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Borderlanders
People from the
in-between
spaces

This exhibition stems from a research project fo-
cusing on the many ways the residents of the border
regions of Lebanon, or «borderlanders», live and per-
ceive the international border of Lebanon. The men
and women we met are privileged observers of this
ordinary institution. Their daily experience of the bor-
der stands in stark contrast with our usual experience
of borders encountered once in a while when we are
travelling abroad. Their narratives might be able to
enrich our understanding of what a border is thanks
to the meaning and impact it has on their lives.

This fieldwork carried out on various locations in
Lebanon aims to understand what it means to live in a
borderland region for each of the observers. Through
their personal life experiences, they all brought to
light how «their» border — the one they know and
experience on a daily basis — provide them with op-
portunities and/or create constraints. Each of them
showed us how much a border is not a simple phe-
nomenon like a «line of sovereignty» but rather an
entity that has an impact on those living nearby. All of
them, Lebanese or foreigners, underscored how they
shape, use and transform this entity.

Our investigation shows that it is not sufficient
to say that Lebanon has got two very different bor-
der dyads — one with Syria and the other one with
Israel. The country has far more borders because of
the many and various relationships that have existed
along each segment of the international border, with



their own local history and dynamics. The Leba-
nese residents we met shed light on how people
are living, the kind of resources they have and
the dreams they share in the borderland regions.
There is a large range of different perceptions and
trajectories, effects and actions, gains and losses
the border can create, depending on who you are
and where you are located along the border.

Among the borderland relationships, there is
a specific one stemming from the presence of ref-
ugees coming from the neighboring states. On
the one hand, Syrians who fled the war and are
expecting to go back home soon, on the other
hand the Palestinians that are far from any possi-
ble return to Palestine. Through years or decades,
both are slowly becoming different from who they
were before exile. Beyond the status of refugees
or displaced persons, some of them started to
have a blurred or mixed identity, thus becoming
vivid examples of what borders can do to people’s
identity.

There are other foreigners living in the border-
land regions, who are less ordinary and numerous.
They came there voluntarily, for NGOs or inter-
national organizations, and are part of the human
landscape of the borderlands. While a majority
of them did not specifically choose the border
regions as a place to stay, they discover the bor-
derland impact when living among other local res-

idents, understand its complexity and meaning.

The portraits you are about to discover all de-
fine a certain type of relationship with the border,
in certain circumstances with various perceptions
of their experience. The border itself slowly ap-
pears as a dotted line which is fragmented, cut,
sometimes isolated but also ideologized. The bor-
der is a location that reveals concerns, tensions
and shows what is at stake. It is telling of identi-
ty and belonging, probably a reason why such a
place speaks to all of us.
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Al-Nahr Al-Kebir

The river Al-Nahr Al-Kebir that embodied the border between Lebanon and Syria
on its northern flank can become wide and deep when it is flooding its banks in the
early Spring. The smugglers would then need a boat to cross it or wait few days for the
water to drop. This picture has been taken from a balcony of a private house in Al-Ab-
boudiyeh highlighting the proximity of the border with Syria and a sort of continuum
between the two countries. Since 2011, the Syrian regime built new watch towers and
militarized the northern flank of the river to avoid infiltrations.
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Al-Abboudiyeh

Hamad Ribejih is in his fifties, he is a mason has been living in Al-Abboudiyeh (North
Lebanon) near the river Al-Nahr Al-Kebir for more than 30 years. At first sight, the place
is a little bit strange and reminds us of an abandoned village along a large road that
stops when reaching the river. He explains: «After the end of the war, | came here to
take profit of the new project of the «Arab Highway». | decided to build a house and
have a garage nearby but everything stopped with the assassination of former Prime
minister Rafic Hariri».

