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Nils Hägerdal Tufts University

Abstract: Under what conditions will forcibly displaced persons return to their original homes after wars end? We draw on
theories of labor migration to show that even displaced persons who have positive feelings toward their original location
may nevertheless choose to return as regular visitors rather than permanent residents unless the location offers attractive
economic opportunities. Furthermore, we argue that violence can create negative emotions not only toward geographic
locations of bloodshed but also against its perpetrators. After ethnic wars, the displaced may be unwilling to return to
intermixed locations, exacerbating ethnic separation. We study postwar migration among Lebanese Christians displaced
during the 1980s and identify economic conditions using exogenous price shocks for olive oil, a major local export. Among
policy implications for economic reconstruction and transitional justice, our most important insight is that sometimes we
should help the displaced in their new location rather than induce permanent return to their old homes.

Verification Materials: The data and materials required to verify the computational reproducibility of the results,
procedures, and analyses in this article are available on the American Journal of Political Science Dataverse within the
Harvard Dataverse Network, at: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/M046SB.

Under what conditions will forcibly displaced per-
sons choose to return to their original homes
after wars end? This is an important question in

a world with 65 million displaced, and it has major policy
implications for addressing ongoing migration crises in
Syria and elsewhere.1 Policy makers traditionally assumed
that most displaced persons would return to their orig-
inal homes if armed hostilities cease, but contemporary
practitioners reject this unrealistic assumption (Harild,
Christensen, and Zetter 2015). Recent work on whether
displaced households return—based on attitudinal sur-
veys and ethnographic case studies—highlights the im-
portance of physical security, emotional legacies of vio-
lence, sufficient livelihood, material destruction, respect
for prewar property rights, and legal status (Arias, Ibáñez,
and Querubin 2014; Serrano 2011). In recent years, schol-
ars have gained an increasingly sophisticated understand-
ing of the social, economic, and political factors that cause
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1Of this number, 22.5 million of the displaced are refugees because they crossed an international border. The remainder are internally
displaced (data as of February 2018 from http://www.unhcr.org/).

wartime displacement (Davenport, Moore, and Poe 2003;
Engel and Ibáñez 2007; Steele 2009). However, the liter-
ature on postwar reconstruction focuses on the merits
of partition, elections, and outside peacekeeping forces
and has largely ignored the question of migrants (Fortna
2004; Paris 2004; Sambanis 2000).

We theorize how migrants weigh both their emo-
tional orientation toward home and their future eco-
nomic prospects in a simple additive decision-making
model of return migration. Whereas the literature focuses
on whether the displaced return as permanent residents
or not at all, we also consider a third possibility: Some
displaced persons may prefer to maintain a strong per-
sonal connection to their old homes by becoming regular
visitors, for instance, by keeping a family home for week-
end and holiday visits. We consider both permanent resi-
dents and regular visitors to be returnees, only in different
capacities.
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Displaced persons’ emotional orientation toward
home can vary. Many displaced persons long to return
home, although the literature also shows that some de-
velop an aversion to return where they experienced vi-
olence or their property was destroyed or stolen (Arias,
Ibáñez, and Querubin 2014; Serrano 2011). We argue that
an equally salient dynamic should be for displaced persons
to avoid the perpetrators of such crimes. In the aftermath
of ethnic wars, displaced persons may ascribe blame for
their suffering to the former enemy non-coethnic com-
munity in its entirety, rather than to select individuals,
and view all group members as perpetrators. Displaced
persons may therefore be unwilling to return to locations
with a large non-coethnic population.

To study the decision of whether and how to return,
we also draw on a large literature on labor migration
(e.g., Constant and Massey 2002; Stark and Bloom 1985).
While some displaced may be attracted to return by com-
pelling job opportunities, others believe that their future
economic prospects are better in their new place of res-
idence. We argue that the inertia of stable employment
can affect conflict migrants in much the same way as it
does labor migrants. Unless there are lifelong economic
prospects in the original location, the modal displaced
person with fond feelings for her old home may prefer
to return as a regular visitor and stay comfortably settled
with housing and employment in her new environs.

To evaluate our argument, we study postwar re-
turn among Lebanese Christians displaced from Mount
Lebanon during the Lebanese civil war of 1975 to 1990.
During one episode in 1983–85, Muslim and left-wing
militias forcibly displaced the Christian population from
over 200 villages in this intermixed region, who were
unable to return until the war ended in 1990.2 By 2007—
almost 20 years after the war ended—only about 20%
of displaced Christian households had returned to their
original villages as permanent residents, but the rate varies
across villages from 0 to 100%. The low rate of return is
surprising because returnees faced comparatively favor-
able conditions. After the war ended, militias demobilized
and the region witnessed no further ethnic violence. The
government respected prewar property rights and even
paid off wartime squatters such that by 1993, virtually all
Christian real estate was returned to its owners.

The next section elaborates our theoretical frame-
work, empirical implications, and hypotheses. The third
section introduces the reader to the Christians of Mount
Lebanon. The fourth section discusses how we obtain and
use quantitative evidence on Mount Lebanon, and the

2This wave of displacement affected about one-eighth of Lebanon’s
roughly 1,600 municipalities (Labaki and Abou Rjeily 1993).

following one details our statistical models and key re-
sults. We use observational data to establish correlates of
return migration and subsequently identify the impact of
economic opportunities with a natural experiment based
on exogenous shocks in the world price of olive oil, an
important national export good. The price of olive oil in
international markets soared in the early 2000s as West-
ern consumers warmed to its health effects, and we find
that displaced Lebanese returned in larger numbers as
permanent residents to villages with the geological pre-
requisites to grow olives and partake in this commodity
boom. Specifically, in villages with substantial cropland
devoted to olive trees, a 1-point increase in the world price
of olive oil drives four or five more households to return
permanently. We conclude the article by discussing policy
implications. To induce the displaced to return home, we
need to focus on both economic reconstruction and tran-
sitional justice. However, the most important implication
of our argument is that in some contexts, policy makers
should help displaced persons in their new location rather
than induce return to their old homes.

