INTRODUCTION

It is ou{y because miners sweat Hrﬂ'rguts out that superior
persons can remain superior. . .. All of us really owe the
comparative decency of owr lives to paor drudges underground,

—Orwell, Down the Mine*

BETWEEN THE SIXTEENTH AND NINETEENTH CENTURIES, “labor shortage!” was
the constant lament of European colonlsts, slave-owners, colonlal planters,
and minlng operators.® Transhatlonal and transreglonal laborers were usually
selzed through military force, slavery, “coclle” labor, and indenture. From the
Cape of Good Hope to the Carlbbean, from Shanghal to Peru, migrant work-
ers wele conhected to processes of productlon and accumulation through di-
rectly exerclsed forms of overt physical and legal coerclon. Many an astute
nineteenth-century thinker had not even considered the possibility that one
day perennlal colonial laber shortage might turn to labor surplus 3 Yet, as the
nineteenth century wore on, complaints aboutlabor shortages were heard less
and less. Even Indentured labor no longer seemed necessary to many, as per-
sohs prepared to selllong hours of hard, stigmatized, and disclplined labor for
low wages, or to work in crowded and competitive self-employiment, started to
leave Ireland, southern and eastern Europe, Asla, Afrlca, and Latin Americaln
tens of millions 4 The hundreds of thousands of Ottoman subjects—Lebanese
and Syrlan—who left the eastern Mediterranean province of the bilad ash-
sham forthe Amerlcas, West Afrlca, and beyond between the 18705 and 192053
were Imerely one group amid this more geheral mass migration. By the First
World War, the world had entered an epoch of seemingly Imitless supplles of
International migrant “labor power™ In this new context, far from expend-
1ng resoutrces selzihg slaves by force in the tropics, and then Ih malntaining
and controlling them, metropolltan recelving countrles started to speak the
language of “overpopulation” and the “yellow peril” Governments began put-
tlng up batrlers, developlng guest-worker systems to prevent settlement, and,
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ultimately, 1n the 19205 ahd 19303, restricting entry altogether.® Thus the age,
extending In varlous recoghlzable forms tothe present, of so-called voluntary,
spontaneous, self-Initlated, and economlc migration on a transhatlonal scale,
was borh 7

Why were the whip of the slave master, property in the perscn, or the for-
mally enforced rules and contracts of Indenture no longer necessary in the
mass productlon of menial labor inveolving long hours, low pay, hard work,
obedlence, stigma, and Insecurity?® What was the nature of these forms of
apparently “economlc” force?™ Why was it that what had once required coer-
clon was how achleved through apparently voluntary effort, or via estensibly
economlic and Indirect means? How were legally free persons and thelr ener-
gles now bound to a migratory labor reglime and structures of transnational
accumulation? Through a detalled and as yet untold history of a prolonged
case of clrcular labor migration between Syrla and Lebanon, this book argues
that exlsting answers to the questlon of “economlic force” are unsatisfactory,
and suggests ah alternative,

Historles of migratlon drawing on theorles of modernization and eco-
nomlic development, as well as mlgrant-centered, agency-recovering accounts
insplred by cultural studies and postcolonlalism, arguably efface the forms
of power at work 1n the migratory labor reglme. Accounts drawing on the
Marxist traditlon, furthermore, are problematlc In thelr tendency to automate
processes of labor subordination: Migrants are hot simply human Jetsam ahd
flotsam—faceless stocks, pools, and reserves malntalned or drained by the
hydraulles of capitallsm and Imperlallsm. An important falling of existing
approaches 1s that they only inadequately link agents to structures and vice
versa, thereby missing and evlscerating the operations of the forms of agency-
Incorporating control and disclpline inwhich I am interested. Strong forms of
both agency and structural determination are heavily present throughout the
history related in this book: the bold, masculinist and pan-Arablst clalms of
dignified workers engaged In remunerative labor, the acquisition of skills and
the broadening of horlzons, the personal satlsfactlons of providing for kith
and kin against the odds, the harsh pressures of famlily expectations and cash
and land hunger in villages on the Syrlan plains, grinding exploltation and
physical abuse at work, menlal indighity and slum living in Lebanon, lives of
poverty, the bitter frustrations of failed projects, and prolonged exilic rotation,
violence, expulsion, and killing,
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This history of an almost completely unknown but Important case of
mligration and return comblnes the methods of ethnography and soclal his-
tory. Through a particular appropriatlon of the concepts of hegemony and
elective affinltles, 1t examines ahd explores the ways in which migrants are
unfixed, made maobile, channeled, enmeshed, and subordinated within objec-
tifylng structures of accumulation by combinations of coerclon and consent,
represslon and cholce. Whereas the standard justificatlon for the exploitation
of migrant workers by host populations Is that they “choose to come here,”
1n what ways are these cholces, which are undoubtedly made at some level,
embedded instructures thatdistingulsh them from empowerment? [ argue that
while forms of direct and unmedlated disclpline disappeared from the world
of migrant labor, In thelr place came the direct and indirect disclpline of a con-
structed “labour market,” comprised less of the benlgh forces of the “Invisible
hand” and more of the ensnaring operatlons of an Invisible cage.

