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otherwise. 

 

 ء   ’

b   ب 

t   ت 

ṯ   ث 

j   ج 

ḥ   ح 

ḵ   خ 

d   د 

ḏ   ذ 

r   ر 

z   ز 

s   س 

š   ش 

ṣ   ص 

ḍ   ض  

ṭ   ط 

ẓ   ظ 

 ع   ‘

ġ   غ 

f   ف 

q   ق 

k   ك 

l   ل 

m   م 

n   ن 

w   و 

h   ه 

y   ي 

ah/at   ة 

 

Long vowels will be marked by a “  ̄ ”.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

You, you stay there impassive and fickle 

Waiting with the impatience of an infant 

To bury us all 

And to march over our cadavers 

With shoes of concrete 

You are an infanticidal monster 

Whose children will never follow the hearse 

But despite everything I tell myself at times that I love you 

Despite everything I love you yes I love you I love you despite everything. 

- Mazen Kerbaj (2013) 

 

 

The infanticidal monster addressed in these lines is the narrator’s mother, who, we 

understand later, is the contemporary city of Beirut. Beirut is a city that has been 

extensively described, discussed, debated, cursed and lyrically addressed, ya Bayrūt, oh 

Beirut - a city intensely loved and intensely hated. To speak of, or to, a city is to be 

confronted by its radical irreducibility, its internal contradictions, its fluidity and 

multiplicity. Any attempt to grasp the city, any city, inevitably ends up by affirming its 

ungraspability, if it seeks to avoid essentialist fantasies. The question “what is Beirut?” 

moreover, is highly contested. One could argue that the question formed part of the 

issues that were fought over, during the civil wars (1975-1990). Beirut is interesting 

precisely because there is no majority consensus over even an approximate answer to 

that question, so much so that any genuine approach to articulate an urban identity 

needs to contain a notion of radical alterity within itself. This provisionality, this lack of 

a hegemonic narrative, this deferral of closure, that is so open for everyone to see, is part 

of what makes Beirut such a vibrant and liberating city, and also part of what makes it a 

volatile and precarious city. 

 This thesis is not attempting to answer the question of Beirut’s identity, nor does 

it seek to provide an overview of multiple answers to that question. Instead, it focuses 
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on how this provisionality is experienced and imagined. It manifests itself in an 

experience of time that I will call the “suspended now” – a temporality that is intricately 

interwoven with the spatial experience of post-civil-war and contemporary Beirut. The 

thesis explores how this time-space has been given meaning in cultural objects. The 

suspended now is a condition that has far more complex origins and implications than 

the unresolved question of identity. The lack of closure experienced with regard to the 

history of dissensus and civil conflict branches out to the judicial domain, the political 

domain, larger geopolitical interests, socio-economic relations and psychological 

recovery, all of which are interrelated. Moreover, as will be argued in the first chapter, 

Beirut’s suspended now is due as much to the unresolvedness of its formative narratives 

as it is to the city’s continued exposure to violence. If a considerable part of this 

introduction is dedicated to identity constructions in Lebanon, this should be read as the 

complex contextual background to the issues at stake in this thesis, rather than as the 

main issue at stake. 

 Focusing on the ways in which a particular experience of time, situated in a 

particular geography, is imagined and given meaning, the project demands an 

interdisciplinary approach that is concerned with the time and space of the city as they 

are lived in everyday life – as is common to the fields of social and cultural geography – 

and that is at the same time attentive to questions of visuality, narrative and imagination 

– which cultural studies is usually concerned with. I am particularly interested in the 

ways in which these two realms interact, that is, how images and narratives give 

meaning to lived experience and how these imaginaries in turn affect lived experience in 

the city. 

 The central concept of the suspended now will be developed separately in 

chapter one as a temporality characterized by a protracted “presentness” with limited 

access to past and future. This experience has been given meaning in various ways. I will 

distinguish between an understanding of this temporality that frames it as a transitional 

phase, and one that understands it to be produced by prolonged precarious conditions. 

Throughout this study, the concept will build upon the ways in which diverse thinkers, 

including Georges Bataille, Jean Baudrillard, Judith Butler, Guy Debord and Hans Ulrich 

Gumbrecht, have conceptualized the relation between socio-economic structures and 

shared experiences. These shared experiences, from expenditure to alienation and from 

precariousness to latency, often have a strong temporal character. In this sense, the 
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temporality of the suspended now will be linked to global developments and insights. At 

the same time, Beirut’s suspended now, the title of this thesis, will be developed as a 

condition produced by the particular historical and geographical juncture of post-1990 

Beirut. 

 The particular experience of time that is central to this thesis is often given 

meaning through narratives that construct Beirut as a place or environment with a 

particular identity. I have found it productive to work with the concept of “urban 

imaginaries” to study these identity constructions. The urban imaginaries of Beirut are 

often constructed in conversation with national and sub-national – particularly sectarian 

–imaginaries. Such constructions are largely imperceptible processes, which take shape 

through images, texts, objects, practices and dispositions. The research project that 

forms the basis for this thesis consists mainly of analyses of such cultural objects and, to 

a lesser extent, practices. By drawing parallels to findings of ethnographic, sociological 

and historical research, the thesis positions itself within broader academic endeavours 

to make sense of the contemporary history of Beirut. While a better understanding of 

contemporary Beirut is indeed the central aim of this study, the thesis offers conceptual 

tools that can be used to analyze the relations between temporality, spatiality and 

imaginary in other places, either comparatively or for their own sake. 

Before developing the suspended now more fully and delving into the visual and 

textual material with which this project is concerned, this introduction will delineate the 

scope of its corpus, develop the concept of urban imaginaries, and introduce the concept 

of the chronotope as a means of relating spatialities, temporalities and ethics. 

Additionally, a considerable part of this introduction provides an overview of the 

complex contextual background for the issues discussed in the chapters to follow, 

approached from two different angles. The first is dedicated to identity constructions in 

Lebanon, which are entangled with imaginaries of Beirut. The two sections dedicated to 

this issue also show why urban identity can be highly contested. The second revolves 

around Beirut’s post-civil-war reconstruction, divided into one section that provides a 

historical overview and one devoted to the case of Beirut Central District. The 

redevelopment of the city centre has deeply transformed the physical appearance of the 

city throughout the years examined here. It has unleashed heated debates in which the 

relations between space, memory, history and identity have been negotiated and 

contested. As a tangible manifestation of some of the main preoccupations of post-war 
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intellectual life, the redevelopment of Beirut’s urban environment takes an important 

place in the cinema, art and literature of this period. The final section wraps up these 

diverse introductory sections and sets the stage for the study that follows. 

 

Cultural Objects 

This section delineates the pool of objects from which a selection will be analyzed in the 

following study. The thesis is concerned with a period of history spanning 25 years, from 

the official end of the civil wars in 1990 to the moment of writing in 2015. This period is 

often subdivided into the post-war (1990-2005) and contemporary period (2005-2015), 

with the assassination of Rafic Hariri and the subsequent demonstrations and 

withdrawal of Syria considered a turning point. While the thesis will occasionally refer 

to images and texts that engage with the pre-war and wartime city, the focus will be on 

the city as it has been after the fighting factions put down their arms in 1990. No attempt 

will be made to provide an exhaustive overview of the visions of Beirut that have been 

produced within this quarter of a century, an attempt doomed to failure. The reason for 

not narrowing down the historical scope is that I seek to trace a gradual shift in the ways 

in which the suspended now has been given meaning. While many have interpreted the 

2005 demonstrations or the 2006 war as a radical historical break, the shift in 

interpretative frameworks evolves slowly and in fragmented and overlapping ways – 

meaning that “old” narratives continue to impregnate works by both older and younger 

cultural producers today, and that “new” perspectives were already present 25 years 

ago. It is only by setting a large frame that we begin to perceive this gradual 

transformation, even though they exist simultaneously throughout. The thesis presents 

this change from a comparative rather than a historical approach. 

 The analyses cover an eclectic selection of cultural objects drawn from a broad 

range of fields, most extensively from the visual arts, literature, cinema and architecture. 

Lebanese visual and literary material has not often been studied together. With a focus 

on the entanglement of time, space and imaginaries, the combination of narrative and 

visual approaches has proved to be particularly productive. Given the central concern 

for the urban environment, some objects of architecture and urban design are also 

included in the objects under discussion. Analyzing these objects of different media 

together, the thesis shows the diversity of imaginative approaches to a set of shared 

concerns. There is still much to be gained from expanding this type of research to the 
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realms of music, performance and television, for example, which fall outside the scope of 

this thesis. Objects beyond the artistic realm, such as essays, blogs and advertisements, 

will be analysed too, in order to show the pervasiveness of certain narrative motifs. The 

choice for diversity means that the selection of objects is necessarily limited and eclectic. 

For more comprehensive studies, I refer to Lina Khatib’s study of Lebanese cinema 

(2008) and two excellent recent studies of literary engagements with the city of Beirut 

(Aghacy, 2015; Hayek, 2014). 

This study follows Jacques Rancière in ascribing to aesthetics the political ability 

to make available to perception what has been disavowed in everyday processes of 

meaning-making (Rancière, 2004). The aesthetic practices that form the core object of 

this research are therefore particularly relevant for the study of a transformation in 

perception and interpretation – in this case of the organization of time and space in the 

city. The artistic engagement with life in Beirut is both expressive of and reflective upon 

the ways in which the city is experienced and given meaning, and at times creatively 

imagines alternatives. It is for their capability to develop new ways of meaning making, 

that the main focus is on artistic objects.  

 However, this thesis considers these works to be thoroughly embedded within 

the broader production of cultural meaning at this particular historical juncture in 

Beirut. The strong tradition of socio-political commitment in the region is one argument 

sustaining this assumption (see Klemm, 2000; Halabi, 2011). The lack of institutional 

infrastructure in the period during and immediately following the civil war infused this 

commitment with a sense of urgency, as well as a flexible and dynamic engagement with 

urban space (Wilson-Goldie, 2009). This has begun to change since the latter half of the 

2000s, leading to allegations of a loss of critical credibility – as artists were accused of 

“selling themselves” to the international art market or of accepting money from mostly 

European institutions. Most artists take a pragmatic stance in these matters, but Hanan 

Toukan convincingly demonstrates how these money flows are complicit in the political 

objective of advancing a “‘new citizen culture’ […] in which all citizens are essentially 

encouraged to be enterprising and seize the opportunities of the global economy” (2010: 

143). While this thesis does not explicitly concern itself with the socio-economic and 

geopolitical conditions of cultural and artistic production, I acknowledge the 

entanglement with and dependency on a global capitalist system, rather than ascribing 

to art some meta-socio-economic aura. 
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 Moreover, the ideal of absolute autonomy is no condition for the critical ability to 

imagine new ways of making reality available to perception. Conversely, the implication 

of artists in culture and society allows me to discuss these works of art and literature 

alongside cultural objects from non-artistic realms, such as the furnishing of a public 

space, a brochure or a blog – which are equally deeply implicated in the same socio-

economic realm. These objects are all expressive of the contemporary urban condition in 

Beirut, but the works of art and literature often in ways that allow for a “redistribution 

of the sensible” (Rancière, 2004). In other words, critical aesthetic practices are capable 

of imaginatively expressing new perceptions of the organization of time and space in 

Beirut, that only subsequently become gradually embedded in the language, narratives 

and images available in everyday life.  

 Discussions of the Lebanese literary scene or contemporary Lebanese artists 

often make a distinction between different generations. Those novelists and poets who 

lived through the war as adolescents or adults belong to Lebanon’s literary war 

generation (jīl al-ḥarb). These authors are mostly concerned with issues of memory and 

history, ranging from nostalgia to trauma and from myth to archive. Their narratives are 

characterized by fragmentation, ambiguity, multivocality and uncertainty, and 

demonstrate a profound sense of alienation and a deep mistrust in the possibility of a 

simple access to reality (Halabi, 2011: 91; Pflitsch, 2010). Many of these authors have 

also assumed a role as progressive intellectuals in a broader sense, working as 

journalists or teachers. As such they often took up the traditional role of the muṯaqqaf, 

literally “cultured,” who is expected to fulfil a public role as committed intellectual. The 

visual artists of this generation have only recently received scholarly attention, which 

means they still remain relatively undocumented and understudied. This is partly the 

case because critics maintain that their mostly traditional aesthetic means failed to 

address the new reality of the civil war. 

 Since the late 1980s, photography and video, performance and installation art 

have come to occupy an important place within this Lebanese tradition of artistic 

commitment, enriching the question of memory with issues of registration, 

documentation and media. Main players within this movement belong to the generation 

that entered adolescence during the war. They can be said to form a bridge between the 

war generation described above and the post-war generation described below. The 

professional careers of these artists started around the end of the civil wars and took 
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flight in the late 1990s and early 2000s, when the international art world started to take 

an interest in their works. For this generation of artists, the difficulties of living in post-

war Beirut and coming to terms with the horrors of the past coincided with the 

hegemony of postmodernist and deconstructivist thought in the art world of the 1980s 

and 90s. A contemporary suspicion of media representations and a general distrust in 

grand narratives, be they historical, ideological or otherwise, was thus infused with 

political urgency in a context of a highly contested past and widespread politics of 

silence. Even though all artists and authors naturally had their own fields of interest, 

deployed different media and developed their own styles, many shared the same 

concerns. At the same time that literary authors started to give meaning to the veritable 

boom of fiction and memoirs as a response to the gap in official historical discourses, be 

they political speeches, politicized media, or public educational curricula, visual artists 

questioned any form of representation and wondered what images were still possible in 

the aftermath of violence. Though, in general, these artists do not explicitly comment on 

current affairs in news outlets, many teach or have taught at universities or art schools. 

Moreover, the constant blurring between documentary and fiction, registration and 

narrative, and between actor/author and character obfuscate the distinctions between 

artistic work and their non-fictional critical commentary. 

 The post-war generation that was born during or shortly after the war is more 

concerned with the social, economic and political ills of post-war society. They generally 

do not actively participate in public debates as the traditionally committed muṯaqqaf, or 

public intellectual, would. For this generation, ideological grand narratives belong to a 

past to which they barely have access. Instead, they are confronted with an infinitely 

complex present of global proportions, to which there is no straightforward relation 

except through personally lived experience. The 2011 Arab uprisings have stirred a 

renewed sense of artistic commitment among the young generations, but this 

commitment has often continued to be expressed in ways that connect large socio-

economic issues to an intimate experience of everyday life. 

 Before moving on, these generational divides must be qualified. The boundaries 

between generations are porous and flexible. As artistic individuals, these authors and 

artists are influenced to a greater or lesser extent by colleagues of previous or 

subsequent generations, sometimes even collaborating. In a conversation, novelist 

Hassan Daoud (born 1950) complained about the lack of skills and historical awareness 
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among artists of the younger generation, but proceeded to make an exception for 

performance and installation artist Rabih Mroué (born 1967), whom he claimed as “one 

of us” (conversation with the author, September 2012). When confronted with this 

remark, Mroué expressed surprise and asserted that no, he did not belong to Daoud’s 

generation, and did not agree with his judgement either, because Mroué’s generation 

was actually very aware of socio-historical contexts and was, moreover, much more 

informed on what the previous generation was producing than vice versa, although he 

too made explicit exceptions (interview with the author, December 2012). Mroué, in that 

same conversation, blamed the supposed lack of commitment and engagement of the 

youngest generation – expressed by one of his colleagues who teaches young students at 

the Académie Libanaise pour les Beaux-Arts – to the normalization of art education and 

cultural infrastructure, which has supposedly eliminated the natural selection of the 

challenging working conditions for artists in the early 1990s. This example serves to 

show that the generational divides constitute an important matter in discussions on 

artistic and literary production, but that reality proves far too slippery and dynamic to 

make definite statements in this matter. While acknowledging widespread concerns 

about generational dynamics, this thesis maintains that the transformation in the 

interpretative narrative frameworks under study unfolds across generational divides. 

 This thesis thus studies objects of visual arts, literature, cinema and architecture 

that engage with the city as it has been between 1990 and 2015. It seeks to trace a 

transformation in the understanding of a particular entanglement of time and space, 

Beirut’s suspended now, which occurs across these 25 years and across generations in 

fragmented and heterogeneous ways. Narrative, visual and architectural aesthetic 

practices are considered privileged sites for the imaginative expression of new ways of 

perception, but objects beyond this realm and beyond the chosen time limits will be 

included too, because the examined works form part of a larger social, cultural, 

economic and historical continuum. 

 

Urban Imaginaries 

The analyses of cultural objects will show that the suspended now has profoundly 

marked urban imaginaries of post-1990 Beirut. The term “urban imaginary” refers to the 

symbolical sphere in which the identity, history and imagery of a city are constructed 

and contested. The concept builds upon a growing awareness of the relevance of the 
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imagination for the construction of group identity and its institutionalization. While 

Cornelius Castoriadis coined the term “social imaginary” in 1975, and Benedict 

Anderson published his Imagined Communities in 1983, the concept was elaborated and 

conceptualized in the late 1990s and early 2000s by thinkers such as Dilip Parameshwar 

Gaonkar (1999), Arjun Appadurai (1996) and Charles Taylor (2002). The latter 

conceptualized the social imaginary as “the way ordinary people ‘imagine’ their social 

surroundings”, “carried in images, stories, and legends” (Taylor, 2002: 106). It “is not a 

set of ideas; rather it is what enables, through making sense of, the practices of a society” 

(91). Rather than a figment of the imagination, imaginaries thus have a vital mediating 

role in social reality. “The crucial insight is that, for the citizen-subjects of the modern, 

social imaginaries are concepts for grasping sociality and the collective force of the 

social that become social entities themselves and that mediate collective life ways. They 

are thus simultaneously objective and subjective” (LiPuma and Koelble, 2005: 155). In 

other words, social imaginaries are subjective imaginations, in the sense that they are 

constructed, rather than given. However, shared social imaginaries can have serious 

effects on lived reality and, in this capacity, also have an objective existence. 

  On the urban level, this means that the city, not only as a conglomerate of 

buildings, but also as a social entity, cannot be grasped if it is not also imagined. At the 

same time, some of these collective imaginations – issues of place identity, history and 

authenticity – can be found at the core of urban policies and planning. Thus, urban 

imaginaries are also real social entities with far-reaching consequences in the 

organization and governance of cities. It is therefore of vital importance not merely to 

take urban imaginaries into account, but also to question their assumptions and 

investigate their consequences (Huyssen, 2008). 

 Like any city, Beirut tells one of the many stories of the development of modern 

society and culture worldwide. Urbanization has always been at the heart of 

modernization processes, and even today, despite the dispersal of the chain of 

production and consumption, transformations caused by globalization have been 

playing out particularly visibly in cities. Cities form the managerial hubs of converging 

and intersecting flows of information, capital and industry (Sassen, 1991). The 

ostentatious architecture of urban business districts represents the power of 

multinational corporate business and embodies some of the excesses of financial 

speculation, being “the biggest investment game in town” (Huxtable, 1986: 8). Broader 
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urban planning schemes, too, have consistently been crucial for the accumulation of 

surplus capital (Harvey, 2012). At the same time, forensic and migratory flows, brought 

about by the globalizing economy, have altered the experience of daily life most visibly 

in urban settings. It is in cities that conspicuous consumption and extreme poverty 

produced by geographically uneven development are contrasted most sharply, often 

through tightly segregated areas that are nevertheless in close proximity to one another. 

 On the level of urban regeneration, Beirut is a remarkable case, because many of 

the conditions that define inner city renewal projects worldwide are more extreme in 

the case of Beirut. First, free market ideology and minimal state interference have strong 

historical roots in Lebanese politics. Hence, the growing influence of private developers 

and corporate business on municipal policy worldwide is far more advanced in Beirut 

than in many other places, and it has proven relatively easy to tie the political narrative 

of reconstruction into contemporary global narratives of neoliberalism and intercity 

competition. Second, the extensive war damage in Beirut has served to legitimize large-

scale demolition, allowing for a much more elaborate redevelopment scheme than 

would have been possible otherwise. As an extreme case of what is happening in many 

other places, Lebanese laments on rampant consumerism and real estate speculation 

gone awry could be read as an admonition for other cities (see for example Khalaf, 2012, 

on consumerism, and the short video published by the Lebanese Economic Association, 

2014, on the privatization of public space; see also the section on post-war 

reconstruction in this chapter, pp. 27-32).  

 The city is also an interesting case of place identity construction. Like other cities, 

Beirut has often been imagined as a modern site of liberation and cosmopolitanism, as 

well as greed and moral degeneration, in contrast to a traditional countryside that is 

imagined as poor but pure, and regulated by tight familial and communal bonds. This 

becomes apparent from literary and cinematic works revolving around the journey 

towards the city, as well as from non-fictional nostalgic accounts of pre-war Beirut (e.g. 

Aghacy, 2015). At the same time, the city, like other capital cities, is imagined as a 

microcosm or a symbol of the nation, implying a repetition of the friction between city 

and countryside within the urban setting. More than in any other Lebanese city, Beirut 

brings together the various denominations and classes that are present in the country 

and the region at large. The Lebanese population consists of religious communities that 

are referred to as sects, because of the strong identitarian and institutional affiliation. 
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Eighteen of them are officially recognized and proportionally represented among public 

officials. As will be explained in the sections on identity constructions in this chapter 

(pp. 14-24), the Lebanese have constructed different versions of an overarching national 

identity. These often conflicting visions of Lebanon, and of what Beirut means to that 

national entity, partly depend on sectarian affiliation. What is interesting in Beirut’s case 

is that, since none of these sects holds a majority, there is no definitive hegemonic 

narrative of national or urban identity. Consequently, the frictions and contestations 

that invariably run through constructions of place identity lay bare for everyone to see. 

 

Chronotopes 

With the concept of the urban imaginary and the demarcation of a body of cultural 

objects in place, and with the development of the concept of the suspended now 

deferred to the subsequent chapter, the question remains how to study the relation 

between Beirut’s temporality, spatiality and urban imaginary. This thesis builds upon 

the seminal work of Henri Lefebvre, whose 1974 The Production of Space claims that 

space is socially produced (Lefebvre, 1991 [1974]). Space is given meaning through 

social practices and narratives. It is not an abstract container that remains neutral with 

regard to the social processes that unfold within it. Such processes actively organize and 

mould space, while, conversely, spatial structures and the meanings inscribed in them 

affect the social practices that take place within them. The organization of space 

regulates the movement of people and affects their experience. Lefebvre’s insight has 

allowed scholars to explain social reality beyond historical causality. A major impact on 

the work of thinkers such as Foucault (e.g. 1972 [1969]), de Certeau (e.g. 1984) and 

Virilio (e.g. 2000), and geographers such as Massey (e.g. 1994), Harvey (e.g. 2012) and 

Soja (e.g. 2010), Lefebvre’s work has greatly contributed to the increase of academic 

interest in the relation between power and space, resulting in the so-called “Spatial 

Turn.” This thesis too is attentive to questions of power and justice, but unlike these 

thinkers, my central concern is the interaction between narratives and images on the 

one hand – especially as they appear within the domain of visual arts and literature – 

and the experience of a certain time-space on the other hand, and its role to the 

production of meaning and the construction of identities. 

 Since social processes, practices and narratives can only unfold over time, 

socially produced space is inevitably bound up with a temporal component. Therefore, 
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the temporal component was implicitly present in Lefebvre’s socially produced space. It 

became of central concern in the development of his concept “rhythmanalysis.” Studying 

the rhythmical organisation of everyday life – seasonal and working rhythms, routines 

and regulations, ordered and subversive movements – Lefebvre concluded that, like 

space, “social time is itself a social product” (Lefebvre and Regulier, 2004: 74). This 

thesis builds upon Lefebvre’s insight that time and space are organized, represented and 

given meaning through social processes and that, conversely, the organization of time 

and space regulates and affects social processes. It is the relation between socially 

produced time (temporalities) and socially produced space (spatialities) that is given 

central stage here. 

 For the aim of this thesis, rhythmanalysis’ emphasis on social practice is too 

limited. The understanding of urban imaginaries – intricately related as they are to 

collective identity and mediation – necessitates the inclusion of narrative temporal 

layers. These include the temporal vectors that order the construction of collective 

memory, heritage and history, as well as the anticipation and imagination of a collective 

future. Rather than choosing between practice and narrative, or between material and 

imagined space, the thesis seeks to investigate the ways in which the rhythms of social 

practice interfere and interact through space – both material and imagined – with the 

temporal vectors imposed by the narratives that give meaning to them. 

 To visualize this interaction, it is useful to invoke Michael Bakhtin’s concept of 

the “chronotope,” a word that combines the Greek words for time (chronos) and space 

(topos) to produce the notion of “time-space.” The concept was developed as a “formally 

constitutive category of literature” (Bakhtin, 1981 [1930s]: 100), but has been taken up 

in many extra-literary contexts as well. The narratives that are investigated in this thesis 

are a collective product, often lacking authorial intent and literary aesthetic, but they are 

narrative constructions nevertheless. Stripped of the specific references to literature, 

then, Bakhtin’s definition provides a powerful concept to envision the relation between 

time and space discussed above: 

 

In the […] chronotope, spatial and temporal indicators are fused into one […] concrete whole. 

Time as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes […] visible; likewise, space becomes charged 

and responsive to the movements of time […] and history. (Bakhtin, [1930s] 1981: 100) 
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Scholars have interpreted the chronotope variably as a mode of cognition – that is, a way 

of knowing reality – and a mode of representation – that is, a way of giving form and 

meaning to that reality, particularly in the novel. Relying on the concept of urban 

imaginaries as developed above, as well as on Lefebvre’s social space, I argue that the 

two cannot exist separately. This means that we cannot know time and space without 

the narratives that give meaning to what we perceive. The word “narratives” is used 

here in the broadest sense possible, from the most elementary sign, to billboard 

advertisement or poetry. This does not mean that the available narratives determine our 

cognition in absolute ways, because the reciprocal dynamics of narrative, practice, 

perception and understanding unfold through repetition and difference, which means 

they always allow for otherness and change. The two main chronotopes distinguished in 

this thesis are derived from representations of the times and spaces of contemporary 

Beirut. However, this thesis considers them to be not merely representational, but 

functioning as “frameworks of understanding,” that is as modes of knowing, perceiving 

and experiencing the complex reality of the urban environment. 

 In addition, I follow Liisa Steinby’s reading of Bakhtin’s chronotope as “the 

specific spatio-temporal form of a certain possibility of human action” (2013: 122). 

Steinby convincingly argues that the specific examples that Bakhtin offers show that he 

consistently draws a relation between the chronotope and the possibility for human 

action. For example, in the time and space of ancient Greek adventure stories, the hero is 

given over to chance and has to respond instantaneously to unexpected events, while in 

the cyclical routines of villages in Flaubert’s novels, the characters cannot effect any 

historical change, not even in their own lives. Yet, Bakhtin insists that the characters are, 

and should be, judged ethically by the decisions they make within the constraints of the 

moment and locality of action. This reading links Bakhtin’s conceptualization of the 

chronotope to the insistence in his ethical thinking on the individual as “an ethically 

responsible subject involved in a concrete event” (Steinby, 2013: 110; see also Parslow, 

2016). Ethics is not abstract for Bakhtin, but only emerges in response to actual events, 

or more precisely, encounters with others. Therefore, the ethical subject is not to be 

found in abstract philosophical treatises, but can be found in the novel, a genre that 

engages with subjects situated in actual – even if fictional – events. 

 Materialized temporalities and temporally charged spaces, as invoked by 

Bakhtin’s definition of the chronotope, form the main objects of study. Those cultural 
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objects that employ aspects of the material urban environment to express more 

metaphorical and conceptual meanings are of particular interest. This is especially 

meaningful in those cases where spatial metaphors are used to describe relations 

between human experience and the spatial environment. This thesis distinguishes 

various chronotopes in Beirut’s physical and imagined geography, such as garbage 

dumps, construction sites and shelters. Like in Bakhtin’s own dealings with the 

chronotope, these chronotopes are interlinked in a complex larger chronotope: the time-

space of Beirut’s suspended now, which is mostly dealt with as a matter of lived 

experience. Throughout the analyses of these smaller chronotopes, I seek to trace a 

transformation of how this overarching experience of Beirut’s time-space is represented 

and given meaning – a transformation that is blurry, incomplete and fragmentary. It is a 

shift from an understanding of contemporary Beirut as a space in transition, to an 

understanding of the city as utterly precarious. This larger transformation involves a 

change of disposition, that in turn restructures the possibilities of human action. Put 

more concretely, the chronotope of a transitional Beirut inspires modes of anticipation, 

waiting and distraction, while the chronotope of a precarious city instigates modes of 

resilience and compassion. This change precisely addresses the issue of accountability 

that is crucial to Bakhtin’s ethical thinking. 

 This is not absolute determinism, however. There are always instances of 

compassion and solidarity to be found, even within hegemonic narratives that allow 

little room for them, and, conversely, the narrative of a shared vulnerability does not 

eliminate modes of distracted waiting. However, I follow Bakhtin in believing that the 

way we structure and give meaning to time and space affects our disposition, our 

tendencies and perceived potential for action in non-absolute ways. This means that this 

thesis uses the concept of the chronotope not only for the hermeneutical enterprise of 

analyzing cultural objects in a way that appreciates the entanglement of time and space, 

but also to address the question of what it means to live ethically in a precarious city, a 

question that is increasingly pressing in many parts of the world today.  

 

Constructing Identity in Lebanon: Sectarianism 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate how a certain organization of time and space, 

which affects everyday experience in the city, is expressed by works of art and literature 

and given meaning in their narratives and images. The construction of an identity for the 
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city is often part of this process of meaning-making. The city is an interesting case of 

communal or place identity, because, while it territorializes cultural identity, it 

simultaneously opens culture up, or lets it leak away, through the immense diversity and 

radical openness to mobility that are at the core of all modern cities. In contrast to the 

notion of “place identity,” with its connotations of academically untenable concepts such 

as couleur locale and authenticity, this research project prefers to use the concept of 

urban imaginary, which gives central stage to the role of mediation and imagination in 

the construction of a city’s identity. 

 Much academic work on identity has focused on the ways in which group identity 

functions. Particular attention has been paid to the construction of national identities 

and their retrospective histories. In Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson 

maintains that nationality should be aligned with identitarian communal structures such 

as religion and tribe, rather than ideological constructs such as Marxism or liberalism 

(1983: 10). The deeply modern phenomenon of national identity thus disproves the 

promise of modernity’s ideological grand narratives, that modern reason would 

naturally dispose of archaic systems of loyalty and patronage. Indeed, Stuart Hall points 

out that, while “the forces of capitalist modernity […] have radically dislocated the 

societies into which they penetrated, […] the so-called 'logic of capital' has operated as 

much through difference […] not by undermining it” (1993: 353). 

 This is an important insight for the case of Lebanon, where contestations over 

national and communal identities have marked much of its turbulent history. The 

following sections provide a brief contextual background to the complex set of 

identitarian affiliations at play in contemporary Lebanese society, and the city of Beirut 

in particular. For a proper historical introduction to the city, please see Samir Kassir’s 

Beirut (Kassir, 2010). In addition, on a national level, Fawwaz Traboulsi relates the 

history of modern Lebanon in a Marxist logic (2007), which nicely complements Kamal 

Salibi’s approach to the crucial role of communal identity constructions (1988). I 

recommend Theodor Hanf for a comprehensive and insightful historiography of the 

Lebanese civil war years (Hanf, 2015 [1990]).  

 Sectarianism, or al-ṭā’ifiyya, in Lebanon denotes two interrelated phenomena. On 

the one hand, social sectarianism refers to the social system in which religious 

denomination, rather than territory or national culture, provides the most important 

basis for a sense of community and identity. On the other hand, political sectarianism 
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denotes a system of power-sharing dating back to Ottoman times, that was designed to 

guarantee the representation of all religious minorities according to demographic 

proportion in the country. This means that important government posts are distributed 

according to sect. The President should always be a Maronite, the Prime Minister a Sunni 

and the Speaker of Parliament a Shiite. Even so, the system does not necessarily result in 

the intended fair distribution of power. During the French Mandate (1921-1943), the 

Christians were privileged in the decision-making process. The issue of demographic 

surveys, which would reveal changes that mostly harm the Christians’ position, is so 

sensitive that it has been ignored since 1932. Moreover, internal conflicts within 

sectarian communities, which would demand different representatives, are not 

accounted for through the system. Most importantly, the system encourages people to 

vote for a political party that protects sectarian rather than class or other political 

interests. 

 Social and political sectarianism are closely interrelated and mutually 

reinforcing. Social institutions are often organized within sectarian communities and 

clientelist relations remain almost exclusively restricted to the same sect. Clientelism 

refers to a social system that relies on relations of patronage, in which the object of 

exchange and the power relations between patron and client are more varied than in 

traditional patronage. Client loyalty is expressed through political voting, but also 

through consumer loyalty, financial support and business privileges. In times of war, it 

can also take the form of loyal manpower. In return, patrons offer privileges that range 

from municipal permits to business contracts. Voters thus expect their patron to not 

only function as their political representative, but to autonomously provide security and 

protection of the client’s interests, instead of holding the government or state as a whole 

responsible for providing these things for all Lebanese citizens. Social sectarianism may 

provide a sense of belonging and security, but also sustains deep-rooted feelings of 

mistrust towards the sectarian other.  

 Sectarian loyalties have been – and continue to be – understood as a backward 

social form that works against the creation of a modern liberal democratic state (Volk, 

2010: 20-21). Samir Khalaf for example, one of Lebanon’s most distinguished 

sociologists, claims that Lebanese society is divided along two interfering axes. Along the 

vertical axis, society is divided by class, like everywhere else. In Lebanon, vertical splits 

cut through these classes from top to bottom, dividing society along a horizontal axis 
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according to communal and religious differences (Khalaf, 2002: 3). Khalaf describes 

these latter differences as “primordial,” a word suggesting a realm not only predating 

modernity, but also beyond – or beneath – reason or even consciousness (2002: ix; see 

also pp. 194-195). 

