‘Hybrid Political Order and the Politics of Uncertainty is the first comprehensive analysis of
how institutional ambiguity shapes refugee governance. Nora Stel offers a nuanced reading of the
proliferating modes of uncertainty that emerge both strategically and tactically at the intersection
of local, national and international governance in Lebanon. The book explores the other side of
knowledge, its institutional production and its effects on subjectivity. It is a key text for those interested
in what ignorance studies can offer to refugee studies.’
– Claudia Aradau, Professor of International Politics
at King’s College London
‘Stel’s book navigates the alleyways of uncertainty that mold the lives of Palestinian and Syrian
refugees in Lebanon. Through case studies in a country hosting the largest number of refugees per
capita in the world, the book tackles often misconstrued notions of ambiguity and informality in
refugee policy and research. It distinctly shows how institutional ambiguity is deliberately used as
an instrument to hold refugees in a state of exceptionalism and constant temporariness. The book is a
remarkable addition to the field of critical refugee studies.’
– Nasser Yassin, Director of the Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy
and International Affairs at the American University of Beirut
‘In this important book, Nora Stel provides a novel analysis of Lebanon’s multi-layered refugee
governance that moves beyond simplistic notions of a “weak-state.” Combining first-hand research
among Palestinian and Syrian refugees with critical readings of extant scholarship and policy, her keen
analysis not only details how ambiguity is strategically employed in all levels of the state bureaucracy,
but the costs to those subject to it. The book thereby represents a highly original perspective on refugee
governance in Lebanon and beyond.’
– Are Knudsen, Senior Researcher at the Christian Michelsen Institute
‘Hybrid Political Order and the Politics of Uncertainty provocatively and persuasively demonstrates
how informality, liminality and exceptionalism in Lebanese refugee governance is everything but
accidental. Those continuing to view the country’s institutional bedlam and injustices as “state
failure” will have a hard time confronting Stel’s lucid analysis. Theoretically sophisticated and
informed by deep knowledge of Lebanon’s intricate politics, the book flags the significance of intraelite collaboration in disciplining both refugees and citizens. This has profound implications for
understanding the Lebanese state.’
– Reinoud Leenders, Reader in International Relations and Middle
East Studies at King’s College London
‘With this theoretically sophisticated and empirically rich book, Nora Stel makes a profound
contribution to our understanding not only of refugee governance in Lebanon, but of institutional
ambiguity and the politics of uncertainty. With eloquence and analytic intensity, Stel conceptualizes
how marginalised spaces both make and are made by deliberate forms of ignorance, offering
tremendous insights and inspiration to scholars working across multiple fields.’
– Tom Slater, Reader in Urban Geography at
the University of Edinburgh
‘Zooming in on Lebanon, this book has profound theoretical implications for our understanding
of the causes of institutional ambiguity in the lives of refugees. Through her detailed desk review,
ethnographic fieldwork and interviews, Stel points to the reasons why such institutional ambiguity
emerges, whom it benefits and how it is navigated. The book thereby offers a much-needed perspective
in today’s world of systematic denial of rights behind the veil of uncertainty as a general mode of
governance of populations.’
– Katarzyna Grabska, Assistant Professor in Displacement
Studies at the International Institute of Social Studies
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If you think you understand Lebanon, you have not
been explained properly. 1
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Introduction
Institutional ambiguity and the
politics of uncertainty: a new
perspective on refugee governance

A Spring evening in 2013. I am chatting with a leader of the local Palestinian
youth movement on the corniche of Tyre, the ancient port city in South
Lebanon. We had met before to discuss his interpretation of the relations
between Lebanese and Palestinian authorities in informal refugee settlements
in the area. Not particularly interested in this issue, my interlocutor instead
reflects on the challenges he and his friends face in organizing their nascent
movement. One of his frustrations, he says, is that the situation and status of
Palestinians in Lebanon is ‘totally clouded and unclear.’ In fact, he adds, ‘it is
meant to be cloudy, we’re not supposed to understand!’1
Five years later. I am behind my computer, talking about the Lebanese
response to the Syrian refugee ‘crisis’ with an experienced and context-savvy
inter-agency coordinator for an international humanitarian organization on
Skype. Vexed about her attempts to comprehend Lebanon’s legal and institutional framework for engaging with Syrian refugees, she sighs: ‘So, like, it all
does not make sense. At least not enough sense for us to be able to understand
how they’re doing it, why they’re doing it and who in the government is doing
it.’2 Noting my bewilderment, she laughs, adding: ‘If you’re confused, don’t
worry, everybody is confused here.’

These remarks represent many similar reflections by the wide array of people with
whom I discussed the way in which refugee communities in Lebanon govern and
are governed. They are the point of departure for this book, which interrogates
how uncertainty and ambiguity shape Lebanon’s attempts to deal with the refugees it hosts.