STORIES ABOUT MIGRANTS

Existing scholarshlp on migration, whether based on conventlonal econom-
lcs, Marxlsm, modernization theory, economic soclology, or cultural studies,
has done remarkably little to explore the particular work of hegemonic Incor-
porationlnwhich [ am interested. In conventlonal economlics, migrants motl-
vated by ratlonal calculations as to Individual material galn (based on Smith’s
natural human “propensity to truck and barter”) flow from labor-abundant,
capltal-pocr areas to labor-scarce, capltal-rich reglons in accordance with the
operatlons of supply and demand. Migratory processes are seen to be rooted
in speclalization, the deepening divislon of laber, and the development of
cash exchange; they contribute through factor mobility to wealth creation.
Free movement Is expected to equilibrate wages and profit rates In the long
term and diminlsh macroeconomlic ahd demographic Imbalances. Migrants’
positlon in host socletles Is largely determined by thelr own cholces, market
advantages, and skill endowments.*

In this view, migratory processes and soclal relatlons mote generally are
constructed out of the ratlonal cholces of exchanging acquisitive Individuals
who are, 1n principle, equally potent. As such, inequallty, coerclon, pelitics,
allenation, ahd structural power tend to disappear from view, and the multiply
determined and purposeful soclal subject 1s reduced to a homo economicus.

This approach misses what Francls Wilson called “the Importance of the
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distrlbution of power Ih moulding the forces THAT shape even a mlicro-
economlic structure and determine the range of cholees within it.™ Soclal rela-
tlons are transformed into relatlons between quantlties and objects —Marx’s
commodity fetishisin. Conventlohal econemlics ultimately comprise a power-
ful ratification of economic Inequallty and of what Frledrich Engels saw as
the “dominatlon over men by virtue of, and through the intermediary of, the
domlnatlon over things.”™* The language of cholce and exchange 1s better seen
therefore as part of the unfinished and unstably “fixed” hege monlic apparatus
of the market econcmy, rather than an analytical tool for actually understand-
ing the hegemonlc Incorporation of migrant subjects.

The depoliticlzing, uncritical, and technocratle stance of conventlonal
economlcs has long been opposed by research Insplred by Marxlsm, Here,
the clrculation and exploltatlon of migrant workers is understood in terms
of the development of capltalism, imperlallsm, and neo-coloniallsm. Marx
ridiculed Adam Simith’s rosy account of labor market formatlon inwhich “the
1dyllic relghs from time Immemorlal” In place of exchange and speclaliza-
tlon, Marx spoke of conquest, enslavement, murder, plunder, and force, which,
during the prehistory of capltal, divorced direct producers from control over
means of productlon, shattered feudal bends of protectlon, and left immediate
producers with no way to live except by selling their labor power to capital-
1sts controlling the means of productlon, a sale often Invelving migratlon, '+
Once capltallsim was established, its fundamental secular tendencles—a shift
inthe organic composition of capital reducing both the share of varlable capl-
tal (wages), and the mumber of surplus hours extracted per unit of capltal,
reductions that Imply a declining rate of profit ahd employment—create a
floating population, an industrial reserve army forced to migrate In search
of Increasingly eluslve wage labor.® A related reading links mass migratlon to
capltalism’s tendency to undergo crises of overaccumulatlon, boom and bust,
and its fundamental Instability and constant restructuring, forcing masses of
people to move 1n search of employment.'® Other Marxist accounts under-
stand mlgratlon less 1n terms of the operations of “pure” capltallsm, but in
terms of how capitalism, linked to Imperlalism, distorted development in the
colenlal and Third World by imperial policy and surplus extractlon, prevent-
ing hormal capltalist development and forcing those unable to find a lving
to migrate to the world of advanced capitallsm.” A varlatlon of thls account
understands clrculatory migrant labor as a subsidy to advanced capltallsm, in
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which soclal costs of reproduction are defrayed in preserved-dissolved forms
of precapitallst domestic communlty In the sending areas 'S