Therefore he retrained in the farm tractor business with his cousin who was living in
Syria and various other trafficking across the border: «We used to smuggle a lot of things
from Syria such as diesel petrol, tobacco, cleaning products, wheat, chickpeas, clothes,
fabric, earthenware (for mural decoration). We also brought some stuff from Syria like
porcelain and bananas. But since 2011, the border became a dangerous place»
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Al-Nahr Al-Kebir

He used to be called Abu Ahmad, he is 29 years old and he is a Syrian worker since
a decade or more. Abou Ahmad used to work in Lebanon before the war in his country.
We met him on the shores of the border river Al-Nahr Al-Kebir on his motorbike, regis-
tered in Syria. That day, he was discreetly helping another Syrian guy to cross the river
under the eyes of local inhabitants who came here to fish.
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Al-Abboudiyeh

Yahyah, 50 years old, is a professional soldier now retired. In 2013, his village
Qochlog was targeted several days in a row by Syrian shootings. «All the inhabitants
fled and took refuge in neighboring villages. But we quickly understood that the shoot-
ings were not intended to kill anyone but to spread the fear among the borderlanders,
a deterrence strategy towards the infiltrations of opponents to Bachar».

Moataz (Abu oueiss), 52 years old, has a little shop at the entrance of the former
border zone in Al-Abboudiyeh. «Our family was well connected with the Syrian author-
ities before the war (2011). In our shop, we used to give back their passport to their
owner after the police control. Our business worked very well but unfortunately the war
broke and most of our resources from the border crossing disappeared. Nowadays,
only Alawite people are entitled to do business with the Syrian authorities».
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Al-Abboudiyeh

Majed is a Sunni guy in his early forties and works as a manager of a gas station. He is
from Al-Abboudiyeh where he initially worked as moneychanger at the border. «With my
brother, we opened a mini-market located very close to the border. Life was easy: we had a
daily 18’000 Syrian workers crossing the border there. We were crossing the border all the
time to run some errands and buy some goods and sell them on the Lebanese side. We
were making 300$ daily, that was absolutely amazing!»

Then, in 2005, the assassination of Rafic Hariri created a shock among the Sunnis in the
Northern region. «I became a member of the Mustagbal movement and took part in the
electoral process of 2005. And suddenly | was blacklisted by the Syrian authorities and was
not able to enter Syria. We continued the changing of money up to 2011 when we had to
stop this business too». Nowadays, only the shop owned by his brother is still open.

Sad about what happened, Majed explains: «Now we cannot enter Syria. Only those
who follow the Syrian regime can go there to do business ...and come back». In the mean-
time, he acknowledges the importance of the securitization of the border in the re-creation
of a new relationship: «l would not allow any terrorist to create a problem at the Syrian
border. It is now really important to avoid any problem with the Syrian regime. We need to
find new agreements in order to go back to business».
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Al-Abboudiyeh

Fouad is a wedding musician in his fifties. He lives in this Syrian refugee camp near
Al-Abboudiyeh with his wife. He warmly welcomed us in his tent to show us his musical
ability but also to surprise us:

«In fact, | am Lebanese» while showing us his ID card. «l used to live in a Syrian town
not far from here until 2011. | met my wife there and we used to live there. Because of
the war, | had to sell the lands and houses | owned and move to Lebanon». He chose
to live under a tent instead of buying a proper flat: «it was too expensive and moreover
| had to choose between having a house and marrying off my children... It's expensive
to marry off your children, you know!»
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Wadi Khaled

In Wadi Khaled, on the top North-east side of the borderland, the Lebanese terri-
tory is designed like a bulb. And a Syrian road crossed this Lebanese borderland from
East to West. In the picture, the eastern border check point which goes in the direction
of Homs is also showing a Lebanese check point. The latter appeared for the first time
in 2013 alongside the return of the Lebanese Army to the state’s borders, a process
known as “rebordering”, a term which underscores a tighter control and ongoing se-
curitization process.
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Wadi Khaled

While walking near a field close to the border, we meet Mukhtar, Hussam, Luay and
Abdessalam hanging out together. They are Syrian refugees from Tell Khalakh except
for Mukhtar who comes from a small village near Homs where his entire family was
massacred.