 In contrast, Ussama Makdisi convincingly argues that the culture of sectarianism 

is not an unchanging deviancy in the face of history, the natural course of which would 

have culminated in a viable nation-state, were it not for these premodern tendencies. On 

the contrary, this culture was produced by the historical juncture of the Ottoman 

reforms, or tanẓīmāt, European colonial imagination, missionary activity, Eastern 

Question diplomacy, as well as local beliefs and desires, in a historical “era of the in-

between, when the old-regime had collapsed but an independent nationalist society had 

not yet formed” (Makdisi, 2000: 166). Therefore, “sectarianism as an idea and as a 

practice belongs to the realm of the modern” (Makdisi, 2000: 166). Samir Kassir 

endorses this insight, claiming that “far from being an archaism, sectarian animosity was 

part of the price that modernity exacted from society. So well adapted was this spirit to 

the new age, in fact, that it succeeded in swallowing up even nationalism, an impulse of 

apparently more recent origin” (2010: 228). This thesis aligns itself with this latter 

understanding of sectarianism. 

 The social stratification of Beirut’s geography is often understood to be 

structured by two overlapping principles, which roughly coincide with Khalaf’s 

horizontal and vertical axes. Following the concentric zone model, circles – or in Beirut’s 

case, with its seaside city centre: half circles – show the urban expansion over time and 

define the boundaries between a mostly upper class centre with a middle class belt and 

lower class peripheral suburbs (Beyhum, 1988). Before the civil wars, the centre was 

traditionally populated mainly by Sunni and Greek Orthodox merchants, and the 

periphery was populated by newly urbanized Shiites and Maronites. At the same time, a 

north-south axis roughly divided a Muslim west and a Christian east side of the city. 

 To some extent, the early phase of the wars could be read as a successful attempt 

of the lower classes to redraw the city’s class exclusionist boundaries. Interestingly, 

militiamen of that early period read urban geographical conquest in terms of both 

factional and class struggle. “The moral defeat was on two sides: on the moral of the 

enemy and on the capitalist, bourgeois system which we associated with the opposing 

part” (National Movement former fighter recounting the taking over of the Holiday Inn 
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hotel, 15/11/2005, quoted in Fregonese, 2009: 315). However, their success came at the 

price of consolidating the boundaries with which the warring factions divided the urban 

landscape between sectarian communities more and more rigidly, as the war 

progressed. 

 A common narrative from the point of view of the urban bourgeoisie captures the 

demographic changes brought about by the war with the catch phrase “it came from the 

mountains” (Haugbolle, 2010: 166-168). In memoires and fiction on life in wartime 

Beirut, the horror of the urban middle class at the demographic shift that brought 

poorer “others” into their privileged areas is a common theme: 

 

My neighborhood in the city had changed. I saw lots of people looking down from balconies of 

houses that weren’t theirs. Their clothes gave away the fact that they had recently moved to the 

city from somewhere far away; so did their boorish shouting, loud music, and the strange smells 

that emanated from their kitchens through broken windows and lingered in the narrow back 

streets; the smells in the neighborhood changed. (Humaydan Younes, 2008: 161-162) 

 

The presence of others in the neighbourhood is experienced as an indecent visual, 

auditory and olfactory overspill into urban space. 

However, a narrative that simplifies the civil war as a rural-traditional versus 

urban-modern conflict does not hold. The transformation of agriculture in the 

nineteenth century was at the heart of Lebanon’s incorporation into capitalist 

modernity, and stood at the basis of the formation of a new middle class (Firro, 1990; 

Traboulsi, 2007). The same transformation meant a turning point in the relation 

between the city and Mount Lebanon. Where the latter had previously dominated the 

former, the city gained in importance and extended its cultural and political influence 

over the mountain, but the two remained intricately connected (Fawaz, 1984). 

Moreover, in Lebanon’s modern history predating the civil wars, inter-sectarian violence 

had been a recurrent phenomenon in the countryside, even more so than in the city. 

 Post-war Beirut has witnessed the redrawing of increasingly rigid class-based 

stratification, through processes of intense and rapid privatization and gentrification in 

and around the city centre. Nevertheless, the demographic and psychological boundaries 

between different sectarian neighbourhoods continue to coexist with them and stamp 

their mark on Beirut’s urban imaginaries. This is physically expressed in the urban 

landscape through political posters, graffiti and makeshift shrines that venerate recent 
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martyrs or ancient saints. “Mixed neighbourhoods” are either exclusively upper class, 

such as Beirut’s Central District, or tensely politically charged, such as Basta and 

Bashura (Haugbolle, 2010: 184-191). Unsurprisingly, then, perspectives on the urban 

identity of Beirut differ according to sect and class. For example, the myth of a once 

prosperous Beirut arising from the ashes will appeal less to a recently urbanized Shiite 

Muslim, than to a member of a prominent Greek-Orthodox merchant family. 

 Shiites have traditionally been severely underrepresented in municipal and 

national politics. The community cultivates strong ties to the territory of Southern 

Lebanon and its continual struggle against Israel, which occupied the land between 1985 

and 2000, as well as to the Bekaa valley, neighbouring Assad’s Syria, which has been a 

supportive ally of Lebanon’s Shiite community. To many Shiites, Beirut as the grand 

dame of the mid-twentieth century Middle East has remained utterly external to their 

subjectivity. Beirut only assumed centrality in Shiite collective identity constructions 

during and following the 2006 war. Yet, this construction of Beirut centres on Haret 

Hreik and larger Dahiyeh – literally suburb, the Southern neighbourhood of Beirut. 

Dahiyeh has sprawled for decades, with Lebanese and immigrants seeking employment 

or fleeing violence. The majority of its population is Shiite and the neighbourhood was 

bombed by Israel in 2006, because of the institutional presence and large support base 

of Hezbollah in the area. The perspective on urban identity in Dahiyeh is deliberately put 

into sharp contrast with that constructed around the city centre – a narrative from 

which the inhabitants of Dahiyeh have historically been excluded. 

 The urban imaginary of Beirut thus differs wildly between members of different 

sectarian communities. Although the narrative of a modern liberal, but arrogant and 

exclusionary centre versus a chaotic, hardedge and traditional periphery is a familiar 

one, the presence of an entrepreneurial middle class and an emerging upper middle 

class in Dahiyeh testify to the fact that this centre/periphery contrast is not strictly 

class-based (Deeb, 2006; Deeb and Harb, 2013). 

  

Constructing Identity in Lebanon: Territory and Geopolitics 

Sectarian cultural identity may have “swallowed up” national identity “as a source of 

cultural meanings, a focus of identification, and a system of representation” (Hall, 1996: 

615), but in order to understand competing visions on the city of Beirut, it remains 

imperative to take into account the entwinement of sectarian identities with 



20 
 

nationalisms, grand narratives, as well as global geopolitics. While a comprehensive 

overview of competing identity constructions in Lebanon is beyond the scope of this 

thesis, a brief discussion of the fatal rift between conflicting visions on cultural identity, 

people and territory adds perspective to the study that follows in the subsequent 

chapters. Indeed, many of the narratives and imaginaries of Beirut discussed throughout 

this thesis should be understood as embedded within those broader identitarian myths. 

 Maronite identity constructions, and their role in the development of a 

particularistic vision of Lebanon’s national identity, are crucial in this regard. At the turn 

of the twentieth century, historians in their quest for an origin no longer looked for “the 

birth of a confessional community in its struggle against another confessional 

community. The resistance [was] from now on that of a people connected to a territory, 

in other words that of a nation” (Beydoun, 1984: 205). This new quest constructed an 

identity of a-historical permanence since the ancient Phoenicians. The frontiers 

proposed by this vision are that of a “Grand Liban,” expanding the “natural boundaries” 

of Mount Lebanon to include the territories east and south of it. The sole motivation for 

delineating this territory – that now constitutes the modern nation of Lebanon – was 

economic viability (Zamir, 1985:13-16). This posed a challenge to a national narrative 

that sought to link the history of a people to its territory. 

 The narrative in which the promotion of this territory has been embedded is a 

myth of functional complementarity. As early as the mid-nineteenth century, 

intellectuals started to construct the city of Beirut, and by extension Lebanon, as a 

natural linchpin between the Orient and the Occident, tracing this role back to 

Phoenician times (Sheehi, 2004: 189), but it was not until the beginning of the twentieth 

century that is was elaborated in political terms, most prominently by Michel Chiha and 

his journal “La revue phénicienne.” This narrative puts forward the diversity of the 

Lebanese territory as unity in complementarity: the plain as its barn, the mountain as its 

citadel, and the coast as its bridge (Beydoun, 1984: 134). While the plain was not 

elaborated other than functionally serving the other two functions, the mountain was 

constructed as a Christian refuge resisting the Muslim majority in the region, and the 

coast was articulated in terms of a Christian-Phoenician intermediary between a Muslim 

Middle East and Christian Europe, with which it had cultural, religious and institutional 

ties. It is this identification with Europe in the Maronite construction of Lebanese 

identity that distinguishes Beirut and its adjacent mountains from the rest of the Arab 
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world. As a result, “the impact of the modern world arrived with grace, stage by stage, 

and often upon local invitation; and the accommodations to it also came gradually, and 

with equal grace” (Salibi, 1988: 165). Within this imaginary, colonial modernity is 

associated with civilization, rather than violent exploitation. 

 The constitutive narratives of the mountain-refuge and coast-bridge are 

debunked by historian Kamal Salibi. He maintains that heterodox Christians had been 

persecuted even more ferociously by Byzantine Christians than by Muslims. They had, 

moreover, settled in many places across Syria, not only in Mount Lebanon, and in 

multiple historical periods, not only in times of persecution (Salibi, 1988:130-150). In 

addition, he points to the relatively recent establishment of good relations between the 

Maronites, the Roman church and France (Salibi, 1988: 56-71). 

 Almost diametrically opposed to the Christian particularist vision is the 

traditional Arab-Muslim vision of Lebanon’s history. This vision considers the history of 

the area that now constitutes Lebanon as unfolding within the margin of a broader Arab-

Islamic civilization. Contrary to the Maronites’ constructed permanence, this history is 

haunted by a break, which centres on the great empires of the past. “We are no longer 

what we used to be” or “we have been what we [really] are” is the dominant temporality 

of the traditional Arab-Muslim vision of history, rather than the Maronite “we are what 

we are; what we have always been; what we always will be” (Beydoun, 1984: 569). 

According to this approach, the boundaries of greater Lebanon are imposed by 

Lebanon’s oppressors, the Turks and the French. Proponents of this vision thus strive 

for the rebirth of a lost large Arab empire, although the boundaries of that empire, as 

well as its identity, remain disputed (pan-Arab socialist, Islamist or Syrian). While the 

recent, artificial and colonial construction of national boundaries cannot be denied, the 

conflation of Arab and Islamic identity in this vision has proven highly problematic in 

the Lebanese context (Salibi, 1988: 3). A large Arab empire is not appealing to 

Christians, heterodox Muslims and non-Arab ethnicities, because they would be reduced 

to a very small minority. 

 When Lebanon gradually came to be accepted as a de facto nation, a third 

approach emerged, that could be called the vision of the secularized Arab left. This 

approach accepts Lebanon as a nation and borrows from the Maronite vision both the 

notion of refuge and the idea of “natural” openness to foreign influences. Only this time 

the refuge would shelter Arab dissidents and Palestinian refugees, rather than 
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persecuted Christians. Beirut’s openness or cosmopolitanism was understood not as a 

sensibility to European fads and fashions, but as freedom of thought and the exchange of 

(anti-imperial and anti-dictatorial) ideas. This idea of a regional entrepreneurial, open-

minded intermediary, rather than a cultural negotiator between “East” and “West,” is 

well captured by the well-known dictum “Arabic books are written in Cairo, published in 

Beirut and read in Baghdad.” From the Arab Muslim vision, the secularized vision 

borrows the Arab identity and its natural solidarity with the Palestinians, as well as anti-

imperialist sentiments (Beydoun, 1984: 248-249). This approach, which could be called 

“the left,” gradually lost political ground throughout the civil war years, especially after 

the fall of the Soviet Union. In the cultural realm, however, its representation of 

Lebanese and Beirut’s identity has remained very influential. 

 The three visions have intersected in complex ways with global grand narratives, 

sectarian identities and geopolitical agendas. The functionalist vision, which was first 

developed within a Maronite framework, is associated with liberal capitalism and 

imperialism, because it presented France – especially in the early twentieth century – as 

Lebanon’s guardian and as the embodiment of the most highly developed form of 

civilization. Initially, it mainly served the interests of a Maronite middle and upper 

middle class, but it was later converted into a neoliberal version that dropped the 

narrative of European-Christian supremacy in favour of that of free entrepreneurship 

open to a global market. 

 The Arab-Muslim vision intersected with varying grand narratives. At the height 

of Nasser’s reign in Egypt, it was mostly associated with socialist and secular pan-

Arabism, and therefore inclusive of Arab Christians; in recent decades, it has more often 

taken on various forms of radical Islamism, inclusive of Muslims of non-Arab ethnicity, 

but exclusive of religious minorities. Shiite anti-imperialist Islamism has no pan-Arab 

dimension because of the central role of Iran, a non-Arab state. 

 The ideal of a greater Syria has historically been adhered to mainly by the Greek-

Orthodox, who share the Maronites’ fear of being subsumed under a large Arab-Muslim 

empire, but who, unlike the Maronites, construct their identity as tied to the territory of 

the Eastern Mediterranean and distinct from Europe. Syrian nationalism has mostly 

been articulated as a socialist project. The leftist vision, finally, intersected with the 

international grand narratives of communism and socialism and was multi-confessional, 

with a majority of Sunni Muslims, and was allied with the Palestinian resistance 
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movement. Two political parties, the Maronite phalangists and the Syrian Socialist 

Nationalist Party, were historically inspired by fascism. 

 Recent shifts in geopolitics are reflected in Lebanon’s complex political landscape 

today. The former division between a liberal capitalist pro-European bloc (mainly 

Maronite) and an anti-imperialist communist or pan-Arab bloc (mainly Sunni/Druze) 

has been replaced by a neoliberal capitalist bloc (mainly Christian/Sunni/Druze) that 

builds upon the functionalist vision and is allied to Gulf states and the US, and an anti-

imperialist Islamist bloc (mainly Shiite), building upon the Arab-Muslim vision, affiliated 

with Iran and Assad’s Syria. In addition, an anti-imperialist Sunni fundamentalist bloc is 

emerging mainly outside of the domain of state politics. The left has lost its place within 

geopolitics, but has remained very influential in civil society, such as through grass roots 

activism, arts and journalism. Despite the complexity of these shifting ideologies and 

alliances, it is important to take notice of them. In conversation, Lebanese often stress 

that sectarian conflict is caused by political disagreement, not essentialist ethno-

religious hatred. Indeed, an essentialist approach would not be able to explain the 

alliance between Hezbollah, the main party in the Islamist bloc, and pro-Syrian Christian 

parties. More importantly to this project, these grand narratives and geopolitical 

affiliations affect the imaginaries that are constructed of contemporary Beirut. 

 The war years constitute a historical break that has disrupted even the static 

Maronite conception of Lebanese identity. So while the ideal of an Arab-Islamic empire – 

now relevant to Shiite and Sunni Islamist approaches – is still situated in a more distant 

past, the left and the Maronite/functionalist vision share a lost ideal in the golden 

heyday of Lebanon in the 1950s and 60s. For the left, this paradise lost concerns an 

intellectual hub, characterized by freedom of expression and Arab solidarity. For the 

functionalist approach, it concerns a Mediterranean cosmopolitan city of shopping malls, 

cinemas and celebrities. It is important to realize that Beirut has embodied these two 

ideals both at once, yet not quite either. The brief civil war in 1958 serves as an 

indication of the tensions that were already present throughout the golden years of 

Beirut. 

 Contemporary reconstruction efforts are mainly aimed at recreating the 

economic boom of those prosperous pre-war years, in a way that is competitive within a 

highly globalized capitalist system. Within the functionalist vision described above, it is 

formulated as an attempt to revive the city’s identity as a symbol of glamorous 
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modernity in the region. Within the leftist vision, the reconstruction project is criticized 

for further dismantling the ideal city that offers spaces and opportunities for social, 

cultural and intellectual exchange outside of market forces. The Shiite Islamist vision 

dismisses it as a neo-imperial project serving solely the needs of foreign investors. Sunni 

Islamists may share that opinion or look favourably upon the investment of Gulf Arabs 

as an assertion of Sunni hegemony in the urban landscape. 

 

A History of Beirut’s Redevelopment Projects 

Beirut is an old city, with evidence of continuous habitation since 3000 BC, but – apart 

from the high point of Phoenician prosperity between 1200 and 800 BC – the city 

remained a modest provincial town until the middle of the nineteenth century. Its 

development into a modern city coincided with a shift from a system of guilds and 

agriculture aimed at overland trade within the Ottoman Empire – of which the area 

around Beirut constituted a semi-autonomous district – towards a predominantly 

overseas trade with industrial Europe. This incorporation of the region into a system of 

global industrial capitalism meant that Beirut’s economic position changed dramatically, 

from a city on the margin facing landwards, to a city at the centre, mediating between 

land and sea routes. 

 The second half of the nineteenth century was a period of profound social change, 

bristling with cultural and intellectual activity. Indeed, Beirut was, after Cairo, the most 

important city in which the Arab nahḍa, “awakening,” unfolded – a sweeping cultural 

and intellectual reorientation in the Arab world, that sought to accommodate the social 

and cultural changes that modernization brought about through a variety of cultural 

practices such as journalism, philosophy, theology, translation, literature and linguistics 

(see for example Hourani, 1961, 1981; Sheehi, 2012; Hamzah, 2013). As early as the 

mid-nineteenth century, the city became a locus “for the discussion of progress – if not 

necessarily an emblem of progress itself” (Sheehi, 2004: 190), the exciting site for social 

and cultural renewal, alternating between moral degeneracy and rational enlightenment 

– like the modern subject him- or herself.  

 The nineteenth-century Ottoman reforms, or tanẓīmāt, formed the official 

equivalent of this set of transformations, through military and administrative reforms, 

the declaration of equality of all citizens before the state and the law (1856) and a set of 

infrastructural development projects. In this context, the Beirut-Damascus highway 
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(1861), a railway route, and an extension of the port (1895) were constructed, 

facilitating not only trade, but also communication between the centre of power in 

Constantinople and the periphery, of which Beirut was becoming an ever more 

important part. On a symbolic level, the construction of public buildings and monuments 

reasserted Ottoman hegemony through its distinctly Ottoman architecture and the 

display of public rituals (Hanssen, 1998). 

 After the Ottoman defeat at the end of WW I, Lebanon came under French 

mandate. Though Lebanon never became a settler’s colony like Algeria, France made no 

secret of the mission civilatrice in its “sister-country” (Kassir, 2010: 262; Khalaf 2006: 

76). Especially the lives of Christians who were moving upwards on the social ladder 

were saturated with French language and culture, marking both confessional and class 

differences. France encountered more and more opposition, particularly when it became 

obvious that the French threatened local economic interests. In the city’s physical 

appearance, this period of French modernization is best illustrated by the Place de 

l’Étoile, a small replica of its Parisian namesake and crownpiece of the ambitious French 

reorganization and de-Ottomanization of the city centre. While the French sought to 

transplant Haussmanian grand design to Beirut as a showcase of modernity and rational 

spatial management, local souk owners and religious institutions saw their properties 

and interests threatened by the plans. The French eventually had to adapt the plans in 

the face of persistent resistance of local actors and until this day, three of the original 

star’s eight arms remain truncated where they had to make way for religious buildings 

(fig. 0.1; Khalaf, 2006: 80-82). 

 

 

Figure 0.1 Place de l’Étoile. 
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 In the independence period, until the outbreak of the civil war in 1975, urban 

development reflected the effects of the unbridled laissez-faire politics that defined the 

politics of that era – with the exception of the steps taken towards a liberal welfare 

system under Shehab’s presidency between 1958 and 1964. As a capitalist safe haven – 

with bank secrecy laws and tax exemptions – surrounded by socialist states, Beirut 

attracted regional oil revenues and other surplus capital. Much of it was invested in real 

estate, as well as copiously spent in the city’s blossoming culture of consumerism and 

tourism. It provided a spectacular display of wealth in the hotel area and the most 

fashionable neighbourhoods in town.  

 During the civil wars (1975-1990), attempts at reconstruction were made 

whenever there was a lull in the violence, but the urban landscape was most profoundly 

altered by the radical segmentation that divided the city street by street among warring 

factions, creating physical and mental boundaries between them. This segmentation 

furthermore caused large-scale displacement and far-reaching demographic shifts. In 

addition, war damage, unregulated construction, abandonment, squatting and the 

dismantling of public services radically transformed the cityscape. Only after the peace 

accords were signed in 1990, a comprehensive planning scheme was devised. Tapping 

into “the hegemonic geo-Darwinian idea that cities need to compete for survival in a 

globalising world” (Baeten, 2007: 46), a vision was formulated that aspired to develop 

Beirut into a major financial and tourist hub. 

This brief historical overview reveals the intricate connection between Beirut’s 

phases of urban development and the city’s gradual incorporation in global capitalism, 

which is marked by distinct shifts in power. The modernization of the Ottoman Empire 

was followed by French colonial modernity, which in turn was succeeded by the city’s 

role as a regional tax haven. The violence of the civil wars prevented comprehensive 

top-down planning schemes, but the 1990s reconstruction plan was aimed at attracting 

global corporate business with state-of-the-art technological infrastructure. Beirut’s 

current phase of urban renewal should therefore be seen in continuity with the city’s 

historical incorporation in global capitalism, and as congruent with contemporary 

developments of globalization and neoliberal urban regeneration elsewhere. At the 

same time, however, local dynamics and the complex legacy of the civil wars posed very 

specific challenges to the reconstruction project, which will be discussed below. 
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Post-Civil-War Reconstruction: BCD 

When 15 years of civil strife and international interventions officially came to an end in 

1990, Beirut had to deal with physical destruction of the urban environment on a 

massive scale. Buildings and public spaces located along the former demarcation line 

between the east and the west side of the city were ruined, many of them beyond repair. 

During the later years of the wars, the area was referred to as “the green line,” because 

bushes and trees had begun to sprout up from amongst the crumbling tarmac. There 

was extensive damage outside this area too, as the result of violence between shifting 

alliances on both sides of the divide, as well as vacancy, squatting and unregulated 

construction. 

 The destruction of the city was not limited to the built environment. Large 

demographic shifts in the run-up to the war continued during the early war years, most 

notably in the form of the settlement of rural Shiites and Maronite Christians in the 

suburbs of Beirut and the influx of Palestinian refugees. Additionally, the ever more rigid 

territorialization of the different sects displaced many original inhabitants of formerly 

mixed areas and left others feeling uprooted in their own, unrecognizably changed 

neighbourhoods. Many left the country. Because circulation of individuals, but also of 

goods and information, was severely restricted during the wars, people increasingly 

depended on the smaller social network of the family, street or block, and ultimately on 

their sectarian community. With a desolate city centre, several peripheral commercial 

centres developed within the relative calm of more homogeneous neighbourhoods. 

 Given the wide scale of the damage, the entire city has witnessed various 

construction and renovation efforts. Four reconstruction projects should be mentioned 

by name, because of their comprehensive planning schemes: the redevelopment of 

Beirut’s Central District (BCD) will be discussed in detail below. The Linord project on 

the Northern coast and Elisar on the Southern coast have both stagnated or slowed 

down due to lack of investment (Fawaz and Peillen, 2003: 5; Harb el-Kak, 1998; 

Ghandour Atallah, 1998). After the 2006 war with Israel, Waad, a private-public 

reconstruction company affiliated with the Shiite Islamist party Hezbollah, the primary 

political and military body involved in the 2006 war, coordinated the reconstruction of 

those residential areas of Beirut that were damaged during the bombardments (Al-

Harithy, 2010). The notion of urban rebirth pervades all of these projects, albeit in 

different ways. Because of the central role of the reconstruction of BCD in many of 
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Beirut’s urban imaginaries, as well as in public debates and controversies, it will be 

discussed in more detail in this section. 

 The demarcation line divided wartime Beirut between a liberal, right wing, anti-

Palestinian and predominantly Christian east, and a leftist, pro-Palestinian and 

predominantly Muslim west. The green line followed the Damascus road, which had 

previously been the main thoroughfare to Beirut’s hinterland. At the northern end, the 

line widened to comprise what was later called Beirut Central District (BCD), or 

Downtown. It included the central square known variously as al-burj (the fortress), 

Place des canons or Martyr’s Square, and had formerly housed the souks, the banking 

district, governmental buildings, entertainment outlets, journals, publishers and a public 

transportation node. This thriving urban centre had been used by the entire spectrum of 

Beirut’s residents and visitors, in terms of class, income, religious affiliation, ethnicity 

and political conviction. In the early years of the war, key sites were purposefully looted 

and destroyed in this neighbourhood, which was turned into an important front line 

during the infamous “battle of the hotels” (e.g. Fregonese, 2009). In later years, the area 

was controlled by snipers and became an abandoned wasteland, where stray dogs 

roamed the desolate streets. 

The Taif agreement that officially ended the civil violence in 1989 provided no 

solution to the conflicts that had initially sparked the wars, and kept the sectarian 

political system intact, with slight amendments. In addition, most political actors that 

were responsible for the violence remained in position after a general amnesty law was 

passed in 1991. The law absolved all perpetrators of crimes committed between 1975 

and 1990, except assassinations of political and religious leaders, and the events that 

were deemed to have instigated the wars. The war’s ending with “no victor, no 

vanquished” also left the Lebanese state without a hegemonic narrative of national 

history and collective identity. This has the appealing potential of developing 

conceptions of history and nationhood based on multiplicity, difference and otherness. 

However, the continued fear for renewed violence has resulted in the persistence of 

divisive identitarian histories instead. During the wars, each warring faction articulated 

its own identity, with its own version of history. Sectarian identity, geopolitical 

affiliation and ideological convictions converged to produce varying visions on history – 

just like before the war, but they were now embedded within increasingly static 
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narratives that mythologized leaders, martyrs and victories, cultivated mistrust and 

hatred of the other, and justified violent retribution (Seigneurie, 2011: 8-11). 

In short, the situation after 1990 remained de facto unchanged, apart from the 

fact that the warring factions agreed that it was in everyone’s interest to put the large-

scale violence to a halt. This is why many Lebanese maintain that the war has never 

really ended. The lack of a political solution to the issues that had been fought over at 

high costs, combined with the absence of judicial closure to the crimes that had been 

perpetrated, excluded redemptive debates on justice, reconciliation and 

commemoration from the political public sphere.  

 In this context, it was generally agreed on that a fast reconstruction of Beirut’s 

Central District had to be prioritized. Because of its location at the heart of Lebanon’s 

capital, because of the neutrality it retained as a boundary space during the war and 

because of its former role as the centre of urban public life, the symbolic value of the 

area can hardly be overestimated. Reconstruction was supposed to reshape the city 

centre as a symbol of national unity. Since the governmental institutions needed for such 

a massive development project were partly non-existent, and partly bankrupt, 

understaffed and dysfunctional, the law was adjusted, allowing a private company to 

appropriate all properties in the area allotted to them: the Lebanese Society for the 

Development and Reconstruction of Beirut’s Central District, better known under its 

French acronym Solidere. The expropriated owners received shares in the company in 

return. The government that approved of the amendment that paved the way for this 

privatization was led by Prime Minister Rafic Hariri, who was a major shareholder of 

Solidere at the same time. 

 According to the website of the Hariri Foundation, the late Hariri “saw that 

rebuilding the heart of Lebanon would bring life to the rest of Lebanon” (2011). This 

remark should be understood within Hariri’s larger macro-economic reconstruction 

plan for the country, known as “Horizon 2000,” which earned much credit for its success 

in attracting foreign capital in the form of investors and tourism in the early post-war 

period (see for example Baz, 1998). This inspired a sense of confidence in the future, 

until it failed at fulfilling its promises, due to unsustainable monetary-fiscal policies and 

political crises (Dibeh, 2005). After the reconstruction boom, critics increasingly pointed 

out the negative economic effects of the reconstruction project, which had produced 

massive state debts and an unbalanced economic development (Kubursi, 1999). 



30 
 

 The beginning of Solidere’s reconstruction project involved large-scale 

demolition of the remaining buildings, many of which could have been restored. Critics 

argued that the contractors were indifferent to important pieces of heritage in favour of 

global capital, denying the city its rich history (Makdisi, 1997; Sader, 1998; El-Khoury, 

1998). The subsequent redistribution of lots for new high-profile development 

prevented the restoration of not only the architectural, but also the social urban fabric 

(Makdisi, 1997; Salam, 1998; Ragab, 2011). Temporally, Solidere has been marketing an 

image of Beirut’s city centre that combines the myth of a glorious past dating back to 

Phoenician times, a popular nostalgia for pre-war prosperity and joie the vivre and a 

vision of a future competitive metropolis in a globalizing world. Spatially, BCD’s 

redevelopment has been formulated almost exclusively in a transnational perspective, 

as the reconstitution of Beirut as “the finest city centre in the Middle East” (Solidere 

official website, 2002-2012: Chairman’s message), rather than as a shared space for the 

urban or national population. 

 Because of the central district’s symbolic value as a common ground, and the 

relatively harmless nature of concrete architectural questions, Solidere’s project formed 

the incentive for what has been described as “the first public debate since the beginning 

of the war, and the first on urban matters in Lebanon’s history” (Beyhum, 1992: 50). 

These urban affairs included questions of whether to preserve buildings or demolish 

them; dilemmas about whether to cover archaeological findings up, transfer them to a 

museum, or make them accessible to the public in situ; issues concerning the scale and 

style of new buildings, the design of public spaces, and the possible place and form of a 

monument to commemorate the wars. Most notably, critics have condemned the way in 

which Solidere has privileged economic considerations over social and cultural 

arguments. They argue that the realization of the reconstruction plan has excluded the 

possibility of the central district’s reintegration as a common ground into the otherwise 

divided social fabric of the city, and by extension the nation. Regardless of the effect, or 

lack thereof, on the actual reconstruction project, these debates have been meaningful, 

because they provided a safe platform for public discussion on social issues that are vital 

for the reshaping of a viable post-war society. 

 Within humanities scholarship, “the memory debate” has been the main object of 

study in this context, addressing questions of cultural heritage, nostalgia, 

commemoration, national history and cultural trauma (e.g. Cooke, 2002; Nagel, 2002; 
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Haugbolle, 2005; Hanssen and Genberg, 2001; Ragab, 2010; Volk, 2010). Critics often 

equated the spatial erasure of old structures with “collective amnesia,” a state-

orchestrated attempt to silence the memories of the civil war. Some pointed out that 

“Solidere’s slogan ‘Beirut, ancient city for the future’ comfortably leaves out the present 

and immediate past” (Haugbolle, 2010: 86; El-Dahdah, 1998). They urged for the 

creation of a space that engaged with Lebanon’s troubled recent history, framing their 

argument in a didactic formulation – “we should remember so as to learn from our 

mistakes” – or in a psycho-analytic formulation – “we should process our memories in 

order for our wounds to heal” (Haugbolle, 2005: 64-95).  

Within the social sciences, particular attention has been paid to processes of 

social and economic exclusion (e.g. Makdisi, 1997; Salam, 1998; Summer, 2006). Some 

scholars focused on the social, political and legal strategies employed by Solidere and 

those who felt disadvantaged by the company (e.g. Schmidt, 2002; Mango, 2003). The 

envisioned creation of a cosmopolitan district for high-end business, shopping and 

leisure, attractive for its moderate climate and unique history, leaves little room for local 

participation across sectarian and class differences. Nearly all pre-war inhabitants and 

shopkeepers, as well as wartime refugee squatters, were unable to return to the district 

after their eviction, because of skyrocketing floor prices. The district is now commonly 

referred to as Solidere, conflating the entire urban environment with the company 

overseeing its development. It shows the radical disconnection between the district and 

the rest of the city. The scale of Solidere’s reconstruction project, the symbolic value of 

the place and the extent to which the original architectural and social urban fabric have 

been erased in favour of international high profile consumerism is unparalleled. 

Unsurprisingly, then, the redevelopment of Beirut’s Central District is often presented as 

a huge laboratory of neoliberal urban regeneration (Summer, 2006; Makdisi, 1997: 695). 

Indeed, a number of conventional neoliberal policies have been introduced, such 

as low income and corporate taxes, liberal monetary policies and free movement of 

capital. In addition, the loosening of national and urban (foreign) property and 

development regulations, the creation of public-private partnerships (of which Solidere 

is only the largest and most contested example), the provision of land and the 

improvement of infrastructure facilitated investment in real estate development. Yet, 

the government’s will to stimulate investment and speculation is balanced by the need 

to protect the local economic players, with whom they are often intimately connected 
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through clientelism or corruption (Krijnen, 2010; Krijnen and Fawaz, 2010). The pursuit 

of private interests by Lebanon’s policy makers is not restricted to financial gain. Since 

most major players are involved in both the political and the economic sphere, either 

personally or through family ties, the pursuit of political capital is a motivation that 

should not be underestimated. For example, Rafic Hariri’s “economic motive is clearly 

outweighed by power motives, as well as by the wish to go down in the annals of history 

as the ‘man of reconstruction’” (Schmidt, 2002: 235).  

