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Abstract 

This article examines the dynamics of refugee labelling and identity co-production among 

Mbororo populations in Eastern Cameroon. Drawing on two years of ethnographic fieldwork 

and the conceptual framework of refugee labelling, it highlights how people engage with, 

contest, and reframe the refugee label, transforming it into a political and economic resource. 

By exploring practices of resistance, appropriation, and strategic negotiation, the article shows 

how the refugee status is not only imposed but also co-produced by those it seeks to define. In 

doing so, it emphasises the bottom-up politicisation of asylum governance, illustrating how 

forced migrants and host populations actively participate in reshaping their status and the 

systems that manage their displacement. This contribution offers a nuanced understanding of 

refugee labelling, highlighting the importance of lived experiences in shaping forced migration 

policies. 
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Main text introduction 

The refugee label, while central to the international aid regime, is far from a neutral or static 

designation. It is shaped by bureaucratic processes, legal frameworks, and political agendas but 

is also interpreted, negotiated, and resisted by those it seeks to define. In his seminal work, 

Zetter (1991) conceptualised labelling as a politicised process rooted in stereotypes, which 

disempowers those who are labelled while masquerading as a neutral administrative exercise. 

He argued that labelling both identifies and defines identity: it is externally imposed yet can 

also be amended, resisted, or appropriated (Zetter, 2007). Highlighting that ‘refugee’ is a 

socially constructed label with complex legal, ethical, and political connotations, his work has 

since influenced extensive research on how bureaucratic power constructs and deconstructs 

refugee identities. Scholars such as Akoka (2018) and Scalettaris (2007) have shown that 

refugee labels reflect the historical and institutional contexts in which they are produced, often 

shaped by political interests.  

Much of the existing literature focuses on how these labels are used to restrict access to services, 

humanitarian aid, and stable immigration status (Erdal and Oeppen, 2019; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 

2010; Janmyr and Mourad, 2018; Stevens, 2013). Labels frequently serve as mechanisms of 

exclusion and control, reducing refugees to passive recipients of aid or security concerns rather 

than recognising them as agents of their own mobility (Ludwig, 2016; Moulin and Nyers, 2007; 

Nyers, 2006; Soguk, 1999). Although some scholars highlight the occasional emancipatory 

potential of labelling (Yelfaanibe and Zetter, 2018), most argue that it homogenises forced 

migration experiences, failing to account for the political, social, and cultural contexts driving 

displacement (Crawley and Skleparis, 2018; Dhillon and Ulmer, 2024; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh and 

Qasmiyeh, 2010; Malkki, 1995; Scherschel, 2011; Shacknove, 2010; Sözer, 2021). Moreover, 

studies caution that labelling practices, by their ‘productive and prescriptive capacities’ (Cole, 

2018, pp. 2–3), risk reinforcing categories that serve the policy interests of the Global North 

rather than reflecting refugees’ lived realities (Bakewell, 2008; Chimni, 2009).  

However, refugee status is not necessarily seen as a negative or stigmatising identity. Actively 

seeking refugee status – a process many displaced individuals must undergo to access formal 

assistance – requires a subjective negotiation of both their lived experiences and the identity 

they present to institutional actors (Häkli et al., 2017; Lacroix, 2004; Malkki, 1992, p. 35). 

Additionally, while much of the literature examines the top-down effects of refugee labelling, 

fewer studies have explored how refugees themselves resist, reinterpret, or strategically engage 

with these labels (Hampton and Türkyilmaz, 2023). Less attention has been paid to the bottom-

up dynamics of labelling – how refugees actively appropriate, subvert, or reject their 

categorisation (Vigil and Baillie Abidi, 2018). Some ethnographic studies highlight how 

refugees engage in politicisation, identity-switching, and appropriation of the refugee label, 

reshaping its meaning and utility (El-Bialy and Mulay, 2020; Fresia, 2008; Hampton and 

Türkyilmaz, 2023; Ludwig, 2016; Waite et al., 2015; Worrell, 2024).  

This article builds on these foundations but shifts the focus further – from what refugees say 

about the label to what they do with it. Approaching refugee identity as performative, it 

highlights how displaced persons actively craft and enact identities in response to institutional 

expectations and socio-political contexts (Dempsey, 2022; Häkli et al., 2017). This 

performative dimension is crucial for understanding how refugees assert political subjectivity, 
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negotiating their status to access resources, assert autonomy, or resist institutional constraints 

(Kallio et al., 2019). Rather than being passive recipients of a status, displaced populations 

strategically mobilise their identities, positioning themselves both within and against 

institutional categories to claim rights, resources, or autonomy. This study also contributes new 

empirical insights into the labelling thesis by focusing on displaced pastoralist groups, while 

refugee governance has historically been structured around sedentary assumptions, privileging 

immobility as a precondition for protection (Crawley and Skleparis, 2018). Scholars have 

highlighted how state-driven asylum systems are designed to put aside non-citizens and contain 

displaced populations within camps or urban peripheries (Agier, 2011; Makaremi and 

Kobelinsky, 2009), including in Cameroon (Benoit, 2015; Minfegue and Sourna Loumtouang, 

2023; N’Nde, 2018). Consequently, they struggle to accommodate highly mobile groups such 

as transhumant pastoralists (Boutrais, 1999; Horst, 2006; Sigona, 2003). The case of the 

Mbororo populations in Eastern Cameroon reveals these tensions: their livelihood strategies, 

centred on cattle herding and cross-border mobility, stand in direct contrast to the rigid territorial 

and bureaucratic frameworks underpinning asylum governance, which are designed to contain 

and immobilise displaced populations. 

The Mbororos, a sub-group of Fulani pastoralists practising transhumant cattle herding, have 

historically migrated across the Cameroon-Central African Republic (CAR) border (Boutrais, 

1999a, 1999b; Romier, 1999). Their movement, once classified as nomadic cross-border 

mobility, was redefined as forced displacement in the mid-2000s following escalating violence 

and ransom kidnappings in the CAR (Lefort-Rieu and Minfegue, 2021; Seignobos, 2008). 

Recognised as prima facie refugees1 since 2006 – like all Central Africans entering Cameroon 

– the Mbororos now represent 71% of Central African refugees registered by UNHCR in 20232. 

However, their relationship to the refugee label is far from straightforward. While some 

embrace it as a pathway to resources, others reject or subvert it, citing cultural, social, or 

economic considerations that challenge the assumptions embedded within the category. 

