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The Contribution of Syrian Migrant Workers to 

Lebanon’s Agricultural Sector: The Case of Northeast 

Beqaa – The Village of El-Qaa 

Inass El-Kadiri  

ABSTRACT 

This research seeks to look into a different public perception of the 

large community of Syrian agricultural laborers in a northeastern Beqaa 

village, away from the populist perception. Too often issues of migration, 

economics, and nationality coalesce to produce an impression of Syrian 

labor as a burden and a cost to the economy, operating at the expense of the 

Lebanese. By focusing on the northeast Beqaa region as a prime example of 

Syrian labor participation, we notice that contrary to popular perceptions, 

Syrian labor and the regional economy are perceived by different population 

categories as intrinsically linked by historical and structural factors that 

long predate the Syrian war and the refugee crisis. Furthermore, an 

examination of the role of labor in the value chain of the Lebanese 

agricultural sector in the village of El-Qaa prompts us to re-assess 

conventional notions of borders, nationality, and the national economy in 

the Lebanese context. 

Keywords: Migrant Workers, Agriculture, Syrian Labor, Political 

Discourse, Public Perception, Circular Labor Migration, Informality. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

“The root of history is the working, creating human being who 

reshapes and overhauls the given facts. Once he has grasped himself and 

established what is his, without expropriation and alienation, in real 

democracy, there arises in the world something which shines into the 

childhood of all and in which no one has yet been: homeland.” (Bloch, The 

Principle of Hope , 1959) 

Let us briefly establish the philosophical categories used in our study 

of migration. We will start where Bloch ended his magnum opus Das 

Prinzip Hoffnung [The Principle of Hope], as it summarizes the central 

problematic: The human being is the subject of history, and as such, his 

work shapes the objective structures of reality (“given facts”), he alone is 

capable of building a better future, through a liberatory movement 

emanating from the past and striving towards an unalienated future. This is 

what Bloch defines as Heimat [Homeland]; a utopian yet deeply 

materialistic conception of the word that stands in sharp opposition to the 

hegemonic understanding of homeland, an understanding that is so often 

grounded in nationalist modernity, one that appears to be essential for the 
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capitalist order. 

We will derive our philosophical inquiries from Bloch’s epilogue: 

Where does the concept of nationhood stand with regards to our approach to 

migration? How does capitalism affect the movement of workers? How are 

objective structures and subjectivities interrelated? Why is the migrant often 

excluded from the [liberal-]democratic process? What is the role of the 

movement of capital in shaping migratory dynamics? 

Drivers of people’s movements under capitalism can neither be 

restricted to “economic” analysis nor a purely “subjective” one, it is also not 

enough to merely juxtapose the two. Instead, migration is to be understood 

as socially mediated through, and inseparable from, the structures of 

contemporary capitalism. In other words, contemporary migration is to be 

analyzed as “a complement to bourgeois universalism” (Balibar and 

Wallerstein 2018). 

The crisis of capitalism (as opposed to capitalism in crisis) (Amin 

2010a) in its recent Lebanese manifestation has exacerbated prejudice 

against migrant workers (Chalcraft 2005; Gambill 2001; Oweijane Khoury 

2001). As the old national economic model collapses, capitalism in 

Lebanon appears to be readapting its structures of exploitation (Musto 

2008; Schumpeter and Swedberg 2014). We will situate the role of Syrian 

migratory dynamics within the sphere of production in Lebanon with an 



3 
 

emphasis on the agricultural sector, a sector that appears to be gaining much 

more attention in these times of a fundamental re-adaptation of capital 

(Turkmani and Hamade 2020). 

The Lebanese socio-economic context has been marked by significant 

emigration to foreign countries, spurred by the civil war at the beginning 

and by the socio-economic deterioration by the end of the war. Massive 

waves of immigration have occurred since 1975 from skilled workers 

mainly which evacuated the country from Lebanese manpower. This gap 

was filled by large number of migrant workers, mainly Syrian workers as 

well as Palestinians and Asian women domestic workers.  

 The agricultural sector is one of the most refugee-absorbing sectors. 

The International Labor Organization (ILO) suggests that 24% of the Syrian 

refugees in Lebanon work in the agricultural sector, with 70% of them 

distributed between Akkar, accounting for 34% of the total, and Beqaa, 

accounting for 36% of the total.  

The historic Syrian presence in Lebanon can not only be limited to the 

economic labor aspect that we are touching upon in this paper, there has 

been the armed Syrian presence that was condemned and resented by many 

groups who have seen it as an immense violation to freedom of expression. 

This armed presence has shaped and influenced the perception of Lebanese 

not only with regard to the Syrian soldier or intelligence officers’ 
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proliferation all over the country. The retaliation against the Syrian regime 

manifestation of power in the country was not targeting the regime’s 

apparatus, it was practiced against the poor working class that has migrated 

the nationalized country and came to pursuit a profitable job and a brighter 

future that allows them to send remittances back home, build a house, and 

provide for their family.  

Syrian labor has always been a substantial part of the Lebanese labor 

market and workforce; this working class was present in Lebanon till the 

outbreak of 1975 civil war which pushed the majority of Syrian workers to 

leave. The Syrian workers influx into Lebanon resumed in the 90s with the 

removal of the travel restrictions between Lebanon and Syria.  

The tens of thousands of Syrians working in Lebanon have long been 

viewed in a mostly negative light, however. The dominant populist 

discourse presents it as if the Syrian workers “exploit” Lebanese economic 

capacities, and seize employment opportunities from the Lebanese. The 

reality is quite different, particularly regarding the agricultural sector. It 

would be more accurate to describe the Lebanese capitalists’ exploitation of 

cheap Syrian labor (compared to the Lebanese one). Cheap migrant labor 

being an essential element of what Marx defines as the “Reserve Army of 

Labor”. However, this analysis approach has not managed to absorb or 

lessen he resentment towards Syrian workers who have been prone, over the 

decades, to all kind of assaults from different sectarian and political groups. 
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Syrian workers have been seen and perceived as the main cause of the high 

unemployment rate among Lebanese. Syrian workers have managed to live 

in base conditions and thus managed to save and send remittances back 

home. The dire living conditions that Syrian workers accepted to live in and 

were able to cope with was not something that Lebanese workers would 

accept.  

The onset of the Syrian war in 2011 and the massive waves of Syrian 

refugees has worsened the situation and put Syrian migrant labor in an even 

worse corner.  

Occasional outburst of violence has notably increased with the onset 

of the Syrian war and the influx of more than 1.5 million Syrians into 

Lebanon. Popular resentment backed up by political hate speech and 

incitement against Syrians have grown. Various UN and other assistance 

programs have fueled resentment,  pitting the Lebanese poor and working 

class against their Syrian counterparts whom the Lebanese see as getting 

what they are eligible of (assistance) as well, but not receiving any.  

This thesis will look first at migration within contemporary capitalism 

through the south-to south pattern going through the gradient approach of 

informality and the different notions and definitions of migrant. Then, we 

will review the history of Syrian migrant workers in Lebanon’s productive 

sectors in general and the agricultural sector in particular. The research will 
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then look into a different public perception on the Syrian labor force away 

from the lens of a one-way burden, rather, the thesis will focus on the case 

of circular labor migration between Lebanon and Syria in one of the border 

villages in northeast Beqaa. This thesis will seek to unpack the contention 

that Syrian labor is a burden on the Lebanese economy. It will hypothesize 

that, on the contrary, Syrian labor is not only not a burden but can be seen 

in some cases as an important component of Lebanon's economic vitality, 

providing a workforce that has taken more importance with the large 

displacements taking place after 2011.  

This research project examines the drivers of migration for work and 

their impact on the economic development of the receiving communities 

and country. It seeks to reveal how Syrian worker migration is not 

essentially different from other labor migrations in the world, despite some 

contextual specificities. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

  LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

     2.1 Moving bodies and capital: a review of social theories 

“The relations that govern the organization of this common life are 

neither written in advance nor given for all eternity, and it is thus permitted 

to prefer some over others. Their invention and production inside the ‘real’ 

of history is the unpredictable effect of the dynamics of collective affective 

life – also known as politics.” (Lordon, 2010) 

      2.1.1 A global division of labor 

The division of labor presents itself as a systemic feature of capitalist 

production, alienating workers from the product of their labor (Marx, 

Fowkes, and Fernbach 1981). This division also happens on an international 

scale, appearing within the factory but also among nation-states (Amin 

2010b). It determines the patterns of worker migration, not only through the 

north-to-south pathway but also through the often ignored (Piore 1979) 

south-to-south one, as is the case on the Lebanese-Syrian border (Chalcraft 

2008). 