Refugee governance and uncertainty
In 2018, 68.5 million people fled their homes, the highest number of refugees
since World War II. The displacement of more than six million Syrians escaping
their war-torn country is one of the most urgent refugee crises that the world currently faces. As with other refugee flows, the great majority of Syrian refugees
seeks shelter and safety in Syria’s neighboring countries. Facilitating such ‘reception in the region’ has become the cornerstone of the international community’s
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response to displacement. European policies outsource the governance of migration by investing in development in ‘the region’ and ‘deals’ with regional host
countries. Many of such regional host countries that are affected by the arrival
of large numbers of refugees, however, already struggle with a range of political,
socio-economic, and institutional challenges.
This intersection of existing institutional predicaments and refugee crises
means that regional refugee governance is often ad hoc, piecemeal, and chaotic.
Considering the centrality of regional shelter in most refugee experiences as well
as in international refugee policy, understanding this ‘mess,’ as a human rights
lawyer called it, is of great importance.3 Yet, there has been comparatively little
research and even less theorization of regional host states’ treatment of refugees
(Norman, 2017). To remedy this situation, this book turns to Lebanon. Lebanon
hosts the highest per capita number of refugees worldwide. Sheltering approximately 200,000 Palestinian refugees and around 1.5 million Syrian refugees, it is
heavily implicated in both the world’s most protracted and, arguably, most urgent
refugee ‘crises’ respectively. Like many regional host countries, moreover, Lebanon grapples with a war-torn past, political instability, social and ecological tensions, and severe economic problems.
The experience of refugees in Lebanon is accordingly determined by insecurity
and uncertainty. Lebanon’s refugee governance appears to be overwhelmingly
fragmented and inconsistent. This is evident in the stories of refugees themselves,
who describe the situation they face as ‘a lot of chaos’ (Lebanon Support, 2016:
23). It surfaces in the accounts of the humanitarian organizations that try to aid
refugees. They point out the constant fear and unpredictability that refugees face
in the absence of a coherent legal framework and stable policy and the resultant bureaucratic discrepancies (Amnesty International, 2015) and express many
of their own challenges in assisting refugees as following from the ‘exceptional
complexity’ and arbitrariness of Lebanese refugee governance.4
Uncertainty is a recurrent theme in the studies of analysts as well. These highlight the emergence of a ‘legal limbo’ (Turbay, 2015: 23) and a ‘no-policy-policy’
(El Mufti, 2014); the prevalence of ‘impromptu decisions’ (Al-Masri, 2015: 12)
that is typified by ‘ad hoc changes and discretionary applications’ (Bidinger et al.,
2014: 37); and, as a consequence, the ‘sea of insecurity’ in which refugees find
themselves (Yassin et al., 2015: 38). It is even a central tenet in the experiences
of state officials tasked with refugee governance. They acknowledge ‘that the
absence of policies has created a state of chaos because of varied standards and
decisions.’5
This book seeks to explore and understand this overwhelming experience of
uncertainty by all major stakeholders involved in refugee governance in Lebanon.
To describe such governance uncertainty, I develop the notion of ‘institutional
ambiguity,’ which revolves around the key aspects of informality, liminality, and
exceptionalism. The aim here, however, is to go beyond rendering visible the
institutional ambiguity that shapes refugee governance and explain how such
ambiguity emerges and why it prevails. The book seeks to understand how institutional ambiguity operates and is reproduced, what its effects are, and who benefits
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and who suffers from its consequences.6 In particular, it aims to empirically capture and analyze the strategic dimensions of institutional ambiguity, which are
conceptualized as a ‘politics of uncertainty.’
As a property of refugee governance, it is assumed that the logics of institutional
ambiguity will be determined by ‘refugeeness,’ the experience of forced displacement to another country, on the one hand, and by ‘governance,’ the organization
of public authority, on the other hand. I thus turn to these respective literatures to
venture an answer to the aforementioned questions.
Refugees
Ever since the ‘birth’ of ‘the refugee’ as an object of politics, policy, and knowledge production (Malkki, 1995), uncertainty has been a key theme in the field of
critical refugee studies (Nassar and Stel, 2019). Together with mobility, uncertainty is increasingly recognized as the defining feature of refugee life. Yet while
the interface between uncertainty and migration is widely acknowledged, its theorization is still rudimentary. Where there is an explicit engagement with uncertainty, scholars working in critical border and refugee studies traditionally tend to
focus particularly on the ‘radical uncertainty’ produced by the conflict that generated displacement and by the process of displacement itself (Horst and Grabska,
2015).
Analyses of the refugee-sovereignty nexus that think through the international
state system and the production of refugees as ‘two sides of the same coin’ (Betts,
2014: 1), however, engage more explicitly with the ‘protracted uncertainty’ that
emerges for refugees in host country settings after displacement (see, for instance,
Brun, 2015; Gibney, 2014; Horst and Grabska, 2015; Hansen, 2014; Stepputat
and Nyberg Sørensen, 2014; Zetter, 2007). Protracted displacement, Grabska and
Fanjoy (2015: 76) note, often turns into protracted uncertainty ‘when plans for
the future cannot be made because the past and the present are marked with precariousness and unpredictability.’ Here, by far the most attention has been paid
to the ways in which refugees experience and navigate such uncertainty (see, for
instance, Brun, 2015; El-Shaarawi, 2015; Eule et al., 2018: 51; Hasselberg, 2016;
Kramer and Balaa, 2004; Marston, 2003; Norman, 2017).
Key publications have, nevertheless, been calling for an acknowledgement of
uncertainty as not just a lived experience but also a potential disciplinary strategy
(Ansems de Vries and Guild, 2019). Biehl (2015) has done pioneering work in
outlining how refugees in Turkey are not merely living in uncertainty, but are
governed through it. Norman (2017) shows how in Egypt the absence of formal
refugee policy is often mistaken for neglect, whereas it in fact reflects a deliberate
policy of ambivalence. El-Shaarawi (2015: 39, 46), while not investigating these
policies and politics herself, flags the importance of seeing the uncertainty that
refugees face as not merely ‘profoundly personal,’ but also ‘inextricable from
refugee policy and politics on both the state and international level.’
These political dimensions of uncertainty, however, often remain underexplored. Chimni (2003) describes how in India the absence of a legal framework
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has resulted in a situation in which there are ‘only ad hoc mechanisms in place’ to
deal with refugees. This legal limbo, which he calls a form of ‘strategic ambiguity,’ has resulted in ‘arbitrary executive action’ and makes refugees ‘dependent on
the benevolence of the state’ (Chimni, 2003: 443). Why exactly such ambiguity is
strategic and for whom, however, is not pursued. Ilcan, Rygiel and Baban (2018)
explore the ‘architecture of precarity’ designed to govern Syrian refugees in Turkey, but the agency and interests behind the production of such precarity, which
they see as generating vulnerability and ambiguity, are not investigated. In fact,
precarity and the resultant ambiguity are seen as symbolizing ‘the failure of policies to address the displacement,’ obscuring the possibility of uncertainty constituting a governance strategy in its own right (Ilcan, Rygiel and Baban, 2018: 66).
Mostly, then, refugee studies acknowledges the ‘governing effects’ of uncertainty. A subsequent investigation of the agency behind such outcomes is often
lacking. Recent work, however, increasingly questions if and how decisions
and mechanisms that are assumed to be ‘ordering’ are in fact – and at times
strategically – reproducing institutional ambiguity. The sub-field of refugee
studies concerned with the study of asylum and immigration systems has been
groundbreaking in conceptualizing the partially strategic nature of the ‘disjuncture, uncertainty, and ambiguity’ defining refugee governance (El-Shaarawi,
2015: 40). Calavita’s (1998: 53) seminal study reveals the ways in which immigration laws ‘actively “irregularize” people by making it all but impossible to
retain legal status over time.’ Summarizing this innovative reading of institutional
dysfunction, Whyte (2011: 21) argues that, in governing refugees, uncertainty is
not an ‘unfortunate byproduct,’ but rather ‘fundamental to the system’s functioning as a technology of power.’ Furthering this paradigm shift, Griffiths (2013:
263) suggests that ‘disorder should be understood as a technique of power, with
governance through uncertainty constructing certain immigrants as expendable,
transient and ultimately, deportable.’
Scholars like Anderson (2014), De Genova (2002), Rozakou (2017), and Whyte
(2011) demonstrate how authorities seek to create institutional ambiguity to minimize accountability and maximize discretionary power in dealing with irregular,
often forced, migrants by ‘deliberate nonrecording’ that allows, as Kalir and Van
Schendel (2017: 1) put it, for exploitation and ‘state-produced social oblivion.’
My central argument departs from this body of work that does not see institutional
ambiguity as just a contingency of state failure, but rather explores it as a possibly
‘intentional state practice’ or a ‘conscious strategy’ to abandon, expel, exploit, or
discipline particular societal groups (Kalir and Van Schendel, 2017: 2; Whyte,
2011: 18).
Governance
Governance broadly refers to processes to organize collective representation and
accountability and the provision of public goods. This is not, and has never been,
a privilege of the state, but regards a set of interactions involving multiple societal
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actors (Rose, O’Malley and Valverde, 2006: 85; Rose and Miller, 1992). Following Foucault (1983), to govern means to determine the field of action of others.
It thereby refers to a ‘more or less systematized’ mode of power (Lemke, 2000:
5). More specifically, in this book, governance refers to acknowledging specific
issues, groups, or spaces, producing frameworks to regulate them, and enforcing
these frameworks. Policies – sets of instructions issued by a specific governance
actor on how to reach a particular governance goal that can range from laws to
decrees or other executive decisions – and the related implementation processes
are a crucial aspect of governance.7
In this book, the particular governance issues that are under scrutiny regard
refugees’ status, spaces, and representation. These domains of governance are
selected because they fundamentally determine the parameters of refugees’ presence in a host country and thereby predispose other aspects of refugee life, such
as security, mobility, and access to services. Refugee status refers to whether refugees are legally acknowledged as refugees, but also to their residency status and
the related registration and recording procedures. Refugee spaces pertain to the
