arrange a collection of plants in plastic pots to prevent people from littering;
some place trays of flowers on the sidewalks to prevent the cars from parking while others use iron bars
and lockers to keep their parking spot. Thus, the imposition of a curfew in Bourj Hammoud might have
contributed to reducing personal disputes and crime rates during times of high tension, thus reassuring
the local community: “It did lower technically. Because most of the incidents were happening at night,
so it lowers the troubles.”77 With this, one cannot overlook the effect of looser refugee practices. The
higher degree of informality in Bourj Hammoud does not mean there is an absence of norms. Rather,
behaviours are monitored in Bourj Hammoud, and although the modalities of expression of such norms
might be more flexible than in downtown. The discontinuities and hybridizations in the regulation of
public spaces78 open voids in which the residents can escape tight municipal requirements. This
flexible regulation of the refugees in Bourj Hammoud allows refugees to become urban dwellers: In the
face of aid-providers and policemen, refugees may develop strategies and use the rules to ameliorate
their settlement.

3. The agency of “refugees”: becoming ordinary urban dwellers in Bourj Hammoud.

In order to understand why the refugees’ settlement did not lead to any unrest, the agency of the
Syrian newcomers has to be considered. Becoming a refugee in the suburbs of Beirut does not happen
overnight. They have developed their own sets of tools and know-hows in order to get by. Away from
the image of the passive refugee, the route to becoming a refugee in the suburbs of Beirut requires
Syrians to accomplish a series of steps and administrative procedures, for example, going to the
UNHCR building in the southern suburbs of Beirut, obtaining an appointment, and keeping updated the
series of forms and registration cards. This article argues that the social stability in Bourj Hammoud can
be explained by the fact that the newcomers gradually became capable urban dwellers engaging in
ordinary life, becoming more familiar with the neighbourhood and managing to navigate the city safely.

3.1. Seeking refuge in a city of fantasies and fears: practices of social learning

Since 2011, Syrians have been seeking refuge in Bourj Hammoud. They arrived with little of their



                                           

belongings and many preconceived ideas of Beirut and Lebanon. Hassan left behind a Syrian regime
supporting public university and is now amazed by the neoliberal Lebanon. He was also surprised to
see people drinking in the streets and to see some women dressed as they were, comparing them to
women he envisioned lived in “Las Vegas.”79 Most of the Syrian refugees had never been in Lebanon
before their flight and their knowledge about daily life in Lebanon’s capital was restricted to pop culture
references and the stories told by Syrian acquaintances coming back from Beirut. Yet, gradually, they
became familiar with the city. Public spaces, such as commercial streets, public gardens, NGOs’
premises, and school courtyards, enabled the refugees to acquire familiarity with their neighbourhood.
They learn the codes: “I go to the market around 6 at night. It is cheaper. We get cheaper deals.”80
After a few months or years in the locality, refugees, as any urban dweller, master the art of shopping in
their streets. They know where the best spot to buy fresh and cheap vegetables is and where to catch
the buses. Haig is an Armenian architect who grew up in Bourj Hammoud. When I met him, he
explained to me the difference between the insiders and the outsiders:

“If you are from the neighbourhood, you know somehow what each part of the neighbourhood
represents, you know. You move [and orient yourself] based on a lot of landmarks that are
around: churches or schools or the political clubs… But to an outsider, it is all the same. The
outsider can easily get lost. [In Bourj Hammoud], there is no line [to differentiate] between the
mass and the void and no sense of orientation. The density is very high”81

Gradually, refugees learn to locate landmarks such as the mosque, the bridge, the municipal square,
the police station, and the gun shop. They even learn words in English, Armenian, and French as a
social worker in the area recalls:

“There were Syrian families that did not know any Arabic, Kurdish families. They wanted to
learn Arabic and now, it is incredible! [This lady] she started to talk in Arabic!”82