This article makes two key contributions. First, it brings new empirical insights to the labelling 

thesis by examining how displaced pastoralist groups engage with the refugee category in a 

context of transborder mobility, socio-economic constraints, and cultural values. Unlike studies 

centred on urban or camp-based contexts, this article demonstrates how pastoralist livelihoods 

influence engagements with the refugee label, highlighting its fluidity and the agency of those 

it seeks to define. Second, it contributes to the broader study of the bottom-up politicisation of 

asylum governance by showing how displaced and host populations actively shape the 

frameworks designed to regulate their mobility and status. This study moves beyond dominant 

narratives of state- and agency-driven refugee governance by centring the lived practices of 

Mbororo populations. It illustrates how they negotiate the refugee label not as passive recipients 

but as actors who strategically engage with, contest, or adapt it in response to shifting political 

and economic conditions. In doing so, it critically examines the refugee labelling paradigm 

from the perspective of those with lived experience, addressing the relative paucity of empirical 

research in this area. These processes reveal the refugee label as a fluid and co-produced 

 
1 Unlike the individual refugee status determination process outlined in the 1951 Refugee Convention, the prima 

facie approach grants recognition to entire groups fleeing generalised violence or conflict without requiring 

individual assessment (see Glasman, 2017). 
2 UNHCR Cameroon, Statistics – September 2023: https://data.unhcr.org/fr/documents/details/103925 

https://data.unhcr.org/fr/documents/details/103925
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identity, which can serve as both a constraint and a resource for displaced and host populations 

alike. Additionally, while this study reveals how Mbororo populations negotiate and contest the 

refugee label, it also highlights how these engagements are shaped by the discretionary and at 

times strategic application of refugee definitions by UNHCR and state actors. Understanding 

refugee agency thus requires examining both institutional mechanisms and the ways displaced 

populations navigate them. 

The article is structured as follows. The next section presents the materials and methods, 

detailing the ethnographic approach and research design underpinning this study. The following 

section empirically examines how the refugee label is applied, contested, and appropriated 

among Mbororo populations in Eastern Cameroon, focusing on the intersection of transborder 

mobility, pastoralist livelihoods, and humanitarian governance. The final section discusses the 

broader implications of these findings, highlighting the bottom-up politicisation of asylum 

governance and how displaced and host populations actively shape the frameworks designed to 

regulate their mobility and status. 

 

Materials and Methods 

To examine how Mbororo populations engage with the refugee label in practice, this study 

employs a qualitative methodology based on long-term ethnographic research. The following 

section outlines the research design, data collection methods, and ethical considerations.  

This article is based on a multi-sited ethnographic approach (Marcus, 1995), combining 

participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and informal discussions conducted over 

two periods of fieldwork in Cameroon (2017-2018 and 2020-2021), especially in the Eastern 

region. The research was conducted while I was employed by an international non-

governmental organisation (INGO), first as a field project officer and later as a programme 

coordinator3. This dual role as both practitioner and an ethnographer provided access to the 

networks of actors and the formal and informal dynamics shaping asylum governance in the 

region. While this position presented certain ethical and practical challenges, it also offered 

unique insights into the interplay between institutional frameworks and the lived experiences 

of displaced populations. 

Research methods combined participant observation, formal interviews, and informal 

discussions with a wide range of stakeholders, including representatives of UN agencies, 

NGOs, the Cameroonian state, local authorities, and both displaced and host populations. 

Participant observation was carried out during coordination meetings, site visits to aid projects, 

and bilateral consultations between aid agencies and state actors. This enabled me to observe 

the processes underpinning refugee registration, aid delivery, and inter-agency collaboration. 

Formal interviews (n=39) were conducted in French or in English with local and international 

aid actors (NGO staff, UN agencies) in their office (in Yaoundé, the capital city, or in the Eastern 

region), and with local authorities (mayors, customary leaders) and refugee representatives in 

the field sites. Interviews typically lasted between 50 minutes and 3 hours and followed an 

 
3 My status as a researcher was acknowledged by my leadership and colleagues and was explained to all my 

informants. Any opinions and views expressed in this text are my own and do not represent the views or attitudes 

of the organization, mission, or project with which I was associated. 
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open-ended guide covering themes such as registration procedures, refugee status eligibility, 

and aid interventions. However, conducting formal ethnographic interviews with displaced 

persons and host community members in these contexts posed specific challenges. Due to 

linguistic barriers (Gbaya and Fulfulde) and the association of interviews with aid surveys, 

alternative strategies were used, such as extended interactions in non-humanitarian settings. 

These informal exchanges, complemented by prolonged presence in the field beyond work-

related duties as a practioner, facilitated deeper trust-building and insight into how refugee 

status was negotiated, contested, or leveraged in everyday interactions. 

My dual positioning as both ethnographer and practitioner offered significant methodological 

advantages. It allowed me to gain the trust of both aid actors and displaced populations, 

facilitating access to perspectives that might otherwise have remained hidden. For example, 

informal exchanges with aid recipients highlighted their interpretations of and responses to 

refugee labelling processes, while my integration into aid networks provided direct exposure to 

the decision-making practices of international stakeholders. These perspectives strengthened 

the analysis by bridging the macro-level frameworks of asylum governance with the micro-

level strategies of displaced populations. 

At the same time, this dual role a both an ethnographer and an INGO employee raised critical 

ethical questions and particular attention was paid to ethics and research integrity. All 

interviewees were provided with a verbal explanation of the research objectives, confidentiality 

protocols, and their right to withdraw at any stage. In most cases, verbal consent was deemed 

more appropriate than written consent, given concerns about the association of documentation 

with formal aid procedures. However, I remained fully aware of power dynamics and the 

potential tension between my responsibilities as a practitioner and my commitment to rigorous 

ethnographic inquiry. Like other scholar-practitioners (Brabant, 2013; Fresia and Lavigne-

Delville, 2018; Mosse, 2011, 2005; Schattner-Ornan, 2024), I navigated these tensions by 

maintaining transparency about my dual role and adhering to strict confidentiality protocols. 

This ensured that the research prioritised the autonomy and safety of participants while 

remaining attuned to the ethical complexities of researching within the aid sector. 

By combining long-term immersion in refugee-hosting areas with participant observation and 

interviews across multiple stakeholder levels, this methodological approach provides a multi-

scalar analysis of refugee labelling processes, highlighting both institutional frameworks and 

the lived experiences of displaced populations. The following section presents the empirical 

findings of this study, examining how Mbororo populations in Eastern Cameroon engage with 

the refugee label. It begins by exploring the contestations surrounding the category, illustrating 

how state and humanitarian actors, as well as refugees themselves, negotiate its application. 

The analysis then moves to the strategies employed by Mbororo individuals to navigate, 

appropriate, or reject refugee status, before considering how these engagements contribute to 

broader debates on the fluidity and co-production of asylum governance. 

 

Results 

The dynamics of refugee labelling in Eastern Cameroon unfold in complex and often 

unexpected ways. The following ethnographic account illustrates these tensions, capturing how 
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different actors engage with and contest the category in practice. In September 2020, with 

colleagues from the INGO that employed me, we met with the sub-prefect of Kette district 

(Kadey, Eastern Cameroon) to discuss the assistance activities our organisation was 

implementing in the border town of Gbiti. As we presented these activities, the sub-prefect, 

visibly irritated, responded:   

[Central Africans] go to the gold mines or agricultural fields on the other side [of the 

border] and return in the evening. They’ve only settled on this side [of Cameroon] to 

benefit from humanitarian aid and facilities. For me, they are immigrants – not refugees. 

Take the example of Cameroonians who do the same, crossing to the CAR for gold 

mining: we don’t call them ‘refugees’!4 

The sub-prefect’s remarks reflect the tensions and contestations surrounding the refugee label 

in Eastern Cameroon. By categorising Central Africans as ‘immigrants’ rather than refugees, he 

challenges their eligibility for international aid, echoing broader frustrations among local 

officials over the perceived prioritisation of displaced populations at the expense of host 

communities. His comments underscore how the refugee label is not only a legal or aid category, 

but also shaped by competing interests over resource allocation and political recognition.   