Contemporary capitalism is global and multi-scalar, and so should be 

our analysis of migration to avoid falling into the trap of methodological 
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nationalism/individualism, i.e, the abstraction of local phenomena from 

their regional and global relations (Khalaf, AlShehabi, and Hanieh 2015; 

Wimmer and Schiller 2003). Yet, structures are not rigid systems that exist 

despite the “individuality” of subjects, objective structures shape, and are 

shaped by, human subjectivity (Bourdieu 1973; Chalcraft 2008). This was 

accepted by Max Weber in his understanding of social development. 

However, Weberian modernization theories (Wallerstein 2011) of the 20th 

century depicted capitalist development as a linear process, one that 

progresses through predetermined stages. Historical evidence failed to align 

with this worldview (Balibar and Wallerstein 2018; Chalcraft 2008; 

Wallerstein 2011). Consequently, a series of critical readings of capitalist 

development emanated as an alternative, most notably Dependency Theory 

that established a bipolar core-periphery dynamic yet didn’t account for the 

fluidity of these systems and the in-betweenness of some of its elements. 

This is precisely where World System Theory enters into play, 

conceptualizing what Wallerstein refers to as "semi-periphery"; economies 

that still rely heavily on agrarian economies and a "low-skilled" labor force 

but are at the same time spaces of accumulation of capital. Thus, the rigidity 

of Dependency Theories gave way to a gradient approach to economical 

interconnections in World System theories. 

Wallerstein anchors his theoretical reading in a critique of the “world-

economy” where the global division of labor appears as a “hierarchy of 

occupational tasks”; Capitalism tends to reward capital at a higher rate than 
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labor, favoring “higher-ranking” areas and resulting in “maldistribution” 

(Wallerstein 2011). 

If the division of labor is manifested globally, so is class. Amin builds 

on dependency theory, the core-periphery bipolarity, and the global 

production of value to conceptualize international class composition: the 

imperialist bourgeoisie, the peripheral proletariat, dependent bourgeoisie, 

the proletariat of the core, peasant classes of the periphery, and finally “the 

oppressive classes of the non-capitalist modes of production” (Amin 

2010b). Limiting the analysis of migration to the nation-state “as a self-

enclosed and natural spatial container of social relations” often ends with 

fictitious conclusions. The movement of international capital shapes 

national economies to a large extent, and thus drives migratory dynamics. 

Gulf-based capital for instance has not only driven the real-estate and 

banking sectors in Lebanon, but it also shaped national policy since the end 

of the civil war. Capital projects power and drives legislative decisions 

(Batatu 1999; Hanieh 2018; Kadri 2018). 

2.1.2 Hyper-exploitation: a central element of commodity production 

Technological advancement follows capitalist development; fewer 

workers are needed to produce the same quantity of commodities. This 

unevenness between the increase of constant capital (means of production) 

and variable capital (labor-power) creates what Marx identifies as a 

"relative surplus population" or “reserve army of labor”: workers who are 
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forced out of the sphere of employment put pressure on the demand for 

work, this creates a tendency for the wages to go down (Marx 2007; Marx 

et al. 1981). Syrian migrant workers (and refugees) received an average 

monthly income of LBP 418,000 in 2013 while their Lebanese counterparts 

received LBP 675,000 (Dal 2021; ILO 2017). As a structural element of 

capitalist production, the Reserve Army of Labor (RaoL) is managed 

through state institutions (legislative and repressive): migrants, for instance, 

are put in opposition to the less precarious “citizen” worker who benefits 

from more rights within the borders of the nation-state. Syrian workers in 

Lebanon as a section of the RAoL, are pitted against the “national” 

workforce (Balibar 1990). 

2.1.3 Workers’ striving and the transformations of economic capital 

Marx analyzed the social nature of value, and thus of capital, which 

Harvey terms as “value in motion” (Harvey 2020; Marx et al. 1981). 

Bourdieu extrapolates from this understanding several forms of capital, he 

postulates that "cultural capital" and "social capital" are derived from the 

economic capital through “transformation”. Social capital is defined as the 

“connections” which are born out of economic capital but that affect human 

behavior in their own specific “field” (Bourdieu 2011). Bourdieu and 

Chalcraft posit that orthodox Marxism can be too deterministic, removing 

any subjectivity to the forms of analysis, they accuse Marx of being “too 

cartesian” proposing an alternative reading they claim transcends the 
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economism of Marx’s concept of capital (Bourdieu 2011; Bourdieu and 

Passeron 1987; Chalcraft 2008). 

We will finally turn to Lordon who in our view reconciles Marxian 

and Bourdieusian subjectivity. Willing Slaves of Capital: Spinoza and Marx 

on Desire (Lordon and Ash 2014) brings forward the Spinozist concept of 

“conatus” or “striving to act”; capitalism is seen as a hegemonic system that 

not only determines objective structures of society but also dominates 

workers’ desires. "What moves the legs" of this "joyful automaton"? asks 

Lordon. He acknowledges the dominance of neoliberalism over all aspects 

of human behavior, but at the same time presents a willing worker, whose 

desires and choices are his own, and it's in dealing with this contradiction 

that his liberation seems to be possible (Lordon and Ash 2014; Nadler 

2006). 
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The question remains, nonetheless: how do such structural processes 

of capital and value translate into individual and collective practices, social 

institutions, and hierarchies within a specific national context? We shall 

attempt, below, to explore the legal, national, and informal institutions that 

sprouted around the phenomenon of Syria labor in Lebanon, and how they 

shape the experience of Syrian workers in the country as well as Lebanese 

perceptions of them. 

     2.2 Disposable labor-power: statehood and informality 

“Are all the social ways of acting and thinking that the individual 

finds pre-established and whose transmission is done, most generally, by 

way of education? It would be good if a special word designated these 

special facts, and it seems that the word institutions would be the most 

appropriate. What is indeed an institution if not a set of acts or ideas all 

instituted that individuals find in front of them and that imposes itself more 

or less on them? There is no reason to reserve this expression exclusively, 

as is usually done, for fundamental social arrangements. By this word, we 

understand as well customs and fashions, prejudices and superstitions as 

political constitutions or essential legal organizations.” (Mauss, 1994) 

Institutions are often regarded as administrative bodies that organize 

social life under capitalism. In contrast, Mauss and Fauconnet conceptualize 

institutions as social relations that go beyond formal governmental bodies; 
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human social relations are “instituted” organically through “education” 

(Mauss 1994) and pre-established ways of acting are socially instituted. 

Understanding informality and its parallel structures as “instituted social 

relations” will help us make sense of the oft-antagonistic scholarship on the 

subject. In a sense, informality is the organized structure of those who 

function outside of legal and administrative constraints (Avallone 2016; 

Bayat 1997). More fundamentally, xenophobia and systemic racism against 

Syrian migrant workers can be conceived as instituted through this process 

of interaction between the legal and formal framework, on the one hand, 

and informal practices and hierarchies that become internalized and 

routinized, on the other.  

      2.2.1 Elusive definitions and informal data 

Defining what constitutes a "migrant" can vary wildly depending on 

the context of the research. International organizations, governments, and 

academic institutions all have different approaches to the definition of 

migration; adopting a universal definition seems impossible. migration is at 

its core a multifaceted phenomenon that is global but at the same time 

understood in varying local specificities, thus empirical data should be 

approached with care (Internationales Arbeitsamt 2018). In short, the 

informality that is all too often governing the material environment of the 

migrant is also salient in academic definitions and data collection (Avallone 

2016; Chalcraft 2005; Fargues 2014; Rossis 2011). Scholarships on the 

matter tend to fall into two large schools of thought, on the one hand, the 
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dualist school regards “formal” and “informal” networks of relations as 

separate/ developing in parallel to the state, and on the other hand, the 

structuralist approach regards them as complementary/interacting within a 

larger system of relations (Rossis 2011). 

Despite the elusive aspects of informality, informal labor’s 

contribution to the GDP of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 

tends to be quite substantial: constituting 27% of GDP and employing about 

67% of the labor force for the region as a whole (Angel-Urdinola and 

Tanabe 2012). Syrian migrant labor's contribution to the Lebanese economy 

falls for the most part under this category. As we will discuss, the bilateral 

agreement between both states did little to circumvent this, open borders, 

historical and socio-economic particularities were the main reasons for this.  