They all arrived in Wadi Khaled in 2013 by foot. «At that time, explains Abdessalam,
the older amongst them, as Syrian citizens, we were entitled to enter Lebanon without
any problem, you just needed to show your ID card». Registered at the UNHCR, all of
them are receiving some financial support while they try to work as day laborers in the
agricultural field or in construction. «Some of our former commercial partners are now
helping us since we arrived here». Life turns tough for all of them but none of them
wants to return to Syria with the present conditions. Mukhtar translates this feeling of
the border as a space not to cross: «On the other side of the border, there is a perma-
nent danger, and death is waiting for us».
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Wadi Khaled

Wadi Khaled borderland region encompass 23 villages over approximately 40 sqg/
km. During the 20th century, most of its inhabitants were not even recognized as Leb-
anese while they were not Syrian either. They finally got the citizenship thanks to the
naturalization decree of 1994. The region knew a certain economic prosperity in the
pre-2011 war era thanks to its in-betweenness towards Lebanon and Syria. Since 2011,
it relies more on the Syrian refugees as they are channeling international aid.
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Wadi Khaled

Ahmad Hussein Ezzeddine, is an energetic man in his fifties. He is a shepherd from
father to son in Wadi Khaled. «| was born here and | inherited this piece of land where
we are currently standing. It goes up to the houses over there, near the border. Aside
the flock, | also grow wheat, potatoes, corn and greens. Nothing is sent abroad, all the
products stay here».

For him, the border has a clear commercial function: «before the war, we used to
see Syrians coming here with goods that we were buying. But since then, it is over.
Before, | used to go to Syria to find spare parts for my tractor; now it is not possible
anymore and | found it annoying».
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Al-Qaa

«Welcome to the Syria of al-Assad» announced the Syrian border post of Al-Qaa.
It was the last border crossing to reopen at the end of 2017 after five years of closure.
And for the first time, the Lebanese Army moved its check point control from the out-
skirts of the village of al-Qaa up to the limits of the Lebanese territory, 15 km north of
the village, just before the Syrian border post.
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Al-Qaa

On the eastern flanks of the former no man'’s land between the village of al-Qaa
and the Syrian border post, 30000 Syrian refugees sought refuge in the al-Qaa border-
lands, most of them working in the fields of this fertile land.
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Al-Qaa

Naji Nasrallah, 61 years old, is from Al-Qaa where he lives. He wrrently is a Christian
businessman in agricultural products in Ras Baalbeck. Like his father, he is a farmer in
this area, a region where he values the territorial depth on the Eastern flank. «We only
once had a problem with Syrian soldiers because they were occupying our lands, it was
in 1980. Before 2011, the border did not exist, Syrian policemen where on both sides
of the border. Now, the Lebanese army took control of every inches of the national
territory!»

In 2017, the Lebanese army came back to these borderlands for the first time, once
they managed to push the Jihadists out of Juroud Arsal. «For the first time, our soldiers
re-opened the border road, cleared the fields from any bombs and took control of the
border. Without border, no country».
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Arsal

Melhem al-Huijjeiri, 61 years old, is a Sunni businessman in the industry of concrete
in Arsal. «I am a supporter of the Nasserist politician Mustapha Saad, and every week
| go to the meeting of the party in Saida. After 2006, | decided to hang the portrait of
Hassan Nasrallah in my lounge for what he did for Lebanon.» Commenting on Arsal’s
behavior after the Syrian uprising, he says, «there was a lot of enthusiasm in the village
yes, ...it was a mistake».

Talking about his relationship to the border, he explains: «before 2011, the border
was meaningless, our village and its surrounding were unified with the Syrian bor-
derland region. Since then, things took a different direction and there are no more
economic resources stemming from the border trade. We now want the border to be
clearly delineated and controlled».
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Arsal

Mohammed Khaled Seeba, 56 years old, is a businessman in the construction field.
He is a Syrian from Yabroud, a border town on the Syrian side of Anti-Liban mountains.
«l left Yabroud in March 2014, the weather was cold. | left by car and | entered Lebanon
illegally when the Lebanese Army arrested me and threw me in jail in Baalbeck. The
general security freed me after paying 600$. Then | came here to Arsal.»