Previous research has demonstrated the contested nature of the refugee category in Eastern 

Cameroon (Lefort-Rieu and Minfegue, 2021). While the label is pivotal for mobilising 

international funding and institutional responses to crises, locally, its application reshapes social 

and political landscapes. In communities targeted by aid interventions, public spaces are 

increasingly divided into ‘refugees’ and ‘host populations’ (Kapandé Ndengue, 2015, p. 11; 

Minfegue, 2020, pp. 330–343), despite the historical prevalence of ‘shared cross-border 

identities’ (Vitalis Pemunta and Brice Aristide, 2013). These labels influence everything from 

primary school enrolment to everyday discourse, creating new social hierarchies and competing 

jurisdictions (Lefort, 2020).  

Understanding how Mbororo populations actively participate in shaping and redefining the 

refugee label requires moving beyond formal legal definitions and institutional registration 

processes (Tiadjeu, 2020). Joel Glasman’s (2019) ethnographic account of a 2014 UNHCR-led 

registration day in Eastern Cameroon – an operation where UN officials deploy to refugee-

hosting areas to conduct registration procedures – vividly illustrates the material and 

performative dimensions of this process. Glasman describes how the creation of the refugee 

category on the ground ‘requires cables, Jeeps, generators; everything smells more like gasoline 

than like silicon. It is often a banal, low-tech process: to interview refugees, one ropes off 

queues, takes notes with pencil and paper, distributes tokens by hand’ (Glasman, 2019a, p. 199). 

This process is ‘at once cognitive (it produces numerical information) and performative: it 

actually creates refugees’ (ibid, p. 195). Crucially, it leaves room for negotiation, 

experimentation, and hesitation by the actors involved. Building upon Dempsey’s (2022) 

insights into refugee performativity, these registration operations can be understood as 

institutional stages where displaced persons strategically perform identities that align with aid 

 
4 Observation, 03/09/2020. 
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expectations to secure benefits or recognition, while simultaneously reshaping the very 

definition of 'refugee' through their performances.  

It is precisely this margin of manoeuvre – this space where the refugee category is contested, 

reinterpreted, and reshaped – that this section investigates. The following discussion examines 

how the refugee status is strategically mobilised, resisted, and adapted by individuals and 

communities navigating the complex realities of displacement. 

 

Rejecting the refugee status 

In Eastern Cameroon, the term ‘refugee’ is used both as an institutional category by aid actors 

and authorities and as a common descriptor in everyday discourse to refer to individuals from 

the Central African Republic (CAR) who were forced to flee violence and abuses. This status 

grants certain advantages, including free services such as education, healthcare, and food 

distributions, as well as legal protection, and freedom of movement across checkpoints. 

However, despite UNHCR’s position that ‘registration is a beneficial activity for all (the UN, 

the refugees, the host government, the donors, etc.)’ (Glasman, 2019a, p. 194), some eligible 

individuals choose not to register as refugees. Their reasons range from logistical constraints 

(e.g. lack of time or energy) to distrust regarding the use of their personal data. Others reject 

the label due to differing perceptions of their mobility, which they do not see as forced migration 

in the sense defined by international structures. As a local INGO employee explained:   

The CAR was a country where foreigners lived, including many Cameroonians. I 

personally have family members whom I consider Central Africans because they were 

born, raised, and lived there for over twenty years. […] When the war [2013–2014] 

broke out, they returned to Cameroon. But to them, they were simply coming home; 

they didn’t need UNHCR or anything else. So, there’s that category too: you can’t tell 

them they are refugees.5 

The migration experiences of populations between Cameroon and the CAR are part of long-

standing dynamics integral to the region’s political and economic landscape (Lefort-Rieu and 

Minfegue, 2021). These include recurrent movements of Gbaya populations (Ngoh, 1996) and 

seasonal transhumance of Mbororo herders (Romier, 1999). Such mobility is often intertwined 

with family and marital ties, similar to those observed among Mauritania’s Haalpulaaren 

refugees in Senegal. Fresia (2009) highlighted how such contexts allow individuals to navigate 

between ‘local citizenship’, which relies on familial networks for support, protection, and 

hospitality, and ‘formal citizenship’, which, based on national belonging, associates new 

arrivals with foreign persons eligible for refugee status and the assistance provided by 

international organisations (Fresia, 2009, p. 19; my translation).   

Another significant factor influencing the rejection of refugee status among Mbororo 

populations from the CAR is the ownership of cattle. Cattle ownership not only complicates 

proximity to aid distribution points due to the need for grazing land, but it also highlights how 

the assistance provided to refugees is rarely suited to pastoralist lifestyles. Refugee aid is 

primarily designed for sedentary individuals and heavily promotes non-pastoral agriculture. 

 
5 Interview, 13/10/2023. 
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Throughout the various livelihood aid projects I observed during my two years in Cameroon, 

none included support for large ruminant livestock; all focused on subsistence or market 

farming, poultry farming, or, in some cases, the distribution of goats. This approach can be 

explained by efforts to mitigate the escalating conflict between agricultural and pastoral 

activities (Lefort-Rieu, 2022), and to avoid exacerbating the risk of crop devastation due to 

growing cattle herds. Additionally, it reflects alignment with the state’s aim to modernise 

livestock farming through sedentarisation and intensification6 - practices that starkly contrast 

with those of Mbororo transhumant herders. 

These limitations within the international displaced persons aid regime help explain why, for 

transhumant pastoralist populations, forced mobility is not necessarily synonymous with 

refugee registration. As Boutrais (1999) noted, herders are frequently marginalised in refugee 

inventories and other administrative frameworks. Often living in remote, bushland areas, they 

tend to be insufficiently considered in rural development, land planning policies, public 

investment, or aid interventions7. Accustomed to these dynamics, herders generally expect little 

from external assistance, a mindset that aligns with their preference for autonomy. Even in the 

face of economic hardship, they leverage their pastoral skills to sustain themselves, for instance, 

by working as salaried shepherds with the goal of rebuilding their herds. 

These dynamics were confirmed during my ethnographic fieldwork in Eastern Cameroon. 

However, the massive and concentrated arrival of Central African populations in 20148 also 

gave rise to hybrid strategies. Among families who managed to cross the border with their cattle, 

some heads of households explained that they left their cattle ‘in the bush with the boys’ 

(referring to eldest children or hired shepherds) while they, along with their wives and younger 

children, joined formal or informal refugee sites to register as refugees. The primary 

motivations included accessing international aid ‘to help with expenses’, ‘because the family is 

very large and the amount of cattle is not enough [to meet needs],’ or to ‘make ends meet and 

send the children to school’9. In the Adamawa region, these strategies of family division often 

involved polygamous households: one wife and her children would join the UNHCR refugee 

site at Borgop, while the other wife and her children settled in the village of Ngaoui to engage 

in ‘small business’ activities, with the older boys remaining ‘in the bush with the cattle, perhaps 

ten kilometres [from the town], at the border [with the CAR]’10. While these strategies should 

not be overstated, as they primarily concern wealthier individuals, they nevertheless illustrate 

how refugee registration – or non-registration – is aligned with various pastoral strategies, 

including the ‘role of borders as refuges’ for herding populations and their cattle (Boutrais, 

1999a, p. 186; my translation). 