arrangements for refugees’ shelter and tenure and the associated legal frameworks
and political decisions, often with encampment as a central contention. Refugee
representation on the one hand concerns the mandates allocated by the host country considering who is responsible for dealing with what aspects of refugees’ presence. On the other hand, it relates to the question of who speaks for refugees and
acts on their behalf and the internal organization of refugee communities.
Governance is mostly understood as an attempt to minimize ambiguity by creating rules and regulations and ensuring their implementation in a standardized
manner, with bureaucratic organizations acting as ‘ambiguity-reducing machines’
(Best, 2012: 91). Yet, uncertainty and unpredictability are a fact of life everywhere. This is often the inescapable effect of ‘bureaucratic muddling through’
and ‘fuzziness’ (Davenport and Leitch, 2005: 4) or of ‘policy flaws’ caused by
‘decision accretion’ (Smithson, 1989: 239). Ambiguity is then either an inevitable manifestation of an inherently ‘unknowable world’ or ‘residual,’ surviving
despite efforts to minimize it (Best, 2012: 92, 91). But ambiguity can also be the
result of concerted efforts. Foucault has long recognized the disciplinary power
of uncertainty. In critical management studies, ‘strategic ambiguity’ is defined as
‘the deliberate use of ambiguity in strategic communication’ to allow for multiple
interpretations (Davenport and Leitch, 2005: 2). Legal scholars have also pointed
out the centrality of ‘legal ambiguity’ in structuring governance, which, Oomen
et al. (2019: 7) note, is often purposefully invoked and expanded.
The notion of strategic ambiguity assumes that uncertainty serves purposes,
that it is politically convenient and therefore strategically deployed (Aradau,
2017: 339). Such convenience can regard general public interests: political
decision-makers may need to deal with limited capacities and resources or to
broker consensus, for which ambiguity can be advantageous. Navigating ‘competing interests’ often results in ‘negotiated compromises that are purposively
vague’ so as to facilitate ‘unified diversity’ (Davenport and Leitch, 2005: 3).
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Ho (2001: 400) even calls ‘institutional indeterminacy’ the ‘lubricant’ on which
governance runs. Ambiguity also allows governance actors to be flexible and
adaptive. Policy-makers’ insistence on ‘clarity and rule promulgation’ can be
counter-productive, because passing legislation ‘often requires ambiguous language and contradictory goals to hold together a passing coalition’ (Matland,
1995: 147). Strategic ambiguity can also follow from private interests, producing the maneuvering space in which political decision-makers maximize
their own influence at the expense of others. Finally, strategic ambiguity can
serve more specific political objectives concerning the governance of particular
groups, spaces, or issues (Nassar and Stel, 2019).
Uncertainty, evidently, is more profound for some people than for others and
more apparent at some times and in some places. The ‘governing effects’ of uncertainty that are fundamental in refugee studies, then, are a core concern in the
literature on hybrid political order as well. This field of study, further discussed in
Chapter 1, focuses on the question of how governance operates ‘beyond government’ (Risse, 2013) or under ‘split sovereignty’ (Hoffman and Kirk, 2013) when
state authorities are unable or unwilling to take on the extensive range of exclusive governance activities assumed by the Weberian ideal-type. Uncertainty is
mostly taken for granted and assumed to be a structural feature of these contexts.
The question of how public and political authorities operate in such hybridity
and whether their behaviour challenges, extends, or exacerbates it is only rarely
addressed.
This book builds on and extends the notable exceptions to this situation. Chabal and Daloz’s (1999) book on ‘disorder as a political instrument’ produced a
paradigm shift in debates about patronage and neopatrimonialism. It agendized
the importance of recognizing ‘disorder’ as a ‘different order’ in which political
actors can capitalize on an existing ‘state of confusion, uncertainty, and sometimes even chaos’ by perpetuating and aggravating it (Chabal and Daloz, 1999:
xix). Administrative ‘inefficiency,’ minimal institutionalization, and the relativity
of formal rules then become cause as much as consequence of hybrid forms of
political order. Das and Poole’s (2004) influential reading of state power as operating through unpredictability and ‘unreadability’ has further theorized the disciplining effect of inaccessible information and opaque decision-making. Tapscott’s
(2017: 263) ground-breaking work on institutionalized arbitrariness further conceptualizes this utility of fostering unpredictability and uncertainty as a mode of
governance.

Contingent and strategic uncertainty
Work on refugees and governance thus tends to regard uncertainty as overwhelmingly contingent, either upon the refugee condition defined by unexpected displacement and temporary settlement or upon a hybrid governance
context determined by ‘weak institutions’ and a lack of capacity and resources.
Yet in both literatures, there are increasingly influential alternative readings of
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uncertainty as well. These contend that such exclusively structural analyses
are insufficient as they overlook important elements of agency, interests, and
responsibility in the emergence, institutionalization, and reproduction of governance uncertainty. They suggest that disorder does not have to be the antithesis to dominance, as often intuitively assumed, but can be an instrument of it
(Cullen Dunn, 2012: 2). As is the case with the governance of security, refugee
governance practices do not just tame unknowns, but also enact and utilize them
(Aradau, 2017: 329).
This book works with this idea of strategic ambiguity – with uncertainty consistently recurring and demonstrably serving interests – in exploring the institutional inconsistency that permeates refugee governance in Lebanon. It does so
by synthesizing and sophisticating the core tenets of these emerging literatures
in, first, a heuristic device – institutional ambiguity – and, second, an explanation of the agential aspects of the production and reproduction of institutional
ambiguity – the politics of uncertainty. Crucially, the book does not contend that
institutional ambiguity is only, or even predominantly, strategic. As proposed by
structuration theory, agency and structure, strategy and contingency, constitute a
dialectic (Giddens, 1984). I put analytical premium on the strategic aspects of the
emergence and endurance of institutional ambiguity because these are conceptually underdeveloped and, perhaps therefore, empirically striking and as such offer
the most significant room for contribution.
The idea that uncertainty and insecurity were not simply incidental or circumstantial but also partially strategic surfaced in many of the accounts that underlie my analysis. Refugees keenly felt the repressive aspects of ambiguity. The
frustrated remark of a Palestinian youth leader with which I opened this chapter was what got me thinking about the politics behind uncertainty in the first
place. Humanitarians and civil society representatives also routinely pointed out
the interests underpinning vague and absent policies and arbitrary implementation dynamics. A project manager for a non-governmental organization (NGO)
working with refugees in the Bekaa and North Lebanon was convinced that ‘the
whole thing has been intentionally left informal, non-regulated; or regulated but
not enforced.’8
Even Lebanese state representatives described the treatment of refugees in the
country as trapping them in an ‘institutional void’: a ministerial advisor referred
to the agency behind the non-policy towards Syrian refugees, saying that ‘someone refused to organize the presence of the Syrian displaced.’9 As previously
presented in Nassar and Stel (2019), analysts working on refugee governance in
Lebanon similarly emphasize the strategic aspects of the legal, spatial, and political uncertainty faced by refugees, calling ‘the absence of policy and governance’
a ‘strategy of exploitation’10 and suggesting that governance appears to be ‘clearly
aimed’ at ‘maintaining nebulousness’ (Ghanem, 2016: 54). In light of this situation, the book’s core research interest is to understand how institutional ambiguity
operates as a partly strategic governance modality to deal with refugee ‘crises’ in
Lebanon.
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Institutional ambiguity
Ambiguity refers to plurality of definition, meaning, and interpretation. Ambiguity produces uncertainty in the sense that, as Tapscott (2018) defines it, governance policies and practices are ‘experienced as meaningfully unpredictable
by those for whom they are of political consequence.’ I use institutional ambiguity to synthesize a vast array of concepts used across disciplines. It is a tool
to capture the institutionalization, with which I mean the recurrence and (tacit)
acceptance, of ambiguity as operating on three main axes: informality, liminality,
and exceptionalism. These three dimensions of institutional ambiguity, as apparent in the following operationalization, extensively overlap and constitute each
other to produce a broader environment of inconsistent, partial, and negotiable
institutionalization.
Informality
I understand formal governance as those issues, spaces, and populations that are
recognized and addressed in official state policies (Yassin, Stel and Rassi, 2016).
Informality, then, regards those governance concerns that are not acknowledged,
regulated, and/or made implementable by the state. Importantly, this does not
mean that these issues, spaces, and populations are not governed. They are likely
to be taken on by non-state governance actors, or even by state governance actors,
but in an unofficial, de facto capacity rather than a de jure fashion. Informality
is thereby closely related to illegality, extra-legality, and the criminalization of
refugees (De Genova, 2002; Zaiotti, 2006). The absence of formal refugee or
residency status infamously contributes to stripping refugees from the ‘right to
have rights.’ Informal governance also analytically associates with bureaucratic
invisibility and illegibility as it can render refugees (or other categories of people)
administratively nonexistent (Griffiths, 2013; Janmyr and Mourad, 2018; Kalir
and Rozakou, 2016).
Informality makes governance irregular and personalized and thereby more
unpredictable but also more pliable and negotiable for those able to navigate and
instrumentalize ‘a shifting and ill-defined’ boundary between public and private
(Chabal and Daloz, 1999: 149). Like liminality and exceptionalism, it is not a
binary category. Refugee status, for instance, might be denied, but other (temporary and exceptional) administrative categorizations can be devised to nevertheless allow a form of regulation. Refugee shelter arrangements, to give another
example, might be acknowledged formally by some state institutions, whereas
they are not recognized by others. Refugees’ representation structures, similarly,
could be acknowledged and regulated by state institutions, but be partially informal nevertheless if the relevant directives and decisions are not implemented or
enforced.
When explored from the perspective of a politics of uncertainty, it is particularly
‘planned illegality’ (Chiodelli, 2012) and the imposition of informality – under