Violence, Migration, and Return

With the end of the Cold War, refugee return became a
larger focus of the international refugee regime (Barnett
2001). Millions of displaced persons have returned to their
place of origin since then. In the 1990s, an average of 10%
of refugee stocks returned to their countries of origin
annually (Hatton 2013). Since 2000, the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has assisted
an average of 1 to 2 million returnees annually. In the
early 2000s, returnees were disproportionately refugees,
but the share of internally displaced persons (IDPs) has
been growing steadily since then.3 In 2017, unassisted
returns represented more than half of all returns and were
disproportionately returning IDPs.4 Despite the volume
of returnees, the issue remains understudied.

We develop a theory about migrant decision mak-
ing for displaced persons who are free to choose between
staying in their current residence or returning to their
original homes after wars end.5 These conditions are com-
mon among IDPs, who typically have postwar freedom

3These figures are based on data from the UNHCR Statistical Online
Population Database (http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/overview).

4UNHCR estimates that 4.8 million displaced persons returned in
2017; among those, 2.7 million were unassisted IDPs. See UNHCR
Global Trends 2017 (https://www.unhcr.org/5b27be547.html).

5Our model applies most clearly to persons facing displacement for
several years, who become settled in their new environment.

http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/overview
https://www.unhcr.org/5b27be547.html
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of movement within their own country. Our theory also
applies to some, less typical, refugees who enjoy freedom
of movement across the border between their home and
asylum countries and sufficient legal status to stay in their
asylum country postconflict. Refugees from some African
wars of independence enjoyed such freedoms (Neldner
1979).

Orientation toward Home

A migrant’s orientation toward home arises out of feelings
for the place and social connections to its community. The
orientation toward home can be positive or negative. For
instance, labor migrants often have fond feelings and want
to return home one day (Constant and Massey 2002).
They yearn for the culture, climate, and food of home as
well as social ties to family and friends (Niedomysl and
Amcoff 2011; von Reichert 2002). These sentiments may
extend to displaced persons. Yet not all migrants want
to return. The literature on return migration shows that
many displaced persons from locations that experienced
violence do not want to return. Their aversion is rooted in
fear, anger, and traumatic memories (Arias, Ibáñez, and
Querubin 2014).

We add to this literature by arguing that displaced
persons’ negative emotions can be directed at other indi-
viduals or communities just as much as at physical space.
Displaced persons may fear, resent, or be angry at other
individuals or other ethnic groups in addition to hav-
ing feelings about geographic locations. We theorize that
displaced persons may develop an aversion to return to
locations where they would have to live next to the perpe-
trators of violence who caused their displacement. In the
most direct sense, this means that displaced persons may
not want to return to live in close proximity to specific in-
dividuals who participated in wartime violence and who
the displaced view as perpetrators.

After ethnic conflicts, the displaced may also abstract
blame away from particular individuals and assign guilt
to the former enemy non-coethnic community in its en-
tirety. Violence between individuals can poison relations
between entire ethnic groups such that displaced persons
come to view all members of the other group as perpetra-
tors.6 Furthermore, some displaced persons may believe
that their feelings are reciprocated, and members of the
non-coethnic communities view the displaced persons as
perpetrators of wartime atrocities as well. Some displaced
persons may therefore expect non-coethnics to be hostile

6Armed conflicts in plural societies often reinforce and polarize
group identities (Bulutgil 2016).

and unfriendly, and prefer to avoid interaction with non-
coethnics altogether. These effects are likely to be stronger
the more that displacement resulted from conflicts fought
across hardened identity cleavages and the more extensive
participation was in wartime activities within both com-
munities.

A person who considers returning to an intermixed
community may therefore have an aversion to return be-
cause of the presence of non-coethnics, and we argue that
this effect may be as salient as the legacy of massacres or
material destruction. After ethnic wars, this dynamic may
drive many displaced persons to avoid returning to mixed
locations with a high proportion of non-coethnics.

Regular Visitors

We view return as a complex concept that can take many
shapes. Aside from those who return as permanent res-
idents, we also consider a second mode of return: those
who choose to return regularly as visitors.7 This cate-
gory of returnees reveals that displaced persons who do
not move back permanently still can retain meaningful
personal connections to territory despite experiencing vi-
olent displacement from it. By regular visitors, we mean
something more than tourists: households that maintain
a family home, return for weekends or to celebrate ma-
jor holidays, and hold family events like weddings and
funerals.8

As is typical of labor migrants, who often work in
more developed urban areas but retain a personal con-
nection to their former homes, many displaced persons
choose to visit because they have affection for their orig-
inal location. Survey evidence from Norway shows that
many refugees have since visited their country of origin
(Vralstad and Wiggen 2017, 47–48). However, the share of
migrants who have visited their old home varies consid-
erably, ranging from relatively high rates for those from
Iraq (71%) and Iran (55%) to fairly low for those from
Somalia (24%) and Eritrea (12%). When asked the rea-
sons for their visits, the two dominant responses were
“[for] holiday” (75%) and “[to] visit relatives” (31%).9

7The literature on conflict-induced migration has largely neglected
regular visitors, although one exception is the work of Bakewell
(2015).

8The length and frequency of visits likely depend on the cost and
distance of travel.

9Only 16% of respondents chose “other reasons,” which could
include economic motivations; economic factors thus motivate at
most a minority of conflict migrants in Norway who visit their
original homes.
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Our quantity of interest is persons who choose to
visit primarily for personal, social, emotional, and recre-
ational reasons, typically as a family during weekends and
holidays, rather than single men who come as business
travelers on occasional weekdays or temporary workers at
particular times such as harvest season. All visitors by def-
inition forsake full-time employment in the location they
visit, and many displaced persons choose to incur eco-
nomic costs to visit because they experience pleasure and
meaning from visiting. Others may also derive economic
benefits from visiting that help offset its cost, such as
fishing and hunting, local trade and barter, or ownership
stakes in land or property (Bakewell 2015). However, it
would be atypical for recreational visitors to see economic
gains from visits dramatically exceed costs. Lucrative
investment opportunities that require little investment
in time are typically restricted to wealthy households.
Bakewell (2015) finds that some refugees who visited An-
gola from Zambia made substantial profits in two ways:
smuggling and extracting natural resources. However,
smuggling is a risky entrepreneurial activity unlikely to
attract the modal refugee, and cross-border arbitrage is
by definition unavailable to IDPs. Hunting, fishing, and
foraging may be profitable among subsistence farmers
but relatively less lucrative in even marginally more
developed economies, especially when displaced persons
have fled from rural to urban areas, as is increasingly
common (Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015).