Finally, social class affiliation plays a key role in the rejection of refugee status among some 

Mbororo individuals (Peretz, 1977). While these dynamics have been studied in contexts such 

 
6 See e.g. the Livestock Development Programme (PRODEL) funded by the World Bank: https://www.prodel.cm/  
7 See the consequences, in terms of land grabbing and disruption of transhumance routes, of the Lom-Pangar dam 

(Seignobos, 2011) or PRODEL and the creation of private ranches in the Adamawa region (Lefort-Rieu, 2022). 
8 At the peak of the influx, the UNHCR counted 3,000 to 5,000 new refugee arrivals per week: 

https://www.unhcr.org/fr/news/stories/2014/12/5485766fc/850-000-personnes-deplacees-republique-

centrafricaine-instable.html  
9 Informal discussions with cattle herders in Timangolo and Gbiti (Eastern region), March and April 2018. 
10 Informal discussions with cattle breeders at the Borgop refugee site (Adamawa region), March 2021. 

https://www.prodel.cm/
https://www.unhcr.org/fr/news/stories/2014/12/5485766fc/850-000-personnes-deplacees-republique-centrafricaine-instable.html
https://www.unhcr.org/fr/news/stories/2014/12/5485766fc/850-000-personnes-deplacees-republique-centrafricaine-instable.html
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as Syria (Chang, 2022; Ouellet, 2018; Turner, 2015) and Tanzania (Boeyink and Falisse, 2022), 

they remain underexplored in Cameroon. As a local INGO employee noted: 

Among the refugees, there are also Mbororo who initially refused to register because 

they were well-off, had cattle, and were involved in business, etc. For them, registering 

was synonymous with vulnerability … Overall, it must be recognised that those who 

refused to join the formal [refugee] sites were the ones with means: they were in 

business, had large families, had cattle... and they considered that being under the 

responsibility of UNHCR was... synonymous with vulnerability.11 

Far from UNHCR’s assumption that refugee status benefits all, such resistance reflects 

alternative understandings of honour and vulnerability. The category of ‘refugee,’ encapsulated 

by the notion of vulnerability – central to the humanitarian field in Cameroon (Glasman, 2019b) 

– often contradicts values associated with social status in Mbororo society. During various 

discussions, participants emphasised honour and the ‘fear of bringing shame’12, encapsulated 

in the concept of pulaaku, a social and moral code centred on resignation, intelligence, courage, 

and restraint (Dupire, 1970, p. 189). Practices such as standing in line for food distributions 

were perceived as dishonourable, as observed in the formal site of Gado-Badzere (Mahamat, 

2021, p. 12). 

While the previous section explored the reasons some Mbororo initially reject refugee status, it 

is important to note that this position is not always fixed. The fluidity of refugee status in 

Cameroon, coupled with the administrative ambiguities surrounding registration, allows some 

individuals to shift their stance over time. As illustrated in the next section, the ambiguity 

inherent in the registration process enables Mbororo populations to navigate between identities, 

adapting their status according to both their immediate needs – such as access to humanitarian 

aid – and their longer-term goals, such as securing legal documentation or access to better 

opportunities. 

 

From ‘Mbororo’ to ‘refugee’ 

While some individuals refuse to register as refugees with UNHCR, these positions are not 

fixed and can evolve over time, influenced by contextual changes. Far from operating in 

isolation, international aid practices are closely scrutinised, discussed, and even contested by 

the inhabitants of the areas where they are implemented. Consequently, some individuals who 

initially declined to register with the UN agency may later reverse their decision. This shift can 

be explained by the tangible and immediate benefits that refugee status confers – such as food 

distributions, non-food items, or scholarships for children and adolescents – as well as by the 

longer-term prospects it may offer. During initial registration campaigns, UNHCR staff often 

emphasised that obtaining refugee status could eventually lead to resettlement in a third country. 

In the context of Eastern Cameroon, where public services are weak, and poverty levels are 

high13, access to these resources becomes a coveted asset not only for Central African 

 
11 Interview, 13/10/2023. 
12 Informal discussions with CAR refugee women in Béthanie, near Kette (April 2018). 
13 Poverty rate (30%) is higher than the national average (23%), especially in rural areas (INS, 2020). 
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populations but also for Cameroonians – individuals who do not, in principle, meet the 

eligibility criteria established by aid structures (Glasman, 2019a, p. 195). A former local INGO 

employee highlights the importance of rumours on these registration processes: 

Whether it’s among the Mbororo, the non-Muslims, or others... When there’s an 

advantage, Cameroonians come! (laughs) So, you’ll even find Cameroonians who have 

taken advantage of this to get registered. You’ll see a Cameroonian with a refugee card; 

when there are distributions, or scholarships, or anything else, they present... that 

document.14 

This highlights the importance of understanding the refugee aid system not only in practical 

terms but also as a temporal process. Here, despite the negative representations attached to the 

figure of the refugee, some individuals ultimately seek to acquire this status – or, more precisely, 

the accompanying document (the ‘refugee card’ issued by UNHCR) – because of the advantages 

it provides. The issue is not so much about embracing or rejecting a specific identity but rather 

about securing access to critical services. Refugee status, in this sense, becomes an additional 

resource, offering guaranteed access to forms of assistance delivered by external actors. 

Unsurprisingly, mechanisms for assisting displaced populations are not immune to 

circumvention strategies devised by those living in areas targeted by international interventions. 

As has been noted in other contexts, the efforts to obtain this status can be understood as a form 

of ‘legitimate trickery’ (Olivier de Sardan, 2011, p. 424; my translation), echoing the concept 

of mētis explored by Detienne and Vernant (1974) in ancient Greece, and later theorised by 

James Scott (1985, 1990) as one of the ‘weapons of the weak’. 

Such strategies are made possible by ambiguities within the registration procedures and 

dominant representations in the international aid sector. Specifically, there is often a conflation 

between ‘Central African’ and ‘Mbororo’ identities – that is, between nationality and perceived 

ethnic belonging. This dynamic is described by a Cameroonian Mbororo involved in 

registration processes in the Eastern regions for over fifteen years: 

In every village where refugees and Cameroonians live, they collaborate with each other. 

[...] there’s a lot of business behind the registration strategy. [...] For example, with the 

Mbororo […]: we don’t know who among them is Cameroonian or Central African, but 

they go to the CAR, they come back, and when UNHCR conducts registrations, they are 

all included without distinguishing between the ‘real’ Central Africans. Some people 

aren’t Central Africans: they’ve been in the village for a long time, but because they’re 

Mbororo, they went to the CAR and came back, and it can happen that they get 

registered – even though they are Cameroonian. Or they take advantage because they 

want food aid. [...] The village chief or the community knows very well that such-and-

such families are Cameroonian, just returning. In some villages, refugees even give part 

of their food aid to the village chief. [...] As aid workers, we finish work at 4 p.m.; we 

 
14 Interview, 13/10/2023. 
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leave. But when the ‘gendarmes’ are not around, they arrange among themselves to give 

10% of what they receive to certain leaders, and that information stays hidden. 15 

These examples reveal that strategies surrounding the refugee category are not only employed 

by individuals seeking to obtain this status but also by those classified as ‘host populations’. 