Introduction

9

which refugees are ‘led to break the law in order to survive’ (Agier, 2008: 12) –
that is at stake. If formally governing something means that the state makes itself
responsible for it, then the governance inaction that renders refugee governance
informal is an act of abandonment. In this way, my understanding of such potentially ‘purposeful informality’ (Polese, Kóvacs and Jancsics, 2018: 208) closely
resonates with the idea of informality as an expression of sovereignty. Informality,
then, is not a challenge to the state as much as it is produced by the state itself.
Following Roy (2005: 149), state agencies themselves ‘determine what is informal and what is not’ and ‘which forms of informality will thrive and which will
disappear.’ Even in hybrid political orders rife with capacity problems, formal
recognition, regulation, and enforcement are never just a bureaucratic or technical
issue. They involve significant political choice and struggle. To study informality,
then, means confronting how the state is not simply an apparatus of planning, but
a system that ‘produces the unplanned and unplannable’ (Roy, 2005: 156 in Nassar and Stel, 2019).
Liminality
Liminality engages with the notion of temporal uncertainty. As Agier (2008:
30) so imperatively noted, the word ‘refuge’ itself ‘denotes a temporary shelter,
while waiting for something better.’ Neither refugees nor the states hosting them
know if and when refugees may return. Liminality is thus a default cornerstone
of refugee life, but it is also a characteristic of hybrid order, where suspension and undeterminedness can be important ingredients of political capital.
In the context of thinking through a politics of uncertainty, then, liminality is
closely related to exceptionalism in that it is something that can be extended and
instrumentalized by placing specific issues, communities, or spaces ‘in between’
(Menjivar, 2006: 999) or ‘outside’ (Griffiths, Rogers and Anderson, 2013: 5)
time, putting them forever ‘on hold’ (Agier, 2008: 47). This turns crisis from
an opportunity for transformation into an instrument to maintain the status quo
(Hage, 2015: 1).
Liminality regards the constantly reinforced transitional and temporary nature
of governance practices. It refers to a ‘permanent impermanence’ (Brun, 2015:
19), a ‘stuckedness’ (Hage, 2009) that characterizes the increasingly protracted
nature of most refugee situations and results in ad hoc arrangements and a ‘dominance of the short-term’ (Chabal and Daloz, 1999: 161). Liminal arrangements
are unstable and place people in limbo. They preclude integration and institutionalization and reinforce transience. This ‘liquid’ appropriation of time, as Bauman
(2007) theorized, reflects and enables the pervasiveness of uncertainty. Temporal
uncertainty denotes a dual ambivalence with regard to time as it ‘simultaneously
threatens imminent and absent change;’ ‘stickiness’ and ‘suspension’ on the one
hand and ‘frenzy’ and ‘rupture’ on the other (Griffiths, 2014). Thus, as a component of institutional ambiguity, liminality captures the simultaneous processes of
stasis and transformation.
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An extensive literature concerned with the governmentality of waiting indicates the disciplinary power of making people wait without ‘purpose, fairness or
progression,’ rendering their experience of time and life simultaneously meaningless and endless (Brun, 2015: 19; see also Anderson, 2014; Griffiths, Rogers and
Anderson, 2013; Jefferson, Turner and Jensen, 2019). At the same time, work
on deportation and deportability refers to the implications of acute and unexpected change imposed on people that is similarly enabled by the conditionality
inherent in ‘permanent temporariness’ (Cullen Dunn, 2014: 304; see also Franck,
2017). This can add up to what Tazzioli (2017) has conceptualized as ‘containment through mobility,’ a situation in which people are temporally pinned down
through spatial relocation.
Building on foundational work regarding the ‘strong relationship between
power, the state and management of time,’ liminality refers to more than just indecisiveness or even stalling, but regards time as a potential instrument of control
(Rutz, 1992 in Griffiths, Rogers and Anderson, 2013: 29). This disciplinary effect
of time can be a result of neglect or inherent in bureaucracy, but ‘time traps’ can
also reflect strategy and design (Eule et al., 2018: 151, 160–161). Being made
to wait as well as being subjected to acute and dramatic institutional ruptures
are reflections of power relations and bureaucratic domination. Protracted temporariness and ‘ageing’ emergencies are not inevitable (Carpi, 2015a). They are,
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has well-noted
(2004: 2 in Milner, 2014: 153), ‘the result of political action and inaction.’
Exceptionalism
The idea of a ‘state of exception,’ coined by Agamben (2005) and extended,
adapted, and nuanced by many others, has its roots in critical refugee studies. It
denotes a central paradox of governance by marking specific groups or issues as
outside normal legal and political regimes, but inside specific surveillance and
repression mechanisms. Exclusion, ‘outsideness,’ and ‘othering’ in one realm
are complemented by extreme discipline in other domains (El-Shaarawi, 2015:
40; Hanafi and Long, 2010; Salter, 2008) – dynamics that are routinely legitimized through securitization processes (Nassar and Stel, 2019). Crucially, then,
the analytical value of exceptionalism as a component of institutional ambiguity does not lie in its sometimes assumed establishment of a nigh totalitarian
order by an apparently cohesive sovereign. Rather, what exceptionalism signifies
is the arbitrary definition and application of regulations and mandates. Exceptionalism, Carpi (2017: 121) established, is not a ‘product of fate,’ but rather of
experimentation (Turner, 2005: 318). It can be imposed and lifted, defined and
redefined, resulting in unpredictably changing rules of the game. As Cons (2007:
21) concludes, exceptionality is not a neat in/out binary. Instead, it ‘produces
an overwhelming sense of uncertainty, insecurity and confusion’ that allows
and facilitates exploitation and enhances the discretionary power of authorities
(Cons, 2007: 21).
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This materializes through legal and spatial governance practices. Legally,
exceptionalism denotes the political and administrative distinctions between different categories of people – refugees and citizens, for instance – and the ways in
which arbitrariness becomes a routine everyday experience for populations that
are placed outside any such categorizations in legal ‘gray’ areas (Menjivar, 2006).
This makes them dependent on the goodwill of those holding power over them.
The idea of exceptionalism compellingly reveals that legal suspensions or voids
tend not to be ‘filled by an ethics of care and responsibility,’ but are rather signals
‘that a particular class of persons exists only at the mercy of the state’ (Chimni,
2003: 465). The exceptionalism invoked by discourses of crisis11 and ‘perpetuated
emergency’ allows for governance actors to shirk responsibility while retaining
authority (De Genova and Tazzioli, 2016; Janmyr and Knudsen, 2016: 391). It
produces for particular groups the ‘experience of a fragile and uncertain relationship to the law and to states’ (Agier, 2008: 11; see also Cons, 2007: 24).
Spatial exceptionalism is especially apparent in encampment policies. These
often materialize refugees’ informality and simultaneously entrench it. Refugee camps both signpost and ensure the temporary nature of refugees’ presence,
‘warehousing’ them for protracted periods of time in ‘suspended spaces’ without ever acknowledging this de facto permanence (Janmyr and Knudsen, 2016:
391). Refugee camps and detention and deportation centres, as well as ‘sensitive spaces’ such as borderlands and frontiers more broadly, are spaces taken outside the legal order, but nevertheless, and thereby, integral to the political order
(Agamben, 2005; for reflection and critique, see Agier, 2011; Diken, 2004; ElShaarawi, 2015; Hanafi, 2008; Hanafi and Long, 2010; Malkki, 1995; Ramadan,
2009; Ramadan and Fregonese, 2017). As with legal exceptionalism, this entails
simultaneously claiming control and denying responsibility in and for these spaces
(Cons, 2007; Tapscott, 2017, 2018). Refugee settlements, ‘ambiguous spaces’ of
concurrent inclusion and exclusion (Oesch, 2017), thereby become sites of abandonment, spaces that are ‘knowingly neglected’ (Davies, Isakjee and Dhesi, 2017:
18) or ambiguously and precariously outsourced, generating complex governance
assemblages and layered forms of sovereignty.
The politics of uncertainty 12
My interpretation of a politics of uncertainty starts out from an anthropological
understanding of uncertainty. This suggests that uncertainty can best be understood
through the analysis of the empirical manifestation of particular governmentalities
in specific, and subjective, technologies and experiences (Samimian-Darash and
Rabinow, 2015). The notion of a politics of uncertainty acknowledges that institutional ambiguity will be part of any governance practice. In particular, it will be in
place by the general settings of hybrid political order and will be extended through
the behaviour of authorities that pursue the overall aim of staying in power (or
gaining power) and governing ‘cheap and efficiently’ in such settings (Tapscott,
2017: 268). What the idea of a politics of uncertainty adds is accounting for the
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possibility that institutional ambiguity also follows from more specific attempts
to manage ‘problematic’ populations, here refugees. It posits that a combination
of inaction and ambiguous action reproduces informality, liminality, and exceptionalism towards a specific population, following more specific interests that go
beyond the generic objective of accumulating and preserving power.
Institutional ambiguity often results from inaction in the realm of formal political decision-making (Barber, 2017). Governance inaction manifests itself in a lack
of official acknowledgement, regulation, and enforcement of particular issues;
the extent to which matters relating to, in my case, refugees are recognized and
addressed in policies and the degree to which such policies are subsequently followed up on. In the context of the politics of uncertainty, inaction is only analytically salient if it regards an issue that formally falls within the jurisdiction of the
governance actor in question – if, in other words, an authority could have acted
but did not (McConnell and ‘t Hart, 2014).
The notion of inaction closely resonates with work on ‘standoffish policymaking’ (Mourad, 2017; Slater and Kim, 2015), street-level bureaucrats’ ‘shirking’ behaviour (Lipsky, 1980 in Eule et al., 2018: 212), the ‘politics of doing
nothing’ (McConnell and ‘t Hart, 2014), and the structural violence of ‘political abandonment’ (Davies, Isakjee and Dhesi, 2017; Davies and Polese, 2015;
Gupta, 2012). ‘Policy-as-indifference,’ a term coined by Norman (2019), can
function as a form of de facto outsourcing. As El-Shaarawi (2015: 47) notes, for
instance, ‘passive non-response’ towards the arrival of Iraqi refugees marginalized them and made them disregard Egypt as a place of permanent settlement. A
‘not-dealing-with’ modality of governance, as Kalir and Van Schendel (2017: 6)
have called it, is also evident in processes of ‘active’ non-recording and suspension of official decision-making.
Although passivity can stem from a lack of capacities and resources, these different conceptualizations of governance inaction all demonstrate that it may be
a choice as well. Although passivity is often depicted as apolitical or indicating
neutrality, McConnell and ‘t Hart (2014) convincingly argue that ‘doing nothing’
is at heart a political activity. Inactivity, then, just as much as political action,
Davies, Isakjee, and Dhesi (2017: 19) show, ‘can be wielded as a means of control, coercion and power.’ Following the logic of nonperformativity, inaction may
often be cloaked, and even facilitated, by apparent proactiveness (Ahmed, 2004,
2006; Norman, 2005: 196; Pinker, 2015: 99). The very pronunciation of a decision may then serve to in fact deter the actual implementation of the same decision, with a ‘tacit interest’ working to ‘contradict the stated aim or goal of the
inquiry’ (McGoey, 2007: 219).
In addition to governance inaction, the politics of uncertainty is constituted
by ambiguous action that retains and exploits informality, liminality, and exceptionalism. At times, governance actors’ approach of issues related to refugee
status, space, and representation is primarily determined by inertia and avoidance, but such inaction is never total or predictable. In many instances issues
will be recognized, decisions on how to regulate them will be made, and efforts
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towards implementing such regulations will be proposed. Yet, such recognitions,
decisions, and proposals are often ‘equivocally phrased’ (Best, 2012: 92): partial,
inconsistent, or vague. Policy objectives, instruments, and planning are routinely
unclear. Documents or papers, often regarded as the summit of rational, accountable statecraft, are in practice mostly as ‘tenuous and provisional as the political
relationships with which they were entangled’ (Pinker, 2015: 119; see also Hull,
2012). Interestingly, even the proliferation of policy can work as a form of policy
ambiguity. Eule et al. (2018: 41) show that migration policies are often highly
changeable. This makes them unstable and far less coherent and unified than usually assumed by both those implementing them and those subjected to them.
Statements, circulars, mandates, and directives can leave excessive room for
contestation, interpretation, and discretion through implicit formulations, contradictory communication, and incomplete or fragmented operationalizations. They
produce confusion, but, through that, opportunity and room for maneuver as well.
Such ambivalence or anticipation may be inevitable components of governance,
but, as the field of critical policy studies emphasizes, they are also shaped and
manipulated in both the formulation of policies – their wording and identification
of priorities, instruments, and implementers – and the varied decisions constituting the subsequent implementation and inevitable interpretation and negotiation
of policies. Anthropologists of the state have increasingly shown how, as a result,
‘state power is reproduced through practices that are less than coherent or fully
rationalized, emerging rather as shifting, illegible, decentred, contingent, or capricious’ (Pinker and Harvey, 2015: 17).
Inaction and ambiguous action will always be part and parcel of governance.
Policy-making always lags behind societal needs. And when policies are formulated, they are always at least partly ambiguous: Objectives and instruments are
often very general and mandates and responsibilities regularly vague. Laws usually designate what cannot be done, but, as Eule et al. (2018: 86) point out, ‘rarely
encompasses the full range of possible actions we may undertake.’ This means
that state officials always have substantial discretionary power that is located both
in policies themselves and in limited institutional oversight (Eule et al., 2018: 81).
Even if policies are relatively clear-cut, policy implementation – with its shifting and complex contexts and various, often competing, actors and the contending and complementary interpretations and interests associated with them – will
inevitably produce unintended outcomes, diffuse much of the clarity that might be
part of carefully formulated policies, and result in institutional ambiguity.
What I am interested in here, however, is strategic institutional ambiguity. To
purport that institutional ambiguity is at least partly strategic is to assume that it
serves interests, which may be actively pursued or indirectly determine decisionmaking. These can regard political objectives to gain and hold onto power, or particular concerns regarding the governance of certain groups, spaces, and issues.
These different functions of institutional ambiguity will importantly overlap. Concerns related to generic making-do in challenging circumstances and brokering
compromises among various stakeholders will be informed by political concerns
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to amplify power and complemented by yet different incentives related to managing specific crises or to subdue, exploit, or remove specific groups. Institutional
ambiguity will always be both contingent and strategic, and when strategic, it
serves both more pragmatic and generic governance interests and more political
and specific ones. My focus in this book, however, will be predominantly on the
latter type.
The functionality of a politics of uncertainty has two dimensions. These, as
accounted for in Chapter 6, crucially intertwine and interact. For those doing the
governing, institutional ambiguity serves to create room for interpretation and
maneuver. This flexibility or leeway grants governing actors bargaining power. It
also generates limited transparency and a form of ‘diffuse’ (Hull, 2012: 115) or
‘deniable’ (Davenport and Leitch, 2005: 4) responsibility that ultimately produces
unaccountability and impunity for governance actors. This is a general form of
arbitrary governance that maximizes power generically (Tapscott, 2017), but it
simultaneously produces effects on the level of those being governed that might
be politically convenient as well.
Informality, liminality, and exceptionalism generate vulnerability, hampering
refugees’ access to livelihoods and protection (Ilcan, Rygiel and Baban, 2018;
Saghieh, 2015). This contributes to their controllability, exploitability, and deportability, but institutional ambiguity also disciplines more directly. For those being
subjected to it, institutional ambiguity produces uncertainty, confusion, and
ambivalence. Unpredictability, or destabilization of expectations, undermines
agency and results in demobilization. This is by no means absolute. The ‘governed’ also govern themselves and subvert and resist forms of uncertainty that
they face (Hasselberg, 2016). Although power is not unidirectional, it is fundamentally asymmetrical. The concern of this book, therefore, is with the ways
in which uncertainty constrains and limits the people that face it. Informality,
liminality, and exceptionalism undermine people’s ability to plan and act and trap
them in precariousness by producing anxiety, instability, and passiveness (Nassar
and Stel, 2019). Cullen Dunn (2014: 300) has captured the disciplinary power
of uncertainty in the term ‘absolute zero’ to denote how pervasive and enduring
institutional ambiguity can paralyze people, draining them of energy and impeding them to act as coherent subjects. For people to meaningfully or constructively
relate to a governance actor, for instance, there must be an understanding of what
or who this actor is and what its prerogatives and responsibilities are (Tapscott,
2017).
As further conceptualized in Chapter 6, institutional ambiguity amounts to a
politics of uncertainty when it operates as a precondition for the control, exploitation, and expulsion of refugees that serves the actors that produce it through
lacking or ambiguous governance. Institutional ambiguity serves to control refugees, because it makes them ‘insecure, passive and pessimistic’ (Griffiths, 2013:
280). It prevents them from planning, organizing, and mobilizing as they have no
way to credibly anticipate the consequences of any action (Eule et al., 2018: 93).
Crucially, in the case of refugees, authorities will not seek to discipline them in
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the traditional Foucauldian sense that assumes citizens that ultimately need to be
included in the governance fold. Rather, the form of control aspired to regarding
refugees – especially in contexts such as Lebanon where integration is widely seen
as entirely undesirable – is one premised on exclusion, distancing, and demobilization, a form of control that allows for exploitation as well as eventual expulsion.
‘Chronic uncertainty’ and the ‘ontological insecurity’ it produces can physically and mentally destabilize people to the extent that they are made passive and
innocuous (El-Shaarawi, 2015: 40, 46–47, 52; Griffiths, 2014: 2005; Whyte, 2011:
21). The destabilization of expectations, the undermining of rights, the fragmentation of networks, and the production of existential challenges related to shelter, security, and health that follow from institutional ambiguity make refugees
dependent on and exploitable for Lebanese strongmen, mediators, and brokers
who – as Chapter 1 will show – are closely connected to the Lebanese authorities
that are at the root of institutional ambiguity. The extra-legality and social vulnerability manufactured through institutional ambiguity, finally, renders refugees
‘deportable.’ Existential destitution ‘encourages’ refugees to consider return or
further flight even if these options are entirely unsafe and legal limbo facilitates
deportation in a more direct sense.