2.2.2 Reciprocity of determination: Migration, informality and the state 

A common characteristic remains throughout the different 

approaches: informal social organizations exist outside of statehood but are 

also determined to a large extent by the state form. The opposite also 

appears to be true: informal networks especially in the global South inform 

national policy. Informality evolves from unplanned forms of “institution” 

linking atomized individuals together, to a “passive network” that shapes 

political and organizational forms of subsistence, in this sense informality in 

the case of Syrian migrant workers in Lebanon is to be understood as an 

instituted mechanism developing outside of but in tandem with existing 
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legislation and administrative restriction. These passive networks of 

informality (Bayat 1997) also affect elective affinities of migrants when it 

comes to settlement. 

Particularly important in this regard is the agricultural sector in 

Lebanon, which has been almost entirely organized around informal labor 

since the creation of the Lebanese nation-state. One can describe it as 

developing over time to become “informally formal” (Turkmani and 

Hamade 2020). As will be discussed further below, Syrian migration to 

Lebanon has hardly stopped ever since the independence of the two states, 

despite administrative challenges, episodes of violence, and prejudice by 

sections of the population. This ongoing phenomenon is in part due to the 

establishment of informal networks or rather informal institutions, most 

notably, social capital. It is social capital that appears crucial for these 

networks to form as refugees and workers alike rely on family, tribal 

networks, and acquaintances who have been migrating to Lebanon to 

establish themselves in the country. Despite all the harsh realities of 

Lebanon, Syrian workers continue to migrate to Lebanon, driven not only 

by financial need and economic domination but also by divergent desires 

and hopes that stem from their individual histories (Miettunen and Shunnaq 

2020; Turkmani and Hamade 2020). 
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2.3 Invisible hands: A chronology of Syrian migrant labor in 

Lebanon 

Issues regarding migration are often analyzed either in linear and 

overly structuralist manner, reducing the movement of people to naturalized 

orders that emanate from a given mode of production and leaving little 

room for conceptualizing more subtle individual processes that construct 

dominant orders. Or, conversely, they are reduced in highly subjective 

manners that fail to consider the influence of these given matrices on the 

“elective affinities” of migrants. With this in mind, we will review the 

historical development of Syrian workers’ migratory dynamics to and from 

Lebanon. 

2.3.1 Symptoms of modernity: the changing mode of production (1900-

1950) 

“The 'external frontiers' of the State have to become 'internal 

frontiers' or - which amounts to the same thing - external frontiers have to 

be imagined constantly as a projection and protection of an internal 

collective personality, which each person carries within him/herself and 

enables him/her to inhabit the space of the state as a place where one has 

always been - and where one always will be - at 'home.'" (Balibar, 1990) 

The half-century preceding World War I experienced an upheaval in 

migratory movement in the Ottoman Empire. Movement was driven by the 
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changing political economy of the empire as well as from the pressure 

exercised on it both from global actors and from power struggles within its 

borders. One such major shift was the introduction of the new Ottoman 

Land Codes which modified the old communal ownership of land and 

introduced a separation of the producer from their means of subsistence—a 

key precondition for the production of labor as commodity (Ajl 2020; 

Batatu 1999; Khalaf et al. 2015). Property rights, rent leasing, and the 

nascent domination of cash economies in the region accelerated migration 

from modern-day Syria. Following World War II capitalism was becoming 

a truly global system of production, spearheaded by the US at the expense 

of the older hegemons of Europe. US domination was to be paralleled to 

some extent by another form of USSR-inspired capitalism which was 

primarily based on planned economies; this opposition affected nascent 

state formation in the global south for the half-century that followed (Ajl 

2019; Traboulsi 2012). The Lebanese and Syrian states experienced the 

establishment of their respective national economic models affecting the 

lives of millions of workers in the Levant. Older colonial rule had paved the 

way for the rise of modern nation-states in the global South. The 

valorization of capital, the commodity form, and the global mode of 

production began to play a major role in migration flows from the periphery 

to the center, but also within the periphery or semi-periphery (Ajl 2019; 

Amin 1990; Wallerstein 2011). 
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      2.3.2 Bilateral exploitation: growth and broken desires (1950-1970) 

“We have always been and will always be, the best client of our 

neighboring nation. There are no reasons for Syria to build barriers 

between us and them, obstacles that will eventually disappear in the face of 

necessity; and when they do disappear for agricultural and industrial 

products in Lebanon and Syria respectively, they should also be removed in 

the face of the citizens of both countries that so little distance separates.” 

(Chiha, 1950) 

Since the independence of the two nation-states, their respective 

governments entered a series of bilateral negotiations aimed at formalizing 

their economic relationships. Michel Chiha’s contribution to the discussion 

surrounding these events summarizes the Lebanese approach to issues of 

movement of commodities (including labor-power) across the borders. The 

Lebanese Christian bourgeoisie had long been pushing for more economic 

integration between the two countries, in terms of freedom of trade. Borders 

and customs were seen as detrimental to the Lebanese free-market 

economy; Chiha argued that they would eventually “disappear in the face of 

necessity” (Chiha 1965), the necessity here is of course cheap Syrian labor 

that is primordial for the accumulation of profits on the Lebanese side, the 

Syrian government also understood that it is in the interest of its own 

industrial and agricultural bourgeoisie to establish a fluid border between 

the two countries albeit with a protectionist slant (Chalcraft 2008; Chiha 
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1965; Traboulsi 2012). This push for the freedom of commerce was an 

elite’s affair; whereas the negotiating Lebanese side was worried about 

competition with Syrian grain, the Lebanese labor movement was facing 

sharp competition from unregulated Syrian labor. By the mid-1950s, 

workers’ syndicates in Lebanon requested the end of the “engagement of 

foreign labor in the Lebanese industry'' (Chalcraft 2006b), creating political 

tensions between the two governments. Even though policies regulating 

Syrian labor were enacted, they were faced by retaliation from the Syrian 

government (Chalcraft 2008; Traboulsi 2012). Through it all, Syrian 

migrant workers, as well as their Lebanese employers, circumvented such 

policies through informal networks of employment.  

During this period, the Lebanese economy was centered around 

commercial relationships with the old continent, in contrast with the USSR-

aligned semi-planned economy of Syria of the mid-1950s (Batatu 1999; 

Traboulsi 2012), when Syria’s post-independence growth had plateaued and 

the interventionist approach of the state was met with disdain from the 

agrarian and commercial bourgeoisie of the country (Hinnebusch 1995). 

Yet in both countries, and despite the apparent divergences, structures of 

valorization were critical to the establishment of the modern state (Chaitani 

2008; Kadri 2018). 

To fully understand the agricultural sector of the early years of 

independence, however, one must look back to the end of the Ottoman 
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Empire. Changes in the structures of the economy had favored the coastal 

cities of the empire at the expense of the interior. Commerce was 

flourishing in Lebanon thanks to its silk industry and its trade through 

coastal cities with Europe, emigration from Lebanon—and remittances that 

came with it—injected millions of dollars into the economy (Chalcraft 

2006b; Chiha 1965; Tabar 2010). These factors partially explain the 

difference in standards of living between the two countries on the eve of 

their independence. These discrepancies dictated relationships that governed 

the flow of commodities (including labor power) between Lebanon and 

Syria. 

Outward migration from Syria was neither the result of economic 

structures forced on the migrant nor a willful endeavor that is dissociated 

from the imposed financial hardships. Indeed, cycles of migration are 

constructed by the complementarity of these two approaches (Balibar and 

Wallerstein 2018; Chalcraft 2005, 2008; Lordon and Ash 2014). The Syrian 

planned economy of pre-1970 relied heavily on providing a basic social 

safety net, electricity, and education to the general population, but 

specifically to the bulk of peasants who aspired to leave feudalism-era 

hardship (Chalcraft 2006a). Yet, fixed-pricings and a general “Bonapartist” 

approach to the rural question in Syria meant that the populist government 

there was standing on shaky ground (Ajl 2019). 

Lebanese “elites” perceived the economies as complementary: 
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Lebanon outsourced services and provided capital, partly thanks to the 

flight of Palestinian and Arab capital to Lebanon following the waves of 

nationalizations (Baumann 2016; Traboulsi 2012), Syria was to send 

“unskilled” labor (Chiha 1965). 

In the Marxian tradition, class-based antagonisms and positions 

within the process of production translate into “intrinsic tendencies” that are 

structurally posited (Marx et al. 1981). However, these tendencies are also 

shaped by workers' subjectivities and particular material histories. With this 

in mind, Weberian “elective affinities” do not necessarily stand in 

contradiction with the Marxian understanding of economic tendencies; the 

individual and the social structures appear to be reciprocally determined 

(Chalcraft 2005; Lordon and Ash 2014; Weber 2013). 