One can extend analyses of refugee aid operations as a ‘theatrical performance’ (Omata, 2022), 

which interpret the challenges faced by these interventions as a refusal by beneficiaries to 

conform to the predefined scripts of international organisations. The registration examples 

presented here, however, suggest that the dynamic can also be reversed: both refugees and host 

populations collaborate to follow the pre-established ‘script’ (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2014; Rivetti, 

2013), extracting mutual benefits once the curtain falls. The refugee registration process in 

Cameroon is also a performative arena, where identities are enacted strategically to fit 

institutional categories while preserving personal or communal autonomy (Dempsey, 2022; 

Häkli et al., 2017). Mbororo individuals do not simply ‘play the refugee role’ passively; they 

actively exploit the ambiguity of aid labelling to negotiate benefits and recognition, 

underscoring the political agency embedded in what might otherwise seem bureaucratic or 

mundane practices. 

Sometimes, performing the refugee label is orchestrated by the aid structures themselves. These 

organisations often have an interest in rendering the refugee category flexible, particularly when 

under pressure or facing dissatisfaction from Cameroonian authorities. Reflecting on his decade 

of work with UNHCR and an INGO overseeing registration procedures, the same Cameroonian 

Mbororo noted: 

The UNHCR and the NGOs […] think: ‘We need to make sure that, in the future, we 

won’t be accused by the Cameroonian authorities of not registering refugees or letting 

them wander around.’ So, they respond to requests from the governor or other authorities 

by launching a registration programme. But rest assured, when these programmes are 

triggered by a request from the authorities, UNHCR might arrive in the village with a 

budget for 100 slots but only register 30 or 40 people. They explain that they conducted 

surveys, did the screening, etc., but they weren’t convinced by the estimate of 100 

people eligible for refugee status. Because registering new refugees is a financial 

burden, so if it’s not in their roadmap, they adapt it to suit themselves. [...] On the other 

hand, near the end of the year, if UNHCR is at 80,000 refugees registered and needs 

100,000 to renew its budget or reach a donor threshold, they’ll launch a new registration 

programme. They’ll work past 4 p.m., turn on the lights, and be less strict with screening 

criteria – because they need the numbers.16 

Errors in identifying formally recognised refugees or overestimations in the numbers granted 

this status are neither isolated incidents nor unique to Cameroon (Hyndman, 2000, pp. 117–

119; Kibreab, 2004; Oka, 2014). Such inconsistencies do not merely reflect bureaucratic 

dysfunctions; they create spaces for displaced populations to strategically engage with the 

system, at times reinforcing, bypassing, or resisting the definitions imposed on them. These 

 
15 Interview, Timangolo, 26/04/2018. 
16 Interview, Timangolo, 26/04/2018. 
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excerpts show that the refugee category is not only imposed but also negotiated: the strategies 

employed by displaced populations both respond to and take advantage of the discretionary 

mechanisms within UNHCR’s governance framework. Together, these dynamics contribute to 

the co-production of a refugee category whose boundaries and criteria are far more fluid than 

the rigid definitions suggested by international law. 

While the previous section demonstrated how the Mbororo engage with the refugee label 

strategically, depending on their needs and circumstances, the next step in this process involves 

a deeper examination of the fluidity and temporal aspects of refugee status. In the context of 

cross-border mobility, some Mbororo individuals do not view themselves as fixed refugees but 

as transitional figures whose status may evolve over time. The next section will explore how 

the refugee label functions not just as a permanent identity but as a temporary resource. The 

fluidity of this status is further demonstrated through the Mbororo's ability to transition from 

one form of identification to another – sometimes leveraging the refugee status as an interim 

measure while pursuing more permanent forms of legitimate identity, such as Cameroonian 

nationality.  

 

Transitioning through refugee status 

In addition to the interplay between local and international representations of refugee status, 

individuals possess the capacity to claim and relinquish identities, whether these are imposed 

upon them or actively sought. Representatives from the Mbororo Social and Cultural 

Development Association (MBOSCUDA) for the Eastern region highlighted this dynamic 

during an interview: 

Before the war in the Central African Republic, there were certain Mbororo 

Cameroonians who lived here but would go to the Central African Republic and return 

during the rainy season. ... There were also Cameroonians ... who left this area and 

stayed in the Central African Republic for perhaps twenty, thirty, or twenty-five years. 

... When the problems [violence] arose, they returned. ... [But] they are no longer 

Cameroonians! (laughs) Because they didn’t have papers, birth certificates; there is no 

proof that they hold Cameroonian nationality. ... [So] many enrolled among the refugees 

... to obtain documents. ... That’s why, sometimes, you’ll see fluctuating data on 

refugees, especially near the border: ... there are many Cameroonians who, at one point, 

disappear from the refugee list once they have managed ... to obtain Cameroonian 

identity cards. … But as long as you don’t have papers, ... the interim solution is this. ... 

Many did it. You see, people who had been gone for twenty, thirty years ... it was difficult 

to convince others they were Cameroonians. Only the families knew. ... There’s a 

document issued by the sub-prefecture; it’s hard to prove someone is Cameroonian 

because even there, the services don’t recognise them. So ... Cameroonian identity cards 

were sold for very high sums: 200,000, 300,000 [CFA]! ... At one point, we even stopped 

issuing identity cards because so many people were taking advantage of it ... [And even 

Central Africans] obtain Cameroonian nationality ... Someone with 100,000 [CFA] can 

get a birth certificate and [then] an identity card. They become Cameroonian. When they 
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are arrested, they are found with the Cameroonian identity card! At that point, nothing 

proves they are Central African.17 

As in other contexts, in Cameroon, family ties and corruption at the local administrative level 

allow refugees to transcend or circumvent the prohibitions and regulations imposed on them. 

‘If these practices are illegal from the perspective of national and international law, they are 

legitimate and normal from the perspective of customary laws and local history’ (Fresia, 2008, 

p. 297). 

However, the above account also highlights another strategic use of refugee status in a context 

of intense cross-border mobility and administrative fragility, including failures to establish civil 

registration (Mbowou, 2019). In such circumstances, the refugee category becomes a temporary 

resource, an administrative stopgap, or even a form of refuge. Individuals adopt refugee status 

as an interim measure, using it until they can secure a more permanent solution – namely, 

another form of documentation such as the Cameroonian identity card. This ability to shift 

between statuses also explains the fluctuating nature of refugee population figures in Cameroon. 

If some refugees ‘disappear’ from official statistics, this is not always due to their return to the 

CAR or migration elsewhere. Instead, many have transitioned to another, more advantageous 

status, deemed to provide greater benefits and security than what UNHCR offers. 

The previous sections have demonstrated that the refugee label is not simply a passive 

classification imposed by external actors but a negotiated category actively shaped by those it 

aims to define. For the Mbororo, refugee status functions as a strategic tool, reinterpreted and 

mobilised in ways that challenge the notion of refugees as passive victims. This dynamic 

process underscores the politicisation of asylum governance from below. The final part of this 

article reflects on how these findings contribute to broader discussions on refugee agency, the 

fluidity of legal categories, and the co-production of asylum policies. By foregrounding the 

lived experiences of refugees, this study adds a crucial layer to our understanding of the 

performative and material dimensions of the refugee label and its implications for migration 

management. 