Mohammed saw the need for humanitarian help so he set up the association Voic-
es of the Refugees in Ersal. He later created a Facebook group Emergency for Ersal
in order to coordinate ONGs aid with the municipality and the 131 Syrian gathering
surrounding Arsal.

«For me the border is a hajez (roadblock) between us and our neighbors. But in
order to cross it and go back home to Syria, we demand international security to
protect us»
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Arsal

Arsal counts approximately 120’000 Syrian refugees who are living in one of the
131 gatherings spreading all around the town of 40'000 citizens. But this village is also
known for being isolated from the Lebanese state and has a long history of relationship
with Syrian neighboring villages.
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Majdel Anjar

Mohammed and Moataz, two friends in their thirties, came from Homs to Majdel
Anjar in 2013. They entered Lebanon between Qussayr and Arsal with the help of
smugglers. Mohammed lives with his family on this piece of land that he is renting for
60% a month from a Lebanese owner. He receives an aid from UNHCR of 180% each
month for his entire family of seven and therefore has to work in order to have enough
to live.

As a resident of Bab Amr, the rebel suburb of Homs, Mohammed explains: «I dont
want the Lebanese nationality, | just want to be able to go back to Syria. Unfortunately,
they continue to arrest people on the basis of false allegations. Until now, there is no
guarantees for us.
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Anjar

Krikor Sakayan, mostly known under his artistic name Koko Garabet, is fifty years
old. He is an Armenian painter coming from Anjar. «<My relationship with Anjar is am-
biguous. On the one hand it is a place | love and where | am working and painting. On
the other hand, it is a very tiny space that | dreamt of leaving, that | eventually left and
came back to in 2011».

In the Lebanese mindset, Anjar is a synonymous of HQ of the Syrian Intelligence
Services until 2005. «For us, as residents, there were no border with Syria during many
years. Syrian officers were living among us, in some of the abandoned houses. Then
the war broke in Syria and one day during the summer of 2016, | found myself at the
head of a squad armed with light weapons, trying to protect our village against a pos-
sible invasion of Daech! Now, luckily, there is the Lebanese army watching over the
border. In any case, we are now well prepared for any emergency that might occur.
Now | would know where to go and what to do.»
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A n 1 a r' Berj Tumberian is a young Armenian from Anjar, his hometown
J village. The landscape of the borderland with Syria is his fieldwork.
Even before this job, the border was part of his life: «I previously
worked in Damascus as a plumber and | used to commute every day from Anjar». Thanks
to a local policy of re-forestation, Berj was offered a more stable position as forest war-
den. «That was great before the war in Syria: we were doing long walks in the mountain.
But now, there are limitations for us to walk just here above, up to the military outpost».
«One morning few months after the outbreak of the war (2011), | saw four Syrian
young men walking down the hill above the village. They were Syrian refugees who
started to panic when | called the police. Soon enough they were caught and probably
brought back to Syria...| later had regrets to have acted like this, understanding that they
were trying to escape that horrible war».

In 2013, Berj faced another irruption of a border crosser: «one day, an old school
friend knocked at my door. This guy was from Deraa and explained to me that he fled
the Syrian Army when he faced death during the fight with people from Jabhat al-Nusra.
He was carrying a Bible with him so | had the idea to help him move to Beirut disguised
as a Priest.» He eventually moved to Canada where he recently got a residence permit
and works as a beekeeper. «We stayed in touch by Skype and he finally convinced me to
try to start honey craft».
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Al-Khiam

Abu Yasser, 72 years old, is a Shi‘ite native from Al-Khiam. He fled the village after the
Israeli invasion of 1977 and came back after the withdrawal of the troops in 2000. «The
village has been emptied of its population after a massacre in 1977 by the militiamen
of Saad Haddad». Paradoxically, the erasure of the border following the 1982 invasion
allowed the people to come back «because the Israelis wanted to normalize the situa-
tion. Initially, only the Christians of the village were granted the return but the Mukhtar
(a Christian) defended the idea of the multi-sectarian identity of the village. He told the
Israelis that none would come back unless all would be entitled to come back». Israel
finally allowed all the residents to come back and rebuild their houses.