2.3.3 Turbulent times: when surpluses become disposable (1970-1990) 

“We work on Sunday—seven days a week- without stopping. 

Therefore, I want a worker who is willing to sacrifice himself.” 

Abu ‘Uthman, Lebanese employer, Beirut, 2004 

And sacrifice, they did (Chalcraft 2006a). The words of Abu 

‘Uthman, a Lebanese shop owner, describe perfectly the idea behind the 

Marxian notions of “surplus population” and RAoL (Frederick Marx 1971; 

Marx et al. 1981); Syrian migrant workers’ labor was not only cheap, but 

these workers also lacked social protection and were less organized than 
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their Lebanese counterparts. The structural inequality arising from this 

phenomenon not only gave way for prejudice against Syrian workers, but it 

also reduced the price of labor for all laborers, ensuring the maximization of 

profit for the employer. 

Yet animosity was not only driven by interclass competition; war and 

periods of turmoil played a significant role in the cycle of migration of 

Syrian workers. 

Lebanon experienced a significant rise in GDP during the 60s, the 

result of astronomical profits generated in the construction, banking, and 

tourism sectors. The 1958 conflict in Lebanon, the union between Syria and 

Egypt, the PLO's defeat in Jordan, and its establishment in Lebanon, were 

all happening in a period of vibrant social movement in Lebanon (Baumann 

2016; Hinnebusch 1995; Traboulsi 2012). The climax was reached with the 

start of the Lebanese civil war in 1975, Syrian migrant workers left hostile 

territories, mostly the ones dominated by Christian nationalist militias, 

however even at the height of the violence, the majority of them left only to 

return when things had calmed down (Chalcraft 2006). 

In Syria, the first episode of infitah (rapprochement with the West) 

took place during the 1970s, when a partial liberalization of the economy 

calmed the old Sunni bourgeoisie but also threw many peasants and workers 

into extreme poverty, adding pressure to the rural exodus to the cities, and 
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Lebanon (Batatu 1999; Chalcraft 2008). The Syrian government had to 

tread carefully in this period—too much liberalization and the popular 

shockwave would have ended its domination of the country, too little and 

imperial-like powers of Wallerstein’s center would have stopped the flow of 

capital to the country. 

The Lebanese economy stood strong in terms of GDP growth and 

income per capita, at least up until the 1982-1983 crisis (Safieddine 2019; 

Traboulsi 2012).This meant that the labor market was still attractive for a 

large part of Syrian workers despite the risks that came with war. Another 

factor keeping the Lebanese economy going was that Lebanese were fleeing 

war en masse during the same period, sending back remittances that kept 

macroeconomic indices stable (Chalcraft 2006b). 

Violence against Syrian migrant workers in Lebanon intensified 

following the 1976 Syrian military intervention in Lebanon and its 

subsequent turn against Christian nationalist militias. Those who had been 

welcomed (as cheap and disposable labor) by the Christian bourgeoisie 

were soon feared and discriminated against by the same elite (Chalcraft 

2008; Traboulsi 2012); lynchings, violence, and racism meant that these 

workers were internally displaced on the Lebanese territory but also that 

many of them decided to go back to Syria. This contradictory wartime 

movement happened at the same time as steady growth in the economy. 

Syrian workers but also many other Arab workers in Lebanon were paying 
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a heavy price for the conflict all the while business was “booming” for the 

capitalists. Following the economic collapse and the first massive 

devaluation of the Lebanese national currency in the 1980s Syrian migrant 

workers returned to Syria in large numbers; this was the first time since 

1976 that a mass exodus of Syrian workers happened. 

Histories of Syrian migrant workers settling in Lebanon, the drivers of 

their movements to and from Syria, and their lived experiences in Lebanon 

are essential for analyzing the effects of their migration on the Lebanese 

economy. We have seen how capital movement, from and to the Gulf, 

national policies in Syria and Lebanon, as well as individual affinities 

informed by the localized situations back home, all played a major role in 

the shaping of migratory dynamics during the bloodiest period of Lebanon's 

modern history.  

2.3.4 Disaster capitalism: scapegoats of a fragile peace (1990-2005) 

“The continued presence of Syrian workers in Lebanon is a reflection 

of, and ultimately conditional upon, Syria's direct control over the nerve 

centers of Lebanon's political system.” (Gambill, 2001) 

The 15 years of civil war in Lebanon came with its share of 

immigration, emigration, and internal displacement. The Syrian labor force 

was also part of this movement (in that it had always been part of this 

society), be it through its eviction and replacement with Asian migrant 
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workforce in Christian dominated regions, or through the relatively large 

waves of return following the financial collapse and Israeli invasion of the 

early 80s leading to the Syrian dominated peace process of the 1990s 

(Chalcraft 2006b; Traboulsi 2012). Pre-existing animosity towards Syrian 

workers grew during the years of the war. The Syrian military presence in 

the country acted as a double-edged sword in this regard: prejudice against 

and fear of Syrian workers was on the rise among sections of the Lebanese 

society, yet the Syrian-dominated peace “pax Syriana'' also ensured that this 

animosity was kept taboo to a large extent up until the early 2000s 

(Chalcraft 2008; Gambill 2001; Oweijane Khoury 2001). This fragile peace 

was followed by a period of “prosperity” for the rich, driven by a 

construction boom that was happening in tandem with a large influx of Gulf 

capital on the one hand, and a continuation of the financialization that 

started with the Gemayel presidency on the other (Baumann 2016; Chalcraft 

2006b; Traboulsi 2012). Profits were abundant in the banking and its 

complementary real estate sector, the latter employed most of the Syrian 

labor force in Lebanon, yet the largest share of the agricultural labor force 

was Syrian (Baumann 2016; Safieddine 2019; Traboulsi 2012). The Syrian 

American tacit entente of the late 1980s bared fruit: neoliberal governments 

in Lebanon dealt with the attraction of GCC capital and a vision of a 

Lebanon as a renewed financial metropolis was being planned through 

policy. This of course came at the expense of the quality of life of most 

residents in Lebanon (ibid.). Popular rejections of this economic dictate 



26 
 

were met with brutal violence from the Lebanese-Syrian security forces, the 

more class antagonisms became apparent the more Syrian workers were at 

the center of attacks by their Lebanese counterparts and sections of the 

Lebanese elite, especially those who had not been included in the postwar 

peace process under the patronage of Prime Minister Rafik al-Hariri 

(Chalcraft 2008; Gambill 2001; Oweijane Khoury 2001). In times of 

geopolitical tensions, Syrian workers suffered the most at the hands of those 

who pretended to oppose the Syrian regime's grip on the country. Instances 

of this occurred in the press but also made their way into academia. Syrian 

workers were trapped between a largely inhospitable environment that 

suspected them of "collaboration" and a military presence that cracked 

down on any dissent be it in Lebanon or Syria. Yet they continued to work 

en masse in Lebanon and kept sending back remittances to Syria. Those 

specters that haunted many in Lebanon and despite their presence in 

significant numbers in the country (500,000 in 2004 (Fargues 2009)), 

remained unseen and kept their heads down. This was about to change in 

2005 as the sectarian and political tensions reached a new climax.  

      2.3.5 Binational-state violence (2005-2011) 

Prejudice against Syrian migrant workers reached its climax 

following the assassination of Prime Minister Rafik al-Hariri and the end of 

Syrian military presence in Lebanon (Chalcraft 2008). The Syrian-Lebanese 

security apparatus had long turned a blind eye to it, only acting when the 

integrity of its grip on the country was being challenged. Even though the 
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state of the economy had not changed much in Lebanon during this period 

of tension, the Syrian government accelerated its long-enacted policies of 

liberalization in the 1970s coinciding with a new rapprochement with the 

west. Syria was still struggling to sustain a rising urban surplus population 

and a dire agrarian situation (Ajl 2019). In Lebanon, flows of Gulf capital 

kept pouring in to Hariri’s political bloc and their allies, and Iran was 

channeling its own money to the 8 March-affiliated bloc. Remittances 

reached an all-time high following the global financial crisis of 2007-8 that 

didn't affect the Lebanese banking sector. In short, exorbitant profits were 

still extracted in Lebanon, the Lebanese Pound was still stable and Syrian 

workers had all the reasons to come back or stay in Lebanon especially that 

post-2006 war reconstruction meant a rising demand for disposable Syrian 

labor (Ajl 2019; Safieddine 2019). The Syrian economy had gone through a 

major wave of liberalization, and previous policies that protected rural 

communities to a certain extent seemed impossible to sustain. Still, in the 

early 2000s the economy had entered a phase of “growth without 

development” (Ajl 2019). Adding fuel to the fire, the major drought that 

had been sweeping Syria’s countryside reached its apex in 2006-2008 

putting a huge strain on remaining rural livelihoods (ibid.). 