 

Discussion 

This article has demonstrated that the refugee label, far from being a static bureaucratic 

category, is a dynamic and contested identity shaped through a process of co-production 

involving displaced populations, aid actors, and state institutions. By focusing on the lived 

experiences and practices of Mbororo populations in Eastern Cameroon, it offers a nuanced 

understanding of how the refugee label is negotiated, appropriated, and resisted by those it seeks 

to define to address their specific socio-economic and political realities. These findings extend 

the labelling thesis by foregrounding the active role played by displaced populations in shaping 

the frameworks that govern their mobility and status, and by providing critical insights into the 

fluidity and co-production of asylum governance.  

A key contribution of this study lies in its ethnographic focus on the Mbororo – a pastoralist 

community often marginalised in both academic and policy discourses. Unlike prior studies that 

 
17 Interview conducted with Calvin Minfegue, Batouri, 27/03/2021. 
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predominantly examine refugee experiences in urban or camp-based contexts, this article 

highlights how transhumant pastoralists interact with the refugee label in ways that reflect their 

socio-economic practices and cultural values. By demonstrating how the label intersects with 

pastoralist livelihoods, such as cattle herding and transborder mobility, this study expands the 

scope of refugee research to address populations that challenge sedentary assumptions 

embedded in aid systems.  

Moreover, the analysis sheds light on the bottom-up politicisation of asylum governance. It 

moves beyond critiques of top-down labelling to illustrate how displaced populations and host 

communities leverage the ambiguities within bureaucratic systems to influence both their own 

positions and the structures that govern them. This study further demonstrates that these 

institutional inconsistencies do not simply reflect bureaucratic dysfunctions but create 

opportunities for displaced populations to strategically engage with, bypass, or resist the 

definitions imposed on them. By engaging strategically with refugee registration processes, the 

Mbororo do not merely conform to institutional frameworks but actively influence and reshape 

them. This dynamic process complicates static understandings of the refugee label, revealing it 

as a site of negotiation where agency and power are continually contested. Furthermore, it offers 

a nuanced understanding of governance as a relational and negotiated practice rather than a top-

down process, highlighting the agency of local and displaced populations in co-creating the 

systems that seek to regulate their lives. 

Another critical insight lies in the intersection of social class and refugee identity, revealing 

how socio-economic status intersects with perceptions of refugeehood. By examining why 

wealthier Mbororo individuals may reject the refugee label due to its association with 

vulnerability and dependency, this article complicates prevailing narratives that refugee status 

is universally perceived as protective or advantageous. Instead, it shows how the slabel operates 

as both a constraint and a resource, depending on how it is interpreted and mobilised by different 

actors. 

Finally, this study offers a significant empirical contribution on the transitional and strategic 

dimensions of the refugee status, documenting how ambiguities within the registration process 

create opportunities for local and displaced populations to manoeuvre between identities. 

Unlike studies that predominantly view the refugee label as static or solely imposed, this 

analysis underscore the fluidity of this status. Bridging macro-level critiques of labelling with 

ground-level perspectives, it highlights how the Mbororo populations engage with the refugee 

label as a temporary and flexible tool which can be can be adopted, adapted, or abandoned 

depending on its utility within evolving local and national socio-political landscapes. This study 

study aligns with the notion of refugee political subjectivity, understood as emerging from the 

interplay between institutional expectations and refugees’ strategic enactments of identity 

(Kallio et al., 2019). Extending Dempsey’s (2022) argument about performativity in asylum 

processes, this study illustrates that refugee performances do not merely respond to institutional 

expectations but actively transform the frameworks governing forced displacement. By 

strategically conforming to, resisting, or subverting refugee categories, Mbororo populations 

highlight the profound agency embedded within these everyday acts. Such practices underscore 

the fluid and co-produced nature of refugee governance, shaped not only by external definitions 

but by the lived realities and tactical choices of displaced persons themselves. 
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To conclude, by linking these distinct findings to broader theoretical critiques, this article 

advances our understanding of the refugee label as both performative and material, shaped by 

the interplay of institutional practices and the agency of local populations and forced migrants. 

It moves beyond abstract critiques to provide grounded empirical evidence of how labelling 

functions as a site of negotiation and transformation. In doing so, the analysis challenges static 

conceptions of refugee identity and offers a compelling case for understanding asylum 

governance as a co-produced and politicised process. Moreover, by foregrounding the agency 

of displaced and host populations, this study contributes to a more nuanced and inclusive 

understanding of forced migration, highlighting the need to re-evaluate the categories and 

frameworks that shape both academic inquiry and aid practice. As asylum governance continues 

to evolve, this research underscores the importance of centring the voices and practices of those 

most affected by its policies, ensuring that their lived realities inform and reshape the structures 

intended to assist them. 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

The author would like to express gratitude to Roger Zetter for his insights on the first version 

of this article. 

 

Funding sources 

This work was supported by the Ecole Normale Supérieure (Paris) under a three-year PhD 

contract. 

 

Declaration of interest 

The author reports there are no competing interests to declare. 

 

References 

Agier, M., 2011. Managing the undesirables: refugee camps and humanitarian government. 

Polity Press, Cambridge. 

Akoka, K., 2018. Réfugiés ou migrants ? Les enjeux politiques d’une distinction juridique. 

Nouvelle revue de psychosociologie 25, 15–30. https://doi.org/10.3917/nrp.025.0015 

Bakewell, O., 2008. Research Beyond the Categories: The Importance of Policy Irrelevant 

Research into Forced Migration. Journal of Refugee Studies 21, 432–453. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/fen042 

Benoit, É., 2015. Criminalité et justice sans souveraineté dans les camps de réfugiés du HCR : 

des systèmes de justice parallèle à l’impunité pour le personnel humanitaire. Revue 

québécoise de droit international 129–155. https://doi.org/10.7202/1068010ar 



16 

 

Boeyink, C., Falisse, J.-B., 2022. Class in camps or the camped class? The making and 

reshaping of socio-economic inequalities in the refugee camps of north-western 

Tanzania. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 48, 4885–4904. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2022.2123434 

Boutrais, J., 1999a. Les éleveurs, une catégorie oubliée de migrants forcés, in: Lassailly-Jacob, 

V., Marchal, J.-Y., Quesnel, A. (Eds.), Déplacés et réfugiés : la mobilité sous contrainte. 

IRD, Paris, pp. 161–192. 

Boutrais, J., 1999b. Les savoirs pastoraux des Mbororo de l’Adamaoua : évolution et rapports 

au développement, in: Le pouvoir du savoir, de l’Arctique aux Tropiques. Karthala, 

Paris, pp. 147–166. 

Brabant, J., 2013. Peut-on faire de la recherche au sein d’une ONG ? Genèses 90, 42–61. 

https://doi.org/10.3917/gen.090.0042 

Chang, C.-A., 2022. The economically rich refugees: A case study of the business operations of 

Istanbul-based Syrian refugee business people. International Migration 60, 38–51. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12886 

Chimni, B., 2009. The Birth of a ‘Discipline’: From Refugee to Forced Migration Studies. 