The 2000 withdrawal was a great relief for Abu Yasser. «During the occupation, |
always had to pay a permit to the men of Lahad (of the ‘South Lebanon Army’) when |
was going to work in Nabatieh. Of course, the families of all the collaborators were enti-
tled to cross the border and enter in Israel to work there, no permit was required in that
case». Since then, Abu Yasser sees the border as «something that separates me and my
enemy. Beyond the border, there is an enemys.
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Qla’yat

Claudia is a family mother in her forties, she lives in the Christian village of Qla'yat.
She lived there since she was born, in the early 1970’s. She remembers the Israeli
occupation in the southern region and says: «our tragedy for the people here is that
we were not considered humans either for Israel or for Lebanon. That's the dominant
feeling we experienced here between 1982 and 2000. After the withdrawal, we were
capable of moving freely, the Lahad border and then the check-point to enter Saida at
Kfar Tebnine were removed! We became Lebanese again.»

When talking about the Israeli wall that embodied the border and which is observ-
able from the window of the dining room, she comments: «lIsrael built it for its own
security. In my point of view, it is a good thing: it renders the conflict less dangerous
and volatile because before that, it was possible to walk along the fence and shout at
the Israeli soldiers or throw rubbish at themn».

In a sigh, she concludes: «The South is a war zone but we don't like war»
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Qla’yat-Marjayoun

Roberta Zuin is in her thirties and works in the field of Development. She lived sev-
eral years in the area of Qla'yat-Marjayoun (South Lebanon). Among the residents she
recalls her encounter with Syrian refugees: «They were coming by foot from Shebaa,
they had nothing but were so happy to reach a place where they have basic rights».

In the South, there were sometimes exchanges of fire and Israeli shelling. «The
first time, | was not afraid. But far more annoying were the drones patrolling day and
night over our heads. Local inhabitants were acting as if the drones were not even
roaming over their heads on a daily basis.»

If this borderland region did not change her life per se, she agrees to say such en-
vironment leads her to change her habits. «You know that you are under surveillance,
so you don't take any picture of the landscape anymore. You end up being cautious
of all the little details».
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Ebel

Reem, a Christian of 48 years old, is from Ebel Saghir where she currently lives. She
explains that her multisectarian village is marked by a Communist influence and a strong
anti-Israeli position. «Contrary to others in the South, we have been able to continue work-
ing despite the Israeli occupation while avoiding any collaboration. Our village has been
shielded by the Norwegian UN battalion and | think the Israelis had no right to enter.» This
international presence allowed her to have a small shop of local crafts while her brother
took the advantage of Norwegian connections to go live there.

The occupation created de facto boundaries which rendered any move quite difficult;
despite such constraints, she refused to leave the area: «I am rather steadfast: instead of
moving to Canada where | had an opportunity in 1999, my husband and | decided to stay.
Fortunately, one year later, in May 2000, we have experienced a magical moment when
Israelis pulled back. Since then, | can tell you that the border does not mean anything any-
more to me as it is not affecting my life anymore.»

In 2002, her husband decided to start building a house which should be finished soon.
Is it a risky gamble? «Definitely not, on the contrary it is a challenge: living by the border
means constantly rebuilding our house»
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Ebel

We met Abu Rajab, 83 years old, in his garden in Ebel Saghir. «| have always been a
farmer and | struggle for my land because it means a lot to me». During the Israeli oc-
cupation, he left the village to avoid any sort of collaboration: «most of the southerners
did collaborate but one needs to say the State was absent, therefore, to survive...».

He accuses the State for abandoning them: «no one was helping us. The Syrian
refugees are far more well served now by comparison to us at that time». What now?
«No one is really taking care of us, we are living in the margins of the State. Politicians
only remember us during elections...»
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Qla’yat

Maroun is from Qla'yat where he was born and raised. He works in the field of humani-
tarian aid with an international company. «I spent my childhood under the occupation, the
South was scattered. Personally, | felt mostly affected by the northern border, each time we
intended to go to Beirut, it was complicated as we needed a permit. Beirut was like going
to another country. And as a matter of fact, people from here don't fit in Beirut».