Studying ambiguity and uncertainty:
methods and approach
To understand how institutional ambiguity operates in the context of Lebanese
refugee governance and, more specifically, how and why it emerges and is maintained, extended, navigated, and contested, requires a specific methodological and
analytical approach.
The empirical analysis central to this book draws on two case-studies that represent two different research projects of which relevant information about data
generation will be provided in more detail in the respective chapters. The Palestinian case-study reflects a longer-term study into the local governance dynamics
in informal Palestinian refugee settlements in South Lebanon (Stel, 2017). The
pertinence of systematic uncertainty and the political drivers of this reality here
surfaced in an inductive way as one of the main factors explaining why Palestinian authorities and Lebanese local governance representatives interacted the way
they did.
This realization that institutional ambiguity is a key aspect of refugee governance in Lebanon was subsequently explored more deductively in the research
constituting the Syrian case-study. This entailed a more targeted exploration of the
causes, characteristics, and consequences of the informality, liminality, and exceptionalism that – desk research quickly revealed – determined Lebanon’s response
to this new refugee ‘crisis’ in perhaps even starker degrees.13 Key research questions here were: How does institutional ambiguity manifest itself, nationally and
locally, for different groups of stakeholders? Who benefits from such ambiguity or
is empowered by it (economically, politically, socially) and who is disadvantaged
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or marginalized as a result of it? How is it reproduced, navigated, and defied?
What are the root causes of institutional ambiguity, and how do these relate to
questions of capacity and political will?
The selection of these two case-studies thus followed from an empirical imperative to better understand Lebanon’s governance of subsequent and mutually
reinforcing refugee ‘crises.’ My book, however, also aspires to further our theoretical understanding of the (re-)production of institutional ambiguity and to help
sophisticate the analytical toolkit available to study this issue. Following Ragin’s
(1994) perspective on research as a dialogue between evidence and ideas, then,
my empirical cases are not only a means to extend a theoretical idea and my conceptualizations are more than merely the instrument to understand an empirical
phenomenon. The interplay between empirical and conceptual questions allows
for a constructive and innovative engagement with both.
From a theoretical perspective, therefore, my focus on refugee governance in
Lebanon functions as an extreme case-study into institutional ambiguity and the
politics of uncertainty at large. Exploring the governance of refugees, a category
of people facing particular uncertainty, in Lebanon, a country that, as a hybrid
political order, is known to be particularly ambiguous in terms of politics and
institutions, provides a unique window to capture and analyze the politics of
uncertainty that might be at work more subtly in many other instances. By deliberately focusing on exceptional levels of uncertainty, institutional ambiguity as an
empirical phenomenon becomes visible and researchable.14
The mutually reinforcing empirical and theoretical ambitions at the heart
of this book pose the not-insignificant question of how to study inaction and
ambiguous action. How to locate and make sense of things that are either not
there – in the case of inaction – or inherently vague – in the case of ambiguous
action? In analyzing the strategic aspects of institutional ambiguity, the imperative is to establish how institutional ambiguity follows from specific decisions
in policy formulation and policy implementation and to tease out the interests
driving these decisions. But how to get at motivations that are often unconscious
or disguised? Institutional ambiguity, by its very nature, ironically defies – and,
when part of a politics of uncertainty, is meant to defy – understanding and
thereby analysis.
I engaged with this fundamental challenge by drawing on methodological and
analytical strategies developed in the field of ignorance studies, that is introduced
in more detail in Chapter 6, which purports that not-knowing can be considered an
‘active accomplishment’ and is often strategically feigned, maintained, or imposed
(Gross and McGoey, 2015: 5; see also Cons, 2007; Lindberg and Borrelli, 2019;
Nassar and Stel, 2019; Stel, 2019). Such an approach to capturing the politics of
uncertainty is inspired by postcolonial and feminist theory that signaled the ways
in which class, gender, and race ‘produce absences of knowledge’ (Croissant,
2014: 11) and takes cues from critical organization and management studies (Davenport and Leitch, 2005; McGowan, 2003). It entails two crucial exercises: First,
to explicitly seek out inconsistencies, contradictions, and ‘silences’ in people’s
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discourses and behaviours rather than discard them (Stel, 2019); and, second, to
specifically explore such tensions and gaps in the data not as ‘measurement errors’
or ‘thin data,’ but as research findings in their own right that offer a relevant window onto the broader institutional context in which they are generated (Mazzei,
2003: 357). Rather than precluding understanding, silences and ambiguities in the
data can convey important clues about the nature of governance and authority in
the settings in which they were generated (Jaworski, 2005: 2; Pinder and Harlos,
2001: 333; Randazzo, 2015: 3; Zerubavel, 2006: 8). What is knowable, after all,
is not decided on individually but ‘enculturated,’ negotiated socially and enforced
politically (Poland and Pedersen, 1998: 298).
This approach harnesses work on ‘metadata’ (Fujii, 2010), unspoken thoughts
or tacit understandings implicit in rumors, inventions, denials, evasions, and
silences. It engages with the idea of ‘infrapolitics,’ ‘political action [that] is studiously designed to be anonymous or to disclaim its purpose’ (Scott, 1990: 199).
Fundamentally, it asks: Who does (not) – or claims (not) to – know what and why
is this so? Inspired by a rich literature dealing with fieldwork in ‘difficult’ settings,
it reiterates that distilling ‘reliable’ data and ‘valid’ analyses is not simply a matter of deducing truthfulness or accuracy and distinguishing ‘fact’ from ‘fiction’
but rather of systematically exploring what so-called lies and falsehoods communicate about social reality and political institutions (Carpi, 2015b: 2). More
practically, it asks a specific set of questions from the data: What is not being said?
(mobilizing work on gaps and silences); What is not being done? (addressing
the matter of inaction); What is sensitive? (drawing on studies of taboo, evasion, and
denial); What is taken for granted? (inspired by Bourdieu’s notion of ‘doxa’);
and What is inconsistent? (pertaining to contextuality in terms of timing, setting,
and audience)
As outlined in Olivier de Sardan’s (2016: 121) ‘anthropology of gaps, discrepancies and contradictions,’ such an approach demands qualitative, triangulated,
and contextual data and iterative, critical, and reflexive analysis. It requires a
study of policy practices rather than policies as such, of de facto behaviour and
effects in addition to de jure stipulations. My analysis is based on elaborate desk
research as well as extensive fieldwork. The Palestinian case-study draws on 12
months of ethnographic fieldwork in two informal Palestinian refugee settlements
in 2012, 2013, and 2014, during which observational notes were systematically
generated; 40 informal meetings, five group interview sessions, and 232 individual in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted; and complementary
documentary material was collected (Stel, 2017). The Syrian case-study makes
use of two bodies of data. The first was collected during six months of longdistance data generation in 2017 and 2018 that produced 34 in-depth interviews
and 18 informal discussions with national stakeholders. The second resulted from
three months of fieldwork in early 201815 that revolved around the governance of
two specific informal Syrian refugee settlements in the Bekaa Valley. This fieldwork entailed 35 semi-structured, in-depth interviews and various informal meetings with local stakeholders and the collection of relevant documents. In both
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case-studies, these data were generated and reflected upon in close collaboration
with local fieldwork partners.
My data mostly derives from interviews with political authorities and state
representatives working nationally and locally, (self-proclaimed) political and
communal refugee representatives, humanitarian ‘professionals,’ activists and
representatives of ‘civil society,’ and a range of experts from academia, journalism, and think thanks.16 This book, then, does not reflect a traditional street-level
bureaucracy in that it offers only limited access to the internal understandings
and individual deliberations of state officials.17 Rather, by soliciting the reflections and experiences of political authorities and state representatives as well as
their humanitarian ‘partners’ and the refugees they are supposed to govern, the
book offers a multi-dimensional analysis that draws on not only the implicit or
explicit considerations of decision-makers themselves, but also on reflections on
their stated and unstated interests by a multitude of stakeholders.
Despite my aspirations for comprehensiveness, my research questions are necessarily bounded. Thus, in situating my analysis and argument, four important
disclaimers with regard to demarcation are warranted. First, my analysis centres
on ambiguity in the governance of refugees in host countries. The uncertainty produced by the process of displacement itself, well-documented in refugee studies,
lies beyond the scope of my argument. Second, my interest specifically regards
the role of political governance actors in the institutionalization of ambiguity.
Although I focus on governance by the state, in the context of Lebanon’s hybrid
political order that is introduced in Chapter 1, this comprises a much broader
mediated assemblage that includes officially non-state political and ‘traditional’
authorities. Nevertheless, my analysis does not explicitly consider the role of
the Lebanese public and civil society in shaping such governance. Similarly,
I recognize that humanitarian agencies also routinely keep refugees in the dark
about procedures and criteria, so as to prevent them from ‘gaming the system,’
and are heavily implicated in forms of ‘epistemic disorientation’ (Atme, 2019;
Carpi, 2014, 2015a; Cullen Dunn, 2012; Ferguson, 1994; Schmidt, 2019; Tazzioli,
2019). Yet while this is apparent throughout the case-studies and while Chapter 6
discusses the complicity of the humanitarian sector in the broader governmentality that the politics of uncertainty denotes, the focus of this book is on strategic
ambiguity in the political regime.
Third, not discarding the fundamental importance of such projects, my analysis
here does not aim to ‘give voice’ to refugees in a direct way. My quest to interrogate the strategic dimensions of ambiguity started out with the lived experiences of refugee communities that hosted me during my initial fieldwork, who
understood the uncertainty they faced as a disciplinary strategy. Yet, although
these experiences are prevalent throughout my analysis, the primary focus of the
book does not regard the coping mechanisms of refugees. Instead, inspired by
political anthropology approaches to ‘study up’ (Nader, 1972), I depart from these
perceived disciplinary effects of uncertainty and trace them through the governance arenas in which they originated (Hasselberg, 2016: 94). Going beyond the
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experience of uncertainty to teasing out the politics of uncertainty contributes to
validating refugees’ implicit political understandings of institutional ambiguity
and helps us to critically question our reading of the broader (dis)order that contributes to shaping their lives.
Fourth, I am acutely aware that my analysis and its implications can be read as
first and foremost a critique on Lebanon’s engagement with the refugees it hosts.
This, as I further substantiate in the book’s final chapter, would be a mistake.
I recognize the enormous feat of hosting such a large number of refugees as Lebanon has faced, above all by the Lebanese population – of which the poorest segments welcomed the largest numbers of refugees – but also by many if not most
state officials who do the best they can under extremely restraining circumstances.
My analysis is certainly critical of particular practices and aspects of Lebanon’s
refugee governance. This perspective, however, should be carefully situated in
the relevant geopolitical context. Problems in regional host states can never be
understood in isolation from the political hegemony of Western policy actors in
the global migration regime. Western states have contributed to causing or failed
to prevent and solve the devastating conflicts that have produced the Palestinian and Syrian refugee crises. They condone and encourage the type of regional
refugee governance that is the object of study in this book in their ruthless attempt
to outsource migration management and safeguard their own countries from the
predicaments they think hosting refugees entails. Clearly, governance of forced
migration in the ‘Global North’ prefigures and parallels the maleficent inaction
and ambiguity here explored for the Lebanese case (Stel, 2018).
Thus, while my argument, for instance, suggests that limited political will is as
important as capacity deficits in explaining the informality, liminality, and exceptionalism that characterize refugee governance in Lebanon, this should not be
taken to mean that Lebanon – or any other host country where institutional ambiguity is particularly significant – is entirely or even primarily responsible for the
‘mess’ it finds itself in.18 The parameters that incentivize these modes of governance have geopolitical and (neo-)colonial drivers. Ultimately, as De Waal (2014)
surmises: ‘The agenda for poor and troubled countries is set by rich and powerful
countries’ and these ‘are attuned principally to their own requirements of crisis
management.’ Such ‘crisis management’ by the Global North crucially encourages and props up the regional politics of uncertainty as explored in this book.