Regular visitors are thus important for several rea-
sons. First, regular visits are one mode of return and merit
study if we want to understand how violence changes the
connection between individuals and territory, and how
armed conflicts cause permanent demographic change.
Second, to the extent that displaced persons incur a net
cost to visit, they provide a behavioral measure of their
positive emotional orientation toward home. Third, there
is evidently huge variation in whether displaced persons
visit that existing theories cannot explain. Fourth, visi-
tors pose different policy challenges than do permanent
returnees. In the locations they visit, they need public
infrastructure like roads and electricity, but not other ser-
vices like schools.

Future Prospects for Livelihood

The return literature often characterizes violent displace-
ment as an unexpected shock and implies that once the
reasons for displacement are resolved—safety is assured,
property rights are restored—the natural tendency for
the displaced is to resume their regular predisplacement
life (Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015; Zeager and

Bascom 1996).10 However, when displacement lasts years
or decades, conflict resolution does not necessarily lead
displaced persons to return as if by magnetic force. Rather,
the decision to return represents a new migration deci-
sion with lifelong implications for livelihood and lifestyle.
Thus, we draw on neoclassical economics (e.g., Borjas and
Bratsberg 1996), which argues that migration decisions
are based on a comparison of expected lifetime earnings
in different locations.

Decision-Making Model

We introduce a model to synthesize these concepts—
orientation toward home, future economic prospects, and
regular visits. Displaced persons consider their social and
emotional attachment to their place of origin and their
future economic prospects in their current residence and
original home. They choose among three options: (1) stay
in their current place of residence, (2) stay in their place
of residence but regularly visit their village of origin, or
(3) move permanently back to their place of origin.

The displaced migrant’s choice is based on three com-
ponents. The first is her orientation toward home, vo ,
which captures the emotional and social utility of return-
ing home. The orientation toward home is intended to
capture the typical emotional and social reactions of la-
bor migrants like homesickness and missing the lifestyle
or community. It also includes emotional reactions to vi-
olent displacement, such as anger, fear, and resentment.
When vo > 0, the displaced migrant wants to return, as
she has an affinity for her original home. When vo < 0,
the displaced migrant does not want to return, as she has
an aversion to the location.

The second component is her economic prospects in
the place of residence and place of origin, wr and wo ,
respectively. As discussed earlier, economic prospects en-
compass expectations about a long-term stream of earn-
ings because it is a lifetime decision.

Finally, there is a cost associated with return: either
the cost of visiting, cv , or the cost of returning perma-
nently, cm. We assume that making a permanent move
is more costly than visiting regularly. Thus, 0 < cv < cm.
In terms of transportation costs, regular visits could be
more expensive than a one-time move. However, the cost
of moving permanently also includes sacrificing social
and material capital. Individuals who move permanently
give up their house and may have to sell durable goods

10This characterization implicitly adopts a New Economics frame-
work: Once the initial shock is resolved, the migrant returns home
(Constant and Massey 2002; Merkle and Zimmermann 1992).
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at a loss. They also lose nontransferable social capital re-
lated to local community, administrative, bureaucratic,
and professional life in their place of residence.11

When the displaced person decides to stay, she re-
ceives wages in the place of residence, wr , and loses (gains)
whatever affinity (aversion) she has for returning home,
vo .

U (Stay) = wr − vo . (1)

By similar reasoning, when the displaced person decides
to visit, she receives wages in her place of residence, wr ,
gains (loses) whatever affinity (aversion) she has for re-
turning home, vo , and pays a cost associated with visiting,
cv .

U (Visit) = wr + vo − cv. (2)

Last, when the displaced person decides to move per-
manently, she receives a stream of wages in her place of
origin, wo , gains (loses) whatever affinity (aversion) she
has for returning home, vo , and pays a cost associated
with moving, cm.

U (Move) = wo + vo − cm. (3)

To make comparisons among the options, we define
�w = wr − wo to capture relative economic prospects.
When �w is negative, economic prospects are relatively
better in the place of origin. Conversely, when �w is
positive, economic prospects are relatively better in the
place of residence.

The migrant compares the utility of the three options
and chooses the best response. First, a displaced person
prefers visiting to staying when U (Stay) < U (Visit) or
when

vo >
1

2
cv. (4)

This result provides the first implication of the model. A
displaced person will only visit regularly when she wants
to return home, for emotional or social reasons. She is
willing to incur an otherwise unnecessary cost to do so.

Next, the displaced person prefers moving perma-
nently to visiting when U (Visit) < U (Move) or when

�w < cv − cm. (5)

Since we have assumed that cv < cm, the displaced mi-
grant will only choose to move permanently over visiting
when �w is negative. Thus, we have a second implica-
tion of the model: A displaced person will only return
permanently, rather than visit regularly, if the economic

11The status of property rights also influences the cost of moving:
Displaced persons who can reclaim property have substantially
lower costs of moving back.

prospects in the place of origin are better than the eco-
nomic prospects in his or her place of residence.12

Last, the displaced person prefers moving perma-
nently to staying when U (Stay) < U (Move) or when

�w < 2vo − cm. (6)

This condition can be satisfied regardless of whether
vo > 0 or vo < 0 and regardless of whether �w > 0 or
�w < 0. Much of the return literature has viewed in-
cidence of return as indicative of successful postconflict
programming. However, our simple model reveals that
we can infer neither that permanent returnees necessarily
have an affinity for home nor that those who failed to
return permanently have an aversion toward home. The
decision to move back permanently, rather than staying
in their new location, may intuitively seem to imply that
the returnee has both economic and emotional reasons
to return, but that is not necessarily true, as either set of
factors can dominate the other.

If the migrant has an aversion toward home (vo < 0)
and nevertheless chooses to move back permanently, it
must be the case that economic prospects in the place
of origin were better than in the place of residence
(�w < 0). Conversely, if economic prospects are rela-
tively better in the place of residence (�w > 0) and the
migrant nevertheless chooses to move home permanently,
it must be the case that he or she has an affinity for home
(vo > 0). Furthermore, that affinity must be relatively
large because it must dominate the cost of moving home
and the decrease in economic prospects.