«l really discovered the Southern region after the Israeli withdrawal in 2000. You know,
people here need to have a state, an army and a central authority. They need to be recog-
nized by the other villages. And in this country, we should not have any militias anymore».

For Maroun, the relationships between sects in the South is linked to a socioeconomic
situation faced by the Christians: «living in this borderland environment means not being
able to do plans for the future and also a lack of job opportunities. If Muslims are happy,
for Christians, the war with Israel is not their war. So, they tend to leave the area and very
few continue to stay in the South».
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The Blue Line

Between Lebanon and Israel stands the fence of the Blue Line, delineated by the
United Nations and marked on the ground in the aftermath of the July War in 2006
with blue barrels. While most of the 94 km long has been marked, Lebanon stated 13
reservations (plus the contentious issue of Shebaa Farms) during the process of delin-
eation in May-June 2000 after the unilateral withdrawal. In 2012, Israel started to build
a wall along the blue line in Kfar Kila and continued the walling of the border in 2018.
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Al-Naqgoura

Michael Iseli works for the UNIFIL for 15 years now. He is one of the main designers
of the Blue Line and has also been monitoring its marking on the ground since 2006.
«l initially came here as a military observer. It was in 2005 and at that time, the line was
not visible, it was basically just a line on a map. Therefore, | made the proposal to the
Force commander Pellegrini to mark the line. And this is how we placed the very first
blue barrels in the area of the Shebaa Farms. It was a provocative act and of course it
has been disputed!».

At the initiative of the Lebanese Army, a system of measures of GPS coordinates on
the ground was set between the two armies under the UNIFIL supervision. «For me,
the blue barrels embodied the border, the tripartite meeting managed by UNIFIL as
well and of course the people, the situation and the relationships on the ground».

«This border is now a huge part of my life».
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Shatila Camp

Ahmad Debs, 56 years old, is a Palestinian refugee. He was born in Lebanon in the
Shatila camp (Beirut) and just received the Swedish nationality. After several years in
exile, he is finally entitled to come back to Lebanon to meet his relatives.

«For us, 2011 was like a second Nakba... the war claimed the lives of several mem-
bers of our family who were living in the Yarmouk camp. Others succeeded to join us
in Shatila».

Facing the situation, with his wife and children he decided to join family members
who were already settled in the North of Europe. «Now, with this Swedish passport, |
can cross borders...and even go to Israel if | wish to. But this passport didn't make me
forget about Palestine!»
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Burj Hammoud

Burj Hammoud, January 2019.

Mahmud, 21 years old, is returning alone to Syria after four years in exile in Leba-
non. Like thousands of other Syrian refugees, he chose to go back to Syria after receiv-
ing a clearance from the Syrian authorities. According to the General Security, more
than 170'000 refugees decided to go back despite the hot debate between Lebanon
and the international community on the conditions of return.

Y Y 0935 wgam gy
GYYIS OLid & Ldthl § Ol € dmy 005 by J] S5m0 i Veogame ) 9_03 PJJ
Slal il o g padll 4Bl usy bygw d) 809l HLa (sl izl o e
sy 00y ] B35l Y Woeee o ST 5,8 el o Uiy Ly 55l
835l by i pgasy Qsd._]l gizbly Ol o Saladl Glilad)







Daniel Meier, Political Scientist, is an Associate Professor at sci-
ences Po Grenoble and teaches regularly in Beirut, Venice and Turin.
Member of the Association of Borderland Studies, his researches are
focusing on Identity and Space issues, with a special dedication for
borders/boundaries questions in the Middle East. His last monograph
titled «Shaping Lebanon’s Borderlands: Armed Resistance and Inter-
national Intervention in South Lebanon» (IB Tauris, 2016).

Hussein Baydoun is a photojournalist for 13 years now and has
worked for several local news websites and international agencies. He
participated in exhibitions with ICRC, UNDP and Visa Pour I'lmage as
well as other projects. He is currently working as photojournalist at Al
Araby Al Jadeed newspaper and website.
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