Journal of Refugee Studies 22, 11–29. https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/fen051 

Cole, G., 2018. Beyond Labelling: Rethinking the Role and Value of the Refugee ‘Label’ 

through Semiotics. Journal of Refugee Studies 31, 1–21. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/fex021 

Crawley, H., Skleparis, D., 2018. Refugees, migrants, neither, both: categorical fetishism and 

the politics of bounding in Europe’s ‘migration crisis.’ Journal of Ethnic and Migration 

Studies 44, 48–64. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2017.1348224 

Dempsey, K.E., 2022. Migrant Agency and Counter-Hegemonic Efforts Among Asylum 

Seekers in the Netherlands in Response to Geopolitical Control and Exclusion. 

Geopolitics 27, 402–423. https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2021.1912019 

Detienne, M., Vernant, J.-P., 1978. Les Ruses de L’Intelligence: La Mètis des Grecs. 

Flammarion, Paris. 

Dhillon, K.K., Ulmer, J.B., 2024. The Ethics of Naming in Forced Displacement Research: 

Critical Work and Policy Labels. Qualitative Inquiry 30, 20–29. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/10778004231162070 

Dupire, M., 1970. Organisation sociale des Peul : étude d’ethnographie comparée. Plon, Paris. 

El-Bialy, R., Mulay, S., 2020. Microaggression and everyday resistance in narratives of refugee 

resettlement. Migration Studies 8, 356–381. https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mny041 

Erdal, M.B., Oeppen, C., 2019. Forced to leave? The discursive and analytical significance of 

describing migration as forced and voluntary, in: Aspiration, Desire and the Drivers of 

Migration. Routledge. 

Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, E., 2014. The Ideal Refugees: Gender, Islam, and the Sahrawi Politics of 

Survival. Syracuse University Press. 

Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, E., 2010. “Ideal” Refugee Women and Gender Equality Mainstreaming in 

the Sahrawi Refugee Camps: “Good Practice” for Whom? Refugee Survey Quarterly 

29, 64–84. https://doi.org/10.1093/rsq/hdq023 

Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, E., Qasmiyeh, Y.M., 2010. Muslim Asylum-Seekers and Refugees: 

Negotiating Identity, Politics and Religion in the UK. Journal of Refugee Studies 23, 

294–314. https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/feq022 

Fresia, M., 2009. L’action du Haut Commissariat aux réfugiés au Sénégal. Entre souveraineté 

transnationale et souverainetés locales. Tsantsa 14, 17–26. 

Fresia, M., 2008. Humanitarian Governance: Assisting Mauritanian Refugees In Senegal, in: 

The Governance of Daily Life in Africa. Brill, pp. 279–300. 



17 

 

Fresia, M., Lavigne-Delville, P. (Eds.), 2018. Au coeur des mondes de l’aide internationale. 

Regards et postures ethnographiques. APAD ; Karthala ; IRD, Paris. 

Glasman, J. 2017. Seeing like a refugee agency: a short history of UNHCR classifications in 

Central Africa (1961–2015). Journal of Refugee Studies, 30(2), 337-362. 

Glasman, J., 2019a. Registration: Refugees and the emergence of the humanitarian field in 

Cameroon, in: Humanitarianism and the Quantification of Human Needs: Minimal 

Humanity. Routledge, Abingdon, Oxon; New York, pp. 170–210. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003006954 

Glasman, J., 2019b. Vulnerability: impartial algorithms and analog malnutrition, in: 

Humanitarianism and the Quantification of Human Needs: Minimal Humanity. 

Routledge, Abingdon, Oxon; New York, pp. 211–242. 

Häkli, J., Pascucci, E., Kallio, K.P., 2017. Becoming Refugee in Cairo: The Political in 

Performativity. International Political Sociology 11, 185–202. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ips/olx002 

Hampton, K., Türkyilmaz, G., 2023. Making Room for Refugee Interpretation of Labelling: A 

Case Study from the Turkish–Syrian Border. Refugee Survey Quarterly hdad015. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/rsq/hdad015 

Horst, C., 2006. Transnational Nomads: how Somalis cope with refugee life in the Dadaab 

camps of Kenya. Berghahn Books, New York. 

Hyndman, J., 2000. Managing displacement: refugees and the politics of humanitarianism, 

Borderlines. University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis. 

INS, (Institut National de la Statistique), 2020. Enquête Complémentaire à la quatrième 

Enquête Camerounaise Auprès des Ménages (EC-ECAM 4) : monographie de la région 

de l’Est. Yaoundé. 

Janmyr, M., Mourad, L., 2018. Modes of Ordering: Labelling, Classification and Categorization 

in Lebanon’s Refugee Response. Journal of Refugee Studies 31, 544–565. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/fex042 

Kallio, K.P., Häkli, J., Pascucci, E., 2019. Refugeeness as political subjectivity: Experiencing 

the humanitarian border. Politics and Space 37, 1258–1276. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2399654418820915 

Kapandé Ndengue, I.C., 2015. Les problèmes des réfugiés au Cameroun : le cas des réfugiées 

centrafricains dans la ville de Bertoua (1965-2013) (Mémoire en vue de l’obtention du 

Diplôme de professeur de l’enseignement secondaire). Université de Yaoundé I. 

Kibreab, G., 2004. Pulling the Wool over the Eyes of the Strangers: Refugee Deceit and 

Trickery in Institutionalized Settings. Journal of Refugee Studies 17, 1–26. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/17.1.1 

Lacroix, M., 2004. Canadian Refugee Policy and the Social Construction of the Refugee 

Claimant Subjectivity: Understanding Refugeeness. Journal of Refugee Studies 17, 

147–166. https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/17.2.147 

Lefort, C., 2020. Aide internationale, production de services publics et souveraineté étatique : 

l’exemple des réfugiés centrafricains dans l’Est-Cameroun. Politique africaine 158, 

205–222. https://doi.org/10.3917/polaf.158.0205 

Lefort-Rieu, C., 2022. Du conflit d’usages au prisme communautaire : penser les conflits 

agropastoraux et leurs réponses à l’est du Cameroun (régions de l’Adamaoua et de 

l’Est). Afrique contemporaine 274, 51–69. https://doi.org/10.3917/afco1.274.0051 

Lefort-Rieu, C., Minfegue, C., 2021. Quand l’aide internationale renforce la présence de l’État 

aux marges de son territoire. Le cas de l’assistance aux réfugiés centrafricains à l’Est-

Cameroun. Cahiers d'études africaines 244, 777–797. 

https://doi.org/10.4000/etudesafricaines.35599 



18 

 

Ludwig, B., 2016. “Wiping the Refugee Dust from My Feet”: Advantages and Burdens of 

Refugee Status and the Refugee Label. International Migration 54, 5–18. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12111 

Mahamat, A., 2021. Déplacés et réfugiés au Cameroun : profils, itinéraires et expériences à 

partir des crises nigériane et centrafricaine. Canadian Journal of African Studies 55, 

585–607. https://doi.org/10.1080/00083968.2021.1880948 

Makaremi, C., & Kobelinsky, C. (2009). Enfermés dehors. Enquêtes sur le confinement des 

étrangers. Éditions du Croquant, Bellecombe-en-Bauges. 

Malkki, L., 1992. National Geographic: The Rooting of Peoples and the Territorialization of 

National Identity among Scholars and Refugees. Cultural Anthropology 7, 24–44. 

Malkki, L., 1995. Refugees and Exile: From “Refugee Studies” to the National Order of Things. 