These events are to be understood globally first as part of a global 

system of valorization that drives local policy-making but also from the 

world-ecological angle, as carbon emission-driven events to find their root 

causes in high GDP countries up North (Ajl 2019, 2020; Dahle 2017).  
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      2.3.6 Morbid development: refugees and laborers (2011-2020) 

Following the start of the conflict in Syria, hundreds of thousands of 

forcibly displaced workers and farmers sought refuge in Lebanon. However, 

their particular status with regards to legislation as well as their 

unfamiliarity with existing informal structures of labor exposed them to 

excessive degrees of exploitation. Syrians were often blamed for all the 

injustices felt by the Lebanese. In addition, systemic prejudice from those in 

power against migrants and refugees was exacerbated as municipalities 

started imposing curfews on "non-Lebanese" residents all over the country 

(Chalcraft 2008; Gambill 2001; Turkmani and Hamade 2020). Meanwhile, 

despite being shaken by the disruption of the trade routes going through 

Syria, the Lebanese economy was still attracting investment; capital poured 

into the still highly lucrative banking and real estate sectors leaving the 

pegged exchange rate stable until 2019 (Ajl 2019). 

Historically the agricultural sector in Lebanon was able to absorb vast 

amounts of migrant laborers; this was in part because it was perceived that 

Lebanese citizens were not competing for the same jobs but also thanks to 

the huge wage gap between Syrian and Lebanese farmworkers (Batatu 

1999, Chalcraft 2008). 

Syrian workers and refugees point this out by expressing their feeling 

of relative safety when working in agriculture. The global refugee crisis was 

particularly felt in Europe. In parallel to Germany’s media stunt in 2016 
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whereas the government expressed its will to grant asylum to millions of 

Syrians fleeing the war, the European Union adopted a double-edged sword 

policy, one which claimed to be welcoming to asylum seekers while 

FRONTEX and European agencies were doing their best to prevent fleeing 

refugees from reaching the continent (Fargues 2014; Fargues and Fandrich 

2012). Another strategy of the west was the investment in relief work in 

MENA countries where the refugees had a large presence, Lebanon saw a 

rise in NGO and iNGO activity targeted towards the management of Syrian 

refugee life (Turkmani and Hamade 2020). Due to intersecting legal and 

social factors, those benefitting the most—albeit marginally—from this 

policy were the refugees themselves. However, the Lebanese state itself 

profited from this situation by siphoning off millions of much-needed 

dollars into its treasury (Nur Turkmani, 2020)  

All the social and economic changes that Lebanon has witnessed after 

2011 have enormously affected the informal labor market. However, in the 

agricultural sector, informality has long dominated the agricultural sector. 

This has  meant that entry into the job market was much easier than other 

highly regulated jobs where employers had to “prove” that no Lebanese 

could fill the same position (European Commission. Directorate-General for 

Economic and Financial Affairs 2010, Hamade and Turkmani 2020).  

This time, however, the influx of refugees has exacerbated the 

pressure on the Lebanese labor market; 79,200 unemployed Syrian refugees 
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in mid-2014 amounted to almost half the unemployed in Lebanon (Ajluni et 

al. 2015). This pressure lowered the cost of labor in general, accentuating 

the animosity between citizen and non-citizen workers. Yet, during the 

same period profits were still skyrocketing for Lebanese capital. 

As with previous waves of migrant workers coming from Syria, social 

capital played a major role in their movement: sect, previous occupation, 

and more generally like-mindedness drive locality of settlements. However, 

more fundamentally, structural drivers about legislation, wages, and the 

housing market also enter into play.  

The 2019 financial collapse in Lebanon was the most devastating for 

those who had already been subjected to the worst exploitation: surplus 

populations, including the unemployed, migrants, and refugees. Movement 

back to war-shattered Syria hasn’t been massive as of the writing of this 

thesis, despite years of policies of forced deportation and pressure from 

sections of Lebanon’s policy-makers (Turkmani, Nur; Kanj Hamade, 

2020)).  

Syrian worker migrations, as stated in the theoretical framework 

analysis, is an example of the south-to-south migration pattern with all its 

economic dimensions. Syrian labor is a living example of how how legal, 

informal, individual and collective setups grow and get integrated in the 

system and become part of one’s experience and another’s perception. In 
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this section, I have covered the theoretical framework of the research 

subject-matter as well as the historical literature and the chronological 

development of Syrian labor in Lebanon. What seems to be vivid 

throughout history is a well-recognized economic equation: Cheap Syrian 

labor for Lebanese investors and a good Lebanese currency pay that has a 

worth in the newly reformed nationalized Syria.  

Having presented this, the intrinsic correlation between Syrian labor 

and Lebanese economy has always been clear to the involved parties but not 

to all people – the people who are the main target audience in the political 

populist discourse.   

In the following chapters, the case study of the village of El-Qaa will 

showcase the economic benefit, advantage and importance of Syrian labor 

in the agricultural sector in one of the rural agricultural villages in northeast 

Beqaa. In spite of the financial collapse and the shortage of resources at all 

levels, Syrian manpower has been reported to be the main pillar of this 

sector in the production model examined below, and still till this very 

historic sensitive-financially period, an indispensable resource for Lebanese 

farmland owners and investors in our case study.  
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CHAPTER THREE  

METHODLOGY 

This chapter includes the framework and tools used for the data 

collection process that relied on a primary as we well as secondary research 

methods. The secondary research covers the literature review done on 

migration in general including theoretical frameworks in addition to the 

historical literature of the Syrian workers presence in Lebanon and the 

forms of legality, formality and informality that has covered the setup of 

their presence. For this research, I have examined, journals, books and 

research papers to cover as much as possible on the research topic from a 

theoretical point of view as well as historical.   

I have used the structured interviews method as the qualitative 

research method to collect the data needed on Syrian labor situation on the 

Lebanese economy, namely the agricultural sector. These interviews were 

designed to collect data from three main categories:  

- The Syrian workers  

- The Lebanese investors and farmland owners  

- The municipality which is the public institution in our case study 

that is to be presented below.   
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In the upcoming section, I provide details regarding the chosen 

methodological approaches from the design phase through to data collection 

and analysis.   

     3.1 IRB Approval 

Since my research project involves human subjects, this required an 

IRB review. Before submitting the IRB application, I had to complete the 

necessary courses on Human Subject Protection and get the required 

certificates. The consent form of the IRB was integrated into the interviews’ 

questions and communicated with all participants in Arabic including the 

name of the researcher, the title of the research, the purpose of the interview 

and how this collected data will be used stressing on their right to 

confidentiality and possibility for them to stop at any time during the 

interview if they felt any discomfort. IRB approval was given prior to my 

commencing field work.  

     3.2 Research Design 

The literature review presented a theoretical framework focused on 

migration that includes social theories on the global division of labor, 

Weberian modernization theories, and Dependency Theory as well the 

World System Theory. In addition, the thesis hasdelved into the histories of 

Syrian migrant workers, and their movement push factors from Syria and 

their paths and experiences in Lebanon, which is the main way to 

understand their situation. 
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The research uses the case study methodology in order to show an 

example of the importance of Syrian migrant workers in the agricultural 

sector in Lebanon that started decades ago; and that the presence of these 

Syrian migrants can not only be seen as a burden as is being portrayed after 

2011 and the mass displacement of Syrians to Lebanon.  

Based on a recent work mission in Northeast Beqaa that took place 

between May and September, we found out that the vast majority of Lebanese 

farmers are permanent workers who farm their own smallholdings (family 

farms), assisted by family workers (including women) during intensive labor 

seasons. The sole exception to this pattern is the village of El-Qaa village, 

which has the largest agricultural acreage held by large farmland owners from 

different areas that relies totally on Syrian refugees for seasonal waged 

agricultural labor. Therefore, I chose El-Qaa village as the case study of my 

research.  