This social worker also remarked: “there is no dialogue here, people only look at each other, they sniff
each other.”83 This comment was made with a sad tone. Yet, much of the social peace of Bourj
Hammoud could be explained by this mutual observation. The following are extracts from a series of
conversations I had with an Armenian shop-owner. He sells mattresses and duvets under the Yerevan
Bridge. The large street is always very busy. His shop is located right next to a café and this Armenian
shop-owner spends most of his time monitoring the street activities:

“These two, I think they are lovers. They are like birds. [Syrian workers] are there, at this café,
all the time. They can stay sitting there all day long. For 500 lbp, it does not cost them anything.
Their houses are really small I think, they have no place to go, so they sit there all day. And they
drink coffee. They smoke very cheap cigarettes. Look at these cigarettes. They pay 500 lbp and
they stay there 500 hours! They come back from work. I hear them. […] In this street there are



                                           

many small cafés that open like this. Him, that’s an old criminal. He used to be part of the
militia. Then he went to jail. These men who sit here, they work in the industrial zone over there.
There was a fire today there so it will be 60 more men unemployed.”84

“I don’t know why they love sitting under the tree like this. Sometimes I dream that I wake up
and that the tree has moved. And so they are not next to my shop anymore. I think they just like
the atmosphere under the tree. And god! They smoke all the time. Without stopping. They buy
these very cheap packets for 500 LBP. And they play tawla. They smoke. They play. And they
stay here and talk for hours. I was listening before. One of them was getting angry because the
other one was cheating. And then they make big moves with their arms. Like this.”85

“Look at him! Him, he is Syrian Armenian. I know him a bit now. He is a hairdresser. A good
hairdresser, I know him now. We can talk and he will give you a good price.”86

By looking at each other, urban dwellers of Bourj Hammoud, either long-term residents or Syrian
refugees, practice what E. Anderson called “folk ethnography,” in which outside, public places
encourage learning from the “other” by creating spaces for small and repeated interactions. These
repeated interactions help make sense of the other. This article argues that the peaceful settlement of
refugees in Bourj Hammoud has to do with this process of “up-close observations of others, [which]
includes inadvertent eavesdropping and what are in effect informal studies of the local people, creating
a mental picture of the nature of the setting and of certain kinds of others.”87 All the residents of Bourj
Hammoud perform these moments of observations while noting people and their background, whether
the residents are old Armenians or young refugees. Once, a Portuguese housekeeper even told me
that she “always listens to people when [she] waits for the bus.” The result of such folk ethnography is
a smoother cohabitation between the refugees and the residents who are turning the unknown “host”
and the undesirable “refugee” into a familiar neighbour.

3.2. Navigating the unknown city and mastering invisibility in Bourj Hammoud

Public order, as defined by the sociologist E. Goffman, finds its roots in the immediate interactions of
strangers on public spaces and in the way they handle themselves. This paper was also inspired by his
fertile hypothesis, which encourages looking at “the regulation of face-to-face interactions among
members of a community who are not well acquainted.”88 Each user of the public space masters the
distinction between acts that are approved (e.g. crossing the street between two cars) and improper
acts (e.g. walking in the middle of the road) that will attract attention. Each user is taken in an
information flow. Without engaging in conversation and only through one’s physical presence, a passer-
by receives and conveys embodied information.

Public order is guaranteed when two passersby in “co-presence”89 grant each other with civil
inattention: “one gives to another enough visual notice to demonstrate that one appreciates that the
other is present […] while at the next moment withdrawing one’s attention from him so as to express
that he does not constitute a target of special curiosity or design.”90 Bashir is a Lebanese painter and



                                           

bartender whose lifestyle is not well regarded by his parents:

“I live in Dora [one of the neighbourhoods of Bourj Hammoud]. There I prefer… it is just that I
can feel that… no one is asking me who I am. That’s usually one of the first question that people
ask you in Lebanon. They ask: where are you from? In Dora there are a lot of different people.
So I am better. I feel that I can be myself.”91