Annual Review of Anthropology 24, 495–523. 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.an.24.100195.002431 

Marcus, G. E., 1995. Ethnography in/of the world system: The emergence of multi-sited 

ethnography. Annual Review of Anthropology, 24(1), 95-117. 

Mbowou, C., 2019. Pouvoir et savoir sur les identités à l’âge biométrique aux abords du Lac 

Tchad. Impossible vérité, impossible citoyenneté ? Sociétés politiques comparées, 48 

[online]. http://www.fasopo.org/sites/default/files/varia1_n48.pdf 

McFadyen, G., 2016. The language of labelling and the politics of hostipitality in the British 

asylum system. The British Journal of Politics and International Relations 18, 599–

617. https://doi.org/10.1177/1369148116631281 

Minfegue, C., 2020. Espaces transfrontaliers, territorialités et conflictualités en Afrique 

centrale : cas des bassins frontaliers Est et Sud du Cameroun (PhD thesis). Université 

Grenoble Alpes. 

Minfegue, C., & Sourna Loumtouang, E. (2023). La frontière nationale comme dispositif 

carcéral. Justifications et matérialités en situation camerounaise. Criminologie, 56(2), 

169-193. 

Mosse, D. (Ed.), 2011. Adventures in Aidland: The Anthropology of Professionals in 

International Development. Berghahn Books. 

Mosse, D., 2005. Cultivating Development: An Ethnography of Aid Policy and Practice. Pluto 

Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt18fs4st 

Moulin, C., Nyers, P., 2007. “We Live in a Country of UNHCR”—Refugee Protests and Global 

Political Society. International Political Sociology 1, 356–372. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-5687.2007.00026.x 

N’Nde, P.B., 2018. Environnement sécuritaire et offre humanitaire : l’évolution des 

représentations des réfugiés du site de Gado Badzeré au Cameroun (Les Papiers de la 

Fondation No. 17). Fondation Croix Rouge française, Paris. 

Nyers, P., 2006. Rethinking Refugees: Beyond State of Emergency. Routledge, New York 

London. 

Oka, R.C., 2014. Coping with the Refugee Wait: The Role of Consumption, Normalcy, and 

Dignity in Refugee Lives at Kakuma Refugee Camp, Kenya. American Anthropologist 

116, 23–37. https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.12076 

Olivier de Sardan, J.-P., 2011. Aide humanitaire ou aide au développement ? La « famine » de 

2005 au Niger. Ethnologie française 41, 415–429. 

https://doi.org/10.3917/ethn.113.0415 

Omata, N., 2024. Humanitarian Assistance as Performance? Expectations and Mismatches 

Between Aid Agencies and Refugee Beneficiaries. Ethnos 89(5), 870-888. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00141844.2022.2154819 

Ouellet, M., 2018. Migration et classe sociale : trajectoires d’exil de réfugiés syriens réinstallés 

au Canada (Master thesis). Université Laval, Québec. 



19 

 

Peretz, D., 1977. Refugees and Social Stratification, in: Commoners, Climbers and Notables. 

Brill, pp. 314–328. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004491144_019 

Rivetti, P., 2013. Empowerment without Emancipation: Performativity and Political Activism 

among Iranian Refugees in Italy and Turkey. Alternatives 38, 305–320. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0304375413519191 

Romier, G., 1999. Peuls mbororo de Centrafrique. Une installation récente, un avenir incertain, 

in: Botte, R., Boutrais, J., Schmitz, J. (Eds.), Figures Peules. Karthala, Paris, pp. 463–

480. 

Scalettaris, G., 2007. Refugee Studies and the international refugee regime: a reflection on a 

desirable separation. Refugee Survey Quarterly 26, 36–50. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/rsq/hdi0241 

Schattner-Ornan, I., 2024. Daily negotiations with sate agencies in the field - reflections from 

refugee camps in Western Ethiopia, in: Cunningham, A. (Ed.), Authoritarian Practices 

and Humanitarian Negotiations. Routledge, London, pp. 123–144. 

Scherschel, K., 2011. Who is a refugee? Reflections on social classifications and individual 

consequences. Migration Letters 8, 67–76. 

Scott, J.C., 1990. Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts. Yale University 

Press, New Haven; London. 

Scott, J.C., 1985. Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance. Yale University 

Press, New Haven. 

Seignobos, C., 2011. Les Mbororo du Lom-Pangar. Mission sociologique. Banque mondiale / 

EDC. 

Seignobos, C., 2008. La question mbororo, réfugiés de la RCA au Cameroun. GRED - 

Gouvernance, Risque, Environnement, Développement. 

Shacknove, A.E., 2010. Who Is a Refugee?, in: International Refugee Law. Routledge, pp. 163-

173. 

Sigona, N., 2003. How Can a `Nomad’ be a `Refugee’?: Kosovo Roma and Labelling Policy in 

Italy. Sociology 37, 69–79. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038503037001445 

Soguk, N., 1999. States And Strangers. Refugees And Displacements Of Statecraft. University 

of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis London. 

Sözer, H., 2021. Categories that Blind Us, Categories that Bind Them: The Deployment of the 

Notion of Vulnerability for Syrian Refugees in Turkey. Journal of Refugee Studies 34, 

2775–2803. https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/fez020 

Stevens, D., 2013. Legal Status, Labelling, and Protection: the Case of Iraqi ‘Refugees’ in 

Jordan. International Journal of Refugee Law 25, 1–38. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ijrl/eet001 

Turner, L., 2015. Explaining the (Non-)Encampment of Syrian Refugees: Security, Class and 

the Labour Market in Lebanon and Jordan. Mediterranean Politics 20, 386–404. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13629395.2015.1078125 

Vigil, Y.N., Baillie Abidi, C., 2018. “We” the Refugees: Reflections on Refugee Labels and 

Identities. Refuge 34, 52–60. https://doi.org/10.7202/1055576ar 

Vitalis Pemunta, N., Brice Aristide, A., 2013. Socio-spatial occupation, conflict and 

humanitarian assistance for Bororo cross-border migrants in east Cameroon. 

International Journal of Development Issues 12, 271–288. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJDI-

03-2013-0032 

Waite, L., Lewis, H., Dwyer, P.J., Hodkinson, S., 2015. Precarious Lives: Refugees and Asylum 

Seekers’ Resistance within Unfree Labouring. ACME: An International Journal for 

Critical Geographies 470–478. 



20 

 

Worrell, S., 2024. A ‘Refugee’ No Longer: Karen Residents’ Experiences of Discarding a Label 

in Australia. Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies 22, 559–572. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15562948.2022.2061098 

Yelfaanibe, A., Zetter, R., 2018. Policies and labels for negotiating rights protection for the 

environmentally displaced in Ghana: the Dagara farmer in perspective. African 

Geographical Review 37, 83–97. https://doi.org/10.1080/19376812.2017.1350988 

Zetter, R., 2007. More Labels, Fewer Refugees: Remaking the Refugee Label in an Era of 

Globalization. Journal of Refugee Studies 20, 172–192. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/fem011 

Zetter, R., 1991. Labelling Refugees: Forming and Transforming a Bureaucratic Identity. 

Journal of Refugee Studies 4, 39–62. https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/4.1.39 

 