This analysis provides two final implications. Dis-
placed migrants who have some aversion to returning
home (vo < 0) may nevertheless return home as perma-
nent residents because the economic prospects in their
place of origin are sufficiently good. Last, displaced mi-
grants who have some desire to return home may not
return permanently because of insufficient economic
prospects in their place of origin.

Our theory generalizes to persons who face the op-
tions of staying, returning, and moving freely as a regu-
lar visitor following protracted displacement. Although
most IDPs enjoy freedom of movement, our theory does
not apply to IDPs who face recurring violence, political

12Here, we assume that regular visitors and permanent residents
reap the same emotional rewards, which may be unrealistic. In
Appendix A (p. 3) in the supporting information (SI), we explore an
alternative model that allows residents to reap greater psychological
benefits than visitors. One substantive difference of the alternative
model is that for some individuals, the added psychological benefits
of permanent return may be so great (compared to visiting) that
they are willing to forgo higher salaries in their new location. We
discuss this possibility in the empirical implications below.
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repression, or other forms of coercion that prevent re-
turn. Similarly, IDPs may be forced to return if they have
been interned or lived in camps that are subsequently dis-
mantled. Many refugees fall outside our scope conditions
because they lack permanent legal status in their receiving
country and can be forced to return to their country of ori-
gin.13 Finally, some migrants move on to third locations,
including Western countries, for instance, through UN-
HCR resettlement or clandestine people smuggling. They
typically face higher costs of return and higher benefits
from remaining in their new homes; descriptive statistics
imply that they are less likely to return, but future work
should explore their decision making calculus (Vralstad
and Wiggen 2017).

Empirical Implications

Although we theorize individual decisions, our argument
has observable implications primarily at the village level
because both variables that motivate individual decisions
affect villages: the presence of non-coethnics, and local
economic conditions. Within a particular village, some
individuals may want to return home so intensely that
they are willing to forgo better economic prospects in
their place of residence. Others might have such a strong
aversion to returning home that no level of economic
opportunity is enough to draw them to return. Yet most
displaced persons weigh both emotional and economic
factors. Thus, we aggregate to the village level as in a
simple market model. We assume that among displaced
persons from each village there is a distribution over ori-
entation toward home. Since bloodshed at the time of
displacement is a village-level event, it shifts the whole
village toward emotional aversion and fewer people re-
turn. The same logic applies to economic prospects.

Our first two hypotheses concern emotional orien-
tation toward home. In line with our discussion on vi-
olence and emotions, we expect that armed conflict and
forced displacement poison the relationship between vic-
tims and perpetrators and by extension between dis-
placed persons and co-ethnics of the perpetrators. We
predict that the displaced will return in smaller numbers
to places where conflict produced a negative emotional
orientation. Furthermore, the negative emotional orien-
tation should be more evident among regular visitors
than among permanent returnees, as the latter could be
motivated by economic incentives.

13However, the principle of non-refoulement, enshrined in the 1951
Refugee Convention, prohibits signatories from forcing refugees to
return to countries where they would face persecution.

H1: Mixed villages attract fewer permanent residents
and visitors than homogeneous villages, and the
number of returnees will decrease with the pro-
portion of non-coethnics in the village at the
time of displacement.

Because violence enhances negative emotions, we
also predict that the displaced will return in even fewer
numbers to mixed locations where bloodshed accom-
panied forced displacement. However, in homogeneous
villages, violence should be a less significant barrier to
return because potential returnees would not face its
perpetrators.

H2: Villages where massacres occurred attract fewer
permanent residents and visitors than villages
where massacres did not occur. Mixed villages
where massacres occurred attract even fewer re-
turnees than mixed villages with no massacres
or homogeneous villages where massacres oc-
curred.

As for economic prospects, we posit that most dis-
placed persons would return to their villages as permanent
residents if there were sufficiently attractive economic
opportunities. Thus, greater proportions of the displaced
will return as permanent residents to places poised to take
advantage of economic growth. Since many economic op-
portunities are available only to those willing to relocate
permanently for full-time employment, these opportuni-
ties will be less important for visitors.

H3: Locations with expanding economies or more
economic opportunities will attract more dis-
placed persons to return as permanent residents.

These empirical implications pertain when migrants
return spontaneously as individuals or households, like
most IDPs and some self-settled refugees. However, by
assuming a simple market model, we exclude interdepen-
dent decision making. We make this decision even though
some recent work on forced migration emphasizes how
community plays an important role in migration deci-
sions (Camarena 2018; Harpviken 2009). The strategic
environment may also implicitly coordinate return as
in models with gains to coordination, a tipping point,
or endogenous costs (Carrington, Detragiache and Vish-
wanath 1996). However, we aggregate in a market frame-
work because we seek to explain diverse levels of return,
rather than a bimodal distribution, and complicating the
model with interdependent decision making does not fa-
cilitate this task.14 Furthermore, even if return is initially

14Histograms of levels of return appear in SI Figure A1.
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coordinated or organized, market forces may, over time,
induce some resettled households to leave again, as doc-
umented in South Sudan (Pantuliano et al. 2008).

Lebanon in the Aftermath of Civil
War

To evaluate this argument, we use a case from the Lebanese
civil war of 1975–90: displaced Christians in Mount
Lebanon.15 The Lebanese civil war had deep roots both in
domestic politics, where Muslim and secular parties chal-
lenged a consociational power-sharing model that priv-
ileged Christians, and in the regional Arab–Israeli con-
flict (Picard 2002; Salibi 1976). Armed Palestinian groups
relocated to Lebanon after the 1970–71 civil war in Jor-
dan and triggered an arms race with Christian political
parties that escalated into armed conflict in April 1975.
Both Christian and Palestinian groups engaged in mas-
sacres and ethnic cleansing during 1975–76, although in
a narrowly targeted manner, and all regions of the coun-
try remained somewhat ethnically intermixed (Hägerdal
2019). Syria invaded Lebanon in late 1976 to stop open
warfare.16

In 1982, Israel invaded Lebanon and engaged Pales-
tinian and Syrian forces as its army pushed north to reach
Beirut and link up with its Christian allies (Schiff and Yaari
1984, chaps. 7, 12). Under Israeli military cover, Christian
militias ventured south from Beirut to establish a mili-
tary presence in Mount Lebanon, a region mixed mostly
between Maronite Catholics and Druze and controlled
until 1982 by a Druze militia.17 However, the Israeli pub-
lic soured on the war after Christian forces perpetrated
massacres in the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps. Follow-
ing massive public protests in Israel, Israeli forces pulled
back to a buffer zone in south Lebanon.