Outline
The book departs from a two-fold argument. It suggests that, on the one hand, the
twin notions of institutional ambiguity and the politics of uncertainty offer a fruitful new perspective on refugee governance in Lebanon and, on the other hand,
that studying Lebanon’s refugee governance from this perspective can critically
enhance our understanding of the ways in which political authority operates in a
more general sense. Chapter 1 has the dual aim to advance in further detail the
notion of hybrid political order and the forms of arbitrary governance that flourish
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within it, outlining the more contingent and structural roots of institutional ambiguity. It introduces the particulars of the sectarian, neopatrimonial, and oligopolistic incarnation of such hybridity in Lebanon.
This is followed by four empirical chapters engaging with the two case-studies
central to the book, first discussing the national policy and local governance
dimensions of Lebanon’s response to the arrival of Syrian refugees, in Chapters 2
and 3 respectively, and then analyzing the Lebanese engagement with the more
protracted Palestinian refugee presence in the country, in Chapters 4 and 5, that
has crucially affected the governance of Syrian refugees. In these chapters, I demonstrate how institutional ambiguity is evident in the governance of Syrian and
Palestinian refugees’ status, spaces, and representative institutions and how this
manufactures refugees’ vulnerability in these three realms and enables authorities
to control, exploit, and render deportable refugees.
This outline follows from my structurationist take on the analysis of politics in
which agency – someone’s capacity to initiate change in her or his circumstances –
and structure – the rules of social life – are mutually constituting entities. Whereas
Chapter 1 introduces and analyzes the structures and context that induce ambiguity, the book’s empirical chapters focus on the political actions that shape and
reinforce it. Chapter 6 brings these perspectives together. It relates the analytical
framework presented in this Introduction with the empirical insights mustered
in the case-study chapters and extends the idea of the politics of uncertainty as
introduced here by drawing on the emerging field of ignorance studies. It suggests
we can further understand the strategic aspects of the inaction and ambiguous
action that produce institutional ambiguity by exploring these as forms of feigned,
maintained, and imposed ‘not-knowing.’ This allows for a stronger analytical
linkage between means – institutional ambiguity – and ends – control, exploitation, and expulsion – in Lebanese refugee governance dynamics. It furthers a
nuanced reading of the agency behind institutional ambiguity that stays far away
from conspiracy theories of masterminded chaos without succumbing to systemic
platitudes.
The book’s concluding chapter extends the insights arrived at beyond the specifics of the empirical contexts studied. It explores what my case-studies have to
say about practices and processes of power, order, and political authority more
broadly. Speaking to the academic literatures underlying my framework in the
fields of refugee studies, hybrid governance, and ignorance studies, it explicates
the empirical and conceptual contributions and political implications of my
analysis.

Notes
1
2
3
4

Author’s interview – Tyre, 7 May 2013.
Author’s interview – Skype, 14 December 2017.
Author’s interview – Skype, 16 March 2018.
Author’s interview with international development manager – Skype, 19 December
2017.
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5 An advisor to the Ministry of Interior and Municipalities, cited in Frangieh and Barjas
(2016).
6 The book thereby synthesizes, revisits, and extends earlier work on the interface
between institutional ambiguity and refugee governance in Lebanon published in Stel
(2015, 2016, 2017) and Nassar and Stel (2019).
7 My understanding of policy implementation was greatly facilitated by a review by
Meike Frotzheim.
8 Author’s interview – Skype, 19 December 2017.
9 Statement of advisor to the Minister of State for Displaced Affairs, livestream of event
at the American University of Beirut – 23 November 2017.
10 Author’s informal discussion with project evaluation specialist – Skype, 21 August
2017.
11 I do not take the ‘crisis’ frame applied to the presence of refugees in the country by the
Lebanese government for granted. When I refer to the Syrian or Palestinian refugee
crises, I acknowledge but do not validate this dominant state discourse. Crisis denotes
first and foremost the predicaments of refugees themselves.
12 This term previously appears in other work in different fields (Jones, 2014; Petersen,
1996; Power, 2004; Schedler, 2013), but my conceptualization here is distinct from
these earlier applications empirically as well as politically.
13 The locus of fieldwork in the Palestinian case-study was located in South Lebanon
and that of the Syrian case-study in the Bekaa. In both studies, however, local
manifestations of institutional ambiguity were systematically linked to district/
provincial and national governmentalities, which allows me to speak of an encompassing politics of uncertainty instead of isolated local incarnations of institutional
ambiguity.
14 This raises the question as to which of the institutional ambiguity detected is on account
of the refugee status of the governance subjects I focus on and which of it stems from
the hybridity of the Lebanese governance setting central to my analysis. This issue is
addressed throughout the book and further taken up in the concluding chapter. In a
nutshell, I argue that the politics of uncertainty leveled against refugees in Lebanon is
an extreme and particular version of the politics of uncertainty that Lebanese citizens
face, which in turn reflects governance more broadly and helps shed new light on
how deliberate forms of institutional ambiguity work as a governance modality more
universally.
15 This part of the fieldwork was conducted by a fieldwork partner. This denied me the
opportunity of field ‘immersion’ that I initially and ideally sought. The subsequent
intense coordination with my fieldwork partner on the ground – who, having lived in
the country for years and having professionally worked on refugee issues for a long
time, did bring extensive immersion to the table – has added a layer of reflexivity to
data generation and analysis that helped navigate the ever-present question of whether
confusion and uncertainty simply reflect researcher ignorance or indeed signal institutional ambiguity (Gershon and Raj, 2000: 10).
16 Interviews conducted for the Palestinian case-study (in 2012, 2013, and 2014) were
not recorded, and citations from these interviews throughout the book are thus
based on notes. Interviews for the Syrian case-study (held in 2017 and 2018) were
mostly recorded and, unless indicated otherwise, quotes from these conversations are
verbatim.
17 See Kalir, Achermann, and Rosset (2019), Lindberg and Borrelli (2017), and Mencütek
(2019:14) for further deliberations on physical and psychological access to state
officials.
18 Here the distinction between rulers and ruled, artificial and problematic though it may
be, is essential. An important asset of the idea of a politics of uncertainty is that it
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allows to at least tentatively locate some of the agency behind pervasive institutional
ambiguity. Yet, such responsibility can – in hybrid settings where accountability is
convoluted – not be extended to the broader population of a particular country, even
if these are nominal democracies and even if over time people become implicated in
institutional ambiguity through their everyday negotiation of it.

References
Agamben, Giorgio. 2005. State of Exception. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Agier, Michel. 2008. On the Margins of the World: The Refugee Experience Today. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Agier, Michel. 2011. Managing the Undesirables: Refugee Camps and Humanitarian Government. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Ahmed, Sara. 2004. ‘Declarations of Whiteness: The Non-Performativity of Anti-Racism.’
Borderlands 3, no. 2.
Ahmed, Sara. 2006. ‘The Non-Performativity of Anti-Racism.’ Meridians: Feminism,
Race, Transnationalism 7, no. 1: 104–126.
Al-Masri, Muzna. 2015. Between Local Patronage Relationships and Securitization: The
Conflict Context in the Bekaa Region. Beirut: Lebanon Support and United Nations
Development Program.
Amnesty International. 2015. Pushed to the Edge: Syrian Refugees Face Increased Restrictions in Lebanon. London: Amnesty International Publications.
Anderson, Ruben. 2014. Illegality, Inc. Clandestine Migration and the Business of Bordering Europe. Oakland: University of California Press.
Ansems de Vries, Leonie and Elspeth Guild. 2019. ‘Seeking Refuge in Europe: Spaces of
Transit and the Violence of Migration Management.’ Journal of Ethnic and Migration
Studies 45, no. 12: 2156–2166.
Aradau, Claudia. 2017. ‘Assembling (Non-)Knowledge: Security, Law and Surveillance in
a Digital World.’ International Political Sociology 11: 327–342.
Atme, Cybele. 2019. ‘Finnovation. The Case of Financializing Humanitarian Interventions
in Lebanon.’ MSc thesis, University of Amsterdam.
Barber, Stephen. 2017. Westminster, Governance and the Politics of Policy Inaction. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
Bauman, Zygmunt. 2007. Liquid Times: Living in an Age of Uncertainty. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Best, Jacqueline. 2012. ‘Bureaucratic Ambiguity.’ Economy and Society 41, no. 1: 84–106.
Betts, Alexander. 2014. ‘International Relations and Forced Migration.’ In The Oxford
Handbook of Refugee and Forced Migration Studies, edited by Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh,
Gil Loescher, Katy Long and Nando Sigona, 60–73. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Bidinger, Sarah, Aaron Lang, Danielle Hites, Yoana Kuzmova, Elena Noureddine and
Susan M. Akram. 2014. Protecting Syrian Refugees: Laws, Policies and Global Responsibility Sharing. Boston: Boston University School of Law.
Biehl, Kristen Sarah. 2015. ‘Governing Through Uncertainty: Experiences of Being a Refugee in Turkey as a Country for Temporary Asylum.’ Social Analysis 59, no. 1: 57–75.
Brun, Catharine. 2015. ‘Active Waiting and Changing Hopes. Toward a Time Perspective
on Protracted Displacement.’ Social Analysis 59, no. 1: 19–37.
Calavita, Kitty. 1998. ‘Immigration, Law, and Marginalization in a Global Economy: Notes
from Spain.’ Law & Society Review 32, no. 3: 529–566.