 This thesis considers Solidere’s project and the critical debates revolving around 

it to be embedded within a broader discursive framework that gives meaning to post-

civil-war Beirut’s urban experience. It is a privileged case study because the symbolic 

value of the site made it the subject or setting of various narratives, some identitarian, 

others experiential. Exploring the chronotopes through which the environment of Beirut 

in general, and BCD in particular, are experienced and imagined, shows how issues such 

as memory, heritage and amnesia – on a temporal axis – and social exclusion and 

alienation – on a spatial axis – are intricately connected.  

 

Imaginaries of a Precarious City 

This introduction has established the demarcation of a body of cultural objects and the 

central concepts urban imaginary and chronotope. It also provided the context of 

overlapping and contesting identity constructions on the one hand, and a history of 

urban redevelopment projects on the other. Together, this has set the stage for the 

subsequent investigation into how the suspended now, between 1990 and 2015, has 

affected urban imaginaries of Beirut and vice versa. By analyzing narratives and images 

recurring in a variety of cultural objects, this thesis seeks to trace the transformation 

from an understanding of Beirut as a space in transition, to an understanding of the city 

as a precarious time-space. The analyses are attentive to the relation between the lived 

experience of everyday urban life and the imaginary realm of identity construction and 

representation. This link is never essential and static, but always partial and dynamic. 

 The contextual framework established in the previous four sections brings 

together two lines of inquiry. Firstly, the time-space of contemporary Beirut is 

understood to be continuous with its history of a gradual incorporation in global 

capitalism, and as congruent with the latest phase of capitalist modernity. This appears 

from the way in which constructions of national identity have been responding to global 
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narratives, as well as from the history of the city’s redevelopment projects. This thesis 

therefore lends itself as a case study for future comparative research into the various 

ways in which cities caught up in these global dynamics are experienced and imagined. 

Secondly, the specificities of post-civil-war Beirut’s society are taken into consideration. 

The complexity of multiple, often contradictory, claims on cultural identity and place 

character in Lebanese society has marked the construction of urban imaginaries of 

Beirut. Furthermore, the general amnesty law, political sectarianism and clientelism 

keep a socio-political system intact that perpetuates social injustice and sectarian 

mistrust. This has led to a past that is contested and open-ended, a radically uncertain 

future and a volatile present. It has also meant that the radical social disintegration of 

the urban environment during the wars has remained unresolved. All these issues are 

revealed in the debates sparked by Solidere’s reconstruction of the city centre. Together, 

the four sections have shown a glimpse of the complex historical background to the 

imaginaries that will be explored throughout the chapters to follow. 

 These imaginaries build upon two temporal interpretations of Lebanon’s history. 

Social and historical analysts may agree that the recurrent episodes of violence in 

Lebanon’s recent history are due to a set of structural unresolved frictions – both local 

and international – that periodically ignite into violent conflict; the popular imagination 

has often embedded these events in a cyclical, or sometimes linear, narrative of 

discontinuity, ignoring the unresolved tensions that continue to disrupt the social order. 

I do not remain neutral in my analysis of these two interpretative frameworks. I believe 

that cyclical and teleological narratives are not only misleading, but also limit the 

possibilities for human action. Acknowledging that all narratives limit these possibilities 

to a certain extent, and that none set absolute limits, I will argue that an understanding 

of the suspended now that relies on precariousness as a shared condition of 

vulnerability, which is structurally exposed to harm in unequal ways, allows for more 

solidarity, compassion and eventually change, than those narratives that frame this 

temporality as a transitional phase to be overcome in a future moment of release. 

 Chapter one, “Beirut’s Suspended Now,” will establish the suspended now as an 

experience of time that has been expressed by a wide variety of cultural objects. The 

distinction between the two interpretations of Beirut’s temporality highlighted above –

periodical versus structurally conditioned – will be explored throughout the thesis 

through the lens of four key concepts. Disposability and superficiality are concepts that 
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relate recurrent imaginaries of Beirut to political processes of exclusion and exposure. 

Excavation and mourning denote practices that seek to resist these processes. 

Throughout these conceptual themes, I will continually distinguish between the 

chronotope of the transitional city and the chronotope of the precarious city, as well as 

consider the occasional overlap between the two. 

 Chapter two, “The Disposable City,” uses the concept of disposability to make a 

connection between disparate imaginaries of Beirut. The ruin as the chronotope of the 

wounded city and the recurrent motif of erasure are central to the imaginary of Beirut in 

transition. In contrast, debris and leaking dumpsites function as sites for the imagination 

of a perpetually disintegrating environment. This chapter moreover imagines the urban 

environment as utterly precarious and exposed to harm, designated as disposable by 

structural carelessness, squander and violence. 

 Chapter three, “Surface City,” explores how Beirut’s identity is often conceived in 

terms of superficiality and imitation. The supposed lack of temporal rootedness and 

spatial connectivity places a sense of absence at the heart of Beirut´s contemporary 

identity. Notions of superficiality and alienation are central to established theorizations 

of urban space and culture. In contrast to theoretical conceptions of the postmodern 

urban condition, however, many Lebanese conceive of surface appearances as a 

disguise, concealing a latent, more genuine city or a dormant, more disturbing reality, 

rather than mere absence.  

 Chapter four, “Excavation and Mourning,” focuses on excavation as an attempt to 

reassert depth and meaningfulness in the face of waste and absence. Whether 

metaphorically peeling off a pretentious surface appearance, or calling for the actual 

exhumation of mass graves, the concept of excavation supposes the lingering presence 

of that which has been discarded, erased, covered over or forgotten. Mourning, on the 

other hand, means an engagement with irretrievable loss. Yet, precisely because it 

acknowledges loss and grief without seeking resolution, this practice may contribute to 

a disposition of solidarity and compassion in the precarious city. 

 Given the wide scope of this thesis, it fails to do justice to the complexity of the 

experience of time and space in post-1990 Beirut and the diversity of the images and 

narratives that have given meaning to them. The distinction made between the two 

chronotopes is intended to bring to light a gradual transformation of the way in which 

the experience of Beirut’s suspended now is perceived and interpreted. In addition, it 
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shows how the chronotope of the transitional city has limited the possibilities for human 

action more than the precarious city, even if both do so in non-absolute ways. While this 

distinction forms the core argument of this thesis, it should be noted that many cultural 

objects move dynamically across this distinction, incorporating images and motifs from 

the two chronotopes together. 
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1. BEIRUT’S SUSPENDED NOW

Beirut and its denizens are famously and infamously unpredictable. 

– Rabih Alameddine (2013: 52)

They do not dare to look behind them, nor project themselves forward. 

– Ghassan Salhab (synopsis Terra Incognita, 2003)

We thought that we had to go through the tunnel of death to start living again. 

– Etel Adnan (2005: 30)

But in Beirut… tomorrow never comes. 

– Zena El Khalil (2009: 90)

The research project that forms the basis of this thesis began with an exploration of a 

wide variety of cultural objects that engage with the post-war city of Beirut. How are the 

city and its urban life experienced, represented, narrated, captured and rendered in 

texts and images, artistic or not? What struck me most during this initial exploration, 

was that the objects I analyzed express a particular sense of time, a sense of being stuck 

in the present, not being able to move forward, nor to look back. What emerges from 

many cultural objects is the experience of being cut off from the past by a traumatic 

rupture, followed by a culture of silence. At the same time, the future seems to be out of 

reach as well, as continuous tensions and repeated episodes of violence prevent a 

confident and active attitude towards the future of the city. 

Filmmaker Ghassan Salhab puts it like this: “’Beirut is a crack,’ one in which daily 

life cannot escape from a perpetual present; the past is irretrievable, the future 

unavailable” (cited in Westmoreland, 2010: 191). In a cultural critical essay, the author, 

poet and jurist Fadi El Abdallah even considers this temporal experience as crucial to 

what the Lebanese share: 

A particular approach [to] and understanding of temporality [resulting] from Lebanese history, 

Lebanese musical history, the history of fear in this country, and also from the constant fear of 

being stuck within a loop, of repetition of the same horrors […] reveals the existence of such a 

thing as ‘Lebaneseness.’ (El Abdallah, 2012: 100) 
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As explained in the introduction, I do not endorse El Abdallah’s assessment that 

Lebaneseness exists in and of itself, because group identities are always constructed and 

imagined. Even so, his remark shows that an experience and understanding of time as a 

perpetually repetitive loop has been observed and described as a vital aspect to 

understanding contemporary Lebanese society and culture. I will call this temporality 

“the suspended now.” 

The suspended now seems like an eternally stretched out present, now, which is 

suspended between a past and future that remain out of reach. The word “suspended” 

simultaneously evokes the meaning of dangling in a void, that is, seemingly disconnected 

from the passage of time, and of delay and postponement. The complex relation between 

the two temporal vectors, one towards the past, the other towards the future, can be 

understood through the two meta-historical categories distinguished by the German 

historian Koselleck: space of experience and horizon of expectation (Koselleck, 2004: 

255 ff.). Both are at once person-specific and social; both concern lived time in the 

present; one is directed at the past, the other at the future. However, the two are not 

equal counterparts. The space of experience is “a totality, within which many layers of 

earlier times are simultaneously present” (260). These layers include past events that 

“have been rationally reworked,” i.e. memories and histories that are consciously 

recalled and conveyed; “unconscious modes of conduct,” comparable to Bourdieu’s 

habitus; and “an element of alien experience contained and preserved in experience 

conveyed by generations or institutions,” i.e. the supra-individual level of collective 

memory which was first put forward by Halbwachs (Koselleck, 2004: 259; Bourdieu, 

1977; Halbwachs, 1992). Koselleck’s space of experience is thus the entirety of the past, 

as it is experienced in the present. 

If experience is represented as space, because it seems to contain a volume in 

which layers of the past are accumulated, expectation forms a horizon, a line that 

retreats whenever it is approached. The moment the earlier established line of 

expectation is reached, time is interrupted, and the expected moment moves into the 

space of experience, whether according to anticipation or in a surprising turn of events. 

The space of experience serves as a basis for prognosis, but is never complete in this 

function. Historical conditions cannot be completely grasped and the future always 

remains open to the unexpected. At the same time, anxious anticipation or, conversely, 
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confident plans for the future may transform the present experience of past events and 

memories. “Thus, space of experience and horizon of expectation […] constitute a 

temporal difference in the today by redoubling past and future on one another in an 

unequal manner” (Koselleck, 2004: 263). This complex interrelation between past and 

future as experienced in the present is crucial to understanding Beirut’s suspended now. 

 In Lebanon, the first 15 years or so after 1990 understandably witnessed 

considerable attention to the space of experience by artists, novelists, intellectuals and 

critics alike. The recent past had left grave marks in the post-war present: the physical 

and psychological wounds of wartime violence, the slow recovery from the breakdown 

of material, social and cultural infrastructures, the dramatic demographic changes 

brought about by wartime emigration and displacement, to name just a few of the most 

striking traces. Brave critical minds have explored issues of trauma, memory and history 

with a sense of urgency, in the face of an overwhelming absence of engagement with the 

past on a political level – most concretely in the form of the general amnesty law. 

 However, as the post-war condition dragged on for another decade, these issues 

lost some of their immediate urgency. While access to and engagement with the past for 

many remains a cause to fight for, some actors in the creative and intellectual field have 

expressed fatigue with the war legacy. This sentiment has been particularly salient 

among the generation that was born during or after the war. It is in this context, that I 

want to turn the attention to Beirut’s horizon of expectation – that is, the anxious 

anticipation of a radically uncertain future – as an equally crucial factor in producing the 

real and imagined geographies of contemporary Beirut. Like the past, the future has 

weighed heavily upon Lebanon’s post-war society and culture. Yet, the latter influence 

has remained relatively understudied. While this thesis seeks to respond to that lack, I 

acknowledge the weight of past violence in the space of experience and will show that 

the two meta-historical categories are interrelated and often mutually reinforcing. 

 The aim of this chapter is threefold. First, I will demonstrate what I mean by the 

suspended now, through a reading of cultural objects that engage with this particular 

temporality of contemporary Beirut. I have organized these objects around the two 

categories distinguished above, that is, the inaccessibility of an unresolved past as 

Beirut’s space of experience, and the inaccessibility of a radically uncertain future as its 

horizon of expectation. Both produce a present that seems somehow suspended, 

disconnected from temporal linearity. They also condition a present that is volatile and 
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precarious. 

The subsequent section discusses three different narrative frameworks that have 

often been used to make sense of this temporality. The narrative of mythical rebirth, the 

narrative of an imminent apocalypse, and the narrative of unresolved trauma all rely on 

teleological temporalities in which the present is reduced to a transitional phase. 

However, this transitional phase has been dragging on for 25 years, at the time of 

writing. Moreover, in a more global perspective, many teleological grand narratives have 

collapsed and a search for alternative frameworks of understanding is starting to 

emerge. A striking manifestation of this development is the fact that, in the 2010s, 

movements around the globe mobilized people to protest socio-economic inequality, 

oppression and humiliation, without articulating utopian visions of a better future. 

Instead, people rallied around notions such as dignity and sustainability. Responding to 

the socio-economic and environmental precarization that the temporalities of progress – 

such as growth and acceleration – appear to entail, these concepts suggest a temporality 

of duration and continuity. Many have located the failure of these movements to effect 

immediate revolutionary change precisely in its lack of a programmatic approach to the 

future, but I think it is too early and too simple to do so. Rather, I think they give 

evidence of the ways in which a capitalist system that has exchanged a framework of 

progressive modernization for more fragmented, fluid and fleeting forms of production, 

circulation and consumption demands new articulations of resistance. In Lebanon, this 

development in global capitalism coincides with a growing awareness that the civil war 

is not a historical abomination, but part of more durable structures that have continued 

to reproduce injustice and violence until this very day. 

The final two sections, then, seek to accommodate the suspended now in a 

narrative of global capitalist developments that have affected Beirut like many other 

cities, as well as rural areas, around the globe, albeit in particular local articulations. The 

intention of these two sections is twofold. Firstly, theorizations articulated elsewhere 

offer a possibility of making sense of the suspended now as it has unfolded in Beirut, 

outside of the teleological narratives most commonly offered for interpretation. 

Secondly, the use of these theories opens up the possibility for future comparative 

research, because it connects the local, national and regional specificities of Beirut to 

global developments. 
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Unresolvedness 

Koselleck’s space of experience is built upon Henri Bergson’s time conception, which 

holds that “the past could never exist if it did not coexist with the present of which it is 

the past” (Grosz, 2005: 103). Therefore, the entirety of the past exists simultaneously at 

each moment of the present. Significantly, Koselleck’s description of the space of 

experience does not mention repressed or forgotten memories and traumatic events. 

Arguably, the forgotten and repressed escape what is available to human experience. In 

the words of Cathy Caruth, “the event is not assimilated or experienced fully at the time, 

but only belatedly, in its repeated possession of the one who experiences it” (Caruth, 

1996: 4-5, emphasis in original). Therefore, the repressed traumatic event slips from the 

space of experience. 

 Yet, they matter in the present. When new stimuli trigger the return of forgotten 

memories or the reliving of a traumatic event, they become part of present experience. 

Koselleck’s space of experience as a volume of layers that is collected over time, one on 

top of the other, fails to take into account Freud’s radical rethinking of the temporality 

and causality of memory when he introduced the concept of Nachträglichkeit. This 

concept, which translates loosely as “belatedness,” refers to the belated reactivation of 

past experiences through incalculable conditions, which the (psycho)analyst can only 

retrospectively reconstruct and interpret. Significantly, the moment of recall of the 

repressed event in itself constitutes the experience or traumatic shock of an event 

located in the past (Laplanche, 1999; Whitehead, 2004: 6). One way of incorporating 

those layers of the past that only emerge in non-linear ways into Koselleck’s concept of 

the space of experience, is to go back to Bergson’s conception of a past that exists as a 

virtual volume of planes, into which you can leap from present actuality. Later readings 

of Bergson – such as Deleuze’s and Derrida’s – have drawn attention to the discontinuity 

of his temporality through concepts such as the leap, the trace and difference (Grosz, 

2005: 103-104). This then allows room for the retro-causality that characterizes the 

reactivation of latent memories. 

 In Beirut’s post-war condition, the space of experience is filled with memories of 

violence and loss, both individual and collective, personal and generational, many of 

which have not or have hardly been “worked-through” (LaCapra, 2001: 65-67, 141-153). 

While this lack of closure means that the past seriously affects the present, it also 

paradoxically impedes present access to the past. Perhaps the most telling example of 
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this process is the problem that the Lebanese educational system faces in developing a 

national history curriculum, because the conflicts of the past are also those of the 

political present (e.g. van Ommering, 2015). In other words, because there is no 

hegemonic, closed narrative framework that relates the conflicts, stories and traumas of 

the past, historiography fails to convey them in comprehensible ways. This is not to say 

that a hegemonic narrative that offers closure is necessarily desirable. On the contrary, 

the lack thereof is precisely what makes Lebanon such an interesting and often 

liberating place. However, it should also be acknowledged that the tensions between 

competing narratives and the various interests at stake have complicated the working-

through of the more painful and traumatic episodes of national history. 

 Having explored a variety of cultural objects, I argue that the concept of 

unresolvedness best captures the space of experience in post-war Beirut. This 

unresolvedness has contributed to a sense of the suspended now. A striking example of 

how Lebanese post-war cultural production has engaged with the presence of the past is 

the preoccupation with forms of collecting and archiving. Apart from the establishment 

of archival institutions such as UMAM Documentation and Research and the Arab Image 

Foundation, archives, collections and collages also feature prominently in artistic and 

literary practices. The magazine Peeping Tom Digest’s exploration of the Lebanese art 

scene cited the anonymous remark that “archivisme is a local disease” (Niémant and 

Blanc, 2013: 18). The preoccupation with collecting and preserving documents can be 

understood as a counter-reaction against what has been termed “official amnesia,” that 

is, the lack of engagement with Lebanon’s recent history on a political level. In this sense, 

these practices form attempts to provide access to a past that risks being repressed to 

such an extent that it can only return in uncontrolled ways. 

 However, many of Lebanon’s artistic archival practices attempt to capture 

precisely those layers of the past that remain inaccessible. Rabih Mroué’s play Looking 

for a Missing Employee (2002) and Rabee Jaber’s novel Rālf Rizq-allāh fī al-mir’āh (Ralph 

Rizqallah in the Looking-Glass, 1997), for example, seek to unravel a history through the 

collection and analysis of newspaper scraps and interviews. Both combine documentary 

and fictional material and both investigations are sparked by an actual historical event 

in the post-war period – a missing person and a suicide, respectively. As instances of 

death and absence, both constitute traces of Lebanon’s war history, even if only 

associatively. Indeed, one of the main questions that preoccupy the 
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narrator/investigator in Ralph Rizqallah is whether it was the war that drove Rizqallah 

to his suicide. Albeit set up as a detective story, these works are devoid of 

straightforward answers and lead only to more questions. As such, they inspire 

reflection on the complex relation between the collecting subject in the present and his 

or her research object in the past, as well as on the artificiality of a clear-cut distinction 

between documentary and fictional representations of history. Moreover, they show 

that in a complex situation of loss, closure is indefinitely deferred. With unresolved, 

unbearable loss at the heart of these stories, the missing person and the suicide can be 

read as a pars pro toto for the post-war condition in Lebanon. 

The same themes are central to Walid Raad’s The Atlas Group Archive, which 

locates, preserves, studies and produces “audio, visual and other artefacts that shed light 

on the contemporary history of Lebanon” (Raad, 1999-2004: Home Page). In a lecture, 

Raad described the archives’ objects as “historical hysterical symptoms” of Lebanon’s 

recent history, thus making a direct link between historiography and pshychopathology 

(spring 2008, Université Saint Joseph). One of the objects in the archives is footage of a 

surveillance camera located on the seaside boulevard, the Corniche, containing nothing 

but sunsets (I Only Wish that I could Weep, type FD). The secret agent who was in charge 

of the camera, operator #17, instead of registering suspect activities turned its focus 

towards the sea and daily documented the sunset – an image to which he had no access 

during the war, when he was living on the eastern side of the city. The relation of this 

object with history is not indexical, nor representational. It is rather associative and 

metonymical. In addition, most of the objects are produced by Raad himself. Operator 

#17 is a fictional character and the footage does not actually come from a security 

camera. Thus, Raad’s archive does not seek to register “what really happened” but 

focuses instead on the virtual past as it matters to the present, particularly the non-

linear ways in which past events affect behaviour, emotions and creative production in 

the present, in the form of what he calls “symptoms” (Baumann, 2009). 

By including loss, disorientation, incomprehension, disillusion and latency into 

their subject matter, these archival practices self-reflexively highlight the inadequacy of 

documents and the incompleteness of all collections in grasping the past. On the one 

hand, this tendency should be understood in the context of the widespread resonance of 

post-structuralism in global art practices during the 1990s. The imperative to question 

all truth claims, to reflect on the inevitable distortions at play in any form of 
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representation, and to incorporate a self-reflexive critique of the medium used for 

artistic expression, was felt among an emerging generation of artists in Beirut as much 

as elsewhere. 

On the other hand, the lack of closure that marks the narratives and practices 

discussed above, resonates with the post-war condition that I have called the suspended 

now. It is this unresolvedness that characterizes contemporary Beirut’s space of 

experience, which also relates it directly to its horizon of expectation. The 

unresolvedness emerges from a lack of narrative closure in the discursive frameworks 

that give meaning to the past. It can imply but is not limited to controversies without 

winners, crimes without judgments, traumatic events that have not been worked 

through, mysteries without explanation or stories with open endings. 

Yet, these narratives are not merely imaginary. In post-civil-war Beirut, the 

general amnesty law contributes enormously to this sense of unresolvedness. Not only 

have crimes remained unpunished, many perpetrators have continued to perform a role 

in politics or an otherwise public function. Their continued presence in public life makes 

it difficult for victims to move on. More importantly, politicians with bloodstained hands 

have little interest in investigating past crimes. The most salient example is the 

unknown fate of the 17,000 disappeared, which has remained largely unaddressed (e.g. 

Amnesty International, 2011). Finally and crucially, it means that old conflicts have 

continued to develop in new ways, without ever having been resolved. I think in 

particular of the indeterminate status of Palestinian refugees and their offspring, as well 

as the armed presence of Hezbollah, and the way in which old rifts between political 

parties continue to be rearticulated along lines of sectarian identity and geopolitical 

divisions. At the same time, the reconstruction boom failed to structurally improve the 

socio-economic situation for the majority of the population (Kubursi, 1999: 81). 

Together, these things have caused a perpetuation of divisive politics and socio-

economic inequalities since 1990. 

A recent example of this dynamic is offered by the shrine of Rafic Hariri, a 

detailed analysis of which I have published elsewhere (Naeff, 2016). When Hariri’s 

family decided to bury the late Prime Minister’s body in Beirut’s Central District, rather 

than in his hometown Sidon, this seemed to offer an inter-sectarian place for 

commemoration and reflection. However, rather than a place of remembrance, the site 

was framed by a narrative that focused on a future moment of truth and justice. This  
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Figure 1.1 The tent structure of Hariri’s shrine between the Martyr’s Statue in the front and the Al-Amin 
Mosque in the back, flanked by construction sites (2014). 

Figure 1.2 The truth countdown (Cassel, 2007) 
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was spatially articulated by a temporary tent structure over the shrine, and billboards 

throughout the city with large electronic digits counting the days after his murder until 

justice would be done, thus suggesting a state of temporary suspension. The boards 

were removed after 1,476 days, with the inauguration of a special UN tribunal, an event 

celebrated by a marble plaque in the shrine, but the inevitably delayed and partial trials 

have not brought the anticipated salvation. At the moment of writing, ten years after the 

assassination, the Hariri family has initiated the development of a more permanent 

structure. Although the site is still under construction, it seems to become a combination 

of a solemn graveyard and a public plaza, much unlike the shrine in the tent. The 

continual transformations of the site resonate with the findings of Lucia Volk, who 

concludes that memorials in Lebanon dynamically emerge, transform and disappear 

(2010: 190). 

The insistence on bringing the perpetrators to trial furthermore reinforced the 

divisions that were exposed in the immediate aftermath of the assassination on 14 

February 2005. The Lebanese were then split into two camps (instead of several) by two 

historically large demonstrations, the dates of which have named them the coalitions of 

March 8 and March 14, respectively. Hariri supporters were quick to blame Syria for the 

assassination. butHezbollah and the Syrian Socialist Nationalist Party rallied on March 8 

to express solidarity with what they considered an ally. Other parties subsequently 

allied with Hariri’s supporters to demand the retreat of Syrian forces in Lebanon. March 

8 proceeded to dismiss the special UN tribunal that investigated Hariri’s assassination as 

an imperialist plot. The seemingly universal concept of “the truth” became the slogan of 

the campaign of the Future Movement, Hariri’s party, in a period of vengeful party 

politics that brought the country to the verge of another civil war in May 2008. Rather 

than a search for closure, the narrative thus intensified open-ended conflict. 

In a short video, shot shortly after the assassination, Ziad Abillama asks people 

attending a commemorative gathering whether this event will bring deliverance (2005). 

He raises the fear of a vicious cycle of repetitive violence, as well as the question of how 

to break out of it. The text “only one more martyr, just one” is superimposed on the 

images, as an ironic answer displaying little hope in the redemptive potential of death. 

The title of the video captures this sense of unresolvedness: Pourquoi n’arrêtes-tu pas de 

mourir? (Why don’t you stop dying?) With these words, Abillama suggests a lack of 

closure even in death. It is significant that he brought this up amidst the shock, turmoil 
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and hope for change of that initial period after the assassination, long before the 

martyrdom of Hariri had spiralled down into the divisive narratives of retribution that 

were to follow. 

Because dominant discursive frameworks fail to provide narrative closure to 

violent events of the past, the horizon of expectation is imbued with imminent danger. 

Recurrent figures in imaginaries of post-war Beirut, such as ruins, martyr posters, the 

tabula rasa and subterranean spaces, relate quite explicitly to the unresolvedness that 

characterizes Beirut’s relation to its recent past. These will be analyzed more fully in 

subsequent chapters. This particular characteristic of the city’s space of experience 

turns the present into a stretched-out moment of waiting, which is often, as we shall see 

below, experienced in a numbed, distracted and disoriented way. This, then, is the 

suspended now. 

 Painter, poet and writer Etel Adnan eloquently expresses the disturbed relation 

to past and future in Beirut’s suspended now: 

 

“Our memories don’t have any future anymore,” that’s what my friend Claire writes to me in a 

note she leaves with the concierge. It’s true. They’re already not ahead of us: we are avoiding, 

collectively, to think too much of what our life here was, I mean our youth. But to be in a perpetual 

present, like everybody does, is also scary, but there’s no choice. It is obvious that one is not going 

to “build” on a fleeting moment, and that’s not a matter of having aged,... the youth having the 

same arrested look in their eyes as the old people. (Adnan, 1993: 112) 

 

This incapacity to “build” a future in the suspended now will be the subject of the 

following section. 

 

Volatility 

Eugène Minkowski distinguished between two orientations towards the future: activity 

and expectation, which are always complementary, but the proportions of which change 

over time. In the mode of activity, the subject moves towards the future, in control of 

events. In the mode of expectation, the future comes towards the powerless subject (in 

Kern, 1983: 89-90). Minkowski wrote shortly after WWI that the dominant mode of the 

trench war soldier was that of expectation. The same can be said of wartime and post-

war Lebanon, where the horizon of expectation can be described as anxious anticipation 

(e.g. Nahla, 2005: 98-99). 



47 

The socio-political tensions lurking under the relative calm of post-war Beirut are 

a direct result of the unresolvedness discussed above. On the one hand, historical 

knowledge and experience of previous causes-and-effects, the lack of structural change 

and continuing tensions have been building up to rational prognoses of renewed 

violence. On the other hand, familiar images, familiar conflicts and familiar rhetoric have 

associatively been triggering latent memories of past violence – forgotten or worked-

through, individual or collective and generational. At various moments, unexpected or 

expected stimuli have triggered the structural tensions. Multiple outbursts of violence 

have confirmed many in their fear of renewed conflict – the numerous assassinations 

and bombings, with their peak after the 2005 Hariri assassination; the 1996 Israeli 

bombings and the 2006 July war; the 2007 conflict in Tripoli’s Nahr El-Bared; the 2008 

armed occupation of Hamra; the multiple attacks in Beirut’s Dahiyeh since 2011; and the 

many instances of burning tires and street clashes throughout. Hence, it is precisely the 

unresolvedness of local and regional conflicts that produces the volatile present, with its 

radically uncertain horizon of expectation. 

One example of an artistic articulation of the imminence of renewed violence is 

Mona Hatoum’s 2010 installation Balançoires. The work consists of two glass swings, 

each sandblasted with a map of half of Beirut, divided approximately along the former 

demarcation line (fig. 1.3). The swings are hanging parallel at such proximity that they 

would smash each other when swinging even slightly out of phase. The transparency 

and vulnerability of the material and the delicacy of the sandblasting procedure contrast 

sharply with the thick chains of stainless steel with which the swings are attached to the 

ceiling. Thus, the city is represented as extremely vulnerable to and dependent on the 

movement of its power structures, which remain utterly divided into two. Despite this  

volatility, the city invites to play, no matter how hazardous. Interestingly, convergence is 

not an option; harmony is to be sought in the perfect synchronicity between parallel 

subjectivities, permanently brittle and volatile. 

Hatoum does not restrict this impression to the city of Beirut. She has made 

another installation with an entire room full of swings, imprinted with random maps. 

She called this installation Suspended (2011), evoking both the spatiality of the swings in 

the room, and their temporality of imminent crash. In her Map (Clear) (2015), she laid 

out a large world map consisting of transparent marbles. In this installation too, the 

unstable pattern and the vulnerable material evoke a sense of precariousness and  
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Figure 1.3 Balançoires (Hatoum, 2010) 

Figure 1.4 Once a Shiny Morning Puddle (Cherri, 2005) 
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contingency, expressing the fleeting nature of political and geographical boundaries. 

Commenting on a similar installation exhibited in Basel in 1998, Hatoum explained 

moreover that “the marbles made the floor hazardous, because you could slip on the 

glass balls and fall down. I've done quite a few works which destabilize the ground you 

walk on” (Hatoum, 2000). The map is also spectacular, especially in the way it was 

exhibited in the Centre Pompidou in 2015, with large window panes providing ample 

daylight to light up the balls and a spectacular view over Paris as a backdrop to the 

piece. Hatoum’s sensibility to volatility, understood here as a combination of hazard, 

vulnerability and seduction, are at once a commentary upon the geography of Beirut, 

and on the larger world of which it is a part. 

Ali Cherri’s installation Once a Shiny Morning Puddle (2005) shows how this 

volatility influences the experience of the present, even without imagining a future  

catastrophe (fig. 1.4). The installation consists of a screen behind a black water puddle, 

on which a video is projected of a male body turning around in endless loops. The loop 

excludes any sense of progression or change, presenting the present as an eternal or 

timeless condition. This is enhanced by the repetition of the phrases “yesterday was 

dramatic” and “today is OK,” which express the foregrounding of the present under 

acute pressure, as well as the continuing cycle of violence. The latter phrase is projected 

in mirror image under the first. The present calm thus exists solely as a reflection of the 

dramas in the immediate past. At the same time, the reflection in the typography visually 

relates the text in the video projection to the water puddle in front of the screen. The 

water is constantly bubbling, as an ominous sign of imminent eruption. The rippling 

water distorts the image on the screen. Thus, both the space of experience – “yesterday 

was dramatic” – and the horizon of expectation – the bubbling water puddle – cast their 

reflections on the present. As a result, today is experienced as an endless loop, a volatile 

suspended now. 

Rabee Jaber’s novel The Mehlis Report forms a literary example of an engagement 

with Beirut’s volatility. The narrator answers the question why the people of Mount 

Lebanon left only after the civil wars, rather than during the catastrophe, as follows: 

“one’s fear of the future is greater after a catastrophe. [...] Fear, and a loss of confidence 

in the place. If these places can burn down so quickly, virtually overnight, then how 

could you not be afraid?” (Jaber, 2013 [2005]: 117). He thus relates fear regarding the 

future directly to the aftermath of violence. Significantly, the novel was written and is set 
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in the immediate aftermath of the Hariri assassination in 2005. The title refers to the 

public prosecutor who commissioned the UN International Independent Investigation 

Commission (UNIIIC) that investigated the Hariri killing. The novel unfolds in the days 

before his first report was issued and is impregnated by a sense of nervous yet 

distracted waiting, an acute mode of the suspended now. 

Crucially, the quotation above points out how fear is not only projected on 

Beirut’s temporal horizon, but also on its spatial manifestation: a loss of confidence in 

the place. This is a motif that comes back in many narratives about the city. Rabih 

Alameddine, for example, writes in An Unnecessary Woman that “every Beiruti of a 

certain age has learned that on leaving for a walk you should never be too sure of 

returning home, not only because something might happen to you personally, but also 

because your home might cease to exist” (Alameddine, 2013: 174/175). Such an 

unstable environment that can disappear at any moment causes a profound sense of 

alienation and anxiety. 

In Lebanese post-war cultural production, the motif of the packed suitcase 

proliferates, especially in war novels and memoirs, denoting this loss of confidence in 

Beirut, where the experience of emigration or internal displacement always looms, even 

over those who stay put. The motif of the suitcase remained important in the post-war 

era due to the political instability of the country and the various eruptions of violence. 

For many, the post-war present has been a permanent condition of living on the verge of 

leaving. Rayyane Tabet’s Fossils acutely captures the temporality that this condition has 

produced (fig. 1.5a). The installation consists of suitcases covered in concrete layers, 

distributed across the exhibition room in small groups, pairs and some separately, like 

displaced families and lonely individuals. 