When Israeli forces withdrew from Mount Lebanon
in 1983, they left two rival militias—the Lebanese Forces
and the Progressive Socialist Party (at that point al-
most exclusively Christian and Druze, respectively)—
contesting the region. The result was a swift and

15The villages we study occupy most of five electoral districts:
Baabda, Aley, Shouf, Saida/Zahrani, and Jezzine. The first three
constitute part of the Mount Lebanon administrative region,
whereas the latter two form part of the south. For clarity of ex-
position, we use “Mount Lebanon” as shorthand for the region we
study, although we acknowledge that this moniker is somewhat in-
accurate.

16See International Center for Transitional Justice (ICTJ); (2013,
20–22).

17The Druze faith is an offshoot of Shia Islam.

brutal war in August–September 1983 that ended with
a decisive Druze victory. Participation in this episode of
the war was extensive among local Christians and Druze,
and the fighting quickly devolved into a communal civil
war fought along a hardened identity cleavage. With its
military advance, Druze forces staged numerous mas-
sacres of Christian civilians, and many Christians there-
fore fled before enemy fighters reached their village. In
1984–85, the violence spread south from Mount Lebanon
into the two neighboring districts of Saida and Jezzine
and drew in Sunni and Palestinian forces fighting along
Druze. The episode, unlike the war of 1975–76, caused a
“quasi-complete” expulsion of the Christian community
from over 200 villages: Roughly 163,000 individuals were
displaced, about 2,700 disappeared, and 1,155 were con-
firmed dead (International Center for Transitional Justice
(ICTJ) 2013, 40-45; Labaki and Abou Rjeily 1993, 55, 59).
Some displaced Christians left the country and emigrated
abroad, but the decisive majority moved into the Chris-
tian suburbs of East Beirut.18 Figure 1 shows all locations
where Christians were ethnically cleansed between 1983
and 1985.19

The civil war ended in 1990 with the Taif Agree-
ment brokered by regional and Western powers. Three
important aspects of postwar reconstruction facilitate our
study. First, after the war, militias demobilized and Mount
Lebanon did not witness further sectarian violence (ICTJ
2013, 72). Second, unlike in many other postwar environ-
ments, Lebanese Christians in Mount Lebanon retained
formal property rights to the land and homes they left
behind, and these rights have generally been respected.
Third, after the war, the Lebanese government created a
Ministry for the Displaced to work on political recon-
ciliation and compensation for victims. Many Christian
homes in Mount Lebanon were occupied by squatters,
and the ministry spent a considerable amount of money
during 1993–94 to induce squatters to leave those homes.
This project was successful, and the issue of squatting was
essentially resolved by the end of 1994.20

Data and Descriptive Statistics

We use data from reports on postwar migration in Mount
Lebanon produced by Institut Libanais de Developpement

18Author interviews with think tank staff members, Jel el-Dib, 2017.

19A handful of locations in the southeastern corner of the map were
never conquered by hostile forces, but a large share of Christians
left as the region became a combat zone.

20Author interviews with think tank staff members, Jel el-Dib, 2017.
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FIGURE 1 Villages Ethnically Cleansed of their Christian
Population, 1983–85

Economique et Social (ILDES), a research institute run by
social scientists at Lebanese University and partly funded
by the European Union. Research assistants from the insti-
tute visited every village in Mount Lebanon where Chris-
tians were ethnically cleansed during the 1983–85 period.
The ILDES reports record the number of displaced fam-
ilies in each village and the number that subsequently
returned. The original report was updated, yielding eight
waves of data from 1991 to 2007 (Abou Rjeily 2006,
2008). For the years 2003 and 2007, ILDES also compiled
data on the number of families that visited the region

on weekends or over the summer but have not returned
permanently.21

We build two panels from the ILDES data. The first
panel includes data on return of permanent residents and
regular visitors across 142 villages in Mount Lebanon

21Families that visit on weekends and summers are most likely recre-
ational visitors, rather than workers. These measures do not include
business travelers who visit on weekdays or seasonal laborers. The
olive harvest season is October–December, not the summer, and
seasonal agricultural labor has tended to be Syrian guest workers
willing to accept lower pay.
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FIGURE 2 Return of Permanent Residents and Regular Visitors by Location

Note: Permanent resident return is based on cumulative return as of 2007. Regular visitor rate is based on weekend return for the period
between 1999 and 2003.

in 2003 and 2007. The second panel includes data on
permanent residents from 209 villages in the Mount
Lebanon region and spans the period from 1991 to 2007
in 4 year increments. Across the villages in 2007, the
share of displaced persons who took up permanent res-
idence ranged from 0 to 100%, with an average value of
20%.

The two maps in Figure 2 summarize a key point:
Villages that attract greater proportions of the displaced
as permanent residents are generally in different places
than the villages that attract greater proportions of reg-
ular visitors. The map on the left shows villages that are
in the top two quintiles in terms of the proportion of
permanent residents. The map on the right shows vil-
lages in the same quintiles with respect to regular visitors.
Permanent residents cluster heavily in the northwest and
southwest corners of the map, close to the two major cities
of Beirut and Saida and in some cases within commuting
distance. Visitors are more frequent in the mountainous
areas further east.

Massacres. To capture violence, we construct an indica-
tor for each village for whether a massacre of Christian
civilians occurred during the process of displacement us-
ing data from the ICTJ (2013). Massacres occurred in
57 villages.

Muslim Share. About one-third of the villages, 69 out
of 209, were mixed (Muslim and Christian) before the
war, whereas the other two-thirds had only Christian res-
idents.22 We use data on the number of Sunni, Shia, and
Druze in each village from the 2010 Lebanese voter regis-
tration rolls (Cammett and Issar 2010; Hägerdal 2019).