These profoundly structurallst readings are problematic be cause they auto-
mate mechanlsms of clrculation ahd subordination. The questlon of how put-
poseful and acculturated subjects are artlculated to objectifylng structures 1s
sidelined. Migrants are discharged and absorbed as Jetsam and flotsam accord-
1ng tothe hydraulics of capitalism, class, reffication, and commedityfetishism.
In this schema, the discussion of the unfinished cultural and political work
of relatlons of subordination and domination, the qualitles of migrants—
thelr ideas, projects, putrposes, subjectlvitles, moral ecohomles, household
dynatnics, and polltical statuses and relatlonships—become eplphe nomenal
If conventlonal economlics stresses only cholce, structurallst Marxlsm sharply
underplays the declslons and initlative of migrants themselves, There 1s ho
sense that subjectivity and polltics operate substantlvely to constitute multiple
forms of accumulation. What matters are the laws of capltal accwmulation, the
actlons of capltalists and imperialists, or the actions of those whoset out as an
organized working class to overthrow those capltalists. Other forms of agency
become residual, obstructlve, unsclentific, and backward. Ultimately, In much
Marxlsm, the problem s that there Is ho subject left to hegemonize.

A homologous problem appears In migratlon studles Insplred by linear
and teleologlcal forms of modernization theory, Adam Smith linked the free
movement of factors of production (Including labot) to a secular shift from
socletles that were poor, rude, barbarous, and miserable to those that were
wealthy, flourishing, and civilized. The languages of modernization and Orl-
entallsm allke have deplcted both migrants and sending socletles as mired
in traditlon, backwardness, overpopulation, and stagnatlon, and described
mligrant journeys and transitlons to a usually Western modernity embodylng
a better life—advanced, ratlonal, moblle, and free.'® In this context, the key
task for migrants Is asslmilatlon into host socletles, concelved problematically
as relatlvely homogeneous and internally harmonlous * In these accounts,
1n which dominant values and overly lnear historical trajectorles are both
asswmed and naturalized, the problem of hegemonlc Incorporatlon disappears
from view. Where subject positions, soclal structures, and the directlon of
historical change s glven In advance, there is little room for conslidering the
complex processes that construct dominant order and link actlve and diverse
subjects to them.
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Economlc soclelogy eschewed the historical metanarratives and politi-
cal commitments of Marxism and modernizatlon theory alike, and sought to
modify the disembedded economism of conventional economics. Economic
soclologlsts have explored, ostensibly In a value-free mode, the importance of
soclal context by adopting Max Weber's notlon of soclally orlented economic
actlon, and appropriating the Hungarlan economist Karl Polanyl’s concept
of embeddedness.** Core-perlphery linkages (trahsportation, media, recrult-
ment agencles) are sald to help account for why migrant flows are strongly
assoclated with structures established during a bygone age of colonlal rule.
Soclal networks play ah important role 1n structuring, sustalning, and even
initlating migrant flows. Soclal capital, not Just individual market advantage,
plays an equally declsive role In upward mobllity, entrepreneurship, and suc-
cess in the recelving country. The sttucture and nature of the Job market, such
as In the formatlon of a “secondary sector” for migrants, 1s also seen to be
lmportant.*

Nonetheless, 1ssues of hegemony, and power relatlons more broadly,
remaln curlously absent and undertheorized In the economlic soclology of
mligration. Although some attentlon s pald to raclal prejudice, political indif-
ference or even hostility, colonlalism, and Imperiallsm either barely exist, or
are consldered an irrelevant artifact of some distant past. This lens Is partly
allowed to stand unchallenged by a relentless Westcentrism or a focus on the
interests of host socletles. Plore’s seminal book, for example, falls even to men-
tlon the global South in the list of phenomena explicitly excluded from his
theory. Plore Identified the central problem In migration processes hot as the
exploltation of cheap labor, ner as the subordination eor raclalization of those
struggling to reestablish structures of community and identification. Instead,
according to Plore, the so-called Immigrant problem s the fact that contlicts
develop between native labor and Immigrants ence the latter, usually after
settlement processes are well developed, start to seek out the Jobs that natlves
want ** For Plore, the key problem with migration, 1n other words, 1s that at
somme polnt, settled or second-geheratlon migrants want to escape the world
of menlal, humillating, and dirty labor, which conflicts with the Interests not
ohly of natlve labor but also of Industrial soclety at large. Industrial soclety 1s
seento requlre a “secondary labor market” as a matter of demand-side heces-
sity, concelved In homogenizing and objectivist terms. The problem turns cut
to be one of assimlilation read in termns of the host soclety’s “Interests.”