The suitcases, symbolizing mobility and transience, are petrified in concrete, the 

material of lasting architecture. This contrast works both ways. The concrete expresses 

the durability of uncertainty in Lebanon, and the suitcase expresses the ephemerality of 

Beirut’s architecture. The installation was first exhibited in 2006, right before the July 

war broke out. The second time that the pieces were exhibited, in 2008, a critic noted 

the following: 

The pieces appear heavier, their shape more streamlined and their surface further abstracted. In 

the intervening years, Tabet has added new layers of concrete to the suitcases. The effect is  
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Figure 1.5a Fossils (Tabet, 2006) 

 

 

Figure 1.5b Fossils (Tabet, 2008) 
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haunting. The thicker concrete creates a physical manifestation of the catastrophic pile-up that is 

Lebanon’s ever-unfolding history of violence, and an intimate, emotional attempt at keeping one’s 

mind safe from harm. (Wilson-Goldie, 2008; see fig. 1.5b) 

This installation captures how socio-political conditions affect the intimate experience of 

time and space. The justified fear for the recurrence of violence has resulted in a 

temporality of the suspended now, where transience and volatility have become the only 

things that remain consistently present. 

It is a major theme in Ghassan Salhab’s movies, which are populated by characters who 

have lost their bearings in the city and their sense of purpose in life. The Last Man 

(2006) is a movie that registers the numbing effect of the continuous proximity of 

violence. The title suggests a post-apocalyptic plot. The Arabic title ’aṭlāl means ruins or 

remaining traces and refers to pre-Islamic nostalgic love poetry (see p. 87). Together, 

they refer to a setting after an instance of erasure or departure, suggesting that this film 

is about the aftermath of Beirut’s civil wars. Yet, the film’s plot contains hardly any 

references to past events. It focuses instead on imaginary events, which allow Salhab to 

establish a relation between the environment of Beirut and the psychological 

development of the main character. 

The movie follows the main character, Khalil, an introverted 40-year-old doctor 

in Beirut. After the victims of daily, mysterious murders have been brought into his 

hospital, emptied of blood, with two small punctures in their necks, Khalil himself 

gradually transforms into a vampire. However, unlike classic vampires, the main 

character is neither passionate nor manipulative. Rather, his passage into the realm of 

the undead is so gradual, that he and his friends barely notice it. The nocturnal and 

aimless walks through the city, his numbness, absentmindedness and silence befit the 

general atmosphere of Salhab’s cinematic Beirut. At various points, the movie alludes to 

sexual desires and acts: Khalil gazes at a woman’s breast, eats a red apple, wanders 

through the red light district. Yet, he remains passive and distanced from them. Rather 

than seducing women, our vampire-hero locks himself into the hospital bathroom. When 

someone knocks on the door, asking if someone is in there, he responds: “No, nobody,” 

articulating the sense of absence that is permeating him. After the next scene, we see a 

cleaner finding an emptied bag of donated blood (fig. 1.6). For Khalil, desire seems to 

belong to the realm of life, from which he is gradually withdrawn. 
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Figure 1.6 The Last Man (Salhab, 2006) 

Two characters are contrasted with Khalil’s absence. The older man that is 

suggested to have killed the other victims and to have infected Khalil does seem to enjoy 

erotic and destructive desires. He belongs to the world of violence that penetrates 

Khalil’s life, through radio news broadcasts, the victims in his hospital’s morgue and the 

infection of his own body. The footage of a female flamenco dancer that intercuts the 

narrative seems to serve as a juxtaposition to Khalil too. Her black dress and violent 

movements might allude to the theme of death, but the passion of the dancer – the 

energy of her movements, the strong facial expressions – stand in sharp contrast to the 

lethargy of our hero. She may be Khalil’s resilient counterpart: expressive, angry and 

very much alive. Symbolizing the resilience of passionate living against the odds, she 

belongs to Beirut as much as the undead Khalil does. 

In contrast to the highly strung tension suggested by the concept of volatility, this 

movie shows that the continued spatial or temporal proximity of violence in the city can 

numb the inner life of a person, and eventually kill it altogether. It is a theme that could 

apply to any city. Indeed, Simmel’s seminal essay The Metropolis and Mental Life 

describes the metropolis as inherently violent in its overwhelming amount of stimuli, 

which inevitably numbs the human senses (Simmel, 2002 [1903]). Yet, cinematic Beirut 

in Salhab’s movies is also a real place, socially, politically, economically and 

geographically constituted unlike other cities. Traces of past wars, as well as 

contemporary regional turmoil perspire through the everyday lives of its characters, in 

the form of failing infrastructures and radio news broadcasts, affecting the psyche and 

behaviour of the characters. 

The works discussed in this section show how a volatile horizon of expectation 

affects the present as much as the unresolvedness of the space of experience does. The 

result is a condition of perpetually being on the verge of imminent violence. This 
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stretched out moment of expectation is the suspended now. It often inspires a numbed 

and distracted disposition, because a loss of confidence prevents a self-assured 

engagement with the socio-spatial environment. 

 

Mythical Rebirth, Psychological Healing and Apocalypse 

The suspended now has been given meaning in various ways. This section highlights 

three narratives that have been dominant for the interpretation of post-war Beirut’s 

time-space. They are a myth of cyclical death and rebirth, a discourse of collective 

trauma and fantasies of an impending apocalypse. While these three have divergent 

implications and are used in different discourses, they have in common a conception of 

time in which the present is perceived as a transitional phase, to be overcome in the 

future. Therefore, they all belong to the larger chronotope of a city in transition. 

 Beirut is often compared to the phoenix, the mythical bird that bursts into fire 

and arises from her ashes over and over again. The city of Beirut, it is told, has been 

destroyed and rebuilt seven times since ancient history. Destroyed by floods, 

earthquakes, fires and invading armies, but always arising from her ashes to shine again 

as the pearl of the Middle East. In 1905, the French geographer Élisée Reclus already 

wrote about Beirut: “this city is one of those that must live and relive, come what may: 

the conquerors pass on and the city is reborn behind them” (in Kassir, 2010: 25). This 

means the myth has been present long before the civil wars of 1975-1990.  

 During the wars, the myth provided solace, as it inspired faith in a future 

resurrection. In addition, the cycle of death and resurrection managed to frame the ugly 

violence by the cosmic beauty of mother Nature, in which violent annihilation and 

exuberant life form two sides of the same coin. An example is Nadia Tueni’s famous ode 

to Beirut, written in 1979, in which she relates the cycle of destruction and rebirth to the 

city’s prosperity, openness and diversity: 

 

Let her be a courtesan, scholar, or saint, 

a peninsula of dun, of color, and of gold, 

a hub of rose sailing like a fleet 

which scans the horizon for a harbor's tenderness. 

Beirut has died a thousand times and been reborn a thousand times. (Tueni, 1994 [1979]) 

 



55 

The novelist and journalist Elias Khoury connects the narrative of mythical 

rebirth to the volatile present of 1985. The imminent erasure and future rebirth of the 

city excite the author because they allow for a present that is rife with possibilities: 

We love this place of fiction, where everything can change in a single instant. It is an incredible 

city. Those who are familiar with its history know well that she has been destroyed seven times 

and that her traces were completely lost. She was effaced. (In Makhlouf, 1988 : 134)  

Khoury’s excitement about a destroyed city will be discussed in chapter three (pp. 143-

144). For now, suffice it to mention that the myth of a cyclical rebirth speaks to the 

imagination because it locates an opportunity for regeneration and innovation in 

violence and destruction. 

A similar conception of complete rupture and renewal has continued in post-war 

narratives about the city. Of particular interest is the way in which parties that are 

interested in city branding have taken up the myth. For example, the narrative allows 

Solidere, the private real estate developer in charge of the redevelopment of BCD, to 

connect their contested redevelopment project to the “rebirth” that is ingrained in the 

ancient roots of the city’s fate (e.g. fig. 1.7). “In Beirut, the energy for renewal seems to 

radiate from the ground,” claims the company’s head of development (Gavin, 2005: 16). 

Real estate development is thus presented as a practice that merely responds to what 

the very soil of the city asks for. Interestingly, cyclical temporality is employed to give an 

ancient and cosmic ring to the proclamation of the city’s destiny. Yet, the present is 

presented as the beginning of a final phase in what has now become a linear teleological 

time on its progressive path towards a final rebirth. 

 The Ministry of Tourism too uses the myth to sell the city for its resilience and 

the promise of renewed prosperity and joie de vivre. In a 2006 advertorial, the city is 

marketed as the Phoenix from the Flames (fig. 1.8). The marketing team behind it does  

not seem to have been bothered by the fact that the myth of the phoenix not only 

promises the city’s rebirth after violent catastrophe, but also heralds renewed 

destruction. In this sense, the myth is complicit in sustaining the volatile horizon of 

expectation. Indeed, if the destiny of the city is to be destroyed and rebuild over and 

over, it is merely a question of time before it will be wiped out again. The most 

outspoken critical voices against such announcements of a mythical rebirth after the end 



56 

Figure 1.7 Publication by Solidere’s head of development (1996) 

Figure 1.8 Beirut advertorial (Ministry of Tourism, 2006) 
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of the civil war, came from a group of intellectuals and activists that Sune Haugbolle has 

named “the memory makers” (Haugbolle, 2010). Through works of literary fiction, 

memoirs, documentaries, archives and conceptual art and performance –many instances 

of which will be discussed throughout this thesis – they contended that a society, unlike 

the Phoenix, cannot arise as a new-born out of the destruction brought about by the 

wars. Combining concepts and arguments from trauma theory with judicial arguments 

regarding the right to information, recognition and justice, they urged to remember the 

atrocities lest they repeat themselves. Following a Freudian understanding of memory, 

they warned that the “official amnesia” reigning in the country was suppressing 

memories, that therefore might return in uncontrolled ways (e.g. Haugbolle, 2010: 64-

95; Khatib, 2008: xix; Makarem, 2002; Saghieh, 2005). 

The myth of cyclical rebirth is so pervasive that the memory makers themselves 

use it too, albeit in different ways. Architect and urbanist Jad Tabet, for example, writes 

“seven times destroyed and seven times reconstructed, as the legend says, Beirut wakes 

up every morning as a new-born. Strange city which seems to have always survived by 

superbly ignoring its past, all the while refusing to imagine its future” (Tabet, 2001a: 

11). If Solidere and the Ministry of Tourism suggest that erasure and rebirth belong to 

two distinct historical phases, in between which the present is almost eclipsed, Tabet 

turns his focus precisely upon that present. Following the legend, death and rebirth are 

now doubled in a perpetually reborn today, a volatile suspended now. 

About Solidere he writes: 

The selective memory that wants to cleanse the past and polish it so as to transform it into a 

simple asset for real estate speculation, is playing with fire; by wanting to repress the 

incontrollable at any price, it risks the tragic return of the repressed. (Tabet, 2001c: 68) 

Within this understanding, the unresolvedness of the space of experience is caused by 

the repression of memories, set off by the general amnesty law and continued by 

Solidere’s redevelopment project. By framing Lebanon’s politics of silence as a 

psychological mechanism, this discourse also suggests a possible future healing. After 

all, trauma theory holds that, if the traumatic events are processed through therapy and 

narration, they can be incorporated into the space of experience, accessible at will. The 

trauma will thereafter no longer possess the traumatized in unexpected and 
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uncontrollable ways (e.g. Caruth, 1996; Whitehead, 2004). 

 Hence, the trauma narrative relies on the same temporality as those narratives 

the memory makers set out to resist. The past is presented as an absolute rupture, a void 

in experience. The present is a pathological transition. The future promises deliverance 

from current distress in the form of psychological healing. This interpretation is 

ultimately untenable, because the unresolvedness of the space of experience is not only 

due to the traumatic nature of memories, but also to the fact that political conflicts – 

local, regional and global – have remained unresolved. In this volatile context, some 

argued that repression may not be good in the long run, yet remembering might ignite 

immediate trouble. In other words, “what good would it do to look the beast in the eye, if 

it was going to bite your head off?” (Haugbolle, 2010: 82). 

 This argument is not only about fear of renewed violence. Theodor Adorno, in his 

essay What Does Coming to Terms with the Past Mean?, insists in the aftermath of the 

Holocaust that “we will not have come to terms with the past until the causes of what 

happened then are no longer active. Only because these causes live on does the spell of 

the past remain, to this very day, unbroken” (Adorno, 1986 [1959]: 129). This means, 

quite simply, that working through violent events is impossible as long as the conditions 

that produced the violence in the first place are still intact. Perhaps he even implies that 

once these conditions are removed, the collective past has been worked through by 

definition – even though individuals within such a society may need more time for 

personal recovery.  

 By no means do I want to argue for silence and repression. Moreover, individuals 

suffering from PTSD may be very much helped by psychological treatment based on the 

insights of trauma theory. However, the implicit promise of future healing inherent to 

the discourse of trauma theory has, in its own way, contributed to an understanding of 

Beirut’s suspended now as a transitional phase. This is misleading, because the 

unresolvedness of the space of experience is much broader than trauma therapy could 

potentially resolve, even if it were possible on a collective scale – which I doubt it is. For 

this reason, artist and intellectual Walid Sadek, in various public events, expressed 

weariness with the trauma discourse (e.g. Littérature, art et monde contemporain, 16-17 

May 2014, Université Saint Joseph, Beirut; Public interview, 14 Sept. 2014, SMBA, 

Amsterdam). He refuses to be locked into victimhood, passively waiting for a future 

release, indefinitely deferred. Some of his attempts to engage with the suspended now 
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outside of such teleological narratives will be explored in chapters three and four (pp. 

164-167, 227-230). There seems to be a gradual shift towards this latter position. For

example, Elias Khoury stated at a panel in 2015 that he and his fellow memory makers 

had been wrong in opposing Solidere’s erasure of memory. Although the reconstruction 

project did, in fact, erase memories, he claimed, its aim was not to forget the war, but to 

continually reproduce it. Efforts should therefore have been directed against the 

reproduction of a system of war, according to Khoury, and not at the recovery of 

memories like he advocated throughout the 1990s and 2000s (Home Works Forum 7, 23 

Nov. 2015, Ashkal Alwan, Beirut). 

Likewise, legal discourse relies on a redemptive temporality. 

The temporality of justice is not linear but symphonic. It is both retrospective and prospective 

depending on whether its function is understood as personal and retributive (inspired by past 

faults) or as social and consequential (directed at future conduct), that is, whether its aim is to 

apportion desert or to promote deterrence. This elegant temporality is also redemptive: if the 

past cannot literally be changed, it can imaginatively be reclaimed for the benefit of society. Such, 

at least, is the ideal – logical, elegant, satisfying – when viewed at a safe distance from the 

messiness of its execution. (Kertzer, 2009: 269). 

I argue that demanding information, recognition and legal justice, albeit extremely 

important, are unlikely to achieve a redemptive reclaim of the past as long as mutual 

resentment and distrust are perpetuated, while conflicting political interests extend far 

beyond the nation’s borders. Not only would an anticipation of such a redemption of the 

past again reduce the present to a transitional phase, the anticipated moment of 

salvation would also be unlikely to arrive in any foreseeable future, not least of all 

because of “the messiness of its execution.” In Lebanon, there is no consensus about 

authoritative institutions or even historical truth, as the example of Hariri’s shrine and 

the UN-tribunal has shown. The important work of collecting evidence and testimonies, 

and the necessary demand to hold perpetrators accountable for their deeds, need to 

acknowledge their own limits. One of the tasks of our times is to imagine ways of 

demanding accountability that are not triumphant or even restorative, but which rely on 

a notion of accountability that is not future-oriented. 

Before moving on to the relations between Beirut’s suspended now and global 

chronotopes of urban development and precariousness, I would like to briefly point out 
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a third, widely employed narrative that accommodates the suspended now in Lebanon. 

This narrative anticipates an apocalyptic conclusion to the uncertainty that marks the 

present. There is already an aspect of apocalyptic imagery inherent to the myth of 

cyclical rebirth, because the promise of regeneration lies in an instance of absolute 

destruction. However, the apocalyptic variant anticipates a grand finale to the mythical 

cycle that will end Beirut’s fate once and for all. 

Apocalyptic fantasies and post-apocalyptic descriptions have a literary tradition 

in Lebanon, especially in relation to the wartime city. In Elias Khoury’s City Gates (1993 

[1981]), a mythical city is consumed by fire and subsequently flooded. In his White 

Masks, the main character desires to erase the city (2013 [1981]). The epic poem The 

Arab Apocalypse (Adnan, 1989 [1980]) was born out of the Sabra and Shatila massacres, 

but relates of cosmic violence and suffering across multiple places, histories and myths. 

Alternatively, works like Hage’s De Niro’s Game (2006) and Barakat’s The Tiller of 

Waters (2004 [1998]) evoke post-apocalyptic scenes, set in historically specific places in 

war-torn Beirut. 

A thought-provoking example relating to the post-war city is offered by the 

opening sequence of Beyrouth Fantôme (Ghosts of Beirut) by Ghassan Salhab (1998). The 

film was released in 1998 and set in the late 1980s. It revolves around the return of 

Khalil – not the same character as the Khalil in The Last Man – who was believed to have 

been killed in battle many years earlier. His return from hiding abroad creates turmoil 

and anger among his group of friends and former comrades. As in most of Salhab’s 

movies, the suspended now and its devastating effects on urban social life, as well as on 

the individual psyche, are made palpable in the distracted dialogues between the young 

characters. The opening sequence is shot from a car that crosses Beirut’s Central District 

from east to west. At the time of filming, the district consisted mainly of a wasteland. 

Construction site pits where new infrastructure was being implemented were dotted by 

the occasional ruins that had survived demolition. The roads were marked by blockades 

and checkpoints, giving evidence of the tense security situation. In this landscape a 

voice-over comments: 

That will finish perhaps, once and for all, that wretched city. I mean that it will give it a real death, 

eventually, a clear death. Because after all, that’s what our problem is, we would like to revive, to 

be reborn, while we are not really dead. We are just dying. (Salhab, 1998) 
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Interestingly, the final moment of absolute destruction is situated in Solidere’s 

demolition, rather than in the war years; a view that is shared by others, as will be 

demonstrated throughout the subsequent chapters. What interests me here, is that the 

war’s destruction is represented as an incomplete process. 

This scene is not alone in giving meaning to the unresolvedness of the space of 

experience by representing it as an uncompleted path towards ultimate and absolute 

erasure on the horizon of expectation, an urban apocalypse. The war, in this view, has 

been nothing but a failed attempt, an exercise for what is yet to come. Artist Lamia 

Joreige, for example, imagines a flood. Her 2010 installation Beirut, Autopsy of a City, 

consists of a timeline of Beirut. The line is not linear but branches out, including textual 

and visual references to both historical and mythical events, befitting the eclecticism and 

scepticism of engagements with archives in Lebanese artistic production. After having 

walked along the wall with the timeline, the visitor enters a separate section where a 

video shows Beirut’s coastline. In the video, footage from different eras is superimposed. 

In the end, the waves fill the entire screen. In a commentary, she explains that the 

installation came out of a real fear for the end of the city: 

Since 2005 a series of tragic occurrences have disrupted our everyday lives in Beirut, from 

numerous political assassinations to a war with Israel in summer 2006 and a potential civil war in 

May 2008. Each time I believed Beirut would vanish. (Joreige, 2010) 

She, too, interprets various instances of violence as near-apocalypses, anticipating a final 

conclusion that will wipe out the entire city. 

While the apocalypse is often inspired by immense fear facing the volatile 

horizon of expectation, it also seems an attempt to divert that fear, because an absolute 

end is more abstract than more of the same suffering is. Moreover, an apocalypse would 

at least bring the unresolved space of experience to a conclusion. This is also the reason I 

have named these visions fantasies, because while rife with feelings of anxiety and 

horror, they are also inspired by desire. It is a desire for closure expressed by many 

works of art and literature. Remarks and literary works by Elias Khoury, the post-

apocalyptic images of Georges Daou and a scene from the film Je veux voir (Hadjithomas 

and Joreige, 2008) are among the examples discussed in this thesis (see pp. 94-95, 98-

101, 111, 143-144, 170-171). Zena El Khalil is one of the few female artists who express 
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these mixed feelings of fear and desire explicitly, such as in this passage of her novel 

Beirut, I Love You: 

I cannot help but feel that I am part of something much greater than this whore we call Beirut. 

That maybe Beirut is not what she seems to be. That, years from now, someone may read this and 

not even be able to find Beirut on the map. She will be the lost city of Atlantis. She has built herself 

seven times, but how long can this charade go on? One day, it is all going to end. And when it does, 

it will be beautiful. (El Khalil, 2009: 147) 

It shows that in apocalyptic narratives, too, there is an anticipation of a redemptive 

resolution to the mode of suspended waiting that characterizes the present. 

Of the various narratives that have given meaning to the suspended now, three 

dominant narrative frameworks have been discussed in this section. Apocalyptic 

fantasies remain quite close to the myth of cyclical rebirth, except that the latter is often 

used as the announcement of a potentially final period of prosperity, while the first 

anticipates the cycle to come to a doomed conclusion. Only occasionally is the myth used 

to denote permanent instability and uncertainty, a condition that will be discussed in 

more detail in the section The Precarious Present, at the end of this chapter. The example 

of Jad Tabet, cited above, is an example of this articulation of the myth. 

The discourse of trauma is quite different from these two perspectives, because it 

seeks to actively engage with the past, rather than look towards the future. However, it 

relies on a similar temporality as the myth of cyclical rebirth, because it views past 

violence as an absolute rupture and suggests future redemption – in the form of 

psychological healing. In all three narratives, then, the suspended now is presented as a 

transitional phase. This is harmful because it fails to take notice of historical continuities 

– that is, events, power structures, conflicts and relations which continue to condition

the present. Moreover, it is misleading and tends to lock the Lebanese in a mode of 

anticipated waiting for a resolution that is unlikely to come in the near future.  

The Time-Space of Urban Development 

Having developed the suspended now based on a shared experience expressed by 

different objects and given meaning by different narratives, it is important to emphasize 

that the temporality is very similar to conceptions of time that have been articulated 

elsewhere, throughout the same historical period – i.e. the last quarter of the twentieth 
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and the beginning of the twenty-first centuries. This section will draw connections 

between social transformations that have often been gathered under the slippery notion 

of “modernity” on the one hand, and the suspended now on the other. Because the 

concept of modernity is notoriously broad and multifaceted, and because the 

subsequent chapters will focus on urban geographies and imaginaries, this section will 

focus on the relation between modernity and the suspended now in the particular case 

of urban renewal projects. 

Beirut’s suspended now is understood to be partly produced by its process of 

urban redevelopment, as the contestations over Solidere reveal. By emphasizing a 

shared spatio-temporality between urban renewal projects in different historical and 

geographical settings, the case of Beirut is understood to be consistent with the many 

instances of urban renewal that form an inextricable part of modern societies 

worldwide. This runs counter to the understanding of the destruction and 

reconstruction of Beirut’s cityscape as a historical and traumatic anomaly that ruptures 

all relations to the past – as an absolute break that may recur over time, but only as a 

mythological fate, not as the expected result of continuous socio-economic structures. 

This does not mean that the specific historical conditions that produced the destruction 

of the city centre are irrelevant, let alone that blaming the system exculpates responsible 

agents. Rather, by demonstrating that the imaginaries of Beirut re-emerging from the 

ashes in fact spring from a tension that is at the heart of all modern urban development, 

this thesis seeks to offer a more productive understanding of the suspended now. Like 

the narratives discussed in the previous section, a conception of time as linear progress, 

as was hegemonic throughout at least the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, frames 

the reconfiguration of urban space as the positive anticipation of the future in space. In 

contrast, neo-Marxist critique understands urban redevelopment as one of the most 

tangible manifestations of the excessive and destructive forces of capitalism, understood 

as a structural socio-economic system. This approach, then, may offer ways to 

appreciate the suspended now as more than a gap before a blissful future that is 

indefinitely deferred. 

A productive concept to grasp the neo-Marxist approach to the time-space of 

urbanization processes is the “spatial fix,” developed by geographer David Harvey 

(2001). “Fixing” here is used in both its meanings of “pinning down,” in this case of 

otherwise mobile capital, and “temporarily resolving a problem,” in this case 
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overaccumulation. The spatial pinning down occurs in the absorption of surplus capital 

in land property, real estate and infrastructural development. In the late twentieth and 

early twenty-first centuries, this has manifested itself in the massive expansion of cities 

in upcoming economic countries, large scale inner city renewal projects in 

deindustrializing countries, and the construction and expansion of airports, highways 

and communications infrastructure across the globe. 

In its second and related meaning, fixing refers to “capitalism’s insatiable drive to 

resolve its inner crisis tendencies by geographical expansion and geographical 

restructuring” (Harvey, 2001: 24). This involves the geographical restructuring of 

capitalist activities, i.e. labour, production, exchange and consumption, as well as the 

innovation of mobility technologies, in order to expand markets or create new needs. 

The two processes – pinning down capital and resolving overaccumulation – feed each 

other. For example, the construction of airports (absorbing surplus capital) and the 

increase in air traffic (providing a wider circulation of commodities and people) are 

mutually dependent. However, there is also a contradiction in this process, because 

capitalism at some point needs to destroy the previously fixed spaces of capital 

accumulation – such as mines and factories in deindustrializing Britain – thereby 

devaluing most of the invested capital, in order to open up fresh spaces and territories 

for further accumulation of capital. The spatial fix therefore remains a temporary 

solution to sequential cycles of crisis. It is a particularly tangible manifestation of 

capitalism’s cyclical process of destruction and production, already diagnosed by Joseph 

Schumpeter, who called it “creative destruction.” He maintained that “capitalism is by 

nature a form or method of economic change and not only never is but never can be 

stationary. This process of Creative Destruction is the essential fact about capitalism” 

(Schumpeter, 2003 [1943]).  

The spatial fix allows us to understand major geopolitical shifts and demographic 

changes – from the Atlantic slave trade in the 16th century to the rise and fall of imperial 

metropolises – as distinct successive phases of a continuous process of capitalist 

expansion. In this sense, contemporary globalization is understood as “nothing more 

than yet another round in the capitalist production and reconstruction of space,” 

entailing innovative forms of transportation and communication, a geographical 

restructuring of the global distribution of capitalist activity that produces new 

geographies of inequality, and a shift in the scale at which capitalism is organized 
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(Harvey, 2001: 24). In addition, it allows us to understand how images of excessive 

consumption on the one hand, and of abandoned ruins, on the other, come together in a 

coherent imaginary of Beirut as a squandering city that is capable of violently disposing 

of itself, in order to make room for a newer version. Harvey’s analysis also helps to 

understand how the rebuilding of Beirut’s Central District can be perceived as a mere 

spectacle of shiny surfaces, as the meaningless absorption of surplus capital, rather than 

as the construction of living space. 

What this concept leaves out, however, is the central role of urban development 

in non-capitalist modern states. As Marshall Berman points out in his seminal work All 

that is Solid Melts into Air, the concept of development is central to all kinds of modern 

men and women and societies, including capitalist, socialist and communist states and 

thinkers (1982). And this is where that other temporality of development comes in, 

understood not as merely a temporary fix to the insatiable drive of capitalism, but as a 

leap forward. Such development may be born out of crisis and despair, and leave a trace 

of the violent destruction of the old world in its wake, but nevertheless is an exciting 

move towards the future, a synthetic progression that pushes the potential of 

individuals and societies to its limits for the greater good. 

Berman points out that eras of great economic development, such as the 

European 1840s and 1960s, inspired a genuine belief in “progress” and a naive 

confidence that the newly acquired prosperity was there to stay. Interestingly, in these 

periods it also made perfect sense that free market and technological innovation went 

hand in hand with freedom of thought and speech, as well as artistic innovation, 

whereas such ideas had already become inconceivable in the 1850s and 1970s, 

respectively (Berman, 1982: 113 fn). After the publication of Berman’s book, the bubble 

of the 1990s painted visions of future cities with ever higher towers, whereas the late 

2000s witnessed major mortgage and housing crises. And similar to the optimistic 

1850s and 1960s, the 1990s witnessed visions of a world that would become more free, 

just and inspiring, such as those inspired by ideas of cyber-utopianism and 

multiculturalism – tightly related to the technological and economic globalization of 

advanced capitalism. Although at least as many dark visions from the 1990s could be 

listed as these bright ones, it is remarkable that those ideas that described the liberating 

and enlightening potential of development, have become obsolete in the following 

decade most quickly. 
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Yet, despite many similarities to earlier phases in the history of modernity, these 

decades – that is, since the late 1980s until the moment of writing – also brought 

something new to perceptions of time and space. Technological innovations, such as the 

internet and smart phones, have raised time-space compression – the condensation of 

temporal and spatial distances through technology – to a new level (Harvey, 1989; 

Virilio, 2000). Politically, the near disappearance of communism and socialism, the 

dismantling of the welfare state and the rise of neoliberal policies have expanded the 

capitalist market and global competition enormously, while heralding the bankruptcy of 

grand ideological narratives (as predicted by Lyotard in 1979). Economically, the global 

dispersal of not only productive labour, but also of service and IT sectors, as well as 

consumption, has radically challenged the centre-periphery imagination of the 

preceding phase of capitalist modernity. This does not mean that geographically uneven 

development has ceased to exist. On the contrary, vast amounts of capital are 

concentrated in corporations, which may be global, but remain spatially limited to 

financial and business districts in “global cities” across the world (Sassen, 1991). The 

large majority of the global population lives in precarious conditions. While poverty still 

mostly strikes the lowest classes and the pillaged periphery of nineteenth and twentieth 

century industrial capitalism, precarity now also defines the condition of highly skilled 

professionals in the former centres (Lazzarato, 1996; Berardi, 2009). 

What is interesting for this research project is a particular experience and vision 

of time that these transformations have produced. Theorists who have tried to grasp the 

condition that characterizes the current phase of modernity – whether defined as post-

modernity (Jameson, 1997), late or high modernity (Giddens, 1990), light or liquid 

modernity (Bauman, 2000) or otherwise – have emphasized the notion of instantaneity. 

The expansion of capitalist accumulation has moved from spatial expansion to 

acceleration. These thinkers argue that ever faster cycles of production and 

consumption have led to a culture marked by instant gratification and immediate 

obsolescence. At the same time, the most dominant grand narratives have lost their 

appeal and credibility with the collapse of the cold-war equilibrium. Broad visions of 

modernity had previously always given meaning to the present as embedded in a linear 

history – firmly established on the past and on a stable course towards the future. They 

have now made way for a vision in which the present does not offer any self-evident or 

direct relation to the past. The same loss of overarching narratives conspires with 
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precarious working conditions and a global spread of risk to produce an overall sense of 

anxious anticipation with regard to a radically uncertain future (Beck, 1999). In its 

stead, we are left with the “new now”, a “present shock” which, through its 

overwhelming amount of impulses and possible associations, is a distracted and trivial 

present (Rushkoff, 2013). 

The new now closely corresponds to the suspended now as it has been developed 

throughout the first two sections of this chapter. While it is of vital importance to point 

out the specific historical and geographical conditions that continue to produce 

unresolvedness and volatility in Lebanon, we can learn from conceptualizations of this 

temporality outside of national boundaries. The following section will trace a particular 

line of thinking, that gives value and meaning to the new now in a way that I believe 

opens up possibilities for approaching Beirut’s suspended now more productively and 

more ethically than the three narratives described in the previous section. Against the 

chronotope of the city in transition, this approach establishes the chronotope of the 

precarious city. Based on the concept of precariousness, this approach does not seek 

resolution in the future, but focuses on an ethical engagement with vulnerability in the 

present. 

 

Precariousness 

Building upon a scholarly tradition that understands the “present shock” of our “liquid 

modernity” (Rushkoff, 2013; Bauman, 2000) as produced by the increased 

precaritization of labour conditions, this section seeks to relate Beirut’s suspended now 

to its continued exposure to violence. The suspended now has been developed above as 

a temporality of the present, consisting of two temporal vectors: an unresolved space of 

experience and a volatile horizon of expectation. If trauma theory explains Beirut’s 

temporal disruption mostly as a result of the former, an understanding of 

precariousness allows an increased emphasis on the role of Beirut’s volatility in 

producing this temporality, without disregarding its unresolvedness. Like trauma 

theory, such an understanding assumes a relation between this temporal disorientation 

and forms of spatial disruption, but, unlike trauma studies, it considers the 

environment’s structural exposure to harm by a continuing political and economic 

system the main cause for this spatio-temporal disruption. 
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A starting point for developing this argument is a revisit of a meaningful phrase 

from the opening sequence of Beyrouth Fantôme, cited above: 

Because after all, that’s what our problem is, we would like to revive, to be reborn, while we are 

not really dead. We are just dying. (Salhab, 1998) 

Salhab’s “we are just dying” could refer to an existential condition. We will all die at 

some point, although we do not know when. Heidegger postulates that full 

consciousness of our mortality forms a prerequisite for authentic living. The awareness 

of the constant possibility of our ending is what Heidegger calls “being-towards-death” – 

a state of being that allows authentic living. The certitude of one’s own finitude should 

prevent the inauthentic living that is shaped by the norms of others (e.g. Scarre, 2007: 

30-37).

In contrast to this existential approach, Giorgio Agamben considers death to be at 

the heart of politics. Crucially, he theorizes the exposure to death – rather than death as 

execution – as the primary manifestation of sovereign power. His conceptualization of 

“bare life” describes life on the edge of life, abandoned by any form of protection and 

subsequently left to mere survival. From the Roman homo sacer to the medieval bandit 

and from the concentration camp inmate to the contemporary refugee, it is through the 

exclusion from law – rather than punishment by law – that sovereign power over life 

and death is exerted (Agamben, 1998). Although his theory may have displayed an 

inappropriate disregard for historical specificity, he has nevertheless offered the 

important insight that while death itself is universal, the differential exposure to death is 

central to contemporary politics (see also Noys, 2005).  