22In the empirical sections, we include Druze in the category Mus-
lim to create one consistent measure of non-Christian population.
In Lebanon, Druze count as Muslims in some administrative cir-
cumstances, such as establishing the share of Christian to Muslim
seats in Parliament. However, the faith is distinct from Sunni and
Shia traditions.
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FIGURE 3 World Olive Oil Prices and Permanent Return

Note: World price of olive oil in current U.S. dollars per metric ton comes from the IMF
(2017). Percent of displaced Christian households that returned comes from ILDES (2008).

Economic Prospects. For the natural experiment, we
construct two measures of olive cultivation that capture
economic prospects of individual villages. The first, from
ILDES, is an indicator for the presence of olive trees; 133
villages grow olive trees. The second is a weighted mea-
sure where the presence of olive trees is scaled by the
proportion of agricultural land surrounding the village.
Agricultural land is based on time-series satellite imagery
for land cover (European Space Agency Climate Change
Initiative [ESA] 2017). Cells of 50% or greater cultivated
land within a 3 kilometer radius of the village center are
considered agricultural.23 The weighted measure is useful
because it varies over time and captures the capacity of
the village to take advantage of the olive oil price shocks.
With the olive tree measures, we pair world prices of olive
oil from the International Monetary Fund (IMF 2017).
Figure 3 shows variation over time in the world price of
olive oil and cumulative permanent return.

Figure 4 shows visually how village permanent re-
turnee rates and the incidence of violence (left) and the
proportion of Muslims and presence of olive trees (right)
cluster in space.

Control Variables. To capture general economic condi-
tions in the villages, we include road distance from each
village to Beirut.24 For each village, we add a time-varying

23We calculated percentages using an equal area projection in QGIS
v1.14.

24We geocode each village and, using a reference point in central
Beirut, calculate road distance from OpenStreetMap in ArcGIS.

measure of urban land use.25 Finally, the ILDES reports
include information on property destruction, including
the state of Christian homes in affected villages when the
war ended.26 From their measures we construct two in-
dicators: one for where homes were razed (27 villages)
and one for where homes were damaged (83 villages). See
Table 1 and SI Table A1 for summary statistics.

Methods and Results

We find substantial evidence for our theory across two sets
of empirical models. First, our inquiry into emotional and
social dimensions of return suggests that mixed commu-
nities and mixed communities in which massacres took
place are associated with less return. Displaced Christians
choose not to return to places where they would have
to live alongside non-coethnics. Second, our analysis of
the impact of economic prospects demonstrates strong
evidence that the economic outlook in rural villages fig-
ures prominently into the decision to return permanently.
Displaced Christians respond to the combination of olive
trees, substantial cropland, and the world price of olive

25The urban land use measure is the percentage of cells in a
3 kilometer radius of the village location that is categorized as
urban in ESA (2017). We calculate this in the same manner as the
agricultural land.

26The reports provide data on destruction for villages in three of the
five electoral districts; we complete the estimates of destruction us-
ing primary interviews with local nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) and academics for the remaining 68 villages.
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FIGURE 4 Variation in Return, Massacres, Religious Composition, and Olive Trees by Location

Note: Return is based on cumulative permanent resident return as of 2007. Proportion Muslim is at the time of displacement.

oil (our measure of economic prospects) by returning to
their place of origin as permanent residents.

Legacies of Violence

To evaluate the first two hypotheses (about violence and
orientation toward home), we compare return among vil-
lages given the incidence of massacres and the presence
of Muslims in the village. We use the proportion of the
displaced who returned as our dependent variable, with
four measures of return: weekend visitors, summer visi-
tors, permanent returnees, and total return (permanent
residents and regular visitors).

We leverage the panel data structure to estimate the
correlates of return in a fixed effects ordinary least squares
(OLS) framework:

yit = �0 + �1Massacrei + �2Muslimi

+ �3Massacrei × Muslimi

+ X� + �j + �t + εi t . (7)

The subscript i indexes the village, j the region, and t
the year.

The key variable of interest is the interaction term,
Massacrei × Muslimi , and its component parts, Massacrei

and Muslimi . We follow the advice of Hainmueller, Mum-
molo, and Xu (2018) and present marginal effects plots.
Since we expect mixed communities and mixed com-
munities with histories of violence to have fewer re-
turnees, plots with downward trends are consistent with
Hypotheses 1 and 2. Figure 5 shows that, conditional on
a massacre taking place, fewer displaced persons return
as the proportion of Muslims in the village increases.
Plots (A), (B), and (C) display marginal effects plots for
return in 2007, the last year of available data. Plot (A)
displays summer visitors; plot (B) is weekend visitors,
and plot (C) is all returnees, both permanent residents
and regular visitors. The last graph, plot (D), displays
results for permanent returnees from 1991 to 2007. Al-
though precision varies, the downward trend is consis-
tent across the graphs. As we might intuitively expect,
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TABLE 1 Descriptive Statistics

Mean St. Dev. N

Cross-Sectional
Village Population (Persons) 1,364 1,705 211
Households Displaced 301 395 211
Permanent Return

(Households in 2007)
64 147 211

Road Distance to Beirut (km) 46.48 13.54 211
Time Varying
Olive Oil Price (Current USD

per mT)
3,864 1,035 18

Cross-Sectional and Time Varying
Urban Land Cover (%) 0.0227 0.0524 844
Agricultural Land Cover (%) 0.2506 0.2058 844
Weighted Olive Tree Measure 0.1769 0.2255 840

the extremes have the most precise estimates. Villages
that are relatively homogeneous with mostly Christian
or mostly Muslim residents have strong and generally
statistically significant positive and negative correlations
with return, respectively.

In Table 2, we present the point estimates for our
preferred specification from Equation (7). In the first
two columns, the dependent variable is visitors. In the
third column, the dependent variable is all returnees.
These three analyses use the data from 2003 and 2007,
for which we have the visitor measures. In the final col-
umn, the dependent variable is permanent resident re-
turn, for which we have the panel from 1991 to 2007.
While point estimates and statistical significance differ
across the measures of return, we find that a combination
of the presence of Muslims and the interaction between
Muslims and massacres is associated with less return mi-
gration. Contrary to the literature, however, we find that
massacres alone are not associated with less return. These
relationships are robust to the inclusion of village-specific
controls and region and year fixed effects.27

Across the measures of return, the substantive impli-
cations are large. For example, a village that is one-third
Muslim has an average of 14% fewer total returnees than a
village that is homogeneously Christian. If the village also
witnessed a massacre, that difference increases to 33%.