When the city is hostile and unknown for the unfamiliar and stigmatized Syrian refugees, the anonymity
of the large metropolis becomes a precious asset. In the streets and buses of Bourj Hammoud, the rich
variety in the appearance of the people offers anonymity to the individual, hidden in the crowd.92
Between the group of Ethiopian women, the Sudanese male teenagers and the veiled Shi’a women,
the Syrian refugees are not noticeable. They are protected under the “film of anonymity.”93 Without this
protective film, the peaceful coexistence of thousands of inhabitants would not be possible. The souq of
Bourj Hammoud attracts a wide range of customers from all over the city who want to benefit from the
fair prices or to purchase specific ethnic products.94 Many times, the informants said: “Bourj
Hammoud, you will find everything here: Sunni, Shi’a, Christian, Lebanese, Syrian, Bangladeshi, Sri
Lankan…” This dense and heterogeneous social fabric grants the Syrian refugees with a “protective
envelope of anonymity”95 that enable them to navigate and acquire the necessary skills to engage in
city life. Many times, I asked policemen how they recognize Syrians in the streets from afar:

“I look around if there is something wrong. If something looks weird, I walk across the
neighbourhood and I look at everyone’s appearance, if something is happening. Maybe a
Syrian… […] Everything that looks weird. I go and I see. How are the behaviours? I go down the
buildings. I know what I am doing.”96

Syrian refugees in Bourj Hammoud, due to repeated use of public space and social learning, are able to
“behave properly.”97 They know how not to attract undue attention and keep “within the spirit or ethos
of the situation” in order not to be “de trop or out of space.”98 A Syrian worker who has been working
on and off in Bourj Hammoud for over ten years, once told me: “The Syrian change colour, they have
to. They have to [camouflage themselves] so that they can survive.”99 In Syx Street, in Naba’a,
Syrians have opened most of the clothes shops over the last two years. When I am walking around with
Khadije, a Lebanese Shi’a, she tells me: “Look, this is the last Lebanese grocery shop of the
street.”100 She makes her observations with a neutral voice and no hostility. These are facts that have
become ordinary: “They are all Syrian. This shop, this shop, this shop. Syrian. Syrian, Syrian. All of that
is now Syrian. In this building, it is only Syrian now.” Undeniably, because she lives in the
neighbourhood, she can identify the buildings and knows the stories behind the shops. Yet, when
looking at the traffic of people in the street, she admits that she is unable to distinguish between the
Lebanese and the Syrian passers-bys.



                                           

In Bourj Hammoud, Syrian refugees reconnect with ordinary life and acquire familiarity with their new
neighbourhood because of the public spaces available to them. They participate in folk ethnography
with their fellow residents and learn from and about each other. This contributes to easing tension in
relationships between very diverse population groups. Syrian refugees in Bourj Hammoud are granted
civil inattention and thus taken into the flow of peaceful social intercourses. They master the art of
navigating city streets, protected by a relative anonymity.

Conclusion

As underlined a year ago in the introduction to the Civil Society Review by its editors, “it is
unprecedented to have a country of 4 million inhabitants host one million refugee without being on the
verge of a social rupture or a war.”101 How do Syrian refugees and host communities manage to live
side by side, communicate and cooperate despite demographic pressure, past trauma, old grievances
and the current distress? This paper used the area of Bourj Hammoud as a case study to suggest a
multi-fold explanation. It pointed at the dynamism of the local communities, Bourj Hammoud’s
residents’ specific religious or historical ties with Syrian refugees, lenient municipal regulation of
refugees movement, and the abilities of the refugees to navigate the city. Can this specific case of
peaceful coexistence inform conflict-solving specialists and policy makers interested in social stability?
Undeniably, the specificities of the locality of Bourj Hammoud should not be overlooked. Nonetheless,
this zoom-in into the suburbs of Beirut reasserts the need to study the entanglement of the micro-
strategies of residents, and of refugees, with local and national public policies.
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