The context of the abovementioned quote from Beyrouth Fantôme is the setting of 

Beirut’s city centre, violently destroyed, first by fighting and then by demolition works. 

In the movie that follows, the disorientation and aimlessness of the characters take 

central stage. The identification of the “we” in the opening narrative with the violent 

transformations of Beirut’s urban landscape is meaningful. The violence wrought upon 

the environment bears a relation to the well-being of its inhabitants that is both causal, 

symbolic and metonymic. Inhabitants are directly or indirectly affected by 

expropriation, demolition, construction and by fluctuations in land and real estate 

values. At the same time, the disfigurement of the capital city, as the bearer of a 

cosmopolitan urban identity on the one hand, and of national identity on the other, 
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symbolizes the suffering the nation and the people experience from conflicts, as well as 

from inequality. Finally, the destruction of familiar surroundings both reinforces and 

makes tangible feelings of disorientation and alienation already in place as a result of the 

years of violent conflict and the lack of a shared narrative for understanding those years. 

Given this context, it seems fair to assume that Salhab’s dying is not merely 

existential, but conditioned by various politics of violence. However, the condition of his 

characters is not bare life. The state institutions may be partly dysfunctional in 

providing security and sustenance, but the characters do have a job, a living space, 

supportive relations and citizenship, or at least a number of those protective structures. 

They reside within the realm of law, even if law is not always properly enforced. To 

account for their exposure to death, or other forms of harm, it is useful to look into the 

interrelated concepts of precariousness and precarity. 

Precariousness refers to the vulnerability of human beings to harm. If every 

human being is precarious, insofar as the human body is by definition vulnerable, the 

precarious condition is not merely existential. The infant is dependent on others for its 

survival, and even though there are variations between individuals in their dependency 

on others for security, sustenance, and care, lives remain by definition precarious, 

because, as Judith Butler maintains, “they can be expunged at will or by accident; their 

persistence is in no sense guaranteed” (Butler, 2009: 25-26). Precariousness may thus 

be a way of being in the world, but only a way of being in relation to others. Hence, the 

existential is always already social too. In a similar vein, Secomb has argued that 

Heidegger’s conception of being-towards-death as your “ownmost” possibility, as non-

relational, “excludes an experience of death in which the dying and death of the other, 

and the commemorations and mourning for the loss of the other, are constitutive of the 

self’s own becoming-towards-death” (Secomb, 1999: 113). Being-towards-death means 

both a dwelling with the dying and death of others, and the anticipation of one’s own 

death as a loss experienced by surviving loved ones. Butler’s relational conception of 

being also implies such a relational conception of dying. 

In contrast to Agamben, who situates the differential exposure to death in law 

and sovereignty, Butler derives the political implication of precariousness from this 

fundamental relationality, claiming that precariousness is “a function of our social 

vulnerability and exposure that is always given some political form” (in Puar 2012: 169). 

Politics, after all, decides which needs are thwarted and which needs are met. This goes 
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beyond the exposure to death. Even if a subject is not in mortal danger, the threat of 

unemployment, displacement, detainment, physical pain and personal or material loss 

may make his or her condition precarious. The concept of “precarity” refers to this 

unequal exposure to harm: 

Precarity designates that politically induced condition in which certain populations suffer from 

failing social and economic networks of support and become differentially exposed to injury, 

violence, and death. Such populations are at heightened risk of disease, poverty, starvation, 

displacement, and of exposure to violence without protection. (Butler, 2009: 25-26) 

It must be noted that the concept “precarity” has in many cases been used to designate 

the more narrow case of the flexibilization of labour conditions in deindustrializing 

capitalist societies (e.g. Gray, 2004; Lazzarato, 1996; Berardi, 2009). However, that is 

merely one form of precarity, in which more labourers are exposed to the threat of 

unemployment and exploitation than in earlier phases of capitalism.  

In Lebanon, the national and regional proximity of violence – by war, 

assassinations, bombs, rockets, oppression, detainment, torture, or local street violence 

– produces an increased exposure to harm. This precariousness is one way of explaining

Beirut’s suspended now, especially its dimension of volatility. Continued exposure to 

violence disrupts temporal linearity, because the future can never be confidently 

anticipated. Sociologist Isabell Lorey has investigated the effects of the precarization of 

labour conditions: 

To live under precarious conditions today means that there is no continuity of time at all 

anymore. Currently time has become as diffuse as the places of production. It is no more only a 

precarity of work time, but of time as a whole. The task is to deal with the fragmented time and 

space in the present, with the exploitation and occupation of every timeslot and thus of the 

person’s every moment. (In Puar, 2012: 173) 

It is interesting that Lorey couples the diffusion of time to a fragmentation of space. 

Indeed, Beirut’s suspended now is reproduced by the continual exposure of its spaces to 

destruction and violent transformation. This exposure is what has thoroughly marked 

the geography of post-war Beirut and what causes the numbed sense of disorientation 

portrayed by Salhab’s characters. 

While a focus on precarity thus foregrounds the horizon of expectation in the 



71 

reproduction of the suspended now, it does not disregard the space of experience. “Loss” 

is central to Judith Butler’s conceptualization of precariousness – an orientation towards 

the past, which has remained relatively understudied in the theorization of precarity in 

the context of transformations of global labour. In response to US president George W. 

Bush’s launch of the war on terror, Butler asks, “is there something to be gained from 

grieving, from tarrying with grief, from remaining exposed to its unbearability and not 

endeavouring to seek a resolution for grief through violence?” (2004: 30). Here, the 

“presentness” of precariousness is acknowledged and embraced as an antidote to 

discourses of violent retribution. Because such discourses aim to “get over” the past in 

search of an indefinitely deferred resolution, they leave subjects suspended in a 

transitional now. 

What Butler seems to propose instead, is, first, that loss is transformative and 

that neither mourning nor vindication is capable of offering such a thing as a resolution 

to loss. Rather, one can hope for, and work on, an accommodation of grief in the 

affirmation of life after loss. Second, she implies that such a form of grief without a 

search for resolution may inspire empathy and solidarity across difference. By 

acknowledging the vulnerability of all, the grieving subject tends to respond to the needs 

of others. It is this ethical demand that this section adds to the previous description of 

the suspended now as part of a more global transformation of the experience of time. 

Walid Sadek is an artist and thinker who has insisted on precisely this question of 

ethics in the time-space of contemporary Beirut. He describes what he calls “the 

protracted now” as a temporality almost completely coinciding with the suspended now 

as developed above, except that ‘protracted’ implies that the perpetual present viscously 

drags on from past to future, rather than ephemerally dangling between them (Sadek, 

2012: 481). Maintaining that the civil wars have continued since 1990, until the moment 

of writing, he argues: 

together, the cyclical recurrence of violence and truce and this longed-for future release, 

indefinitely deferred, generate an ethic of despair that appeals to a wholesale rejection and 

abandonment of the past in the name of a regeneration which recognizes that all have suffered 

equally. (Sadek, 2012: 482) 

What Sadek adds to the critique of amnesiac narratives of regeneration developed 

above, is a critique of the way in which it fails to acknowledge the unequal exposure to 
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violence – often along lines of class, gender and sectarian identity. 

 In post-1990 Lebanon, refugees and migrant workers are particularly vulnerable 

populations. At the time of writing, there were more than one and a half million Syrian 

refugees in Lebanon, equaling a quarter of the resident population. This should be added 

to the more than 450.000 Palestinian refugees – who, despite their decades of residence 

in the country, have been denied Lebanese citizenship – an estimated 250.000 mostly 

female migrant domestic workers and an unknown number of mostly male migrant 

workers in sectors such as construction and garbage management. Despite the 

differential exposure of those populations, it is important to acknowledge that the threat 

of renewed conflict hovers over all classes of society. Particularly among the urban 

bourgeoisie, for example, emigration is a permanent element in the horizon of 

expectation, figuring as a desired escape from insecurity and poor career possibilities, 

but also as a dreaded departure from the intimate and familiar. 

 Ethical answerability starts with an acknowledgement of equal vulnerability and 

unequal suffering. It moves away from redemptive narratives that consider the present 

only insofar as it matters to past and future and, instead, considers the past and the 

future insofar as they matter to the present. One of the big questions for which I do not 

have an answer is what accountability looks like without the restorative teleology of 

systems of justice – judicial or otherwise. However, an ontology without teleology does 

not have to imply passive resignation. On the contrary: to acknowledge a generalized 

precariousness is to refuse the iterative framing of some lives as grievable lives and 

others as not lives at all. Butler insists that the social norms and events that form, limit 

and injure the subject are iterative. That is, there is not one rupture in the past to 

overcome, even in the case of violent events, but rather there are reiterating social and 

political structures that continue to create conditions in which such violence can 

happen. Because of their repetitive nature, these structures can be resisted, and should 

be resisted, even, or especially, in times of suffering: 

 

It is most difficult when in a state of pain to stay responsive to the equal claim of the other for 

shelter, for conditions of livability and grievability. And yet, this vexed domain is the site of a 

necessary struggle. (Butler, 2009: 184) 

 

 Beirut’s suspended now, understood as produced by precarious conditions, 

rather than as a transitional phase, thus emerges as a site of struggle, rather than as an 
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interruption to overcome. This struggle is characterized by the refusal, stoppage and 

blockage of those violent processes and practices that frame a life as ungrievable, 

thereby exposing that life to harm. Such a struggle is obscured by teleological narratives 

such as those of rebirth, apocalypse and trauma theory, which interpret the suspended 

now as a transition between a violent past and a restorative future. In other words, in its 

understanding and representation of Beirut’s suspended now, the chronotope of the 

precarious city makes available to perception forms of violence that allow demands for 

ethical accountability in ways that the chronotope of the city in transition cannot. 

Put more concretely, an understanding of post-Taif Beirut as a precarious 

chronotope brings into focus how the urban environment is structurally exposed to 

violence by power dynamics. These contemporary power dynamics include, but are not 

restricted to, the local clientelism and corruption of a small group of politicians and 

businessmen on the one hand, and the regional power struggles – involving Israel, some 

Gulf states, Iran, various parties in Syria, and Sunni and Shiite fundamentalism – as well 

as their ties to global parties such as global corporate businesses, the United States, 

Russia and the IMF on the other hand, in addition to the relations between those internal 

and external forces. This is of course an extremely complex and large set of power 

structures to face up to. My suggestion – that a view of the suspended now as a political 

condition, rather than a historical transition, would create more possibilities for action 

and would allow the Lebanese to struggle against them – does not imagine a unified 

revolution of the people. Even though I would applaud such a revolution once it comes 

to pass, its anticipating imagination would again situate a redemptive future ahead of us, 

again unlikely to unfold within the foreseeable future and with the same disarming 

consequences for the present. By struggle, then, I mean the development of everyday 

practices and a common language, that, firstly, gives value and meaning to the present, 

no matter how uncertain, rather than representing it as a gap between a meaningful past 

and future; and that, secondly, articulates continuous and day-to-day resistance against 

social and political injustice, which holds accountable the responsible parties on a local, 

regional and global scale. 

This is of course already occurring in various forms. There is a wealth of 

literature, cinema, performance and visual arts being produced in Lebanon, much of 

which engages with these issues and of which only little will be discussed throughout 

this thesis. Beirut hosts some high-quality journalistic and academic institutions. Public 
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debates and lectures are being organized regularly, albeit often attended by the same 

limited crowd. Additionally, hundreds of non-governmental organizations struggle for 

more rights and better conditions for the most vulnerable populations.1 However, as will 

appear from the remainder of this thesis, despite the often astute insights of Lebanon’s 

public intellectuals into historical and political conditions that have produced Beirut’s 

precarious time-space, the three narratives of future redemption discussed in this 

chapter continue to exert a serious influence on how the present is interpreted and 

represented. 

 To get back to the quote with which this section started, the most productive 

understanding of Salhab’s “we are just dying” seems to be Judith Butler’s 

conceptualization of precariousness. In line with the redemptive narratives of George 

Bush, of Lebanon’s Ministry of Tourism and of Solidere, the voice over in Beyrouth 

Fantôme declares that “we would like to be reborn,” but Salhab discards this desire as 

unrealistic, because “we are not really dead.” Given the fact that his films revolve 

precisely around characters who tarry in an unbearable present, aimless and 

disoriented, I take “we are just dying” to mean that stretched out present, the suspended 

now, that is produced under the exposure to violence. This does not have to entail a 

direct threat of death. In post-war Beirut, precariousness mostly means living in an 

environment that is exposed to violence more often and more radically than many other 

cities. Like individuals, all cities are vulnerable to harm, but they are differentially 

exposed to these assaults. From bombs in Baghdad to aggressive urban renewal for the 

London Olympics, assaults on urban environments frequently harm individuals directly, 

but the precariousness of the geography – that is the city’s exposure to harm – 

continuously affects the living space of all. It is this exposure and its direct relation to 

post-war Beirut’s suspended now, that will be the connecting thread that ties together 

the remainder of this thesis. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have argued that life in post-war and contemporary Beirut is 

characterized by the temporality of the suspended now. The suspended now dangles 

                                                 
1 The number of NGOs in Lebanon has been exponentially growing since the 1990s. I have found no statistics, 

but the United Nations Development Programme Lebanon publishes a regularly updated list here 

http://www.undp.org.lb/partners/NGOs/GeographicArea.pdf  

http://www.undp.org.lb/partners/NGOs/GeographicArea.pdf
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between a past that cannot be accessed and a future that cannot be imagined. This is 

often explained as a present cut off from the past by traumatic rupture, waiting for a 

promised future release that is forever postponed. Two temporal vectors, one 

originating in the past and the other projected upon the future, thus coincide to produce 

a present that is experienced as disorienting, unfulfilling and alienating. The space of 

experience, containing the layered past as it matters to the present, is characterized by 

unresolvedness. The past is always unresolved, insofar as events located in the past have 

produced relations, structures and movements that continue to unfold and shape events 

in the present in ways that are never fully graspable or predictable. Moreover, access to 

the past from the present, in the form of memories, histories and historical objects, is 

always partial and contingent. The unresolvedness of Lebanon’s space of experience 

refers, firstly, to the fact that the conditions that produced violence in the past have not 

ceased to exist, and, secondly, to the fact that the available narratives to give meaning to 

Lebanon’s recent past are themselves characterized by unresolvedness. Those 

narratives that do construct historical closure, stand in such an obvious tension with 

other available narratives that this tension produces even more unresolvedness in the 

space of experience. This latter form of unresolvedness can be liberating, because it 

implies the lack of a hegemonic discourse opening up the potential for multiplicity, 

tolerance and provisionality, and with it a fertile ground for creative initiatives. The 

wealth of creative and artistic production in Lebanon could very well be an indication of 

that. However, the unresolvedness has also generated feelings of anxiety and mistrust. 

In its most perverse articulation, this unresolvedness has been employed to evade 

accountability for past actions. 

 The second temporal vector, the horizon of expectation, is characterized by 

volatility. In a complex, reciprocal, but uneven relation to the space of experience and its 

unresolvedness, the present is marked by an anxious anticipation of a radically 

uncertain future. This aspect of Beirut’s post-war present has received less attention in 

humanities scholarship than the intricacies of memory, trauma, amnesia, testimony, 

commemoration, archiving and (hi)storytelling that engage with the space of experience. 

While these issues have been, and continue to be, of vital importance to the creation of a 

more liveable present in Beirut, I believe that the city’s volatile horizon of expectation, 

and the complex overlaps and relations between the two temporal vectors, deserve 

more scholarly attention.  
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 The subsequent section discussed how three teleological narratives give meaning 

to Beirut’s suspended now as a transitional phase. Despite major differences, the myth of 

cyclical rebirth, fantasies of an urban apocalypse and trauma theory all serve to give 

meaning to the disconnection from both past and future, as experienced in the 

suspended now, by positing a moment in the future when that feeling will be resolved. 

This is unfulfilling, because such redemptive narratives lock the Lebanese in a mode of 

waiting, which at the moment of writing has been protracted for twenty-five years. It is 

also misleading, because by envisioning resolution in the future, these narratives 

obfuscate the power structures that continue to produce the precarity of the present. 

 As an alternative, I have turned to neo-Marxist critiques of urban development. 

This may seem counterintuitive, because Marx’s account of history was linear and 

teleological. Yet, David Harvey’s spatial fix demonstrates how crisis and violent 

destruction are repeatedly produced by the continuity of a capitalist system, which may 

develop, but does not intrinsically change over time. Marshall Berman was cited to point 

out that this is not only the case in capitalist societies, but is true for all modern 

development, even in communist states. It seems that the alternating phases of “creative 

destruction” and development distinguished in these theories have accelerated over the 

past decades, to the point of near-simultaneity, producing something that seems 

remarkably similar to “the suspended now” as it has been developed on the basis of 

Lebanese post-war cultural production. 

 Leaving the various attempts at grasping this new temporality aside, the concept 

of precariousness will be central to this thesis, because it entails not merely 

interpretation but also ethics. Judith Butler’s conceptualization is particularly 

productive. She explicitly distances herself from a common search for resolution in the 

future, as articulated in the context of the war on terror. Instead, she approaches the 

suspended now as something produced by the exposure to harm that is shared by all 

lives in their mortal and vulnerable corporeality, but that is at the same time always 

given some political form. Rather than some abstract condition of the modern age, or an 

existential condition, precariousness is at the heart of politics and can be struggled over 

on those terms. Therefore, the conceptualization is hopeful. Apprehending the 

vulnerability of all may offer a way of living ethically in the suspended now.  

The following chapters will build upon this chapter’s conceptualization of the 

suspended now and relate it to post-war Beirut’s physical, social and imagined 
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geographies. The urban environment’s exposure to destruction is a meaningful form of 

precariousness. Indeed, the violent destruction of urban environments worldwide has 

played a decisive role in creating an increased sense of global vulnerability – whether in 

the context of high- and low-intensity warfare and occupation; in instances of urban 

renewal and slum clearing; the increasing impact of natural catastrophes on ever-

growing cities; or the expanded circulation of images of terrorist violence in dense 

urban spaces, not least of all the iconic footage of the 9/11 attacks. Architecture is 

constructed first and foremost to protect and give shelter, and secondly to order space 

in meaningful ways. Moreover, architecture is intended to last, to at least outlive its 

makers and to provide an impression of durability. Its destruction unequivocally reveals 

the exposure to violence of our bodies – when our shelter is threatened – and our world 

– when meaningful structures are shattered. 

 The intersections of Beirut’s material environment, social spaces, images, 

narratives and historical conditions, which are marked by a high exposure to harm, 

produce the experience of the suspended now. The wealth of responses by artists and 

authors to this chronotope, some of which will be discussed throughout this thesis, 

demonstrate a wide variety of interpretations of, and responses to, an experience shared 

by all. Some rely on the promise of future resolution, others seek instant release, and yet 

others remain bound to a present scarred by loss and haunted by absence; but they all 

seek ways to live the suspended now and make sense of the precarious city. 
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2. THE DISPOSABLE CITY 

 

 

So you begin to wonder if Leonia's true passion is really, 

as they say, the enjoyment of new and different things, 

and not, instead, the joy of expelling, discarding, 

cleansing itself of a recurrent impurity. 

- Italo Calvino (1974: 114) 

 

It’s like a town that had to be discarded. 

- Rabih Mroué in Je veux voir (Hadjithomas and Joreige, 2008) 

 

This chapter explores depictions of ruins, debris, dumps and squander in various 

imaginaries of Beirut. As sites of destruction, decay and expenditure, they signify, first of 

all, loss – the loss of places, objects and resources. By approaching them through the 

concept of disposability, however, this chapter reads this loss as not only located in the 

past, but as structurally reproduced by a condition of careless wasting. This means that, 

albeit intertwined with dynamics of loss, memory and violence, and their affective 

registers of grief, nostalgia and fear, this chapter is mostly interested in a more fleeting 

temporality of Beirut’s geography of waste and disposal. By thus overlapping the 

unresolvedness of past loss and the volatility of imminent wasting, sites of disposal are 

privileged places for the articulation of Beirut’s suspended now.  

 In the chronotope of the city in transition, disposal is a meaningful category 

because it is central to its motif of erasure, whether in the form of violent destruction – 

apocalyptic or not – or in the form of clearing for urban renewal – constituting its own 

form of violence. Indeed, some of the fiercest critiques of Solidere’s reconstruction 

project concerned the large scale demolition of buildings that could have been restored 

(Makdisi, 1997; Ghandour and Fawaz, 2010; Cooke, 2002; Becherer, 2006). Its brutality 

has even been understood as a continuation of the preceding violence brought about by 

the war (el-Khoury, 1998: 183-184; Toufic 2006, cited in Westmoreland, 2008: 241-

242). One reason is that the two forms of destruction are not neatly separated by 
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temporal subsequence. Not only was the war period marked by reckless demolition and 

illegal construction (el-Khoury, 1998), post-war instances of violence also continue to 

provide opportunities for contested demolition, because it distracts public attention (e.g. 

Assem Salam, An-Nahar, 25 April 1996, quoted in Yacoub and Laserre, 2002: 89). 

Another reason is that political and business interests are tightly interwoven, and the 

same people have retained their influential positions  throughout the war and post-war 

periods. Those responsible for much of the war violence or their direct heirs often 

continue to be involved in self-enrichment through real estate speculation, meaning that 

they have been directly or indirectly responsible for both types of damage to the urban 

environment. 

 At the same time, destruction is seen as a condition for renewal. This obviously is 

the main argument for demolition, but it also transpires through accounts of less 

institutionalized violence. Fantasies of the complete annihilation of the city or parts of 

the city, whether in fictional accounts or among fighters, also tend to see a regenerative 

potential in destruction, which is often posited as a process of purification. If all 

innovation to a certain extent demands the destruction of preceding structures, then 

cities are the modern sites par excellence where the creative destruction that drives 

modernization takes on the form of physical violence to the material and social 

environment. Scholars are increasingly aware of the ways in which capitalist modernity 

is complicit in various forms of violence, in particular to the urban environment. “The 

purposive destruction and annihilation of cities in war, planning and virtual play is 

utterly interwoven with urban modernity” (Graham, 2004: 52; see also Chatterjee, 

2009). Without claiming that demolition is a form of war, the relations between the two 

forms of violence are more than merely associative. 

 The myth of Beirut the Phoenix replaces the specific historical socio-economic 

conditions of episodes of violence, by a symbolic order that resonates with the cosmic 

and seasonal cycles of life and death in nature. It frames violence as a phase that 

alternates with a phase of flourishing. By contrast, the chronotope of the precarious city 

maintains that creative destruction has become temporally permanent and spatially 

dispersed, especially in the era of “high modernity.” In this sense, the disposability of 

Beirut’s environment is understood as a chronic exposure to carelessness and harm. The 

notion of the disposable city has an advantage over the wounded city, in that it assumes 

a condition that is relationally constituted, rather than historically caused. If these social 
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and political relations have developed over time, this development is never framed as 

linear progression. While the wounded city relies on the notion of the victim, produced 

by violence that is located in the past and suggestive of potential future healing, the 

disposable city is produced by a systemic order or set of agents. It therefore has a 

stronger political potential, because it theoretically opens up the possibility for 

resistance, and at least stimulates an engagement with how to live in Beirut’s precarious 

present, rather than waiting for a future release. By exploring how cultural objects 

engage with contemporary Beirut through imaginaries of ruins, debris, dumps and 

squandering, I will show how the concept of disposability allows a glimpse of different 

ways in which Beirut’s suspended now is given meaning. 

 

Waste: A Relational Attribute 

Before exploring a number of meaningful places of disposal in Beirut’s geography, this 

section adds conceptual depth to the notion of disposability, by teasing out some of the 

meanings of waste. The concept of waste is central to the discussion of disposability, 

because it is an attribute that qualifies an object as disposable. Disposability is therefore 

a condition that implies imminent waste, or wasting. The choice to focus on the 

condition of disposability, rather than the attribute waste, is precisely this conditional 

aspect, which introduces a temporality of imminence that resonates with the volatility of 

Beirut’s suspended now. To appreciate the complex meanings of the disposable 

condition, however, it is worth briefly discussing some theorizations of waste. 

 Waste has been theorized as a relational category since Mary Douglas’s seminal 

anthropological work, Purity and Danger (1984 [1966]). In this study, Douglas seeks to 

put everyday norms of cleanliness in the 1960s United States in perspective, by 

comparing them to traditional and religious laws of purity and taboo. In an oft-cited 

dictum, she claims that dirt is “matter out of place” (Douglas, 1984 [1966]: 36), arguing 

that shoes are not dirty in themselves, but are considered to be so when placed on a food 

table. This leads her to argue that dirt – like waste – is a relational category, “[implying] 

two conditions: a set of ordered relations and a contravention of that order” (Douglas, 

1984 [1966]: 36). Social practices such as garbage collection and hygiene aim at the 

protection of that “ordered set of relations” by excluding, destroying and concealing the 

threatening matter. With cleanliness as a central value to imaginaries of the modern and 

civilized world, waste emerges as its negative other, as “the constitutive outside of 
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modern society; that without which the idea of modernity is incomplete” (Locke cited in 

Gidwani and Reddy, 2011: 1625). By continually producing and excluding waste, the 

modern order establishes itself in a negative ontology. 

 Waste has acquired new manifestations that had only recently begun to appear 

when Douglas wrote her study. Most importantly for my argument, waste no longer only 

refers to what is considered dirt or pollution, but also to what Greg Kennedy has defined 

as trash (2007). For Kennedy, trash is a concept that emerges in our culture of 

disposables and refers to those objects to which reason attributes value, but which in 

practice we nevertheless waste. Therefore, trash is disturbing, because it reveals how 

we act against our own reason. It is dependent on the carelessness of agents towards 

their environment and ultimately towards other human beings (Kennedy, 2007: 5). 

Beirut as a disposable city points towards this carelessness that leaves the urban 

environment exposed to violent destruction. Because the city is not a purchasable and 

disposable object, the indifferent agents are not always easy to identify. They can be 

politicians and real estate developers, everyday inhabitants and tourists, the Israeli 

army and decision makers, or all at once. What is important for this study is that 

disposability implies carelessness, and that the lack of care implies the exposure to 

violence, leading to increased precariousness and the associated diffusion of time. 

 Apart from this anthropological perspective, which focuses on the way in which 

waste is constituted by social practice, waste has been studied on the level of affect and 

psyche. Garbage is repulsive, not only because it stinks or because it may cause disease, 

but also because its very nature is transgressive. Psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva maintains, 

in relation to dung, the most primordial of wastes: 

 

These body fluids, this defilement, this shit are what life withstands, hardly and with difficulty, on 

the part of death. There, I am at the border of my condition as a living being. My body extricates 

itself, as being alive, from that border. Such wastes drop so that I might live. (Kristeva, 1983: 3) 

 

Thus, waste emerges not only as the negative other of a social order, but also of the 

living self – a negative other that does not come from outside, but that is internal, spat 

out with violent convulsions. Myra Hird puts it like this: “what remains after our 

disgorgement is what we (want to) consider our real self” (Hird, 2012: 456, emphasis in 

original). Confronting waste as those elements of ourselves and our societies that have 
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been violently excluded is disturbing, because it reveals the fragility of these entities or 

identities, perpetually producing unwanted elements and only existing through their 

never-ending expulsion. 

 Moreover, the process of decay and decomposition is a threatening indicator of 

transience and of our own mortality. Scanlan points out that, because everything is 

eventually reduced to dirt, “garbage looms everywhere, and in everything that becomes, 

once again, humus” (Scanlan, 2005: 43, emphasis in original). What is particularly 

disturbing about waste’s materiality, is that there is no clear end to the discarded object. 

In the process of decomposition, objects lose their form and meaning gradually. What 

remains is a formlessness that resists classification and determination. Scanlan points 

out that this may be an important reason why waste is associated with disorder: 

 

not simply because they represent displaced matter, but more precisely because of ‘things’ such 

as their actual formlessness (i.e. they may have been something once but are now nothing), and 

also because when the taint of garbage is attached to other things (whether in actuality or by 

association through language – for example, ‘you are filth’, ‘you dirty bastard’) it has the effect of 

reducing the value of the thing in question, and of stripping it of any descriptive characteristics 

that allow us to individuate it. (Scanlan, 2005: 43, emphasis in original) 

 

As elements of ourselves and our societies that lose form and meaning, waste 

transgresses boundaries between being and non-being. This transgression is repulsive, 

because it reveals not only the precariousness of our own being, but also the violence 

with which we discard parts of our being in order to constitute ourselves, a process 

characterized by radical unresolvedness. 

 A final significant theorization of waste that is worth highlighting concerns the 

practice of wasting and disposal. Because nearly all residual waste products still have 

potential use value, if only as fertilizer or as energy provider through incineration, the 

gesture of categorizing an object as waste always to some extent implies the careless 

squander that Kennedy identifies as crucial to his analysis of trash. This expenditure 

concerns the exclusion of objects from circulation in non-productive ways, which can 

take the form of disposal, destruction, as well as (excessive) consumption. John Frow 

distinguishes two lineages of thinking about expenditure, one from Veblen to Bourdieu, 

and another from Bataille to Baudrillard (Frow, 2003). The first school of thought 

emphasizes that what may seem unproductive squander, is in fact a productive 



83 

 

 

investment generating symbolic or cultural capital. Put more simply, the wasteful 

behaviour of elites should be seen as a display of wealth, which serves to reinforce their 

status. The second line of thought relies on the Marxist conception of surplus value. Like 

David Harvey’s “spatial fix,” which was developed in the introduction, it supposes that 

whenever an excess is produced that cannot be absorbed into profitable investment, it 

must inevitably be spent. Bataille conceptualizes a surplus energy, rather than value, 

which allows him to diverge from strictly materialist theories of wasting. He and 

Baurdillard are primarily interested in the various practices of excessive expenditure in 

societies, and the divergent ways in which they have been charged by affective 

meanings. 

 Capitalism’s drive for accumulation is particularly excessive in that its cycles of 

creative destruction repeatedly categorize older structures as residual, even though still 

functioning or even profitable. Consequently, one of the most pressing concerns of our 

time is the management of the global accumulation of garbage. The understanding of 

waste as the expenditure of an excess of matter makes evident the relation between 

disposability and violence. Firstly, the purposeful abandonment or destruction of 

potentially valuable objects is violent, especially in the face of continuing scarcity for 

large parts of the world population. Secondly, the production of unrecyclable garbage is 

violent because it creates environmental and health hazards. Looking at the violent 

destruction of Beirut’s built environment through the lens of disposal brings into focus 

the notion of excess, not only on the part of the real estate speculators who are 

destructive in their search for profit, but also on the part of fighters and armies that have 

relentlessly wasted urban structures for victory or revenge. This is important because 

Beirut has often been related to excess, but almost exclusively in reference to its 

moments of flourishing and in opposition to its moments of violent destruction, rather 

than in line with it. 

 This chapter explores a number of ways in which disposal plays a role in 

imaginaries of contemporary Beirut. The first section interprets ruins as disposable sites 

of dereliction that have been exceptionally meaningful to Beirut’s material and imagined 

post-civil-war geography. Many artistic and cultural studies approaches to 

contemporary Beirut, which were often critical of a supposed mythical rebirth, have 

pointed out how ruins in their materiality manifest the traces of past violence that mark 

the city in often immaterial ways (e.g. Seigneurie, 2011; Toufic, 2010; Cooke, 2002). The 
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first section of this chapter argues that they are also meaningful because they have 

survived as non-profitable structures in a rapidly transforming cityscape. As such, they 

form part of Beirut’s real and imagined geographies of disposal. The second section 

moves on to Beirut’s debris as an understudied site of disintegration that allows a shift 

from a present scarred by a past, to one that is continually disintegrating. 

 The concept of waste, implied by the notion of disposability, is productive for 

understanding imaginaries of contemporary Beirut too. The indeterminacy of waste 

opens up possibilities for resisting all-too-easy narratives of cyclical rebirth. The third 

section demonstrates how dumpsites defy strict spatial boundaries and temporal 

breaks. The transgressive nature of waste is abject, threatening and subversive, but 

precisely its indeterminacy is capable of challenging the myth of complete erasure. 

Finally, the concept of waste relates the idea that everything is “going to waste” during 

episodes of conflict, to the “wastefulness” of capitalist innovation and consumption in 

more peaceful periods. The section on squandering seeks to relate these two extremes of 

Beirut, that are usually considered as juxtaposed rather than related: violence on the 

one hand, and excessive consumerism on the other. 

 From these explorations of ruins, debris, dumps and squander emerges a real and 

imagined urban geography that is marked by disposability. This geography highlights 

particular sites within the city at the expense of others, because they are privileged sites 

for the expression of Beirut’s suspended now. Indeed, waste reveals traces of the past 

which are neither erased nor resolved, while disposables are defined by an imminent 

instance of violence. Some of the works discussed make use of the chronotope of a city in 

transition, suspended between past rupture and future release or apocalypse, in order 

to make sense of these geographies. Others rely on the chronotope of the precarious city. 

In line with the latter, I will argue that Beirut’s built and lived environment today is 

marked less by a traumatic and violent rupture in the past, than by its continual 

exposure to violent destruction in the present.  