Introduction

23

Carpi, Estella. 2014. ‘The Political and the Humanitarian in Lebanon: Social Responsiveness to Emergency Crisis from the 2006 War to the Syrian Refugee Influx.’ Oriente
Moderno 94: 402–427.
Carpi, Estella. 2015a. ‘Adhocratic Humanitarianisms and Ageing Emergencies in Lebanon: From the 2006 War in Beirut’s Southern Suburbs to the Syrian Refugee Influx in
Akkar’s Villages.’ Paper presented at the annual Middle East Association Conference,
Denver, 22 November.
Carpi, Estella. 2015b. ‘Dealing with Reality and Falsehood in the Field.’ Alegra Lab, 5
February.
Carpi, Estella. 2017. ‘Rethinking Lebanese Welfare in Ageing Emergencies.’ In Lebanon
Facing the Arab Uprisings, edited by Rosita Di Peri and Daniel Meier, 115–133. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
Chabal, Patrick and Jean-Pascal Daloz. 1999. Africa Works: Disorder as Political Instrument. London: The International African Institute (in Association with James Curry,
Oxford and Indiana University Press, Bloomington and Indianapolis).
Chimni, B.S. 2003. ‘Status of Refugees in India: Strategic Ambiguity.’ In Refugees and the
State. Practices of Asylum and Care in India, 1947–2000, edited by Ranbir Samaddar,
443–468. New Delhi: Sage Publications.
Chiodelli, Francesco. 2012. ‘Planning Informality: The Roots of Unauthorized Housing in
Arab East Jerusalem.’ Cities 29: 99–106.
Cons, Jason. 2007. ‘A Politics of Sensitivity: Ambiguity and Exceptionality Along the
India-Bangladesh Border.’ In SARAI Reader 2007: Frontiers, edited by Monica Narula,
Shuddhabrata Sengupta, Jeebesh Bagchi and Ravi Sundaram, 20–29. New Delhi: Centre
for the Study of Developing Societies.
Croissant, Jennifer. 2014. ‘Agnotology: Ignorance and Absence or Towards a Sociology of
Things That Aren’t There.’ Social Epistemology 28, no. 1: 4–25.
Cullen Dunn, Elizabeth. 2012. ‘The Chaos of Humanitarianism: Adhocracy in the Republic
of Georgia.’ Humanity 3, no. 1: 1–23.
Cullen Dunn, Elizabeth. 2014. ‘Humanitarianism, Displacement, and the Politics of Nothing in Postwar Georgia.’ Slavic Review 73, no. 2: 287–306.
Das, Veena and Deborah Poole, eds. 2004. Anthropology in the Margins of the State.
Oxford: James Curry.
Davenport, Sally and Shirley Leitch. 2005. ‘Circuits of Power in Practice: Strategic Ambiguity as Delegation of Authority.’ Organization Studies: 1–22.
Davies, Thom, Arshad Isakjee and Surindar Dhesi. 2017. ‘Violent Inaction: The Necropolitical Experience of Refugees in Europe.’ Antipode 49, no. 5: 1263–1284.
Davies, Thom and Abel Polese. 2015. ‘Informality and Survival in Ukraine’s Nuclear
Landscape: Living with the Risks of Chernobyl.’ Journal of Eurasian Studies 6: 34–45.
De Genova, Nicholas P. 2002. ‘Migrant “Illegality” and Deportability in Everyday Life.’
Annual Review of Anthropology 31: 419–447.
De Genova, Nicholas P. and Martina Tazzioli. 2016. ‘Europe/Crisis: New Keywords of
“the Crisis” in and of “Europe”.’ Near Futures Online.
De Waal, Alex. 2014. ‘Policy to Research to Policy in Difficult Places.’ Humanity Journal
Online, 4 December.
Diken, Bülent. 2004. ‘From Refugee Camps to Gated Communities: Biopolitics and the
End of the City.’ Citizenship Studies 8, no. 1: 83–106.
El Mufti, Karim. 2014. Official Response to the Syrian Refugee Crisis in Lebanon, the
Disastrous Policy of No-Policy. Beirut: Civil Society Knowledge Center.

24

Introduction

El-Shaarawi, Nadia. 2015. ‘Living an Uncertain Future. Temporality, Uncertainty, and
Well-Being Among Iraqi Refugees in Egypt.’ Social Analysis 59, no. 1: 38–56.
Eule, Tobias G., Lisa Marie Borrelli, Annika Lindberg and Anna Wyss. 2018. Migrants
Before the Law: Contested Migration Control in Europe. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.
Ferguson, James. 1994. The Anti-Politics Machine: Depoliticization and Bureaucratic
Power in Lesotho. London: University of Minnesota Press.
Foucault, Michel. 1983. ‘The Subject and Power.’ In Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, edited by Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, 208–226. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.
Franck, Anja. 2017. ‘Im/mobility and Deportability in Transit: Lesvos Island, Greece,
June 2015.’ Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie 108, no. 6: 879–884.
Frangieh, Ghida and Elham Barjas. 2016. ‘Interior Ministry Advisor: Lebanon Refugee
Policy Based on Set of “No”s’.’ Legal Agenda, 8 November.
Fujii, Lee Ann. 2010. ‘Shades of Truth and Lies: Interpreting Testimonies of War and Violence.’ Journal of Peace Research 47: 231–241.
Gershon, Ilana and Dhooleka Sarhadi Raj. 2000. ‘Introduction: The Symbolic Capital of
Ignorance.’ Social Analysis: The International Journal of Social and Cultural Practice
44, no. 2: 3–14.
Ghanem, Nizar. 2016. Local Governance Under Pressure. Research on Social Stability in
T5 Area, North Lebanon. Arezzo: Oxfam Italia.
Gibney, Matthew. 2014. ‘Political Theory, Ethics and Forced Migration.’ In The Oxford
Handbook of Refugee and Forced Migration Studies, edited by Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh,
Gil Loescher, Katy Long and Nando Sigona, 48–59. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Giddens, Anthony. 1984. The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration. Los Angeles: University of California Press.
Grabska, Katarzyna and Martha Fanjoy. 2015. ‘ “And When I Become a Man”: Translocal
Coping with Precariousness and Uncertainty Among Returnee Men in South Sudan.’
Social Analysis 59, no. 1: 76–95.
Griffiths, Melanie. 2013. ‘Living with Uncertainty: Indefinite Immigration Detention.’
Journal of Legal Anthropology 1, no. 3: 263–286.
Griffiths, Melanie. 2014. ‘Out of Time: The Temporal Uncertainties of Refused Asylum
Seekers and Immigration Detainees.’ Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 40, no.
12: 1991–2009.
Griffiths, Melanie, Ali Rogers and Bridget Anderson. 2013. ‘Migration, Time and Temporalities: Review and Prospect.’ COMPAS Research Resources Paper.
Gross, Matthias and Linsey McGoey, eds. 2015. Routledge International Handbook of
Ignorance Studies. London and New York: Routledge.
Gupta, Akhil. 2012. Red Tape: Bureaucracy, Structural Violence, and Poverty in India.
Durham: Duke University Press.
Hage, Ghassan. 2009. Waiting. Melbourne: Melbourne University Press.
Hage, Ghassan. 2015. Alter Politics: Critical Anthropology and the Radical Imagination.
Melbourne: Melbourne University Press.
Hanafi, Sari. 2008. ‘Palestinian Refugee Camps in Lebanon: Laboratories of State-in-theMaking, Discipline and Islamist Radicalism.’ Unpublished document.
Hanafi, Sari and Taylor Long. 2010. ‘Governance, Governmentalities, and the State of
Exception in the Palestinian Refugee Camps of Lebanon.’ Journal of Refugee Studies
23, no. 2: 134–159.

Introduction

25

Hansen, Randall. 2014. ‘State Controls: Borders, Refugees, and Citizenship.’ In The
Oxford Handbook of Refugee and Forced Migration Studies, edited by Elena FiddianQasmiyeh, Gil Loescher, Katy Long and Nando Sigona, 253–264. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Hasselberg, Ines. 2016. Enduring Uncertainty: Deportation, Punishment and Everyday
Life. New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books.
Ho, Peter. 2001. ‘Who Owns China’s Land? Policies, Property Rights and Deliberate Institutional Ambiguity.’ The China Quarterly 166: 394–421.
Hoffmann, Kasper and Tom Kirk. 2013. Public Authority and the Provision of Public
Goods in Conflict-Affected and Transitioning Regions. London: Justice and Security
Research Programme.
Horst, Cindy and Katarzyna Grabska. 2015. ‘Introduction: Flight and Exile – Uncertainty
in the Context of Conflict-Induced Displacement.’ Social Analysis 59, no. 1: 1–18.
Hull, Matthew S. 2012. Government of Paper: The Materiality of Bureaucracy in Urban
Pakistan. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Ilcan, Suzan, Kim Rygiel and Feyzi Baban. 2018. ‘The Ambiguous Architecture of Precarity: Temporary Protection, Everyday Living and Migrant Journeys of Syrian Refugees.’
International Journal of Migration and Border Studies 4, no. 1–2: 52–70.
Janmyr, Maja and Are Knudsen. 2016. ‘Introduction: Hybrid Spaces.’ Humanity: An International Journal of Human Rights, Humanitarianism, and Development 7, no. 3: 391–395.
Janmyr, Maja and Lama Mourad. 2018. ‘Modes of Ordering: Labelling, Classification and
Categorization in Lebanon’s Refugee Response.’ Journal of Refugee Studies 31, no. 4:
544–565.
Jaworski, Adam. 2005. ‘Silence in Institutional and Intercultural Contexts.’ Multilingua
24, no. 1–2: 1–6.
Jefferson, Andrew, Simon Turner and Steffen Jensen. 2019. ‘Introduction: On Stuckness
and Sites of Confinement.’ Ethnos 84, no. 1: 1–13.
Jones, Toby C. 2014. ‘Toxic War and the Politics of Uncertainty in Iraq.’ International
Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 46, no. 4: 797–799.
Kalir, Barak, Christin Achermann and Damian Rosset. 2019. ‘Re-Searching Access: What
Do Attempts at Studying Migration Control Tell Us About the State?’ Social Anthropology 27, no. 1: 5–16.
Kalir, Barak and Katerina Rozakou. 2016. ‘ “Giving Form to Chaos”: The Futility of EU
Border Management at Moria Hotspot in Lesvos.’ Society and Space.
Kalir, Barak and Willem van Schendel. 2017. ‘Introduction: Nonrecording States Between Legibility and Looking Away.’ Focaal – Journal of Global and Historical Anthropology 77: 1–7.
Kramer, Sander and Julia Balaa. 2004. ‘Managing Uncertainty; Coping Styles of Refugees
in Western Countries.’ Intervention 2, no. 1: 33–42.
Lebanon Support. 2016. Formal Informality, Brokering Mechanisms and Illegality. The
Impact of the Lebanese State’s Policies on Syrian Refugees’ Daily Lives. Beirut: Lebanon Support.
Lemke, Thomas. 2000. ‘Foucault, Governmentality, and Critique.’ Paper presented at the
Rethinking Marxism conference, Amherst, 21–24 September.
Lindberg, Annika and Lisa Marie Borrelli. 2019. ‘Let the Right One In? On European
Migration Authorities’ Resistance to Research.’ Social Anthropology 27, no. 1: 17–32.
Lipsky, Michael. 1980. Street-Level Bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the Individual in Public
Services. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