El-Qaa is a rural village in the Baalback-Hermel governate situated at 

the foot of the Anti-Lebanon mountains a few kilometers away from the 

Syria border. El-Qaa is the last village on the Baalback-Homs Road, known 

as the land of agricultural projects. The village relied on cross border trade 

exchange before the Syrian crisis and has been highly affected by it. The 

agricultural sector suffers due to the lack of water but still El-Qaa is known 

as known the land of agriculture.  
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El-Qaa has 4,000 actual residents, all Christians, and around 50 

Informal Tented settlements (ITSs) in the “Mashari’i Al Qaa” area that host 

over 9,990 refugees, while only few exist in the village itself or live in the 

village’s outskirts (Al-Ayoubi, 2018). The majority of Syrians living in 

El=Qaa work in agriculture and according to the interviews done with the 

investors in the area, around 75% of the agricultural sector relies on Syrian 

labor. 

     3.3 Research Population  

As El-Qaa village is the case study of my research, the research 

population of this study includes the migrant workers and the investors as 

well the municipality from El-Qaa. The interviewees were selected based on 

personal and professional contacts and snowball sampling. 

     3.4 Sampling and Selection criteria  

A total of 16 interviews were done with Syrian migrant agricultural 

workers in El-Qaa as well as large landowner whose agricultural holdings 

are in El-Qaa and the mayor of the municipality. The interviewees were 

mainly males except for one female landowner as well as two female 

agricultural workers out of the 11 agricultural workers interviewed.  

     3.5 Study Procedures  

The interviews were conducted in November through an 

enumerator/daily worker from the area. I made the conscious decision to 
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outsource data collection as a way of to address the power differentials for 

me being a Lebanese woman working in the region in the local economic 

development context.  

The enumerator communicated the purpose of the research and how 

the interviews would contribute to the researcher’s description and analysis 

of the contributions of Syrian labor in the agricultural sector in El-Qaa.  

Three interviews were stopped because interviewees showed 

hesitation and discomfort so we offered them the option to stop and erase 

the recording as per the informed consent.   

The survey included the interview questions, a consent form in Arabic, 

the name of the interviewer, the purpose of the survey, how the information 

will be used, respondee rights to confidentiality, and their ability to withdraw 

from the interview. Interviewees were informed that at any time during the 

interview they can withdraw and the interview shall stop immediately.   

Interviews took place per the interviewees’ preferences. 

The average interview took between 4 and 6 minutes and was recorded. 

Interviews were transcribed immediately, transcription was translated into 

English, and entered on excel sheets. 

All interviews were recorded.  
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     3.6 Data Management 

Interviews were recorded on the phone by the enumerator and 

recordings were handed to me on USB. Once all recordings were checked, 

the enumerator erased the recordings from his phone. These recordings 

were kept in a folder on my laptop which is password protected. The folder 

contains the interview tool, the recordings, the transcript and the excel 

sheet. 

The whole folder will be erased after the thesis defense.   

     3.7 Timeline 

Research Steps 
June 
2021 

July 
2021 

AUG 
2021 

SEP 
2021 

July 
2022 

OCT 
2022 

NOV 
2022 

Drafting Research Questions& 
Methodology X       
Prepare Interviews& survey 
questionnaire  X      

Approval of Thesis Advisor   X      

Submit to IRB  X      

IRB Approval Process   X X    
Schedule data collection after 
IRB approval         

Working on Literature Review   X X X   
Data Collection through 
interviews      X X 
Analyzing data and writing 
thesis       X 
Finalize and share with the 
advisor        X 

1st Draft         

 

 



38 
 

     3.8 Main Challenges 

One of the main challenges faced in field data collection, as any other 

academic field work in the past two years, was COVID-19 as it was not 

possible to conduct interviews and still comply with the recommended and 

compulsory social isolation.  

After COVID, planning field work was possible again. Once 

fieldwork was back to normal, research for this thesis coincided with the 

necessity to conduct a socio-economic study in the region as part of my full-

time job. Once data collection for this study was done, I discovered that 

there is only one village that is considered an investment-agricultural area in 

the region where my data collection was supposed to take place.      

This discovery was reflected in the delay of field work, because it 

wasn’t very clear nor easy to proceed given that this might not be enough 

and that this might abort my thesis hypothesis after all the desk review 

work. The fact that the research will be limited to one locality seems easy 

but at the same time it was worrying, whether one case study of one village 

is enough to draw conclusions and build on them.   

On the other hand, the fact that my research population involves 

Syrian workers was challenging as well since workers and refugees is an 

overlapping term and concept in Lebanon; this has put me in a situation 

where I was dealing with populations considered vulnerable and I needed to 
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be well-prepared. The main challenges with this research population group 

is that these workers will be asked about the fairness of their wages and the 

reasons of their work in agricultural sector, which might be intimidating to 

some workers especially that the only site for these interviews to be 

conducted is their work site where they work and live at the same time.  

Differences in power was also something that I had to address as a 

Lebanese woman who has been working in the area for a while with 

different institutions and groups. In addition to all of the above, having a 

full-time job, even if in the same area of the research subject-matter made 

for a heavy workload.   

The following chapter describes the data collected via the interviews 

in El-Qaa and then seeks to analyze them in light of the central research 

questions of the thesis. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

Before delving into the data obtained from the field work, a 

background note that serves as an analytic "lens" to aid in interpreting these 

results is in order. El-Qaa, in the context of the agricultural economy of the 

Beqaa region, is a case that is both representative and specific. 

"Representative" since it operates within the same model of production that 

marks Lebanese agriculture in terms of the use of capital—that is, reliance 

on "cheap" Syrian labor, and the search for local competitive advantages 

that permit profitable investment of in-demand crops.  

However, El-Qaa is distinguished by a specific regime of property 

ownership that differs from the widespread model often encountered in the 

Beqaa, and in the Lebanese rural sector in general: instead of an agricultural 

area characterized by small and fragmented landholdings, worked by a 

relatively large number of small landholders who practice farming directly, 

or with the help of family and seasonal labor, El-Qaa is a rich agricultural 

plain divided into large properties where forms of scaled commercial 

agriculture are practiced. Agricultural holdings are in the 500-1000 dunum 

range, which was the common size of the properties farmed by our 

respondents, and the majority of landholdings in El-Qaa but  tend to be 

quite rare in the Lebanese countryside, with the exception of regions 
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endowed with irrigation or a suitable context for export and commercial 

crops, such as the irrigated parts of the Beqaa and the coastal plain. 

In this sense, the complex relationship of capital/labor/land that 

governs the process of capital accumulation in the Lebanese agricultural 

sector is skewed in the northeast Beqaa in favor of capital and larger 

landholdings. Thus, the surveyed farmers do not merely represent Lebanese 

households who happen to subsist in the rural sector, but rather commercial 

farming interests (by Lebanese standards) that have a considerable amount 

of assets and capital invested in their farming operations. As a result, the 

necessity of Syrian labor in the realization of the capital investment is most 

pronounced among this section of larger and more prosperous farmers in 

this northeast village in Beqaa. The case of El-Qaa is therefore both 

generalizable as well as unique. 

     4.1 Landowners/Investors 

Four large landowners were interviewed, and were asked the 

following questions:  

1- For how long you have been investing in your land? 

2- Has it always been the same in terms of labor for agriculture? 

3- How many workers do you have?  
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4- Do you take nationality in consideration when recruiting? If yes, 

why? Do you pay all the workers from all nationalities same amount?   

5- How do you see Syrian migrant workers’ contributions to 

Lebanese agriculture? 

6- Is there anything that you think I should know about Syrian farm 

workers in the northeast Beqaa that we haven’t yet discussed? 

What would be "strange" and exceptional for these farmers, the 

survey showed, is to hire Lebanese labor to work the land (Questions 4 & 

5). For most respondents, the answer was simply a variation on "only 

Syrians work the land", “if it weren’t for the Syrian worker, there would 

have been no agriculture” expressed as a mere truism. A minority of 

respondents indicated that they might, occasionally, resort to Lebanese 

labor, but only in times of acute labor shortages, when wages are 

exceptionally high. 

While Lebanese politicians and media often agitate against a 

supposed "deluge" of Syrian labor that weighs down on Lebanese 

employment, for those who deal directly with Syrian labor, the main 

complaint centers (ironically) on the lack of a dependable supply of Syrian 

workers and the diversion of many Syrians away from the agricultural 

sector (Questions 6 & 7). More to the point, on the centrality of Syrian labor 

to the functioning of the sector, several respondents make a direct 
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correlation between the ups and downs of the sector and the state and 

availability of Syrian labor - as opposed to market or other conditions 

(Question #1). Some respondents have affirmed that certain labor-intensive 

crops will simply not be grown in the absence of plentiful and affordable 

Syrian labor “now, because of the shortage of Syrian labor, we have 

stopped growing certain crops i.e., growing Armenian cucumbers, zucchini, 

[which] requires constant follow up and this requires workers”. (Question 

6).  