 

Ruins: From Memory to Precarity 

Ruins, that is, those structures that continue to show marks of damage and 

deterioration, have distinctly marked the geography of post-war Beirut and feature 

prominently in the literary and cinematic city. Within the debates surrounding post-war 

reconstruction, the fate of a number of these ruins has been contested. Those who argue 
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for preservation point out that the ruins have become distinctive landmarks in Beirut’s 

cityscape, that testify to its complex and troubled history. The relentless rounds of 

demolition in the city centre were understood as a material expression of the will to 

cover up Beirut’s divided and divisive past (Makdisi, 1997; Sader, 1998; El-Khoury, 

1998). Their presence furthermore functions as an admonition arguably working 

against a collapse into renewed civil war. Opponents underline the lack of function and 

efficiency to argue that preserving ruins is a waste. Their lack of use-value constitutes a 

loss of potential profit in a period of economic relapse, and their derelict appearance 

compromises the aesthetic pleasure that the renovated cityscape offers. Those in favour 

of demolition or restoration mostly argue in a market logic, which views demolition as 

creative destruction necessary for the stimulation of economic development. Some 

opponents however refer to the symbolic value, or “anti-value” (McClelland et al., 2013), 

of ruins when arguing in favour of demolition. They point out that these buildings often 

invoke traumatic memories of violence and suffering. Therefore they cause unnecessary 

pain. Finally, an argument heard less often holds that institutionalized preservation 

could potentially turn the ruin into a spectacle serving the global heritage industry, 

which would turn memories of suffering into a commodity. Making profit of the 

suffering of others is deemed inappropriate. 

 In short, discussions revolving around these ruins mostly focus on the opposition 

between their value as bearers of memory and their lack of value in terms of function 

and financial profit. In contrast, I argue that the fascination with these structures equally 

arises from the improbable reality that they are still standing, as deteriorated giants in a 

violently transforming cityscape. In Hassan Daoud’s novel As She Once Was, the narrator 

expresses this fascination when passing the house of his childhood love Dalal, which 

now stands abandoned and derelict: 

  

How could entire houses be abandoned, left to deteriorate so, right in the middle of a 

neighbourhood caught up in the chaos of new construction, after the bulldozers had razed the 

buildings that once stood there? (Daoud, 2013:152) 

 

Like the narrator himself, whose obsessive reminiscence of Dalal contrasts sharply with 

his employer’s obsessive desire for innovation, the buildings refuse to move along with 

the city’s transformation. This is particularly meaningful, because the uncertainty of 

their fate has become interwoven with the uncertainty of the fate of Beirut itself. In 
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other words, the disposable nature of abandoned buildings resonates with a broader 

sense of a precarious environment. This section therefore seeks to complement readings 

of ruins that focus on their relation to their past (e.g. Cooke, 2002; Seigneurie, 2008) 

with a reading that relies on the concept of disposability. 

 The significance of some of Beirut’s most iconic ruins as both memory sites and 

as structures exposed to erasure emerges from the ways in which they feature in 

contemporary artistic practices. The ruins that will be discussed in this section are 

modern structures that have been damaged during Lebanon’s civil wars (1975-1990) 

and have since been subject to gradual decay. However, the concerns about the fate of 

architectural heritage that continues to be uncovered during construction site digging 

reveal that my argument is not exclusive to those ruins (e.g. Naccache, 1998; Sader, 

1998). The buildings are generally abandoned, but some may have been used for other 

purposes than they were intended for, especially during and directly following the war, 

by militiamen or squatting refugees, and in the case of the Holiday Inn hotel, by the 

Lebanese army. The most important characteristic for my argument is that the 

structures have lost their intended function and that no maintenance, preservation, 

restoration or demolition is taking place or being planned at the moment of writing. 

 This means that a ruin like the characteristic “yellow house” falls outside the 

scope of my analysis. This ruin of distinct neo-Ottoman architecture, the walls of which 

are covered with bullet holes and graffiti, is one of the rare cases where a preservation 

strategy has been implemented. The structure will be largely preserved in its current 

state of ruination and a new part will be added in order to open up Beit Beirut, which 

includes a memory museum, cultural centre, auditorium and cafeteria. This is a first for 

the city of Beirut, and it remains to be seen how an institutionalized memory museum 

will affect the debates on memory and heritage in the post-conflict city. 

 In his Expositions, Philippe Hamon points out that the “semantic complexity” 

(1992: 59) of the ruin lies in its dual significance. Its temporal component provokes “the 

pure effect of memory” (Hamon, 1992: 62), its spatial component “unveils and exhibits 

its structure” (Hamon, 1992: 60). This second aspect has inspired many thinkers, from 

Walter Benjamin to post-structuralists, to use the ruin as a concept that, in its material 

porosity, slippage and decomposition, allows for the indefinite postponement of closure 

and wholeness of meaning in general. If the ruin’s spatial peculiarity makes it a 

privileged symbolic space for those who insist on indetermination, debates revolving 
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around the fate of actually existing ruins rarely mention it. Instead, they refer mostly to 

the ruin’s temporality. 

In the Arab world, the ruin’s effect of memory is strongly rooted in the literary 

motif of wuqūf ‘alā al-’aṭlāl, “stopping before the ruins.” In Imru’ul-Qays’s pre-Islamic 

mu‘allaqa, a monumental ode that is a fundamental part of the Arabic educational 

curriculum, the narrator sets himself weeping at the traces, ’aṭlāl, of the deserted 

Bedouin encampment of his beloved. The traces materialize the irrecuperable loss of the 

loved one. They not only set off a train of memories, but also embrace and aestheticize 

non-teleological longing. Today, the ruin motif is still a literary theme in novels, poems 

and songs, closely associated with nostalgic yearning (Kilpatrick, 2000). 

In other words, the ruin represents “the presence of an absence, [...] the ruin 

functions as a sort of negative punctuation of space” (Hamon, 1992: 62). However, the 

ruin’s symbolic value goes beyond mere negation. It embodies not merely absence, but 

the ongoing process of ruination, the inevitable passing of time, of peoples and 

civilizations. As such, the ruin can be a vanitas symbol. What Andreas Huyssen calls the 

authentic ruin of modernity is marked by a “consciousness of the transitoriness of all 

greatness and power, the warning of imperial hubris, and the remembrance of nature in 

all culture” (Huyssen, 2010: 21). These authentic ruins reveal the ambiguity that has 

always been inherent to modernity. They are structures on which modernity’s “fear of 

and obsession with the passing of time” are projected (Huyssen, 2010: 19). 

However, unlike the traces of an encampment, or the gradual decay of past glory, 

Beirut’s architectural ruins imply violent destruction. They do not make us aware of the 

existential passing of time and the natural decay of great achievements, but of violence 

and destruction that are political in nature. Consequently, the memories that they invoke 

do not come in the form of mere nostalgic yearning, but in the form of painful memories 

of violence. Ken Seigneurie’s discussion of ruins in contemporary Lebanese literary 

fiction claims that “from the contemplation of ruins emerges a yearning for the dignity 

that should have been,” rather than a yearning for an idealized past (2008: 59, emphasis 

in original). In other words, absence does not only take the form of a loss of people and 

places, but also of the irretrievable moment in which harm was done that cannot be set 

right. As structures that make visible an instance of loss that cannot be restored, Beirut’s 

ruins contribute to the suspended now. 

Huyssen claims that there is no place for authentic ruins in late capitalism’s 
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culture of commodity and memory. Ruined structures are restored and preserved until 

they resemble pre-packaged commodities, or they become obsolete and are quickly 

disposed of. Greg Kennedy (2007) claims that our culture of disposables relies on our 

carelessness as human beings. To place carelessness at the centre of late capitalism’s 

culture of disposables is important, because it implies an exposure to violence – of 

objects considered disposable – that is socially and politically constituted. Hence, 

Beirut’s ruins are precarious, because they are not being sustained and because they are 

likely to be demolished in the near future. The imminent erasure of these structures 

resonates with a broader sense of volatility in the city at the core of the suspended now. 

In short, ruins form a meaningful presence in Beirut’s geography, because they 

constitute structures that are not only “scarred” by violence in the past, but also exposed 

to harm in the immediate future. In their physical presence, they therefore make 

tangible the suspended now that characterizes the city more broadly. The various 

artistic engagements with ruins that will be discussed in the remainder of this section 

reveal the continued engagement with ruins as referents to the past, giving expression 

to the unresolvedness of the space of experience. At times, they also function as 

admonitions for the future, relating this unresolvedness to the volatile horizon of 

expectation. In some cases, this has been coupled to an awareness of the ruins’ 

continued exposure to harm, that is, their disposability. 

Some of the most dramatic ruins have attained a striking presence in the literary, 

cinematic and artistic imagination of contemporary Beirut. The Murr tower, for example, 

is a giant concrete structure that was supposed to house the World Trade Centre, but the 

construction of which was halted when the civil war broke out. The tallest tower of the 

city until the mushrooming high rises of the 2000s, this building is charged with 

symbolic meaning. As a World Trade Centre to be, the Murr tower symbolizes the pre-

war commitment to capitalist modernity as a project that was prematurely and violently 

aborted. Both in its hybris and in its unfinished condition, the tower is therefore 

reminiscent of the myth of Babel. In addition, the tower was an infamous sniper spot and 

site of torture during the war, which adds a traumatic layer to the signification of the 

place connoting violence and cruelty. 

In the aftermath of Israel’s war on Lebanon in 2006, two films refer to the Murr 

tower as a valuable war monument. In Ghassan Salhab’s short video (posthume), the 

tower is appreciatively called a “witness to all our wars” (Salhab, 2007). In the feature 
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film Je veux voir (Hadjithomas and Joreige, 2008), the character Rabih Mroué tells 

Catherine Deneuve that he thinks the building should stay as a reminder of the war. In 

Mroué’s own play How Nancy wished that Everything was just an April Fool’s Joke (Mroué 

and Toufic, 2008), the top of the Murr tower is the setting for an unlikely meeting 

between four old fighters. Written at a particularly tense period in Lebanese politics, 

Mroué explains that “[the play] came out of a real fear of another civil war. For those of 

us who already lived through one, we can live through almost anything – but not that, 

not again” (cited in Wilson-Goldie, 2007). The characters of the play have all come to 

claim the strategic building in anticipation of a new civil war. Recounting their personal 

histories, in which they repeatedly die and then resume fighting, and in which they 

repeatedly switch allies – an allusion to the political manoeuvring of Lebanon’s political  

parties – the play is a powerful denouncement of war and its utter uselessness. The 

tower is thus appropriated in the function of witness and admonition. 

 Another example is the Holiday Inn, a luxurious hotel with a revolving restaurant 

at the top floor, opened only months before the war broke out. It was quickly seized  

during the infamous Battle of the Hotels (1975-76). While the Phoenicia hotel has been 

restored to its former splendour, the owners of the Holiday Inn Hotel have been locked 

in dispute for decades, leaving the fate of the imposing structure undecided. In 2014, a 

public announcement declared that the structure was sold to a new owner, but no 

development plan has been revealed at the moment of writing. 

 The ruin is famous for its size and for its seemingly ostentatious display of the 

traces of the legendary battle amidst the new high rises of Solidere’s shiny district. 

Grasses can be seen growing on the open floors of the building, and all sides are 

pockmarked by bullet holes. One side reveals an impressive crater of a larger mortar 

impact. These scars testify to a legendary episode of the civil war. The Battle of the 

Hotels was both strategic and symbolic. Factions fought bitterly over the seizure of the 

hotels, because their top floors provided control over access to the port. For this reason, 

the ruin has been used in the post-war period by the Lebanese army to store vehicles 

and materiel, symbolically reclaiming strategic control. In the heart of Beirut’s pre-war 

decadence, the vertical modern architecture proved a spectacular setting to the scenes 

of violence. Raed Yassin is an artist who has focused on this aspect of the ruin. In his 

series China (2012), legendary battles of the Lebanese civil war are depicted in 

miniature style on Chinese vases. One of the vases depicts the Battle of the Hotels (fig.
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Figure 2.2 China. Battle of the Hotels (Yassin, 2012)     Figure 2.3 Holiday Inn (Baalbaki, 2011)



92 

2.2). This approach removes the battle from the realm of direct memory and trauma to 

the realm of myth and legend, as well as to a globalized industry of art production and 

circulation.  

In contrast, Ayman Baalbaki has painted the Holiday Inn ruin in thick layers of oil 

paint. Some of the various canvases dedicated to the structure bear titles such as “the 

sniper” or “seeking the heights,” referring to the building’s pasts. One critic remarked 

that Baalbaki’s use of the “impasto technique that uses a painting knife to carve up the 

layers of the canvas - even though the impressionists used that style for enhancing 

colour and light – [...] is used here with dark colours to amplify the layers of destruction 

and fragility of the urban fabric of Lebanon” (Sabounchi, 2010). This interpretation 

becomes even more pertinent when viewed within the context of his complete oeuvre. 

Significantly, Baalbaki painted several series of urban landscapes in a similar style, 

suggesting thematic relations between the different environments. His paintings of the 

tower of Babel as imagined by Pieter Bruegel the Elder (2006a) prefigure and strongly 

resemble his depictions of the destruction brought about by Israel’s 2006 bombings in 

Southern Beirut (the Tammouz series, 2006b). Brighter but close in style are his earlier 

impressions of the neighbourhood Wadi Abu Jamil (such as the four panels, named Ciel 

chargé de fleurs, 2004), where the painter lived after his family had fled their home 

village, and which has now been violently transformed into Solidere’s upscale “ancient 

city for the future.” In these depictions of urban structures, the combination of a worm’s 

eye view and the broad strokes of paint in downward diagonals suggest a falling 

movement. It resonates with the literary descriptions of Beirut as a falling or sinking 

place (e.g. Adnan, 1993: 103; El Khalil, 2009: 92). 

Throughout these various themes, Baalbaki has painted not only on canvas, but 

also on textile printed with colourful flowers, of the kind village women wear in 

Southern Lebanon. The flowers that are visible through the brush strokes of the sky, are 

reminiscent of the humanity and dignity of the people caught up in the continuing 

history of violence and displacement, without relapsing into essentialist ideas of 

authenticity or tradition, because, Baalbaki points out, these fabrics were 

“quintessentially postcolonial” and manufactured in China (Wilson-Goldie, 2006). 

Moreover, his installations of bundles wrapped up with colourful pieces of cloth and 

textile and tied up with ropes express his engagement with the condition of 

displacement that continues to mark Lebanon’s identity (e.g. Bonjour Wadi Abu Jamil!, 
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2006c, Destination X, 2010b). 

Raed Yassin interprets the Holdiay Inn as a referent to the past, a wound that he 

desires to “literally take outside this acute mode of interiority,” to give it “a sense of 

protracted closure in space” by petrifying “a geopolitical and personal constellation of 

experience […] into a thing” (Yassin, 2012: 74; 72). In other words, Yassin responds to 

an experience of unresolvedness by framing the past as a legendary aberration. By 

giving a narrative pictorial form to this episode, he hopes to exteriorize it. Such a search 

for resolution fits the chronotope of the city in transition. Baalbaki, in contrast, positions 

the ruin in an ongoing history of violence and destruction that continues to affect the 

daily lives of people in Lebanon and elsewhere, drawing parallels between the mythical 

destruction of Babel and the people of Lot and the destruction of Southern Beirut in the 

summer of 2006, between the iconic civil-war ruins of the Holiday Inn and the Burj El 

Murr and the history of displacement of his own family, as well as that of a 

neighbourhood such as Wadi Abu Jamil (more on the continuities in Baalbaki’s work in 

Rabbath, 2009; Tamraz, 2009). Baalbaki’s depiction therefore imagines a precarious 

city. 

A final example of Beirut’s iconic ruins is the dome, or egg, which is a former 

cinema called City Palace. Its striking round architecture and ripped-open reinforced 

concrete contrast sharply with the vertical architecture and impeccable newness of the 

neighbouring buildings. In terms of memory, the site is important because cinemas play 

an important role in nostalgic imaginaries of the pre-war city. The dome is particularly 

appreciated for its unruliness, in contrast to the concrete rectangular shapes of the Murr 

tower and the Holiday Inn, which match the geometry of much of the surrounding 

architecture. In Rabih Jaber’s novel bayrītūs: madīnah taḥt al-arḍ (Beyritus, Underground 

City) the main character is a security guard of the dome, making him fully part of the 

neoliberal logic of Solidere, while remaining its disenfranchised other (2006). When he 

is chasing an intruder inside the ruin, he falls into a pit and discovers a hidden 

underground city. In his yearlong stay underground, the labyrinthine city evokes a 

variety of repressed memories, while offering a glimpse of an alternative society, albeit 

one that is marked by intense suffering. In its unruliness, the site resists the logic of 

capitalist urban space, and allows the present city of Beirut to connect to both its past 

and its subconscious or repressed other in ways that commoditized heritage cannot. The 

ruin here functions as a form of access to what is otherwise excluded from the city, 
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including its disturbing past. I will return to this novel in chapter four (pp. 203-205). 

In contrast, Georges Daou has appropriated the structure in his series of post-

apocalyptic visualizations of Beirut (2013). The dome appears within his series d-scape, 

in the form of outerspace aliens such as giant crabs and insects invading a highly 

militarized post-apocalyptic Beirut. Daou too sees the unruliness of the structure as 

something radically other to the rest of the city, but in contrast to Jaber’s gateway to an 

underground city, Daou’s other is non-human and hostile. Temporally, Jaber shows an 

alternative society that relates to Beirut in non-linear ways, while Daou projects the 

eerie structure upon anxieties for the future. However, unlike the examples of 

apocalyptic fantasies brought up in the previous chapter, Daou connects these anxieties 

to globally circulating imaginaries of the apocalypse, particularly in popular culture, 

which deflects concrete fears into the realm of entertainment. 

 In Mazen Kerbaj’s graphic novel Lettre à la mere (Letter to mother), sec black- 

and-white drawings of the ruins of Beirut form the main background of his letter to his 

irresponsible mother: the city of Beirut. The epigraph to the introduction of this thesis is 

a translated section of this letter. Having abandoned him at birth, the mother always 

escapes him, even though she is always omnipresent. Her disengagement is always 

because of the war, but while we mortals are aging, says Kerbaj, she keeps renewing 

herself, “marching over our cadavers with shoes of concrete” (2013). 

In a later section of the book, he returns to the dome. This time, the ruin is not 

rendered in black pencil, but in photographs that are illustrated with colour (fig. 2.5). 

The text explains that the dome was one of the few structures outside of east Beirut that 

he could see from his grandparents’ place before the end of the civil war, and that he had 

always imagined it to be a UFO, again the radically alien in the city. As a place that 

stimulates the imagination, the UFO later invited creative uses. He visited a rave party at 

the ruin in 1995 and performed experimental music that incorporated sounds of the 

Israeli bombs of 2006 to a horrified public in 2007. He concludes that he hasn’t found “a 

symbol that is more maternal than my UFO-egg” (Kerbaj, 2013). Despite this affinity, its 

imminent disappearance, announced for over a decade, doesn’t bother him, because “in 

the worst case, it will be replaced by a glass tower that will make for a super-UFO at the 

end of the next war” (Kerbaj, 2013). In line with the letter to his mother-city Beirut, 

which opens the book, maternity and repeated destruction are thought together. It is a 

maternal environment that fails to provide safety and security, because she is either 
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Figure 2.4 Crab Invasion. Part of the series d-scape (Daou, 2013) 

 

 

Figure 2.5 The dome, interpreted as UFO-alien (Kerbaj, 2013) 
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irresponsible and violent (Beirut), or unruly and about to be crushed by larger forces 

(the dome), but it is an environment to be loved nevertheless. Moreover, as the value of 

the structure lies precisely in its being able to capture Beirut’s condition of perpetual 

ruination, preservation is just as futile as restoration or demolition. Because no matter 

how it will be transformed, it will always be exposed to imminent catastrophe and 

derive its meaning from that condition. 

The artistic and literary engagements with some of Beirut’s most iconic ruins 

discussed in this section show that they are most often perceived as bearers of 

memories and witnesses to a violent past. As such, they are valued as traces that show 

that the past has not been erased and done with. They can also function as an 

admonition to present and future. The Murr tower in Mroué’s How Nancy Wished that 

Everything was just an April Fool’s Joke is an example of such an approach. Alternatively, 

ruins can be experienced as an open wound, a painful manifestation of the 

unresolvedness of a violent past. Raed Yassin makes a concrete image of the event that 

ruined the Holiday Inn, turning it into something that is limited in space and time, so as 

to overcome its continued presence as a ruin – a structure that is indeterminate in time 

and space, while its original damage continues to be exposed to dereliction, much like a 

wound that fails to heal. 

In contrast, Jaber, Baalbaki and Kerbaj approach ruins as part of, and 

representative of, a precarious city, in which past and future bear non-linear relations to 

a vulnerable present. In a way, what Hamon categorizes as the ruin’s spatial component, 

which in its porosity and decomposition defies semantic determination, is articulated 

temporally in these works. In Baalbaki’s images, the ruins mostly represent humanity’s 

history as a continuous falling, a continuum of displacement and suffering. While Jaber 

and Kerbaj are equally aware of the structures’ implication in repeated or continuous 

forms of violence, both seem to appreciate the ruin’s indeterminacy and provisionality. 

For them, the ruin can provide access to the imagination and the subconscious, and can 

open the city up to its other, whether that is the realm of the dead, outer-space aliens, or 

merely an alternative music scene. Even if these realms are ridden with inequalities and 

suffering as much as everyday Beirut is, the conception of non-linear forms of access to 

Beirut’s other layers is especially stimulating when the suspended now is experienced as 

a temporality that blocks access to past or future. 
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Debris: The Indeterminate Overturn 

Beirut’s suspended now, I have argued, is produced by a sense of unresolvedness on the 

one hand, and by a volatile horizon of expectation on the other. Ruins can be read as 

structures that pause between those two, dangling between past wrecking or 

abandonment and delayed demolition. While this clearly resonates with the experience 

of the suspended now, such an instance of pause constitutes an exception rather than 

the rule. This section, then, moves from ruins to debris, which is caught in a dynamic 

transition from structure to matter, rather than a static interruption between those two. 

If lingering traces and elementary construction material, the old and the new, presence 

and absence, are overlapping in the ruin, they become indistinguishable from each other 

in debris. In other words, the suspended now of debris is produced by the violent 

maelstrom of creative destruction and not by the ruin’s sense of delay. Analyzing 

cultural objects that engage with debris in Beirut’s cityscape after the 2006 war, I will 

compare a view of debris as a site of erasure in the chronotope of the city in transition, 

and a perspective that views debris as provisional matter in the chronotope of the 

precarious city.  

The video (posthume) (Salhab, 2006) was produced in the immediate aftermath 

of the 2006 war. The title suggests that this post-catastrophic moment is comparable to 

the radically other realm of after-death. The brackets suggest an interruption or an 

aside, a phrase that exists separate from the flow of a narrative. The main part of the 

video consists of long shots, which seem to have a slight slow motion effect, taken from a 

car that drives through the city towards sites of bombed infrastructure. This footage is 

then played in reverse. Repetition here is not cyclical but oscillating. The journey repeats 

itself, but in reverse, passers-by and vehicles all moving backwards. The drive through 

Beirut is superimposed by and cut through with layers from various origins: news media 

covering the war, close-up shots of actors, bulldozers cleaning the rubble, video game 

images of falling missiles. Occasionally, the images abruptly stop, inserting seemingly 

random video stills, of a face, of a street scene. One of the stills is an out-of-focus 

portrait. The collage of overlapping and contrasting impressions is emphasized by the 

music: stretched out chords of violins are abruptly cut by silence, news bulletins, a voice 

over or loud rap music. The transitions in sound run uncomfortably discontinuous with 

the images, and the voice-overs are explicitly incongruous with the images of the actors 

– a male voice accompanies the video portrait of a woman, and a male and a female voice
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articulate the same words together – but not quite simultaneously. 

The video expresses a radically destabilized experience of time and self– and to a 

lesser extent space. This moves beyond the suspended now, as it conveys a real shock 

experience in which time has become completely out of joint. Most of the ruins that 

feature in the video are not ruins that refer to the past, but form the acute sites of 

impact. In this emergency state, the bulldozers that gnaw at the rubble prevent this 

wanderer through the city to “stand by the ruins” as in the ’aṭlāl-trope, to pause and 

reflect so as to work through the shock and incorporate it into the space of experience. 

The machines are responsible for immersing these sites immediately into the cacophony 

of the city, represented by the violent sounds and images of the media landscape that 

are edited into the video. If ruins testify to passing civilizations, while those for which no 

planning decision has been made remain exposed to imminent erasure, then debris 

signifies the overturn, the past turned into matter. 

In the feature film Je veux voir (Hadjithomas and Joreige, 2008) Catherine 

Deneuve, playing herself, visits Lebanon for a gala party at the French embassy in the 

aftermath of the 2006 war. Despite warnings that it might be dangerous, Deneuve insists 

that she wants to see the sites of Israeli destruction. The actor Rabih Mroué, also playing 

himself, takes her on a trip to his native village in Southern Lebanon, which he hasn’t 

visited yet since the last war. What follows is a documentary style road movie that 

questions the (im)possibilities of seeing, addressing the issue of post-catastrophic 

representation in a highly mediatized world, culminating in a scene with a delightful 

reversal of roles, where Mroué re-enacts Deneuve’s part in Belle de Jour, first in French, 

then in Arabic, because Mroué has always watched a dubbed version (see Silverman, 

2014). 

On the way back to Beirut, the actors pass by the Ouzai landfill, where the debris 

of the bombed out buildings in Beirut’s Dahiyeh was disposed of. This sight inspires 

Mroué to an interior monologue, delivered in his voice-over in Arabic, which contrasts 

sharply with his uneasy French in the dialogues that characterize the rest of the movie. 

Slow-motion images of the cranes and workers that process the rubble give a dreamlike, 

almost delirious impression of the site. Mroué’s voice over says: 

You wanted to see? 

I also want to see, but I can’t seem to. 
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Do you see that? 

I told you they are moving the rubble from the suburbs. 

They dismantle all the bombed-out buildings and destroy them completely. 

They stack the rubble in trucks and empty it here, on the seashore. 

They distract the iron scrap then grind the stones and throw them into the sea. 

Do you see? 

We can’t recognize anything. 

We can’t distinguish the hall from the dining room, the kitchen from the entrance room, the 

bedrooms from the bathroom. 

Just stones, all mixed up. 

It’s like a town that had to be discarded, hidden, buried under the sea. 

It’s strange... 

It reminds of an image. A town washed up on the seashore, like a whale. 

A dismantled monster that can no longer move, a body decaying far from the eyes of people. 

In a short time, the town will rest underwater, silent, mute. 

And we have already begun to forget it. (Hadjithomas and Joreige, 2008) 

 

In this monologue, the confrontation with the debris of excessive violence leads to an 

apocalyptic fantasy of total erasure. Such a vision repeats the temporal rupture and 

spatial erasure that characterize the chronotope of a city in transition. 

 Just like the ruins that the two actors visited on the road trip, the rubble at the 

Ouzai landfill serves to reveal through material damage the past act of violence which 

itself excapes representation. Because architecture strongly determines the meaning we 

give to space, its destruction is also conceptually meaningful. Both ruins and debris blur 

boundaries – the boundaries between inside and outside, between what is and what is 

no longer, even between the living and the dead (e.g. Toufic, 2010). As such, the material 

damage to buildings not only serves as circumstantial evidence, but also expresses the 

destructive effects of violence on the symbolic order, on the structures with which 

subjects give meaning to the world and their place in it. 

 If ruins and debris share this characteristic, they differ in grade. The ruin’s 

boundaries are porous, but they are still identifiable. Debris, in contrast, is mixed up to 

such an extent that the former object disappears completely. “We can’t distinguish the 

hall from the dining room, the kitchen from the entrance room, the bedrooms from the 

bathroom,” is how Mroué describes it. While the ruin may have lost function, waste loses 

any determination. Mixing and decomposing, waste gives way to nature. Hence, it not 

only disintegrates – as does the ruin – but it also disperses and transforms. The 
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discarded city turns into a decaying monster. If the ruin is disturbing because it reveals 

the transience of form, debris is threatening because its formlessness suggests complete 

disorder (Scanlan, 2005). 

 What is striking in this episode is the idea that the town had to be “discarded, 

hidden, buried under the sea.” The town is thus imagined as disposable; and disposal, 

moreover, is understood as concealment. Perhaps the town resurfaces, as a city washed 

ashore, but then it still is “a body decaying far from the eyes of people,” because “we 

have already begun to forget it.” So whether buried or washed ashore, the people do not 

see it. Moreover, they forget it, they stop knowing it. This is an important difference with 

ruins. Ruins are conceived of as bearing traces, the scars of a violent trauma. They 

therefore also serve as evidence, and are even ascribed the role of witness, such as in 

Ghassan Salhab’s (posthume) (2007) and in the banner that calls for the preservation of 

Hotel St. Georges (see chapter three, pp. 169-170). Ruins reveal. By indecently exposing 

their scars and their interior inhabited by absence, they may unsettle the established 

order. Debris turned waste, in contrast, is excluded from that order. The ruin is left 

behind, waste is put out of sight. 

 This is an important issue in the context of post-war Lebanon: the lack of shared 

public commemorations; the lack of a common national historiography for primary and 

secondary education; the tardiness in exhuming mass graves; and, above all, the general 

amnesty law that has allowed the old war lords to form a national government and 

created a culture of silence with respect to war crimes and the accountability for them. 

With this fantasy of a city that was discarded and forgotten, as well as many of their 

other works, Hadjithomas and Joreige should be considered part of the “memory 

makers,” who sought to formulate a critical discourse countering this so-called state-led 

“collective amnesia” (Haugbolle, 2010). Within that context, the demolition of ruins – 

bearing and revealing the traces of violence – is interpreted as one form of the 

obliteration of memories. 

 After Mroué’s interior monologue, the two drive on in silence. Footage of the 

landfill continues, followed by a shot of the sea rolling ashore. Then the car enters a 

tunnel. Near the end of the tunnel, Mroué resumes his interior monologue: 

 

Yes, I know, you’re right. 

Sure, we’ll start all over again. 
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We’ll rebuild again. And we’ll live again. 

But... 

you didn’t tell me. Will you come back? 

Catherine 

[in French, using tu instead of vous for the first time, still voice-over:] 

Catherine, tell me, will you come back? (Hadjithomas and Joreige, 2008) 

In this passage, the words “we’ll live again” are reinforced by imagery of the sea – 

symbolizing purification and amniotic fluid – and of the tunnel – the image of near-death 

experiences and symbolic of a birth canal. While, throughout the movie, the sight of 

ruins inspires the filmmakers to engage with a range of complexities and difficulties 

relating to showing, seeing, representing, mediating, telling, translating and reading 

violent destruction in the aftermath of the 2006 war, the sight of the Ouzai landfill, in 

contrast, seems absolutely unrepresentable. Its very formlessness inspires a narrative of 

complete erasure followed by a vision of rebirth.  

Figure 2.6 Trucks transporting rubble of the 2006 bombardments of 

Dahiyeh to the Ouzai landfill (Messinis/Associated Press, 2006) 
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 A very different approach to the same landfill is expressed by Rayyane Tabet. The 

art magazine Peeping Tom Digest asked various players in Beirut’s art scene to respond 

to a set of comments and questions. Tabet merely reprinted a cover of the New York 

Times which showed a picture of an endless line of trucks transporting destroyed 

buildings from Dahiyeh to Ouzai (fig. 2.6). Tabet added the comment “if i were to write a 

text on sculpture, it would probably begin with this image” (Tabet, 2013). This comment 

should be understood in the context of his own art works. 

 For his 2012 installation 1989, he meticulously cut out the window frame and 

door of his old childhood bedroom. He had them shipped to the exhibition space, where 

he incorporated them in a large canvas structure. The installation is reminiscent of a 

tent, the ultimate architectural form of transitoriness. A short story, written by the artist 

together with his friend John Greenberg, was handed to visitors of the exhibition. The 

story tells how Rami one night gets up to fetch a glass of water and, upon returning, 

finds out his bedroom has disappeared. When his parents and neighbour respond 

utterly laconic to the news, continuing their everyday lives around the gaping hole in the 

building, Rami runs away. Outside, a soldier stops him: 

 

 “Hey, you!” the soldier said, addressing Rami as he would a common street urchin. “From whom 

 and to where are you running?” 

“From no one and to nowhere,” Rami said. “It’s just…”- Rami pointed to the prominent hole in his 

building’s façade – “it’s just that my bedroom and everything in it have vanished.” 

The soldier laughed, not mockingly, but also not innocently. He laughed desperately and gestured 

widely, saying, “Look around you, boy. Look at all the places that have vanished and tell me what 

you see.” (Tabet and Greenberg, 2012) 

 

Disappearing architecture is thus posited not as an anomaly, but as a defining condition 

of the contemporary city of Beirut. Rami’s coming of age is set off by the loss of  

his bedroom. It is his realization of the utter fragility of the structures that founded his 

life world that constitutes his loss of innocence. The fact that the adults surrounding him 

consider this radical instability as nothing out of the ordinary sustains such an 

interpretation. Moreover, the storyline follows the classical trope of a journey that 

brings about the transition to a new stage, a new responsibility. 
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Figure 2.7a 1989 (Tabet, 2012)      Figure 2.7b 1989 (Tabet, 2012)  

 

 In the last two paragraphs, the tent-like structure of the installation attains new 

meanings:  

 

Beyond the empty floor, someone had tacked a sheet across the open hole in the building’s façade. 

The sheet billowed and snapped, punching convex into the apartment before being sucked 

outside in the vacuum of wind. […] He imagined the feel of the chilly tile in the summer morning 

against his bare feet. He smelled the freshness of his linens against the musty odor of his laundry 

basket. He felt the burst of warmth and blinding light when his mother pulled the curtains aside 

to wake him in the morning. Rami allowed the memories to play across his mind, and he willed 

them to fill the void and animate the billowing sheet in front of him. Convinced that he would 

wake up in bed, Rami Katchadouri succumbed to the innocuous nothing of sleep. 

(Tabet and Greenberg, 2012) 

 

The installation resembles the temporary sheet that is unable to cover the void that 

plagues Rami, and arguably life in Lebanon more generally. It is an aesthetically 

appealing installation, allowing Rami to try to fill its emptiness with memories of a 

secure and joyful childhood. He clings to the past in a stubborn conviction of an 

imminent return. Rami is thus incapable of accepting the harsh reality of his precarious 

present.  