26

Introduction

Malkki, Liisa M. 1995. ‘Refugees and Exile: From “Refugee Studies” to the National
Order of Things.’ Annual Review of Anthropology 24: 495–523.
Marston, Greg. 2003. Temporary Protection, Permanent Uncertainty: The Experience of
Refugees Living on Temporary Protection Visas. Melbourne: Center for Applies Social
Research.
Matland, Richard E. 1995. ‘Synthesizing the Implementation Literature: The AmbiguityConflict Model of Policy Implementation.’ Journal of Public Administration Research
and Theory: J-PART 5, no. 2: 145–174.
Mazzei, Lisa A. 2003. ‘Inhabited Silences: In Pursuit of a Muffled Subtext.’ Qualitative
Inquiry 9, no. 3: 355–368.
McConnell, Allan and Paul ‘t Hart. 2014. ‘Public Policy as Inaction: The Politics of Doing
Nothing.’ Paper presented at the Australian Political Studies Association annual conference, Sydney, 28 September–1 October.
McGoey, Linsey. 2007. ‘On the Will to Ignorance in Bureaucracy.’ Economy and Society
36, no. 2: 212–235.
McGowan, Rosemary A. 2003. ‘Organizational Discourses: Sounds of Silence.’ Paper presented at the Silence and Voice in Organizational Lifestream conference, Lancaster, 7–9
July.
Mencütek, Zeynep. 2019. Refugee Governance, State and Politics in the Middle East. London: Routledge.
Menjivar, Cecilia. 2006. ‘Liminal Legality: Salvadoran and Guatemalan Immigrants’ Lives
in the United States.’ American Journal of Sociology 111, no. 4: 999–1037.
Milner, James. 2014. ‘Protracted Refugee Situations.’ In The Oxford Handbook of Refugee
and Forced Migration Studies, edited by Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, Gil Loescher, Katy
Long and Nando Sigona, 151–162. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Mourad, Lama. 2017. ‘ “Standoffish” Policy-Making: Inaction and Change in the Lebanese Response to the Syrian Displacement Crisis.’ Middle East Law and Governance
9: 249–266.
Nader, Laura. 1972. ‘Up the Anthropologist: Perspectives Gained from Studying Up.’ In
Reinventing Anthropology, edited by Dell Hymes, 284–311. New York: Pantheon Books.
Nassar, Jessy and Nora Stel. 2019. ‘Lebanon’s Response to the Syrian Refugee Crisis –
Institutional Ambiguity as a Governance Strategy.’ Political Geography 70: 44–54.
Norman, Karin. 2005. ‘The Working of Uncertainty: Interrogating Cases on Refugees in
Sweden.’ Social Analysis 49, no. 3: 195–220.
Norman, Kelsey P. 2017. ‘Ambivalence as Policy: Consequences for Refugees in Egypt.’
Égypte/Monde Arabe 1, no. 15: 27–45.
Norman, Kelsey P. 2019. ‘Inclusion, Exclusion or Indifference? Redefining Migrant and
Refugee Host State Engagement Options in Mediterranean “Transit” Countries.’ Journal
of Ethnic and Migration Studies 45, no. 1: 42–60.
Oesch, Lucas. 2017. ‘The Refugee Camp as a Space of Multiple Ambiguities and Subjectivities.’ Political Geography 60: 110–120.
Olivier de Sardan, Jean-Pierre. 2016. ‘For an Anthropology of Gaps, Discrepancies and
Contradictions.’ Anthropologica 3, no. 1: 111–131.
Oomen, Barbara, Moritz Baumgärtel, Sara Miellet, Elif Durmus and Tihomir Sabchev.
2019. ‘Strategies of Divergence: Local Authorities, Law and Discretionary Spaces in
Migration Governance.’ Paper presented at the IMISCOE international conference
Understanding International Migration in the 21st Century: Conceptual and Methodological Approaches, Malmö, 26–28 June.

Introduction

27

Petersen, Alan R. 1996. ‘Risk and the Regulated Self: The Discourse of Health Promotion
as a Politics of Uncertainty.’ Journal of Sociology 32, no. 1: 44–57.
Pinder, Craig C. and Karen Harlos. 2001. ‘Employee Silence: Quiescence and Acquiescence as Responses to Perceived Injustices.’ Research in Personnel and Human
Resource Management 20: 331–369.
Pinker, Annabel. 2015. ‘Papering Over the Gaps: Documents, Infrastructure and Political
Experimentation in Highland Peru.’ The Cambridge Journal of Anthropology 33, no. 1:
97–112.
Pinker, Annabel and Penny Harvey. 2015. ‘Negotiating Uncertainty: Neo-Liberal Statecraft in Contemporary Peru.’ Social Analysis 59, no. 4: 15–31.
Poland, Blake and Ann Pedersen. 1998. ‘Reading Between the Lines: Interpreting Silences
in Qualitative Research.’ Qualitative Inquiry 4, no. 2: 293–312.
Polese, Abel, Borbála Kóvacs and David Jancsics. 2018. ‘Informality “in Spite of” or
“Beyond” the State: Some Evidence from Hungary and Romania.’ European Societies
20, no. 2: 207–235.
Power, Michael. 2004. The Risk Management of Everything: Rethinking the Politics of
Uncertainty. London: Demos.
Ragin, Charles C. 1994. Constructing Social Research: The Unity and Diversity of Method.
London: Sage Publications.
Ramadan, Adam. 2009. ‘Destroying Nahr el-Bared: Sovereignty and Urbicide in the Space
of Exception.’ Political Geography 28: 153–163.
Ramadan, Adam and Sara Fregonese. 2017. ‘Hybrid Sovereignty and the State of Exception in the Palestinian Refugee Camps in Lebanon.’ Annals of the American Association
of Geographers 107, no. 4: 949–963.
Randazzo, Chalice. 2015. ‘Hearing Silence: Toward a Mixed-Method Approach for Studying Genres’ Exclusionary Potential.’ Composition Forum 21: 1–20.
Risse, Thomas, ed. 2013. Governance Without a State? Policies and Politics in Areas of
Limited Statehood. New York: Columbia University Press.
Rose, Nikolas and Peter Miller. 1992. ‘Political Power Beyond the State: Problematics of
Government.’ The British Journal of Sociology 43, no. 2: 173–205.
Rose, Nikolas, Pat O’Malley and Mariana Valverde. 2006. ‘Governmentality.’ Annual
Review of Law and Social Science 2: 83–104.
Roy, Ananya. 2005. ‘Urban informality: Toward and Epistemology of Planning.’ Journal
of the American Planning Association 71, no. 2: 147–158.
Rozakou, Katerina. 2017. ‘Nonrecording the “European Refugee Crisis” in Greece: Navigating Through Irregular Bureaucracy.’ Focaal – Journal of Global and Historical
Anthropology 77: 36–49.
Rutz, Henry J. 1992. The Politics of Time. Arlington: American Anthropological
Association.
Saghieh, Nizar. 2015. ‘Manufacturing Vulnerability in Lebanon: Legal Policies and Efficient Tools of Discrimination.’ Legal Agenda, 19 March.
Salter, Mark B. 2008. ‘When the Exception Becomes the Rule: Borders, Sovereignty, and
Citizenship.’ Citizenship Studies 12, no. 4: 365–380.
Samimian-Darash, Limor and Paul Rabinow, eds. 2015. Modes of Uncertainty: Anthropological Cases. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Schedler, Andreas. 2013. The Politics of Uncertainty: Sustaining and Subverting Electoral
Authoritarianism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

28

Introduction

Schmidt, Katharina. 2019. ‘Developmentalising Humanitarian Space The (Anti-)Politics
of International Aid for Refugees in Jordan.’ MSc thesis, University of Amsterdam.
Scott, James. 1990. Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts. New
Haven and London: Yale University Press.
Slater, Dan and Diana Kim. 2015. ‘Standoffish States: Nonliterate Leviathans in Southeast
Asia.’ TRaNS – Trans, Regional, and National Studies of Southeast Asia 3, no. 1: 25–44.
Smithson, Michael. 1989. Ignorance and Uncertainty: Emerging Paradigms. New York:
Springer-Verlag.
Stel, Nora. 2015. ‘Facilitating Facts on the Ground: The “Politics of Uncertainty” and the
Governance of Housing, Land, and Tenure in the Palestinian Gathering of Qasmiye,
South Lebanon.’ Governance and Local Development Program working paper no. 5,
Yale University.
Stel, Nora. 2016. ‘The Agnotology of Eviction in South Lebanon’s Palestinian Gatherings:
How Institutional Ambiguity and Deliberate Ignorance Shape Sensitive Spaces.’ Antipode 48, no. 5: 1400–1419.
Stel, Nora. 2017. ‘Governing the Gatherings: The Interaction of Lebanese State Institutions
and Palestinian Authorities in the Hybrid Political Order of South Lebanon’s Informal
Palestinian Settlements.’ PhD dissertation, Utrecht University.
Stel, Nora. 2018. ‘Exporting Institutional Ambiguity in Refugee Governance: How Lebanon’s Politics of Uncertainty Mirrors EUrope’s Politics of Exhaustion and Abandonment.’ Paper presented at the European International Studies Association’s conference
A New Hope: Back to the Future of International Relations, Prague, 15 September.
Stel, Nora. 2019. ‘Ignorance Studies: How to Study What Is Not Known?’ In The Sage
Encyclopaedia of Qualitative Research Methods, edited by Paul Atkinson, Sara Delamont, Alexandru Cernat, Joseph W. Sakshaug and Richard A. Williams. London: Sage
Publications.
Stepputat, Finn and Ninna Nyberg Sørensen. 2014. ‘Sociology and Forced Migration.’
In The Oxford Handbook of Refugee and Forced Migration Studies, edited by Elena
Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, Gil Loescher, Katy Long and Nando Sigona, 86–98. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.
Tapscott, Rebecca. 2017. ‘The Government Has Long Hands: Institutionalized Arbitrariness and Local Security Initiatives in Northern Uganda.’ Development and Change 48,
no. 2: 263–285.
Tapscott, Rebecca. 2018. ‘A Theory of Arbitrary Governance.’ Paper presented at the
Development Studies Association annual conference Global Inequalities, Manchester,
27–29 June.
Tazzioli, Martina. 2017. ‘Containment Through Mobility: Migrants’ Spatial Disobediences
and the Reshaping of Control Through the Hotspot System in the Mediterranean.’ Journal of Ethic and Migration Studies 44, no. 16: 2764–2779.
Tazzioli, Martina. 2019. ‘Debit Cards, Refugee Subjectivities and Data Circulation: The
Circuits of Financial-Humanitarianism in the Greek Migration Laboratory.’ Paper presented at the Royal Geographic Society annual conference, London, 30 August.
Turbay, Marcela Guerrero. 2015. ‘The “Politics of Representation”: Syrian Refugees in the
Official Discourse in Lebanon (2011–2015).’ MA thesis, Erasmus University Rotterdam.
Turner, Simon. 2005. ‘Suspended Spaces: Contesting Sovereignties in a Refugee Camp.’
In Sovereign Bodies: Citizens, Migrants and States in the Post-Colonial World, edited
by Thomas Blom Hansen and Finn Stepputat, 312–332. Princeton: Princeton University
Press.

Introduction

29

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees Executive Committee. 2004. ‘Protracted
Refugee Situations.’ Standing Committee meeting 10 June, EC/54/SC/CRP.14.
Whyte, Zachary. 2011. ‘Enter the Myopticon: Uncertain Surveillance in the Danish Asylum System.’ Anthropology Today 2, no. 3: 18–21.
Yassin, Nasser, Tarek Osseiran, Rima Rassi and Marwa Boustani. 2015. No Place to Stay?
Reflections on the Syria Refugee Shelter Policy in Lebanon. Beirut: United Nations
Human Settlements Program & the Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs at the American University of Beirut.
Yassin, Nasser, Nora Stel and Rima Rassi. 2016. ‘Organized Chaos: Informal Institution
Building Among Palestinian Refugees in the Maashouk Gathering in South Lebanon.’
Journal of Refugee Studies 29, no. 3: 341–362.
Zaiotti, Ruben. 2006. ‘Dealing with Non-Palestinian Refugees in the Middle East: Politics
and Practices in an Uncertain Environment.’ International Journal of Refugee Law 18,
no. 2: 333–353.
Zerubavel, Eviatar. 2006. The Elephant in the Room: Silence and Denial in Everyday Life.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Zetter, Roger. 2007. ‘More Labels, Fewer Refugees: Remaking the Refugee Label in an
Era of Globalization.’ Journal of Refugee Studies 20, no. 2: 172–192.