27Complete regression tables and diagnostics of the linearity as-
sumption appear in SI Appendix C.

FIGURE 5 Marginal Effect of Massacres on Return as Muslim Share
Increases
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Note: Summer and weekend visitors reflect households that visited in the previous 4 years
(2003–7). Permanent return is based on cumulative permanent resident return. The Muslim
share represents its value at the time of displacement in 1983. At the bottom of each figure is
a density of percentage Muslim, long dash for massacres and short dash for no massacres.
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TABLE 2 Massacres and Community Composition by Type of Return

Weekend Visitors Summer Visitors All Return Permanent Residents

Massacre, Indicator 0.0755 0.0807 0.0644 0.0004
(0.0320) (0.0325) (0.0530) (0.0312)

% Muslim −0.0320 −0.0750 −0.2671 −0.1543
(0.0492) (0.0361) (0.0786) (0.0362)

Massacre × % Muslim −0.2169 −0.2074 −0.2526 −0.0707
(0.0835) (0.0843) (0.1133) (0.0506)

Controls Y Y Y Y
Region Fixed Effects Y Y Y Y
Year Fixed Effects Y Y Y Y
Observations 284 284 284 769
R2 0.1398 0.1321 0.1887 0.3712

Note: Results were estimated with OLS. Standard errors are in parentheses and clustered at the village level. Models include 142 clusters
except the last, which has 210.

Among weekend visitors, the difference between a ho-
mogenous village and one that is a third Muslim, given
that both had massacres, is about half that of total re-
turnees: a 16% decrease. In sum, we find evidence for
our first and second hypotheses. Fewer Christians return
the greater the proportion of Muslims in the village, and
a legacy of violence in mixed communities is associated
with even less return.

Natural Experiment: The Olive Oil Industry

For the third hypothesis, on economic opportunity, we
use a natural experiment to identify the impact of eco-
nomic prospects on return of permanent residents. The
natural experiment disentangles economic decline and
political violence, which are otherwise endogenously re-
lated, using exogenous price shocks in a difference-in-
differences framework. We draw inspiration from studies
such as Card (1990), which leverages an unexpected polit-
ical shock and comparison across space to evaluate the im-
pact of migration on wages, and Dube and Vargas (2013),
which exploits commodity price shocks to solve the re-
verse causality problem in empirical models of conflict.

Our research design takes advantage of the fact that
roughly coincident with the end of the Lebanese civil
war is the beginning of a world consumer boom for
olive oil. Thus, places with olive trees, like many villages
in Mount Lebanon, experienced a sudden unexpected
economic boom because their produce became more
valuable. We use the volatility of world olive oil prices
over time, as well as the fact that some villages had
olive trees whereas others did not, to measure economic
opportunity.

When the war ended, the average olive tree in
Lebanon was more than 100 years old, echoing the
country’s long tradition of growing olives and mak-
ing olive oil.28 Furthermore, throughout the period,
Lebanon’s exports make up less than 1% of world pro-
duction; thus, we can be confident that Lebanon is a
price-taker in olive oil and that price fluctuations are
unrelated to other correlates of economic growth in
Lebanon.

We use difference-in-differences estimation with year
and village fixed effects to address omitted variable bias.
The design solves the problem of reverse causality: Re-
turning Christian residents did not cause either the ge-
ological prerequisites for growing olives—such as soil,
elevation, incline, or sunlight hours—or world market
olive oil price fluctuations.

Specifically, we explain the proportion of displaced
households that returned as permanent residents using
the exogenous treatment as follows:

yit = �0 + �1Olive Treei × Log OOPricet−1

+ X� + �i + �t + εi t . (8)

The key variable is the interaction of the presence of olive
trees in the village and the log of the world price of olive
oil, lagged (Olive Treei × Log OOPricet−1). This measure
is our treatment. A positive �1, the estimate on the coeffi-
cient of the treatment, constitutes evidence for our third
hypothesis: Villages with better economic prospects—the
expanding olive oil industry—should attract more per-
manent residents.

28Records of Lebanese olive oil exports date back to Pharaonic
Egyptian trade statistics from around 3500 BC.
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TABLE 3 Impact of Economic Prospects on Return of Permanent Residents

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Olive Tree–Price Interaction 0.0197 0.0334 0.1063 0.1221 0.1035 0.0987
(0.0198) (0.0184) (0.0462) (0.0437) (0.0413) (0.0467)

Olive Tree Indicator Y Y N N N N
Weighted Olive Tree Measure N N Y Y Y Y
Controls Y Y Y Y Y Y
Region Fixed Effects Y N Y N N N
Year Fixed Effects N Y N Y Y Y
Village Fixed Effects N Y N Y Y Y
Region–Specific Time Trend N N N N Y N
Olive Tree–Specific Time Trend N N N N N Y
R2 0.3500 0.8966 0.3641 0.8979 0.8997 0.8982

Note: Results were estimated with OLS. Standard errors are in parentheses and clustered at the village level. All models include 765
observations and 209 clusters.

Table 3 presents strong evidence for our third hy-
pothesis.29 Specifically, more displaced Christians return
to villages that have more olive trees when olive oil export
prices increase. The results use the panel of villages every
4 years from 1991 to 2007. The first two columns use the
indicator for olive trees, and the last four columns use
the weighted measure. The estimates with village fixed ef-
fects are all positive and statistically significant at conven-
tional levels. The final two columns display two robust-
ness checks. Column 5 shows that the positive estimate is
robust to the inclusion of a region-specific time trend, and
column 6 shows that it is robust to a treatment-specific
time trend.

The weighted measure of olive trees, accounting for
variation in land used for crops, improves precision
(columns 3 and 4). This is because the weighted mea-
sure takes into account the amount of land that the vil-
lage devotes to agricultural production. Substantively, a
1 point increase in the world price of olive oil in places
where there are olive trees and 50% of the land devoted
to crops results in a 6% increase in households returning
permanently—an average of four or five families.30

One remaining concern is that some regional mi-
nority communities, such as Greek Catholics and Shia
Muslims, appear to cluster in villages with many olive
trees. The dynamics of these minority communities may
have systematically affected violence or return. As these
are minority communities, we are confident that these
problems are limited to a small number of villages. How-

29For full results tables, see SI Appendix D.