 Tabet’s Architecture Lessons (2012) shows a more ambiguous approach to similar 

concerns. In this work, Tabet has recast his old wooden toy blocks in grey concrete, in 

large quantities. The exhibition room houses endless combinations of the blocks,  
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Figure 2.8a Architecture Lessons (Tabet, 2012) 

 

 

Figure 2.8b Architecture Lessons (Tabet, 2012) 
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forming a sprawling concrete city (fig. 2.8a). A video shows the original blocks of wood 

in primary colours, with two hands permanently constructing and deconstructing 

different structures in a loop (fig. 2.8b). Here, a more abstract geography of precarity is 

performed, one in which space for creativity is opened up by its instability and 

provisionality. The architect rejoices in the loop of disassemblage and reconfiguration of 

concrete elements.  

In both works, there is a sense of an exposure to harm as a condition, rather than 

a historical event that is a passing deviation. Going back to his contribution to Peeping 

Tom’s Digest, it becomes clear that Tabet’s reading of the destroyed buildings on their 

way to the Ouzai landfill differs from that presented by Mroué monologue in Je veux voir. 

Rather than a process of erasure, Tabet seems to view the disposal of debris as 

representative of the general condition of contemporary Lebanon, which is in a constant 

process of decomposition and reconfiguration and within which sculpture needs to find 

its place. Going back to the story of the disappeared bedroom: on his journey, the main 

character meets a desperate engineer in front of his building under construction, the lift 

shaft of which is filled with concrete. The disappearance in one place is hence balanced 

by the excess of matter in another. It is therefore not erasure, but a more durable 

condition, in which destruction and construction unfold simultaneously at a harrowing 

speed. It is precisely the durability of the environment’s exposure to violence, that 

produces Beirut’s precarious geography.  

In this approach, debris is acknowledged as an object that is materially present, 

even if it is removed from sight and even if it moves into a state of indeterminacy. While 

the artist may be well aware of, and concerned with, the suffering of individuals, such an 

approach allows him to see room for creativity. If a narrative of erasure presents debris 

as the creation of a blank slate, the narrative of provisionality presents it as material for 

creation, even if precarious. It resonates with Kerbaj’s depiction of the dome – a 

structure that allows experimental events to be hosted in the otherwise exclusionary 

centre of Beirut, only because it is provisional. He cannot lament its imminent ending, 

because it has been defined by its imminent ending all along and because the structural 

precariousness of architecture in Beirut will inevitably affect whatever will be built in its 

place. 

In this section, I have argued that debris is an important chronotope of the urban 

imaginary of contemporary Beirut. While ruins point to loss and violence in the past, and 
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make present a haunting sense of absence, debris is less indexical, because it is both 

formless and continuously removed from sight. In its formlessness, it cannot be 

determined and therefore cannot be grasped. For some, demolition and debris are 

therefore signs of the radical destruction that erases the city. Developers may use this 

imaginary of erasure to invest their practice with symbolic meaning, presenting 

demolition as the clearing of war chaos for a new order. Many, like the character of 

Mroué in Je veux voir, combine the pain of loss with a more cautious hope for the future 

in their understanding of demolition and debris. For others, like Rayyane Tabet, 

demolition and debris are signs of the cycles of creative destruction that may be 

exceptionally rapid and violent in Beirut, but which are nevertheless a general condition 

of our time. There is no sense of rupture and no vision of rebirth, but the room for 

creativity opened up by the constant decomposition and reconstitution of elements 

inspires a form of hope that is less teleological.  

Dumpsites: Leakage and Transgression 

The Ouzai landfill has been discussed above as a site that reveals the decomposition of 

the city, whether as a phase in the myth of cyclical rebirth – as in Je veux voir – or as a 

permanent condition – as in Tabet’s work. This section discusses dumpsites, not as the 

site where the falling apart of a city can be witnessed, but as the “decaying monster” in 

Mroué’s fantasy. In other words, the dump site in this section contains matter of a 

subsequent phase, in which remnants of the old have given way to a new organism in its 

own right. Central to this discussion is a conception of waste as something that cannot 

be contained. In its leaking and spilling, garbage is utterly indeterminable. While this 

allows for scenes of abject transgression, as we will see, it also allows rejected objects to 

linger and transform, thus resisting the temporal ruptures implied by narratives of 

erasure and rebirth. 

In a 1995 article entitled The Memory of the City, author, journalist and “memory 

maker” Elias Khoury maintains that “the huge machine that is reconstructing and 

regenerating the city is already wiping out the memory of old Beirut, relentlessly tossing 

the rubble of the old city into the sea” (1995: 137). As will be shown below, he is 

appalled by the Normandy landfill; not only by the brutality with which the ruins, the 

structures and traces of the old urban landscape are being removed – an issue discussed 

in the previous two sections of this chapter – but also by the way in which the rubble is 
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mixed with the illegal landfill that had emerged in the sea during the war. 

During the years of civil unrest, which caused the breakdown of most civil 

services, uncontrolled waste disposal became a problem. Moreover, as movement across 

the demarcation line was severely restricted, waste produced in West Beirut could not 

reach the municipal landfill that was located in Karantina, in the Eastern side of the city. 

In this context, waste was dumped in the sea along the coastline of Beirut’s Central 

District, which was at the time a no man’s land between fighting factions. The landfill 

was named the Normandy landfill because it was located at the foot of the Normandy 

hotel, located in the once illustrious hotel district. The composition of the landfill has 

been described as follows: 

Although most waste received at the Normandy Landfill consisted of municipal waste, the landfill 

also received significant amounts of old household appliances, wrecked cars and car parts, old 

tires, medical wastes, and industrial wastes including lubricants and cleaning agents. In addition, 

serious consideration had to be given to the possible presence of mines or unexploded ordinance 

on site. The inert fill that was deposited at the site consisted mainly of cohesionless soil excavated 

from various construction sites in and around Beirut, and of destruction rubble such as reinforced 

concrete slabs, boulders, and ceramic tiles and bricks. (Sadek and El-Fadel, 2000: 156-157) 

Figure 2.9a Aerial view of the Normandy Bay 
before landfilling activities (1970) 

Figure 2.9b Aerial view of the Normandy Bay after 
landfilling activities (1993) 

Over the course of 15 years of civil wars, the landfill claimed a significant part of 

the Mediterranean coastline (see fig. 2.9a and b). After the wars, Solidere decided to 

reclaim the land of the landfill for additional development. Rubble of demolition from 

the downtown area was used for the reclamation process, in addition to a complex 

rehabilitation process. Critics argued that the original coastline was to be preserved and 

that the planned development would likely serve an island of extremely rich, detached 
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from the rest of the city. Solidere argued that “without the high-end development, the 

cost of rehabilitation could not be borne by the government alone” (Sadek and Fadel, 

2000: 158). The initial plans for an island of office towers have been replaced by a 

design that connects the area to the original coastline and includes a large public park. 

The area, now named “New Waterfront District,” was still in the process of development 

at the time of writing. When Khoury wrote on the landfill in 1995, the area was still in 

the midst of the rehabilitation process: 

Today, there is an empty, silent space where the heart of Beirut used to be. The plans for the new 

city called for the severely damaged remains of the old city to be wiped out and that rubble has 

served to extend the area of the dump to create a solid buttress for the garbage landfill in the sea. 

Emptiness feeding a dump: recycling is the logic of the regenerated city. The dump today is a 

series of small putrefying hills, seething with tiny volcanoes that eject methane gas into the city's 

atmosphere. (Khoury, 1995: 140) 

The repulsion evident in this passage is exacerbated by the fact that it is preceded by a 

description of Beirut’s war situation, when “public workers ceased to perform their 

duties, and garbage began to shape the streets and public spaces, often becoming a 

receptacle for dead bodies” (Khoury, 1995: 138). A similar disposition is expressed by 

artist and architect Tony Chakar when he states that “this city eats its own flesh to 

renew itself” (cited in Keulemans, 2005). Khoury and Chakar are thus repulsed by the 

awareness that the cycle of urban regeneration is not a clean process of erasure and 

purity, but in contrast a messy and violent process, in which the boundaries between 

what belongs to the city and what is expunged are continually transgressed. The 

association with cannibalism and recycled corpses expresses this abject transgression. 

Significantly, in Khoury’s 1981 novel White Masks, the corpse that forms the 

centre of the story was found in a mound of rubbish too (more about this novel in 

chapter four, pp. 216-218). One of the narrators is the garbage collector who found the 

body. Written in a temporary lull in violence which was, at the time, considered peace, 

the period in which the novel was both written and set is comparable to the precarious 

post-war situation in the early 1990s. Looking back at the period of heightened 

hostilities, the garbage collector laments: 
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A big city like Beirut with no garbage collection and rats practically eating people alive does not 

bear thinking about! Zayn’s neighbour, in Hamra, reported seeing a rat as large as a cat once. Zayn 

told him it was because of the rubbish everywhere. The neighbour, an old Beiruti who runs a juice 

shop on Hamra street, claimed that he had seen rats crawling out of the sea! (Khoury, 

2013[1981]: 125) 

 

The representation of the wartime city as a place where the boundaries of the modern 

urban order are transgressed, is a common one. Prominent in war novels and memoirs 

is the representation of this urban disorder, which manifests itself not only in war 

violence, but also in the reversal of roles, where the young and uneducated rule; the 

reversal of the usage of space, where streets become impenetrable boundaries and 

former residual spaces become inhabited; the lack of restraint in sexual desires and 

aggression that is exhibited in both public and intimate spaces of the city; the 

demographic shifts, particularly the influx of poor refugees in formerly upper and 

middle class neighbourhoods (Boer, 2006: 43-70; Naeff, 2011). They all show an 

increasing porosity of spatial and social borders, causing profound anxiety. This 

sometimes prompts characters to obsessive compulsive behaviour, often focused on 

ordering and cleaning the living space, in an attempt to restore the boundaries between 

outside and inside, between violent chaos and a secure intimate space (Naeff, 2011). 

 Waste is meaningful in this context, because it is the classification that defines 

those elements in the interior space that disturb the order and have to be rejected. But 

waste is not so easily disposed of. On a semantic level, waste is notoriously slippery. The 

definition of waste is grounded in the transgression of boundaries. As “matter out of 

place,” waste, dirt and pollution are only defined as such by disturbing a certain order 

(Douglas, 1984 [1966]): 36). Sometimes this can be reversed by simply putting the 

matter back in place – such as in the example of the dirty shoes on the table – but often, 

this is irreversible – such as in the case of used disposables (see also pp. 80-81 of this 

thesis). Greg Kennedy names this type of waste trash, because its definition as waste 

relies heavily on the carelessness of humans (Kennedy, 2007: 5). While some materials 

can be recycled, waste disposal eventually boils down to concealment. However, as Myra 

Hird argues, “their containment is always temporal; eventually they spill and leak” 

(2012: 465). This is because waste is taken over by nature, which is capable of 

transforming a solid mass into a gas emitting, pulsating body of swarming and 

multiplying bacteria and vermin. “There are pressing issues in which what is most 



110 
 

alarming is life’s very exuberance; its unregenerate capacity to multiply, transform and 

mobilise itself, its proclivity to turn up in forms we didn’t anticipate, at sites we don’t 

want it, in numbers we can’t deal with” (Clark, 2011: 27, quoted in Hird, 2012: 464). On 

a material level, then, waste transgresses boundaries too. 

 A literary example of the horror caused by the awareness of leakage in wartime 

Beirut, is the following passage in Hoda Barakat’s novel The Stone of Laughter: 

 

All our filth washes away from us, we keep it contained in our houses… but we find a way to 

dispose of it, no matter how dear water is… and all of it goes to the sea. 

 Khalil thought a little… the sea. It all goes to the sea… all the days that wash over the city flow to 

the sea… over the years the days had become many. All that the war had left behind, all that it had 

destroyed and burned and broken... to the sea. The war... to… the sea. These words floated 

between what he had thought of as simply dry land and waters… it was clear to him that the sea 

was: full. Overflowing with things from the city, with decaying limbs... 

 Then the sea returns them to us as vapors and rains... then they come back and... we clean with 

them and water our plants.. and they... 

 Khalil looked, appalled, at his vegetables which glistened with the suet of the city and threw them 

into the trash. He turned off the gas ring and stood in front of his single window… 

 Where can we go with all we have seen and … heard and… known? … 

 Where can the city go to get away from this sea? (Barakat, 1990: 34-35) 

 

As in Khoury’s White Masks, the abject waste matter contains dead bodies – in this case 

decaying limbs. Its return in vapours quite explicitly refers to the return of the 

repressed. The war violence is washed away but will return to the city. The material 

impossibility to get rid of waste once and for all thus reflects the impossibility of getting 

rid of the war in psychological terms. “Where can we go with all we have seen and … 

heard and… known? …” Memories are presented like waste: as a burden that can be 

repressed but cannot be eliminated.  

 Elias Khoury’s main argument in Memory of the City is that, during the war, 

writing became a means for survival in a world where the boundaries between order 

and disorder had disappeared. Within this framework, his criticism of Solidere’s 

rehabilitation of the landfill should be read as a rejection that goes beyond arguments of 

social justice and architectural balance. Rather, his disgust is directed at Solidere’s 

incorporation, rather than erasure, of the war’s disorder and transgression. Ruins are to 

be preserved as a potential restoration of the past, but waste and debris, in their ability 
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to transform and transgress, are to be radically removed in order to restore the 

boundaries of the urban symbolic order. Khoury’s writings from the war period contain 

several references to a desire for complete destruction. In White Masks, for example, the 

dead man, who had been the disturbed father of a communist martyr, was reportedly 

seen walking through the city with buckets of white paint to wipe out the images and 

signs in the city. He tells a young woman: 

“You see this rubber? They will give me a bigger one. [...] it’ll wipe everything out... all I have to do 

is put it, like this, against the wall, and boom, the wall itself will disappear. No, it won’t blow up: 

there’ll be no noise, no explosion, no dust or debris, no rubble!” (Khoury, 2013[1981]: 112) 

Fantasies of an apocalypse aim at an imaginary clean form of destruction, precisely to 

get rid of transgressive matter such as waste. 

In Rabee Jaber’s The Mehlis Report, too, dumpsites are places of transgression. 

The first dump site that figures in the narrative is a couple of green garbage cans lining 

the street: 

The ground is always dirty there. The pavement’s sticky because of the liquid seeping out of the 

garbage bags. And there’s that derelict plot of land and those iron fences, and the sidewalk 

overrun by dogs. (Jaber, 2013[2005]: 9) 

The description already foregrounds the way the waste spills over, making the derelict 

plot of land and the sticky sidewalk part of the dump site. 

The narrator, Saman, sees something move. First he thinks a cat or a stray dog, 

and when he sees a man he considers it being a garbage collector or a homeless person. 

When another man appears, and they seem engaged with a car, a motorcycle standing 

aside, he realizes the man is neither of those. With the pending report of the UN 

investigation into Hariri’s assassination as the backdrop to the narrative, Saman is 

overcome by terror: 

What were they doing to the car? What if they noticed me? 

 It was as if the thought left my head and made a sound. The two men jumped unto the motorcycle. 

I thought I was going to die when I heard its roar. No, I didn’t think I was going to die – the sudden 

noise seemed to kill me. (Jaber, 2013[2005]: 10) 
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The fear is described in detail. After he collapses on the dirty ground, he gets up and 

walks home with difficulty. On the one hand, this section hints at Saman’s heart 

problems. “I felt some pain between my ribs” (Jaber, 2013[2005]: 13). Throughout the 

novel, he postpones his annual medical check and at the end of the novel he dies on the 

street of a heart attack, one day before the Mehlis report has been issued. On the other 

hand, the near-death-episode is presented as a personal rebirth. He returns home “as if 

[he] were walking for the first time in [his] life.” The sweat has drenched him “as if 

[he]’d just come out of the sea” (12). 

 However, it is a rebirth without redemption. “Maybe I was saved – I wasn’t sure” 

(Jaber, 2013[2005]: 13). And in his experience, he is utterly alone. After having checked 

the suspect Mercedes, the police reports back that there weren’t any explosives, “that 

people were skittish these days, that their nerves were frayed” (14). So it is that Saman’s 

encounter with transgression – both the two men “out of place” and his ensuing near-

death-experience – is dismissed. This response of withdrawal is reflected by the city’s 

response to Hariri’s assassination. The city is repeatedly referred to as being eerily 

empty and tense. 

 The second dump site that is important in The Mehlis Report is a landfill in Burj 

Hammoud, an Armenian popular district in the Eastern side of the city. Where in 

Beyritus the City Palace ruin functions as a threshold to a parallel underground city, this 

garbage dump functions as a portal to the realm of the dead. Rumours circulate about a 

giant rat spotted at the site (Jaber, 2013[2005]: 47-48). When later in the narrative the 

focalization shifts to Saman’s dead sister, we learn that the rat crossed over from the 

realm of the dead (167-168). This sister, Josephine, is one of the disappeared of the civil 

wars, abducted at the demarcation line. She now writes to Saman, and even rings his 

phone occasionally, without, however, engaging in conversation.  

 Although the fantastic elements of the novel may not always be convincing, it is 

interesting that the world of the dead runs parallel to the city of Beirut, just like the 

underground city in Beyritus. Not only do the dead share the same geography, Josephine 

also lives in the same kind of limbo as Beirut’s living inhabitants. “I crossed the river and 

did not cross it” (Jaber, 2013[2005]: 151). Not willing to surrender entirely to death and 

forgetfulness, she is insomniac – just like Saman. Neither hell, nor heaven; neither 

before, nor after, both Jaber’s underground city and his city of the dead function as a 

liminal space, parallel to the visible city of Beirut. Like the unruliness of the City Palace 
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ruin in Beyritus, it is precisely the indeterminacy of waste, the exuberance of its spilling 

and leaking, that makes it a privileged site for the transgression to a parallel world, a 

non-linear access to the city’s other. Such a vision complicates easy narratives of cyclical 

rebirth, because it suggests a layered conception of the city’s identity, accumulated over 

time and partly unconscious, which cannot easily be eradicated, nor overcome. 

A consideration of the main characters of all novels discussed in this section 

shows that, while the material transgression of dumpsites is considered abject, the 

concept of transgression is applied to characters in more positive ways. In The Stone of 

Laughter, the narrator Khalil is an indeterminate subject insofar as he defies easy 

categories of gender. He is described as a man with a feminine figure and disposition, 

who takes great care of his apartment, falls in love with his adolescent male neighbour, 

and refrains from the violent masculinity displayed in the war outside. Khalil dreads the 

indeterminacy of dust and the city’s garbage and decaying limbs, which he obsessively 

tries to keep from his apartment. At the same time, his own indeterminacy allows him to 

refrain from the transgressive violence of the war raging outside. When, in the novel’s 

epilogue, Khalil radically transforms into the wartime normative masculinity, he can 

only do so by turning into a violent, broad-shouldered rapist. The focalization shifts 

towards the author, who addresses him with regret: “You’ve changed so much since I 

described you in the first pages. [...] Khalil: my darling hero...” (Barakat, 2006[1990]: 

209).  

Khalil Ahmad Jaber, the central character of White Masks , is a transgressive 

subject too. After initially glorifying his deceased son Ahmad, through the careful 

sustenance of the posters celebrating his martyrdom, he eventually loses his senses. 

Tearing down all the posters on the city’s walls, eating them, and painting the walls 

white, the character becomes an embarrassment, if not a threat, to the established order, 

especially in an environment that aspires to ideological and socio-cultural homogeneity. 

“Khalil is a transgressive element who challenges the essentialist model of communal 

sameness and connectedness and embraces idiosyncrasy and difference” (Aghacy, 2015: 

77). The utmost sign of his transgression is that his body, long before his eventual 

murder, starts smelling like a corpse, a fact that is referred to by the different narrators 

throughout the novel. While his fate, too, does not bring about change, his indeterminacy 

– like Hoda Barakat’s Khalil’s before his final transformation – serves as a force that

unsettles the urban and military order. 
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 The author states in his prologue “this is no tale” (Khoury, 2013 [1981]: 7), and 

he opens the “provisional epilogue” with “this is no fairy tale” (239). His conclusion is 

that “there seems to be neither rhyme nor reason to this dreadful, wonderful murder, 

and no motive for it” (10) and “the author doesn’t know anything” (240). The inability of 

the author to create any form of closure to this story ultimately serves as a critique of 

stories that do so. This novel particularly attacks the discrepancy between the 

communist party’s ideological narrative and its practices in the early years of the civil 

war – when the author Elias Khoury joined its military ranks for a while – but the 

exuberance, internal contradictions and indeterminacy of stories more generally are 

major themes throughout his oeuvre. 

Finally, Saman is not so much transgressive as he is living in excess. Throughout 

the novel, he is mainly waiting and consuming – going out with women, drinking too 

much, flicking his remote controller until his thumb hurts (Jaber, 2013[2005]: 106). He 

feels uneasy (97) and his dead sister remarks that his life is empty (61). His life having 

as little resonance as his death, this subject too resists closed narratives. Yet, in contrast 

to the wartime novels, in which the characters’ transgression reflects and resists the 

wartime horror of violent disorder, Saman reflects and resists the more contemporary 

fear of being disposable. His view on urban renewal is ambiguous. Saman is an architect 

and his firm has participated in Solidere’s competition, “but the Brazilian firm was 

better” (Jaber, 2013[2005]: 56). However, his professional inclination to approve of 

renewal is interspersed by nostalgic reminiscences of the past city (27, 77) and aversion 

of the violence of the 1990s demolition rounds (102). In the end, however, amidst the 

tension and anxieties that characterize 2005 Beirut, Saman thinks that “these rising 

buildings are a good omen” (114). This is an example where, despite the sorrow of loss 

and the precariousness of the present, the liveliness brought about by capitalist 

investment – albeit complicit – is embraced. The next section will elaborate on Jaber’s 

ambiguous celebration of consumerist enchantment in times of hardship. 

Dumpsites are thus important sites because they represent, materially as well as 

conceptually, transgression. Within Beirut’s post-war urban geography, dumpsites can 

evoke memories of the various transgressions of the civil order that took place during 

the civil wars, as appears from Khoury’s repulsion of the rehabilitation of the Normandy 

Landfill. They also form sites onto which fear for renewed disorder is projected, such as 

in the case of the two men spotted behind the garbage bins, and the rumours about rats 
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in both White Masks and The Mehlis Report. Not coincidentally, in 2015 it was the abject 

transgression of garbage piling up in the streets of Beirut that triggered a major protest 

movement against the government, which was held accountable for exposing the entire 

urban population to the gases and fluids emanating from the garbage piles and the 

concomitant environmental and health hazards (more on these events in the conclusion, 

pp. 233-243). 

 Moreover, The Stone of Laughter and The Memory of the City show an acute 

awareness of the impossibility of erasing the past that is disposed of on dumpsites. In 

both texts, the spatial leakage and temporal lingering and return of waste represent the 

unresolved and indeterminate nature of the past, which lingers and leaks into the 

present. Likewise, Jaber’s imaginary parallel cities have a latent presence, which on rare 

occasions leaks into the visible city of Beirut. While, in all cases discussed, transgressive 

dumpsites are presented as utterly abject, this consciousness reveals a resistance 

against overly easy narratives of pure rebirth. The transgression of waste material 

reveals that spatial erasure and temporal rupture are never total. This interpretation is 

particularly plausible because a brief study of the main characters reveals that the 

authors privilege subjectivities that are transgressive and in excess, resisting 

determinant identities and narrative closure. 

 

Squander: Violent Desire and Solace 

The sense of temporariness and violent disposal that emerges from the contemplation of 

Beirut’s urban geography is not only produced by the ruins and debris of violence. Real 

estate development is in most cases not directly inspired by earlier damage, but rather 

by speculative interests. The vanishing and rising buildings are only the most physical 

manifestation of the fast turnover time that characterizes Beirut’s economy. Bars, shops 

and restaurants open up and disappear within less than five years, only to open up in a 

different guise in a new neighbourhood. Gentrification is a worldwide phenomenon, but 

in Beirut, the process has an exceptionally short turnover time. The main character of 

The Mehlis Report complains that “the restaurants change their names with each passing 

season. It’s not good. You lose your bearings that way. They ought to carve the old 

names above doors. But who cares? No one cares” (Jaber, 2013[2005]: 53). In Rabih 

Alameddine’s An Unnecessary Woman, the narrator puts it like this: “Beirut changes its 

dazzling accessories more often than its society ladies do” (2013: 236). It comes as no 
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surprise that Lebanese filmmaker Ghassan Salhab cherishes Baudelaire’s verse “the 

form of a city changes faster, alas, than the human heart” (in Sayegh, 2013: 145). This 

rapid cycle of creative destruction reproduces the suspended now. It may inspire modes 

of numbed disorientation, or of ecstatic frenzy. 

  This section seeks to relate two imaginaries of Beirut that are usually considered 

to be juxtaposed, through the concept of excess and squander, which correlate closely 

with Kennedy’s concept of trash, as the waste produced by the carelessness and at times 

violence with which humans dispose of objects (2007). Indeed, squander is the practice 

of turning to waste those products that still have value. The two imaginaries that will be 

joined are those of Beirut as a site of violent destruction on the one hand, and of Beirut 

as a city of excessive consumerism on the other. In the myth of the Phoenix, these 

contrasting imaginaries are neatly separated through radical temporal breaks between 

periods of destruction and periods of prosperity. The following consideration of the 

notion of squander in relation to Beirut seeks to think the two together, rather than in 

juxtaposition. 

 A key thinker on the concept of excess is Georges Bataille. In his The Accursed 

Share, he develops a “general economics” (1991 [1949]). He argues that, as a general 

rule, the world and its organisms produce more energy than is necessary for their 

sustenance. While individuals may lack the necessary means for survival, the world as a 

whole contains an excess of means for the sustenance of all. This surplus energy must 

necessarily be expended. “If the system can no longer grow, or if the excess cannot be 

completely absorbed in its growth, it must necessarily be lost without profit; it must be 

spent, willingly or not, gloriously or catastrophically” (Bataille, 1991 [1949]: 21). He 

proceeds to argue that what constitutes the ethics of a society, that which grants 

meaning to existence, is the unproductive and ecstatic expenditure of that surplus 

production, which takes place within the realm of the sacred. Anthropological studies of 

“primitive” societies provide the examples of sacrifice, the construction of monuments, 

potlatch, luxury, and non-reproductive sex. In contrast, when no ritualized expenditure 

is organized, society will eventually fail to harness its surplus energy, according to 

Bataille, leading to violent destruction, most catastrophically in the expenditure of 

human lives in war. 

 For Bataille, capitalism constitutes a historical anomaly, with the abolition of the 

sacred in favour of productive investment. However, critics have pointed out how 
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Bataille, by basing his analysis on an early form of capitalism, grounded in a reformist 

morale and lived by the prototype of the thrifty bourgeois, failed to account for the 

excessive and unproductive expenditure within capitalism. Various attempts have been 

made to reconcile Bataille’s accursed share with the realities of excessive consumption 

as well as violent disposal within capitalist societies (Baudrillard, 1993; Goux, 1998; also 

on Baudrillard: Pawlett, 1997 and Noys, 2000). Without going into the details of these 

arguments, it seems valid to establish that it is impossible to apply Bataille’s theory 

wholesale to any actually existing economy, but that it provides valuable insights into 

practices of squander of many, including late capitalism. For this project, it is 

particularly productive for understanding relations between luxury and violence. 

 As will be shown below, Beirut has often been imagined as an excessive city, an 

image that mostly belongs to its periods of prosperity. Downtown’s hotel and banking 

districts are the geographical epicentre of this image. The water skiing, champagne 

sipping jet set of the 1960s and early 1970s still forms a fundamental part of how 

Beirut’s identity is constructed, if only as a nostalgic flipside to the present. But today, 

the lax banking and fiscal laws still attract wealthy investors populating the expensive 

terraces, and the nightlife is incomparable to anything in the region. There is a cultural 

aspect to the consumerism too. Beirut has always been exceptionally open to cultural 

influences, from France in particular, and welcomed import products from Europe and 

the US. The languages spoken, the fashion, the worldviews, the products for sale – 

whether you call it cosmopolitan or inauthentic – Beirut is relatively open to foreign 

cultural influences. Finally, Beirut is relatively open to the production and circulation of 

ideas. Although censorship continues to be a problem (Saghieh, Saghieh and Geagea, 

2010), especially during the Syrian occupation (1990-2005), the liberty of expression is 

incomparable to the authoritarian states in the region. Beirut has catered to a host of 

different visions of state, culture and society that have been competing in the larger 

region. Harbouring many important publishers, and producing newspapers and 

magazines with a regional clientele, Beirut’s public sphere has been thriving, with a wide 

range of opinions and ideas. More recently, a proliferation of NGOs has testified to the 

continuing liveliness of public debate and activism. 

 At the same time, Beirut is imagined as a site of abject violence. Images of the civil 

war’s destruction of urban architecture, armed militiamen in combat, the bombed out 

bus that sparked the first period of violence, the horrific image of a body dragged behind 
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a car, and of the piles of dead bodies after massacres: these images continue to haunt the 

city’s imaginary. If “Lebanonization” became a term with which to denote the violent 

fragmentation of societies based on identity politics, the wartime streets of Beirut 

became its visual representation. In addition, new instances of war violence and 

assassinations reinforce the imaginary of Beirut as a site of violent conflict and 

destruction. 

 The chronotope of the city in transition, and particularly the myth of cyclical 

rebirth, distinguishes these two imaginaries as absolute opposites, alternating each 

other in historically distinct phases. The chronotope of the precarious city, in contrast, 

imagines these two sides of the city as intersecting conditions, which together expose 

the environment and its people to harm in unequal ways. The notion of creative 

destruction is vital to both understandings. Looking again at the description of the 

imaginary of Beirut as a city of excess, what emerges as a central concern is the low level 

of restraint on economic, cultural and intellectual circulation and the consequent short 

turnover time in these various domains of society. The movement and encounters of 

people, ideas, goods, images and narratives produce fertile crossovers and frictional 

tensions. The free circulation implies a rapid cycle of creative destruction, inspiring 

innovation and creativity as well as disposal and destruction. These, then, are perceived 

as the vibrancy, energy and exuberance of the city, as Bataille’s surplus energy. As such, 

they resonate with the concept of volatility discussed in the previous chapter (pp. 46-

54). 

 However, building upon the understanding of “waste” as a relational category, I 

argue that the surplus energy that is Bataille’s accursed share is not a given that can be 

determined in objective ways. What constitutes a sound investment for some may 

constitute excessive squander for another. This is especially obvious in the case of 

immaterial profit and in the case of luxury and leisure. While eating is necessary for 

survival, ideas about how much and which type of food are necessary and what is 

excessive diverge widely. Like waste disposal, then, all expenditure implies squander of 

some unused value, the careless loss of excess matter or energy – whether through 

destruction or consumption. Like waste, excess is therefore a relational category 

dependent upon a normative order. Hence, its expenditure cannot be inevitable. 

 For similar reasons, Bataille’s distinction between glorious and catastrophic 

forms of expenditure can be sustained by blurry and shifting boundaries at best. Many of 
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his examples of a glorious gift, such as potlatch and sacrifice, are public spectacles which 

may very well be considered a productive investment in symbolic capital, in the same 

way squanderous luxury is theorized in these terms by thinkers such as Veblen and 

Bourdieu (see Frow, 2003). In addition, war practice often contains ritualistic elements. 

Most pertinently, the notion of sacrifice is very often employed to legitimize a war logic. 

The section of martyrdom in chapter four is an obvious example of this in the context of 

contemporary Beirut (pp. 215-222). 

What I would like to take from Bataille’s writing, though, is the role of affect and 

desire. In contrast to Kennedy’s conception of a culture of disposables that is 

characterized by careless distraction, Bataille brings into focus the potential of pleasure, 

even if it is a violent pleasure, derived from squander and destruction. Moreover, his 

insight that luxury and destruction are related, in terms of economy as well as desire, is 

relevant to my argument that the exuberant vibrancy and the destructive aggression 

manifested within the city should be thought together. In this sense, the cultural objects 

that will be analyzed in this section reveal an affinity to Bataille’s approach to excess and 

expenditure. 

Yet, to understand the energy emanating from the city’s frictional and creative 

tensions as the accursed share, as a surplus that necessarily needs to be expended, in 

sacrificial rituals of violent pleasure or through catastrophe, risks legitimizing and 

possibly celebrating violence without considering how others are exposed to it. An 

appreciation of the precariousness of all brings to the fore two important qualifications 

to Bataille’s accursed share in relation to contemporary Beirut. First, the perception of a 

surplus energy seems to emerge largely from the volatility produced by the few 

restrictions to circulation and the subsequent fast turnover time of Beirut’s cultural and 

market economy. Conditioned by state policies and the global economy, these are not 

inevitable but political, and they leave many exposed to harm in unequal ways. Secondly, 

a consideration of precariousness opens up the possibility of living with tensions 

without seeking release from them through violence. In other words, Beirut’s volatility 

may produce an affect of frenzy, but the frenzied individual is accountable for the 

decision if and how to seek release from these tensions, with respect to the social and 

material environment. 

In the following, I will analyze a variety of objects that relate consumerist and 

destructive practices of unproductive expenditure in contemporary Beirut. The affect of 
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Figure 2.10 Bye Bye Babylon (Lamia Ziadé) 
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frenzy, which is produced by Beirut’s suspended now, is particularly important to these 

expressions of the city’s supposed excess and squander. Sometimes, it elicits desires for 

spectacular destruction, as manifested in myths of cyclical rebirth and the apocalypse. In 

contrast, the section concludes with an approach that ambiguously embraces the 

squander of consumerism as a source of pleasure in an imperfect world. 