At the same time, the relationship of large landowners/employers 

toward Syrian labor/employees is one centered on capitalism: They 

naturally wish to extract the largest possible amount of surplus value from 

labor. “Sometimes, we have Lebanese. We pay more for Lebanese which is 

only when there is a workload and Syrians are not available”. A relationship 

of "common" exploitation easily turns into "super exploitation" in a lightly 

regulated context, when dealing with foreigners with few legal rights, and 

the absence of laws, unions, and labor institutions that protect workers and 

define their rights. As such, Lebanese employers exhibit the simple and 

transparent priorities of the "classic capitalist" as described in Marxist 

literature: a desire for low wages and ample labor supply. In Questions 6 & 

7, several respondents complained of the fact that the UN and other 

international funders have supplemented the income of many Syrians, 

revealing that a rise in the wage level of Syrians is seen as directly affecting 

them in an adverse manner.  
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In addition to the suppression of wages, employers express a marked 

interest in having a large supply of labor, preferably excess labor, in order 

to guarantee an employment environment favorable to the 

landowner/investor. In other terms, the confluence of various economic and 

historical factors (foreign labor, market conditions, the income gap between 

Lebanese and Syrians, etc.) has led to a situation where the availability of 

"cheap" Syrian labor has become the "engine" that runs agricultural projects 

in the North Beqaa, and the central factor to their profitability. Needless to 

say, this state of affairs rests on the existence and persistence of a Syrian 

underclass—permanently poor, propping up a fragile economic sector. 

     4.2 Syrian Migrant Workers  

The interview questions posed to the Syrian migrant workers were as 

follows: 

1- For how long you have been in Lebanon? 

2- Are you here alone or with family? 

3- Were you working in the agriculture as well in Syria?  

4- Why did you chose the agricultural sector?  

5- Do you think you are being paid fairly? Whether yes or no, justify 

please. 

6- Are you able to save money or send remittances back home? 
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7- Do you dream/plan of having your own farmland? Why or why 

not?  

8- Is there anything that you think I should know about Syrian farm 

workers in the northeast Beqaa that we haven’t yet discussed? 

As for the surveyed Syrian workers, it goes without saying that, as 

vulnerable foreigners, many of those surveyed might have refrained from 

fully expressing their grievances toward their employers and host country. 

However, clear patterns emerged regarding the situation of these workers in 

Lebanon and how it has shifted in recent years. 

To begin with, there is a clear element of compatibility between the 

social background of most Syrian workers and the needs of the Lebanese 

agricultural sector. The vast majority of respondents indicated that they 

come from rural and agricultural backgrounds in Syria itself. While a single 

respondent indicated that he only took up agricultural work upon moving to 

Lebanon (Question 1), all the rest affirmed that agriculture was originally 

their main occupation. Hence, the Lebanese agricultural sector, thirsting for 

cheap labor, found in Syrians (at least since the early 1990s, according to 

the survey) a readily available labor supply that was not only "cheap" and 

precarious, but also skilled and experienced, with families that have 

traditionally practiced agriculture in the Syrian countryside. As one of the 

employers stated (Question 7), the arrival of drip irrigation methods since 

the 1990s has augmented the value of Syrian labor; in reference to the fact 
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that drip irrigation permits more efficient farming methods, but which 

require considerable labor and skill. 

Interestingly, in the way Syrian laborers narrate their own experience, 

the "critical juncture" that is often cited by them is not the immensely 

destructive Syrian War, which has displaced millions of Syrians and 

destroyed entire communities, but the financial crisis that has enveloped 

Lebanon since late 2019. This can probably be explained by the economic 

logic of Syrian labor in Lebanon (from the laborer's perspective), which has 

traditionally relied on the difference between the dollar value of wages in 

Syria and Lebanon. Historically, even a meager Lebanese salary translated 

into a considerable wage (in dollar terms) for working class Syrians. This 

had to do with the gap in per capita GDP between the two countries, but 

also to the structural differences between a highly subsidized and semi-

socialized economy in Syria before the war compared to the dollarized 

Lebanese economy of post-1990. As a result, Syrian workers in Lebanon 

could regularly send remittances to their families in Syria, constituting a 

true boost to their income level and consumption, hence "sending money 

home" is the most common target for Syrian laborers (Questions 4 and 5). 

The fact that the Lebanese economic crash has prevented them from 

providing remittances to their families—as in the past—has clearly 

undermined the old "model" of migrant work and is the most serious 

concern for these laborers. In their recollection, the "good times" are 

identified as the years prior to the Lebanese crisis, with the criteria being 
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that "money was sent home", as the majority of respondents exclaimed. 

They also agree that, since 2019, the flow of remittances has stopped due to 

the suppression of wages in the Lebanese economy and the fall in the value 

of the Lebanese Lira to the US Dollar (Question 6). 

The data show that since the Lebanese economic crisis, Syrian labor 

in Lebanon has largely transitioned away from the familiar model of 

migrant labor/remittances (such as migrant labor in rich countries in the 

Gulf). One respondent noted that “currently we are unable to send anything 

home. Before, we used to be paid 400$ and we used to save some money 

and send to our family back home, but for two years we are unable to save 

anything”.  Rather, Syrian agricultural labor in Lebanon has shifted to a 

"subsistence model" where the wage of the worker is merely sufficient for 

him to survive in his current location, and where no surplus exists to be sent 

home. Implied in these responses is the fact that migration, for the majority 

of Syrians in Lebanon, is no longer an economic calculation since many do 

not have the option to return to Syria due to the security situation or have no 

economic opportunities in their war-torn country. 

The respondents were keenly aware of the value of their skills to the 

Lebanese agricultural sector, and many respondents take pride in knowing 

that they perform an irreplaceable service (Question 2). At the same time, 

they are also aware of their status as foreigners with few legal rights and 

opportunities. While it is common for a skilled farmer to desire to run his 
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own farm, most respondents were clear in that, while entertaining such 

desires, they understand that no such path exists for a poor Syrian migrant 

in Lebanon (Question 6). In a way, these workers seem to have internalized 

their position in the production process and the local agricultural economy, 

along with the "glass ceiling" that comes with it 

     4.3 Municipality  

The municipality interview was conducted with the mayor of El-Qaa, 

Mr. Bashir Mattar, who is known for his political affiliation with the 

Lebanese Forces as well as his radical stands against the presence of Syrian 

refugees. The following questions were asked:   

1- How do you see labor in the agricultural sector?  

2- Have there been more Syrian workers in agriculture in the 

Northeast Beqaa after 2011 than before? Have there been any recent 

changes in numbers? 

3- Why do you think Syrian migrant workers are preferred by the 

farmland owners?  

4- Is there anything that you think I should know about Syrian farm 

workers in the northeast Beqaa that we haven’t yet discussed? 

The patterns already described were further confirmed by the 

interview conducted with the mayor of el-Qaa regarding the role of Syrian 

labor in the local economy. On the one hand, the mayor reminisced about 
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the "good times'', i.e., when the wages paid in Lebanon were sufficient to 

attract and maintain Syrian labor. Implicitly, again, the mayor speaks of 

Syrian labor as a "production factor", and not as representing a community 

of workers. The "good times'' thus represent the period when Syrian labor 

was plentiful, cheap, and with no other avenues for income. As such, any 

"positive" change in the status of Syrian workers is seen as a negative 

variable for the local farmers. Income supplements provided by the UN and 

other international organizations, the mayor says, have lessened the 

availability of Syrian labor in the agricultural sector and raised wages in 

contravention to the interests of local farming concerns. 

A rise in the wage level of Syrian workers in Lebanon (due to 

externalities such as foreign aid to displaced families) is seen as an 

"unnatural" reversal of roles, where Syrian labor suddenly "has the upper 

hand" (Question 1) vis-a-vis Lebanese employers. Competition over skilled 

labor is also seen as an "imposition" that weighs on the agricultural 

economy (Question 1) and not as the natural state of the labor market. In 

other words, the legacy of Syrian labor in Lebanon has created a sense of 

entitlement for Lebanese employers, where the availability of "cheap" 

precarious, Syrian labor with few alternatives is seen as necessary for the 

functioning of the agricultural economy, and where any shifts in this power 

balance comes at the detriment of Lebanese employers. 
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The mayor, similar to large landholders in the area, acknowledged the 

importance of Syrian labor while insisting that it must remain 

"competitive", i.e., low cost and with few perks and guarantees provided to 

the labor force. The mayor does not wish for his local proprietors to be in a 

situation where they have to "compete" for Syrian labor (Question 1) and 

where Syrian laborers "do not need" to work the land as their sole source of 

employment. The data provided by the Lebanese respondents converges on 

the notion that historical forms of exploitation have become routinized to 

the point where suppressed agricultural wages, coupled with an excess flow 

of foreign labor, are seen as necessary and "essential" for the functioning of 

the Lebanese agricultural sector and the realization of profit through 

investment in farming. Any improvement in the state of Syrian laborers and 

in the options provided to them is viewed as a calamity afflicting 

agricultural profits. 