30World olive oil prices have that kind of variability, and 30 villages
at some point during the panel had 50% or more of their land
devoted to agriculture.

ever, we cannot rule out this concern without more data
on the sectarian makeup of villages.

Survey and Interview Evidence

Whereas our theory emphasizes decision making by dis-
placed individuals, our quantitative results show out-
comes at the village level. To bridge this gap, we turn to
qualitative evidence that shows mechanisms connecting
individual microlevel decisions to macrolevel outcomes.
We draw on 16 months of fieldwork in Lebanon and about
two dozen semi-structured interviews about the War of
the Mountain and its aftermath, as well as a region-wide
survey.31 Through snowball sampling, we managed to in-
terview several Druze officials, including some of the most
senior wartime political and military community leaders.
Christian interviewees include politicians, public and re-
ligious officials, former militia commanders, academics,
NGO workers, and commercial olive oil growers.

Economics and emotions are the two most pervasive
themes when interviewees explain why so many Chris-
tians never returned to Mount Lebanon. However, dif-
ferent interviewees put different weight on these two
variables, and most interviewees emphasize one over the
other. We include two brief interview excerpts to give our
readers a sense of the two most prevalent narratives that
we encounter in the field. For instance, when we inter-
viewed a Druze senior public servant in a small village in
Mount Lebanon in 2017, he primarily blamed economic
decline:

31See SI Appendix E, for an anonymized list of sources.
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TABLE 4 Reasons Cited for Displaced Persons
Not Returning

Reasons for Nonreturn Frequency (%)

Lack of job opportunities 51.8
Working/residing outside of region/country 48.7
Original homes not habitable 21.3
Psychological scars: insufficient

reconciliation in mixed villages
21.3

Bad state of physical infrastructure 19.8
Youth not interested in region 19.3
Insufficient government financial

compensation
7.1

Note: Respondents could list multiple answers.
Source: Abou Rjeily (2004, 28).

[In the 1950s] there were jobs here. In agri-
culture. [...] Apples, peaches, nuts, tomatoes,
onions. The onions of [our village] are famous!
[...] The production was enough for the popula-
tion. But life became difficult in the villages. Peo-
ple left for the cities, looking for work. [...] And
education. Universities. The educational level in
the villages was very low. [...] Christians come
back here to visit. Some build summer homes.
But they don’t move back [permanently]. It’s the
economy. There are no jobs here. Even [Druze
youth], they are leaving.

Conversely, a Christian priest with ties to the region
emphasized the role of resentment:

The perpetrators are still living there. Second,
there is the sectarianization of state institutions.
So [local state institutions] are all run by the
[former Druze warlord family] Jumblattis. [...]
[Third,] in intermixed areas, Christians may also
have perpetrated violence there. So they know
they could not return and be a part of the com-
munity.

Interestingly, we find that virtually no Christian in-
terviewees mention fear as a factor inhibiting return. This
omission might surprise some readers who would expect
Christians to worry about resumed ethnic violence. In
addition to our own interviews, we find further evidence
for our claims in a survey that ILDES conducted asking
Christian public officials in Mount Lebanon their opin-
ion about why many Christians have not returned. Table 4
shows the results.

The survey emphasizes both economics and emo-
tions, as the two most frequent answers relate to economic

factors and more than one-fifth of respondents also men-
tion psychological scars. Of course, these answers are only
the public version of personal beliefs on behalf of a major
stakeholder group, and not necessarily the unvarnished
truth. On the other hand, it is difficult to see how social de-
sirability bias or strategic reporting would induce Chris-
tian leaders to blame the economy rather than something
like insufficient government compensation, which only
7% mention. The qualitative evidence thus strengthens
our belief that our argument captures salient dynamics of
return migration among forcibly displaced Christians in
Mount Lebanon.

Conclusion

Forces such as political instability, disrupted livelihoods,
perceived threats, and actual violence cause households
to leave conflict zones for other destinations with the
allure of a better life. For some families, these ardu-
ous journeys are successful in the sense that they even-
tually rebuild a new life in their new location. Our
study shows that it takes enormous efforts to induce
most of those who have settled elsewhere to return to
their original homes after wars end. Even though Mount
Lebanon combined an absence of postwar violence, re-
spect for prewar property rights, and a political ambition
to end squatting, a majority of displaced persons never
returned. Like labor migrants, displaced persons’ deci-
sions of whether to return are highly sensitive to eco-
nomic opportunities; in addition, they appear rather re-
luctant to return to locations with a high concentration of
non-coethnics.

Even if a postconflict society successfully addresses
all of the classic “barriers to return,” many displaced per-
sons may still not return due to mundane concerns such as
the inertia of stable employment. Consequently, the most
prominent policy implication of our argument is that the
goal of postwar policy should not be that all displaced
persons return as permanent residents. If migrants left
rural areas of economic decline for vibrant urban loca-
tions, perhaps economic reconstruction should focus on
providing them with a comfortable life in their new sur-
roundings. All societies continuously face demographic
flux due to economic change, and urbanization ranks
among the most powerful demographic trends in the
contemporary world. The protracted displacement from
rural homes to urban areas that characterizes Lebanon
is becoming increasingly common among the internally
displaced in countries like Colombia, Iraq, Syria,
Sudan, Nigeria, and Yemen (Harild et al. 2015).
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A similar logic pertains to transitional justice ef-
forts. Displaced persons were at one point dispossessed
by wartime violence, but those who subsequently return
as regular visitors are no longer deprived of enjoying their
original home. The decision of whether and how to re-
turn is deeply personal, and there is no obvious reason
why policy makers should turn regular visitors—or per-
sons who prefer the lifestyle in their new environs and
have no desire to return—into permanent residents. Eval-
uation of transitional justice programs should not limit
their analysis to permanent resident return. The program-
ming itself should focus on mending intergroup relations,
which may indirectly encourage more displaced persons
to return. However, Lebanon offers few clues about how
government policy might overcome deep resentment.
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