Thus, we are witnessing the formulation of an economic logic, among 

Lebanese entrepreneurs, where the availability of plentiful—and low cost—

Syrian labor is regarded as "natural" and essential for the survival of the 

Lebanese agricultural sector, and where any externalities affecting this 

equation threaten the survival of the farming business (as currently 

organized). 

While this thesis does not delve into the anthropological aspects of the 

employer/employee relationship in the Beqaa, the very terms used by the 
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local official denote the hierarchies that have been traditionally established 

between foreign labor and local capital.  

Seen as an essential "factor of production" by the landowners, Syrian 

labor was discussed in our survey uniquely from the perspective of their 

economic utility and necessity. Elements of the anti-migrant and anti-Syrian 

rhetoric that are rife in the (often mainstream) Lebanese political discourse 

were completely absent from the responses of those who employ and work 

directly with Syrian labor. Here, the Syrian laborer is not viewed as "alien", 

an outsider, or a transplant from a different country and culture; quite to the 

contrary, longtime farmers have grown accustomed to seeing the 

transactional dynamic between them and Syrian workers as "natural", 

permanent, and indispensable. This indicates that a long tradition of work 

and employment has been created over the years, with formal and informal 

understandings and practices between employers and employees that have 

been enshrined and routinized in the region. 

The thesis now turns to the conclusion, where the research findings 

will be summarized and the main research questions answered. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

 

We’ve presented the various theoretical frameworks regarding 

migration, a subject that can only be understood within the global system of 

production. In particular, multi-scalar approaches serve to address how 

Syrian migrant labor contributes to the Lebanese agricultural sector. We’ve 

elaborated on the centrality of informality with regards to the movement of 

people between the two nation-states as well as the rise of “formal-

informalities” under the pressure of subjective strivings and structures of 

capitalism. 

What seems to be a recurring theme in most of the literature is the 

centrality of cheap migrant labor to the accumulation of profit in Lebanon. 

Yet at the same time Syrian workers have hoped to find in Lebanon a route 

to a more prosperous future. 

To answer the main research question of this thesis whether Syria 

migrant workers are perceived as a burden on the economy or can be 

perceived, by some categories in specific context, as useful and important? 

The presented case study on Syrian migrant workers in one of the 
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northeastern villages in Beqaa, El-Qaa, shows that Syrians in the northeast 

Beqaa became established, over decades, as a "specialized class" that has a 

bespoke, exclusive, role in the agricultural production process in the region. 

Most farmers exclaimed that they hire Syrian labor almost exclusively for a 

wide range of labor-intensive tasks, with Lebanese labor being rarely, and 

sometimes never, employed in these fields. In addition to the considerable 

labor supply and competitive wages, Syrian laborers presented Lebanese 

farmers in this part of the region with a large rural population that has been 

traditionally skilled in a variety of agricultural tasks - a trained labor force 

that has no equivalent in the village. Such a system of "super exploitation" 

was so essential to the functioning and economics of this sample of the 

agricultural sector that several respondents complained that the rising 

income level of many Syrians due to foreign aid and grants has reflected 

negatively on their business. In other terms, the question of Syrian workers 

is better explained through this historical "complex" of production and 

exploitation, and the political economy that has engendered it, and not 

exclusively through the lens of foreigners "burdening" the country and 

nativist national narratives. 

The future of Syrian migrant labor in Lebanon remains uncertain 

given the dramatic changes occurring at a fundamental level of the 

economy. An old model is withering away, pulling millions of workers into 

extreme levels of poverty, while capital reorganizes paths of valorization. 

The agricultural sector in Lebanon is expected to be one of these new routes 
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of profit extraction. There are clear threats to the sector as a whole and to 

Syrian migrant laborers in particular (hyperinflation, water-scarcity, rising 

xenophobia and the threat of expulsion etc.). 

Historically, the border between the Syria and Lebanon has been kept 

porous, even when formal pathways were heavily controlled or even 

intermittently blocked; Syrians and Lebanese created informal pathways for 

movement.  

The 2012 refugee influx has modified the structures of informality 

that were in place for decades; yet, literature on migration appears to be 

evasive when it comes to these upheavals. Little research addresses the 

relationship of refugees and migrant workers with Lebanese and 

international bureaucracies and the how divergent conditions are 

experienced by each group. Gaps are also to be found in conceptualizing 

Lebanese national policy drivers and their reactive approaches to 

established networks of informality. How will migrant workers deal with 

the current financial collapse in Lebanon moving forward? What are the 

main drivers for them to stay or to leave the Lebanese territory for war-torn 

Syria? How did the years of war and the 2019 Lebanese crisis affect the 

migrant's relationship with the Lebanese communities? These are only some 

of the questions that deserve further inquiry if we are to better understand 

the current situation of the Syrian migrants' contribution to the Lebanese 

economy. 
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On a more fundamental level, the study of the experience of the 

millions of Syrians who have passed through the Lebanese labor system 

over the last decades leaves us with two important problematics that we 

must confront when dealing with such subjects.  

First, the movement and circulation of humans, capital, and economic 

activity do not always correspond neatly to national boundaries. In fact, 

"seeing" borders (which are, to an extent, an abstract and legal 

representation) as rigid material barriers that enclose fully independent 

national entities may constitute a problem—on a basic epistemological 

level—for any work that takes as "natural" these maps and borders that are 

often, in historical and practical terms, recent as well as permeable 

creations. 

This problem is not limited to a case such as that of Lebanon and 

Syria, two neighboring countries that are historically intertwined. Several 

scholars who study the Third World/Global South have arrived to similar 

conclusions. Timothy Mitchell, for instance, cautions that "national" 

categories that emerged in the post-colonial period, those reflecting a world 

composed of a multitude of independent entities, each having its own 

"economy", "market", "GNP", etc. may be more formal and abstract than 

descriptive and material (Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-politics, 

Modernity, 2002). Isolating the "national economy" within prescribed 

borders does not explain the regional and international processes through 
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which value is really created, and certainly do not always correspond to the 

post-colonial division of the world into "independent" discreet entities. In 

other words, while we do live in an international order composed of a 

constellation of nation states, with delimited territories and claims of 

sovereignty, specificity, and national histories, we should nevertheless 

avoid "fetishizing" and "enshrining" these political units in a way that 

prevents us from seeing all the mechanisms that take place outside, at the 

margins, or in contravention to these political maps. 

Relatedly, Jeffrey Byrne explains in his study of Algerian 

independence how the emergence of borders and national states has also 

upended previous practices and relations, imposing a new political and 

economic logic upon these newly-created states. For instance, a region that 

was historically connected and integrated may have found itself divided 

between two separate states in the 20th century. Newly independent states 

will operate under a new logic and impositions: the sanctity of national 

borders, national and historical claims, the "raison d'etat" that the ruling 

elites must serve, etc. As a result, the independence of Algeria was shortly 

followed by a border war with Morocco and the implementation of a rigid 

separation between the two sides of the borders (such territorial conflicts 

and tensions were common among post-colonial states in Africa and 

elsewhere) (Byrne, 2016). The case of Syrian workers in Lebanon is 

testament both to the limitations of national boundaries and to their ability 

to redefine legal statuses and create new realities and institutions in their 
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wake.  

Second, the perception of Syrians in Lebanon, in the national media, 

political discourse, and popular culture does not necessarily reflect the 

realities of Syrian labor and its role in the national economy. Capital 

accumulation serves different groups in differing ways, distributing 

"winnings" and "losses" unevenly across society, often pitting sections of 

the working class against each other. As has been the case in other countries 

around that world that witnessed waves of intense migration, there is often a 

tendency to blame national and economic woes on this "foreign" class of 

workers.  

However, our research into a case in the agricultural sector— Syrian 

labor in El-Qaa village—has not only been essential to the functioning of 

the agricultural sector there, but is also organic and historical, in the sense 

that it would be difficult to imagine the current production model of 

agriculture in this northeastern Lebanese Beqaa village absent this class of 

Syrian workers. 
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