 An example of a cultural object that engages with Beirut’s classic reputation of 

excess is Lamia Ziadé’s graphic novel Bye Bye Babylon (2011), which recollects the wake 

of the civil war in 1975. Ziadé depicts with delight objects of 1970s consumer society, in 

great detail: a candy bar, the escalator in an enchanting department store, Kellogg’s 

cereals. They are juxtaposed to those other objects that became more and more present 

in Beirut at the time: Kalashnikovs, rocket launchers, militia outfits. The title suggests a 

sequence, Babylon as the city of excess, followed by its fall. By comparing Beirut’s 

punished for its excesses. It is an image of the city that occasionally recurs. The rather 

conservative author Alexandre Najjar, for example, uses quotation marks in the 

following passage, suggesting that he has picked up this understanding of the city from 

others: “the reconstruction of Beirut continues. No-one would still dare to believe in the 

resurrection of this city ‘punished for its insouciance’” (Najjar, 2005: 458). However, 

even if socio-economic inequality – as represented by excessive consumerism – played a 

significant role in the outburst of violence in 1975, such a motif of destiny, of a divine 

punishment for sin, relapses in essentializing mythology.  

 What makes the graphic novel powerful is precisely the way in which the candy 

and the weapons are presented alongside each other. Army attire in this context 

becomes some perverse form of fashion, weapons just another type of imported 

accessories. In such a context, violence can be understood as expenditure, which both 

erupts from and increases the whirling energy and mounting tensions in the city at the 

time. “Beirut is boiling like a cooking pot,” wrote Tawfiq Yusuf Awwad in 1972. It has 

often been read as prophesying the impending catastrophe (e.g. Amyuni, 1996: 178; 

Seigneurie, 2011: 7). This reading of the city at the start of the civil war is not only a 

historical exercise. If we look at more contemporary imaginaries of Beirut, it becomes 

clear that Beirut is still “boiling.”  

 In Rabee Jaber’s The Mehlis Report, narrator Saman watches a shopping mall at 

night. When he first heard that his old sports club in Achrafieh would be torn down to 

make place for a shopping mall, “he’d felt a lump in his throat:”  
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But here the mall was: electric, teeming with people, its gorgeous white marble standing against 

the night. And that beautiful moon filling all the bodies with energy. The city was hopping, as if it 

hadn’t been rocked by explosions just a few weeks earlier. As if it there [sic] weren’t a threat of it 

being completely upended at any hour. At any moment. (Jaber, 2013[2005]: 34) 

Significantly, the enchantment of the consumerist culture at the mall is invoked between 

recollections of two instances of violence – the demolition of his old sports club, a place 

which he used to frequent for socializing; and the assassinations of 2005. Unlike many 

critics of aggressive real estate development, Saman does not continue to perceive the 

mall as the absence of what used to be there before, but acknowledges the liveliness of 

the place in the present. Moreover, like in Ziadé’s and Awwad’s depiction of 1975, here 

too the tension of imminent violence and the enchantment of consumer culture produce 

an excess of energy, a city “hopping” or “boiling.” 

Likewise, Babylon is still evoked today, with respect to Beirut’s supposed excess. 

The elderly lady narrator of An Unnecessary Woman says: 

Hell, Beirut has survived thousands and thousands of years by spreading her beautiful legs for 

every army within smelling distance. 

You really think the whore was from Babylon? 

That Babylonian was an amateur. Beirut, my dear Beirut. (Alameddine, 2013: 146) 

Like Babylon, the metaphor of Beirut as a prostitute also goes back to at least the mid-

1970s. Elias Khoury writes in Little Mountain, a novel first published in 1977, “what a 

city – a whore of a city. Who can imagine a whore laying a million men and still being 

there. A city with a million shells falling on it and still there” (Khoury, 1989 [1977]: 107). 

Even if the city is not portrayed as a prostitute, there is a prevalent notion of 

irresponsibility. Mazen Kerbaj, in his Lettre à la mère, opens his letter to the city-mother 

with a similar desire for destruction. “Today, mama is dead/ How many times have I 

wished to write that phrase/ So as to never see you or hear you again/ Abandoned at 

birth / I have ceaselessly searched for you” (Kerbaj, 2013). The contrasting imaginaries 

of the city-mother and the city-prostitute are combined, making for an imaginative 

expression of the contradictory feelings of hate and love that are so often proclaimed to 

Beirut. 

In her illuminating analysis of a debate among audience members following her 

book presentation in 1990, Evelyne Accad demonstrates that, while both men and 
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women use the equation city = woman, for women Beirut is often a victim of masculine 

violation, while for men she is licentious (Accad, 1996). Indeed, Khoury’s quote reveals 

an aversion to Beirut’s resilience in the face of male violence. This interpretation is 

sustained by the desire for complete destruction – ultimately failing – which is 

expressed by male characters throughout the novel (Khoury, 1989 [1977]: 110, 121, 

135). Alameddine’s mention of the Babylonian whore may come from a female narrator, 

it was written by a male author. Accad argues that the metaphor derives from male 

anxieties about a foreign and liberated woman, rooted in Arabo-Muslim imaginaries of 

the pure tribe and authentic desert life. If, within such a framework, the urban is by 

definition licentious in that it is a site – or a condition – of openness to the outside, a site 

of mixing, Beirut is so in particular, because of its cultural links to Europe and its liberal 

economic policies. Beirut’s reputation of being too open and imitative will be discussed 

in chapter three’s section on mirrors (pp. 135-146). It also forms an important aspect of 

the imaginary of Beirut as an excessive city. 

Like Kerbaj, Jad Tabet calls the city indifferent and irresponsible. In his 

introduction to the anthology Beyrouth, la brûlure des rêves (Beirut, the Scalding of 

Dreams), he writes:  

Indifferent city, frenzied city, with its shiny side, its flashy ostentation, its white nights, its gaudy 

colours, its unbridled voracity. Irresponsible city, where an air of subversive liberty is floating, 

giving the impression to be able to swim against the counter current. (Tabet, 2001a: 13) 

Tabet connects the liberty offered by consumerist culture to the liberty of subversive 

thought and activism, which together produce a frenzy. The mention of “unbridled 

voracity” hints at Bataille’s violent pleasure of expenditure. 

A contemporary work by a female author that engages with these themes 

explicitly is Zena El Khalil’s Beirut, I Love You (2009). It is a memoir that relates the 

author’s love/hate relationship with the city. Throughout the memoir, the city is 

anthropomorphized as a woman and addressed apostrophically. If anything, the 

woman/city for El Khalil is unreliable. Now Beirut is a sorceress (El Khalil, 2009: 49), a 

vampire (93) driving her distraught victims into narrator Zena’s arms (54, 97, 167), if 

she doesn’t betray her too (61). Then Beirut is a victim herself, raped (93/124/146), 

sinking (92), drowning (94) and dying (92, 122, 147), and Zena identifies with her 

suffering. The only thing that remains constant is the precarious present, the fear that 
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you “could trip over into the abyss at any point in time” (92). It leads to scenes of 

escapism and instant gratification involving alcohol, sex and drugs (93, 171). 

Lebanon’s escapism has been considered “sometimes quite extreme” (Hage, 

2012: 5). Sociologist Samir Khalaf claims that Lebanon’s war has not, as one would 

expect, generated “moods of restraints and sobriety,” but on the contrary “has unleashed 

appetites and inflamed people’s insatiable desires for acquisitiveness, conspicuous 

leisure and consumption and guilt‐free lawlessness” (2012: 11). Khalaf proceeds to 

point out how the concomitant lack of “any concern for aesthetic, human or cultural 

dimensions of living space” leads to a serious impoverishment of social and cultural life 

and severe damage to the natural and built environment (2012: 12). However, such 

concerns require a measure of confidence in the future, which is often lacking in Beirut’s 

precarious present. Here, Khalaf offers a cyclical or spiral understanding of violence, 

where violence leads to excessive consumption, which in turn constitutes new forms of 

violence. What is missing from this perspective is the vibrancy that the city retains 

despite various forms of destruction. 

El Khalil, in contrast, explicitly relates violence to the expenditure of surplus 

energy in her memoir: 

It sometimes seems that everything in Beirut is about death and despair, but that is only when she 

is fooling you. The reality is that she is so full of life that every person wants a part of her. It’s a 

war. It’s a gang rape. Constantly. (El Khalil, 2009: 100) 

I told you how my brother, Nadim, had finally come to terms with Beirut through his theory of the 

Maganatise. I told you how Nadim believes that the reason people are so aggressive in Lebanon is 

because the electro-magnetic waves emanating from the ground under Beirut are too strong. (El 

Khalil, 2009: 118) 

El Khalil combines the imaginary of the excessive woman-city with the city as victim, 

suffering from male violence. It is precisely because the city is excessive, vibrant, 

adulterous, decadent and open that she falls victim to the destructive desires of men. 

Nadim’s magnatise resonates with Bataille’s solar energy. Hence, both El Khalil and her 

brother seek to relate Beirut’s vibrant energies to destructive tendencies. However, both 

situate the vibrancy, the positive energies, outside of human agency, in an essentialist 

and anthropomorphized construction of place identity and in electro-magnetic waves 
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respectively, which elicit the destructive tendencies within human agency. I would 

rather argue for an understanding of surplus energy as the ambiguous combination of 

tension and creativity, produced simultaneously by the rapid cycles of destruction and 

construction – human-made, but exacerbated by a system that allows for the relatively 

free and often careless circulation of diverse goods and ideas. The disposability implied 

by this fast circulation, with its unresolved space of experience and volatile horizon of 

expectation, produce the frenzied affect through which the environment is perceived as 

boiling or hopping. 

If escapist consumption and violence are two ways in which such built-up 

tensions are released, consumerism may not be so bad after all. In both Beyritus: 

Underground City and The Mehlis Report, Rabee Jaber acknowledges the enchantment of 

consumerism as a source of solace and liveliness in an imperfect world. Butros, the 

guard in the underground city, one night hears music from the aboveground city. He 

insists it is not Oumm Kalthoum or any of the classics, but a song from one of those 

singers whose stardom lasts two months only, and the lyrics of which do not mean 

anything, the words having been repeated so often that they have lost their meaning, 

“but then – while I was under the heavy, silent, dark earth – I thought it was the most 

beautiful song in my life” (Jaber, 2006: 69). Later in the novel, he again hears – or 

imagines hearing – music and voices, which evoke memories and imaginations of 

Beirut’s spectacular nightlife. The fact that he only watched the spectacle as a guard, 

excluded from participation, does not prevent him from desiring a return (Jaber, 2006: 

157-158; Seigneurie, 2011: 90).

In The Mehlis Report, Saman does partake in intoxicated nights out. Although this 

generally leaves him feeling unfulfilled, he appreciates the liveliness of shops and cafés 

as a sign of resilience. This appears from the quote above, about the ABC mall (p. 122). 

Similarly, the Monoprix is described in the period of Ramadan as follows:  

Empty cars flock there from the four corners of Beirut and leave filled to the brim with food, more 

evidence that the Civil War has ended, fifteen years of peace seem inconclusive, but the sight of 

Monoprix’s kitchen and all the orders coming in during Ramadan, that’s decisive proof. (Jaber, 

2013 [2005]: 92) 

Such celebrations of consumer culture move beyond Khalaf’s hypothesis of escapism. 

Without denying that escapism is a widespread strategy in the face of tensions in 



126 
 

Lebanese society, I would like to put forward a more nuanced approach to consumerism 

in Lebanon. Partying in the face of hardship is widely understood among upper class 

adolescents as an act of national resistance (Kegels, 2011). Where foreign journalists 

continue to understand Beirut’s nightlife as a Western thing, contrasting with their 

preconceptions of Middle Eastern culture, many Lebanese themselves frame the parties 

as a form of resistance against the imminent violence that marks the time-space of the 

region. However, described by a blogger as the “Hezbollah vs. hedonism connection” 

(Chamma, 2014), partying in this narrative may resist a more destructive release of 

tensions, but it also perpetuates divisions within Lebanese society. Alternatively, and in 

line with Rabee Jaber’s approach, consumerist squandering is interpreted as being fully 

part of the precarious city in which it offers liveliness and enchantment, as a form of 

resilience within, rather than resistance against, a system that allows for careless 

disposal and violence. What appears from his novels is a conscious conviction that it is 

worth embracing life – which involves unproductive consumption – despite an acute 

awareness of the persistent suffering and inequality, in which such an embrace can only 

become complicit. 

 In the end, El Khalil shows a similar ambivalent embrace. Like Rayyane Tabet, 

who appreciates the possibilities that are opened up in perpetual decomposition, El 

Khalil, too, at times cherishes the suspended now itself: “I like that I cannot take 

anything for granted” (El Khalil, 2009: 172). It is precisely the unpredictability of life and 

the exposure to death which allow for the frenzy of absolute freedom (78, 201) and 

which make living in Beirut real life (97, 200). “What is better?” she asks, “to live in 

absolute chaos or in the New World order?” (120). The reader knows her answer. 

 This section has explored the concepts of excess and squander in relation to 

contemporary Beirut. I have argued that Bataille’s accursed share is problematic 

because it is impossible to objectively determine what constitutes an excess, a surplus, 

and what does not. Moreover, the conception of inevitable expenditure, especially when 

related to violent pleasure, can serve to legitimize or celebrate violence. Thinking about 

squandering in terms of a shared, but differentially distributed exposure to harm, 

introduces the vital question of accountability. However, in contrast to Kennedy’s 

conceptualization of trash, I would like to retain Bataille’s insistence on the role of affect 

and desire in practices of squander. The objects analyzed in this section have shown that 

the affect of frenzy is important to imaginaries of Beirut and are related to two forms of 
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expenditure – violent destruction and consumerism – which in other narratives are 

often juxtaposed and temporally separated. Some of these objects offer an ambiguous 

approach that appreciates the release and enchantment of consumerism as a complicit 

form of resilience in a precarious environment. 

Conclusion 

This chapter argues that an imaginary of Beirut’s precarious environment as a 

disposable city, rather than a wounded city, shifts our conception of the city’s suspended 

now from one defined by past trauma, to one defined by the continued exposure to 

violent disposal. The first section discussed ruins, which figure prominently in 

imaginaries and visual representations of Beirut. An analysis of creative approaches to 

some of Beirut’s most iconic ruins showed that they are meaningful both as witnesses to 

a past that is silenced, and as structures that are exposed to imminent demolition. As a 

present of delay between those two temporal vectors, they express the experience of the 

suspended now. The central role of carelessness implied by the concept of disposability 

removes the ruin’s past abandonment and its imminent disappearance from the 

existential realm of vanitas, death and the passing of time, and puts it back into the 

political realm of an exposure to harm that is conditioned by power structures. 

Debris materializes the actual disposal of these and other structures. It blurs and 

mixes boundaries and materials to such an extent that the discarded object is 

disintegrated into formlessness. The sight of debris therefore inspires fantasies of an 

apocalypse, which, like the myth of the phoenix, implies the possibility of complete 

erasure. Such fantasies of total destruction are often rooted in the imaginary of Beirut as 

an excessive city. The metaphors of the city as a prostitute or Babylon posit the city as 

excessively open to outward influences, whether violent or cultural, as well as excessive 

in its unprofitable expenditure in the realm of pleasure. As a city that exists in excess of 

the norm, then, the city is considered to be disposable, or even doomed for destruction. 

In contrast, those works that turn attention to dumpsites demonstrate an acute 

awareness that waste cannot be erased, nor contained. It will always spill and leak. 

While this makes the dumpsite a place of abject transgression, it also provides resistance 

against the suggestion of total erasure that is fundamental to the myth of cyclical rebirth. 

Like waste, the past city will linger on and spill into the present, despite consistent 

efforts to contain, conceal or erase it. 
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Finally, the chronotope of the precarious city allows for a reading of the sight of 

debris and the rapid pace of change in the city as a sign of the city’s constant flux. 

Understood as such, the suspended now does not numb the city’s residents into aimless 

waiting, but opens up a transient liberty that is at once frightening and exciting. Some 

artists and authors, like Rayyane Tabet, Rabee Jaber and Zena El Khalil, see the short 

turnover time in Beirut – of architecture, shops and cafés – as a more general condition. 

For them, an exposure to violence does not signify imminent erasure, but a 

manifestation of the precarious condition that defines their time and place. To view 

disposability as a condition that structurally reproduces the suspended now – rather 

than as a transitory historical anomaly – allows for an appreciation of the provisional as 

a condition that opens up creative possibilities, even in spite of an acute awareness of 

injustice and suffering.  
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3. SURFACE CITY 

 

 

The reconstruction of Beirut continues. No-one would still dare to believe in the 

resurrection of this city “punished for its insouciance.” The city centre takes on form. [...] 

The buildings have been redone. With their façades of pretty pale ochre, their sandstone 

bricks called ramlé, they have something illuminating. But there it is: posh people occupy 

the restaurants and cafés; tourists stroll in the aseptic streets; the artisans of the old days 

have been dislodged; the regulars have lost their bearings; the memory places no longer 

exist. All of it seems too artificial. Like a theatre set. 

- Alexandre Najjar (2005: 458) 

 

 

“The Novel of Beirut,” written by Alexandre Najjar, from which the epigraph above has 

been excerpted, is a nostalgic historical account of the city of Beirut, conveyed to the 

narrator by an elderly upper class Christian. Nostalgia certainly runs through this 

description of contemporary Beirut’s Central District: “the artisans of the old days,” “the 

regulars,” “the memory places.” This nostalgia is a widespread sentiment in 

contemporary Beirut. More interestingly, this quotation offers other causes too for the 

sense of absence that the district inspires. Economic exclusion is one of them, 

represented by the “posh people” in the restaurants; inauthentic influences coming from 

the outside, represented by the tourists; exaggerated cleanliness, too, of the “pretty pale 

ochre” façades and the “aseptic” streets; and, finally, a sense of irrecuperable loss, 

because Najjar asserts that there is no longer any hope of resurrection. In a way, he 

argues that the superficiality of the post-war city proves the myth of recurrent rebirth 

wrong. The result is a theatre set, meaning that in this city any sense of belonging or 

even of reality has been lost. 

 This chapter analyzes similar imaginaries of Beirut Central District, as well as 

representations of Beirut more broadly, through the concept of superficiality. Building 

upon a scholarly tradition that has theorized the relation between city life and the 

modern condition, my analyses demonstrate that superficiality is a flexible notion, which 
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expresses a complex relation to social space in Beirut, a relation that is characterized by 

temporal disruption. The first section will briefly conceptualize “superficiality,” linking 

the concepts of “alienation” and “the spectacle” as they have been developed in relation 

to European and American cities since the end of the nineteenth century. The 

subsequent sections each conceptualize a material surface in the urban environment of 

Beirut, enriching the understanding of superficiality as the alienation of the spectacle 

with a range of complex layers, including imitation, disguise, erasure and exclusion. 

These layers are all interrelated and sometimes hard to distinguish. The aspects 

distinguished by sections are not meant as rigorous categories, but rather as nuanced 

shades of meaning, each overlapping, complementing and often reinforcing each other. 

 Running throughout the different sections is the temporality of the surface. The 

suspended now, as I have developed it in chapter one, recurs in various manifestations. 

Superficiality is almost invariably understood to effect or to constitute a disconnection 

from the past. As a result, the environment inspires a sense of emptiness or absence, a 

sense of not belonging. Interestingly, this leads to often psychoanalytic formulations of 

an ailing national or urban identity. I argue that these are harmful because they tend to 

essentialize identity and construct some lost pure authenticity – in the transitional city – 

which is particularly problematic in a place like Beirut, where there has never been a 

majority agreement on such a thing as identity (see the sections on Lebanese identity 

constructions in the introduction, pp. 14-24). 

 In contrast, some texts and objects employ urban surfaces to raise issues that are 

thoroughly grounded in the present, such as socio-economic exclusion and the spatio-

temporal proximity of war violence. Rather than retrieving some lost reality behind the 

surface appearance, these tend to point to ways to negotiate the surfaces that people 

encounter in their environment, for example by inscribing their presence on urban 

surfaces to contest the spaces and imaginaries from which they have been excluded. 

Reflective windows or mirrors, in this precarious chronotope, do not reflect each other 

over and over into an alienating empty infinity. Instead, they reflect the gaze of the 

subject back onto her- or himself. This may instigate self-scrutiny and reflection on the 

issue of answerability in a precarious environment such as contemporary Beirut.  

 

Alienation, Spectacle and Contemporary Urban Space 

This section seeks to develop the concept of “superficiality,” as it has been articulated by 
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a Marxist tradition of cultural critique. The lack of depth implied by the term 

superficiality may in some contexts refer to a lack of intellectual or artistic profundity, 

but in the context of the urban environment, superficiality most often refers to a lack of 

authenticity or social and historical integration, and at times even to a lack of reality. The 

tendency to describe an environment as superficial derives from a gap that the subject 

experiences between her or his sense of self and the environment. The perception of 

such a lack of belonging has been extensively theorized. Key to this scholarship is the 

concept of “alienation.” 

When, in the nineteenth century, industrial modernization profoundly altered the 

social life of cities, this new urban experience was theorized in different ways. A 

materialist and a sociological approach are worth highlighting for their profound 

influence on later theorizations of the relation between the urban environment and 

social relations. Karl Marx first developed the concept of alienation as the result of the 

objectification of the labourer and the fetishization of commodities in industrial 

societies. Because the labour process no longer involves a personal investment in the 

produced object, the latter appears as an alien being. The experience of alienation is 

described as follows: 

[...] the more the worker expends himself in work the more powerful becomes the world of 

objects which he creates in face of himself, the poorer he becomes in his inner life, and the less he 

belongs to himself. (Marx, 1964 [1844]: 13-14) 

Alienation is thus described as the experience of not belonging to oneself. 

This sense of “not belonging” was developed at the turn of the century by Georg 

Simmel as a numbing of the senses, which he considered the prime characteristic of 

modern life. Rather than a direct effect of social relations that could be overcome, as in 

Marx, Simmel located alienation at the level of the individual (see Capetillo-Ponce, 

2004). He approached alienation as a psychological effect, inherently human, but 

intensified under the conditions of modern capitalism, which not only transformed 

social relations, but also created a peculiarly urban environment characterized by an 

increasingly vast and rapid flow of stimuli. While Simmel thus made a direct relation 

between the alienated city dweller and the urban environment, he explains the gap 

between subject and environment not by the city’s supposed empty superficiality, but  

by a mental defence mechanism against the city’s overwhelming dynamism and 
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heterogeneity.  

 Guy Debord revisited Marx’s concept of alienation in the 1960s, when he 

observed a shift from a fetishization of the commodity object, in the context of a highly 

industrialized capitalism, towards a fetishization of the commodity image, in the context 

of early deindustrialization. Building upon Marx, he describes how the capitalist 

economy’s domination of social life transformed first with the industrial revolution and 

then again with the rise of mass media and commodity culture (Debord, 2002 [1967]: 9). 

The latter produces a “social relation among people, mediated by images,” which Debord 

calls “the spectacle” (2002 [1967]: 7). Debord’s description of the alienated spectator 

reveals his indebtedness to Marx:  

 

The more he contemplates, the less he lives; the more he identifies with the dominant images of 

need, the less he understands his own life and his own desires. (Debord, 2002 [1967]: 11) 

 

Individual experience (Debord, 2002 [1967]: 44), critical awareness (10) and 

community (52) are all smothered by the spectacle. Thus, lived history – as the 

combination of personal and collective memories – historical awareness, and a sense of 

belonging, have been replaced by an image of “pseudocyclical time” (Debord, 2002 

[1967]: 43), a perception of time that strongly resonates with the suspended now as it 

has been developed in chapter one. 

Debord’s observation of the accumulation of images, or the growing significance 

of appearance more generally, prefigured substantial and diverse scholarship on post-

Fordist consumerist culture in the 1990s. I would like to highlight two concepts here: 

Jean Baudrillard’s hyperreality and Marc Augé’s non-place. The first is relevant because 

of its emphasis on appearance. The second makes an explicit connection between the 

spatial environment and alienation. 

 Baudrillard builds upon Debord’s society of the spectacle. Relying on semiotics, 

he maintains, in Simulacra and Simulation, that images used to represent a profound 

reality; then masked a profound reality; then masked the absence of a profound reality; 

and finally, in the order of simulation, lost any relation to reality whatsoever 

(Baudrillard, 1994: 6). He thus describes a society where the complete fetishization of 

images and signs gradually replaces reality altogether, reducing it to mere appearance. 

Hyperreality, then, refers to an obscene version of reality, a society dominated by 
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appearances that infinitely refer to themselves in an endless cycle of signifier and 

signified. He compares it to Luis Borges’s story of a map that was so detailed and precise 

that it coincided with the territory it was supposed to represent. Such a cycle, then, also 

cancels out linear time. In 1970, Baudrillard had already claimed that “cultural 

consumption may thus be defined as the time and place of the caricatural resurrection, 

the parodic evocation of what already no longer exists” (Baudrillard, 1998 [1970]: 99). 

History and even memory only exist as spectacle, as perverted images of themselves.

 Marc Augé is a very different thinker. Where Baudrillard is a philosopher who, 

overwhelmed by the spectacle of mass media and the entertainment industry, finds 

himself more and more alienated from the images he consumes, Augé is an 

anthropologist, who finds himself physically confronted and fascinated with the reality 

of such consumption. He calls this reality super-modernity, that is, the phase of late 

capitalist modernity, and its “world [...] surrendered to solitary individuality, to the 

fleeting, the temporary and ephemeral” (Augé, 1995 [1992]: 78). His description of non-

places refers to specific spaces of transitoriness – the airport, the motorway, the 

shopping mall – in which users are “alone, but one of many” (Augé, 1995 [1992]: 101-

102). In these spaces, like in Baudrillard’s hyperreality, linear time is cancelled out: 

 

There is no room there for history unless it has been transformed into an element of spectacle, 

usually in allusive texts. What reigns is actuality, the urgency of the present moment. Since non-

places are there to be passed through, they are measured in units of time. (Augé, 1995 [1992]: 

103-104) 

 

So despite their different approaches, these thinkers describe the experience of late 

capitalist modernity as disjointed from the passage of time, as a suspended now. 

 In the age of the internet, mobile devices and social media, spectators in many 

parts of the world no longer passively undergo an overwhelming stream of images. 

Instead, each spectator actively navigates this stream, produces new images and brings 

them into circulation. However, even though we connect more actively with the images, 

these connections are still marked by the fleeting and the urgent, and dominated by the 

fetishization of appearance. While the spectacle has thus remained a salient 

characteristic of contemporary society, its appearance has become more diffused and 

integrated into the various spaces and times of our everyday lives.  

 Augé’s non-places, too, have spread out. The way in which we navigate and 
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consume media images is increasingly marked by fleeting glances. Our trajectories on 

the internet, as well as through urban public spaces, are marked by social anonymity 

and professional surveillance. Hence it could be argued that the ephemeral and 

anonymous character of social life in Augé’s non-places resembles internet sociality, as 

well as the increasingly privatized and/or securitized spaces of our cities. Sites of 

heritage and memory are often commoditized to such an extent that they seem to have 

lost any connection with the present environment except through spectacle. These 

spaces seem to be without history, and are therefore unfavourable to deep-rooted and 

long-lasting relations. 

Superficiality, then, refers to two related phenomena in contemporary social 

spaces, both urban and virtual. First, the significance of two-dimensionality, that is, the 

fetishization of two-dimensional images and screens, as well as the salience of surface 

appearance more generally in the society of the spectacle; and second, the shallowness of 

relations, particularly between individuals and their socio-spatial environments, that is, 

the lack of “roots” – yet another figure of speech related to spatial depth. It is in this 

latter aspect that the concept resonates with the suspended now. The relation between 

the two, as I have demonstrated in this section, has been extensively theorized in 

relation to modern and contemporary urban life. 

In the following sections, I will elaborate on the notion of superficiality as 

developed above and demonstrate the various layers of meaning of the concept in the 

context of post-civil-war Beirut’s urban imaginaries. One of those layers is the fact that a 

sense of superficiality in many places, particularly in the former colonial peripheries, is 

constructed as the reflection of an elsewhere. Another crucial insight provided by the 

analyses in this chapter is that superficiality only exists in relation to depth. Like a 

material surface inevitably suggests that it conceals something behind it, superficiality 

suggests a concealed profundity, even if that constitutes a profound sense of loss and 

absence. This dialectic between surface and depth is crucial to the way in which ideas of 

Beirut as a surface city have been given meaning. Imaginaries of probing the depths 

beyond the city’s appearance of polished façades or erased tracts of land will be 

explored more fully in the subsequent chapter. 

Large parts of this chapter focus on the redevelopment of Beirut’s Central 

District, not because this district is so important to Beirut’s urban life, but rather 

because it is the most important site around which debates about the future shape and 



135 

character of the city are played out (see introduction, pp. 27-32). In addition, and this is 

important to this chapter specifically, the district is associated with a certain class and 

lifestyle that are considered superficial or artificial. Apart from a class dimension 

through which lower class hardship is constructed as a more authentic form of life than 

upper class privileges, this also has to do with the district’s orientation towards global 

consumerism, which is considered to be less authentic than those upper class cultures 

that have been articulated around more sectarian-based identities, such as Sunni 

middle-class conservatism or Lebanese articulations of French bourgeois culture 

associated with a Christian urban upper- and middle class 

Mirrors: Shattered Reflections 

In Beirut, ideas about the superficiality of BCD or Beirut more generally build upon 

broader notions of urban modernity, as conceptualized in the previous section. 

However, they should be seen in the context of the city’s self-proclaimed role as 

mediator between “East” and “West” or as the “West’s gateway to the East.” In those 

societies where the acceleration of modernization and urbanization historically more or 

less coincided with colonialism or imperialism, these social transformations have often 

been understood to be synonymous with cultural westernization. Most phases of urban 

modernization in Beirut were initiated under imperial control, first Ottoman, then 

French and today, arguably, global corporate imperialism. As a result, the alienation in 

both early modern industrial society and in the late modern society of the spectacle is 

understood as a reflection of “the West,” whether violently imposed or gradually 

incorporated. Indeed, “many people contend that Western modernity resembles a 

Faustian bargain in which you have to sacrifice your variant and traditional familial, 

tribal, ethnic, religious and national identities/attachments for the tediously 

monotonous materialism of the present age” (Boroujerdi, 1997: 2). This imperialist 

dimension has been overlooked in the conceptualization of alienation and the spectacle 

described above, which has been articulated from the perspective of (former) 

imperialist centres. In many parts of the world, superficiality, as the lack of strong and 

long-lasting relations between an individual and her or his spatial and social 

environment, is constructed as coming from outside. Fakeness is understood to be 

imitative. 

In a similar vein, discourses of Beirut’s urban identity often connect two-
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dimensionality and outward orientation. Poet and journalist Abbas Beydoun, for 

example, argued that, because Beirut’s art scene has always looked at the West and 

followed its trends, no artistic vernacular has been allowed to develop. The 

cosmopolitanism of the Lebanese visual arts has therefore, according to Beydoun, 

paradoxically produced superficiality and imitation (Rogers, 2008: 9). Critics of 

Solidere’s reconstruction of the central district also often ascribe the superficiality of the 

planning and design to the orientation towards global capital, and the concomitant 

absence of connectivity to the local (Makdisi, 1997: 704). Beirut as a surface city is thus 

imagined as a reflective surface, a mirror. 

 This section will explore such imaginaries of Beirut as a mirror. In addition, it 

seeks to tease out how this perspective on Beirut as a mirror relates to ideas on urban 

identity formation. Interestingly, in the following discussion of the mirror in the context 

of urban identity constructions, there are several allusions to immaturity, bringing to 

mind “the mirror stage,” a concept developed by psycho-analyst Jacques Lacan. The 

mirror stage denotes the phase during which the infant first perceives its own bodily 

totality, and assumes “the armour of an alienating identity” (Lacan, 1977 [1949]: 4). It is 

the moment when the subject recognizes its own identity as distinct from the mother’s, 

and it is a crucial phase in the formation of the “ego.” My use of Lacan’s notion of the 

mirror stage does not serve to psychologize urban imaginaries, but serves to 

demonstrate the pervasiveness of such a psychological understanding, even if not 

explicitly articulated as such. Not only this chapter, but the thesis more generally shows 

that notions of self-formation and mental health are recurring frequently in the 

narratives and practices through which place identity is constructed. I argue that the 

application of theories of psychological identity formation to the social imaginaries, 

which are cultural or place identities, is highly problematic, because I understand the 

latter to be constructed and imagined through dynamic social relations. 

 Two cases will be discussed that illustrate how the figure of the mirror is invoked 

both as a tool for the formation of Beirut’s urban identity, and as a metaphor for that 

very identity. First, I will analyze the way in which two architectural projects with 

mirroring façades have been marketed for the city. Second, I will analyze the metaphor 

of Beirut as a “broken mirror,” as coined by Elias Khoury. These examples show that the 

metaphor that compares Beirut to a mirror has been taken up in both intellectual and 

popular discourses. Together, they also demonstrate how the idea of Beirut as two-
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dimensional and imitative is intricately related to the construction of Beirut as not 

having developed a mature identity – as not having passed through the mirror stage. 

 The Beirut Exhibition Center (BEC) and the Mirror Tower are both projects that 

propose a mirroring façade and promote that design feature in relation to Beirut’s 

identity. The BEC is a not-for-profit art space, which states as its mission the promotion 

and development of “greater recognition and appreciation of contemporary art 

throughout Beirut and the region” (Beirut Exhibition Center). Because the centre was 

established by Solidere, the project should also be considered in the context of broader – 

profitable – efforts to develop the newly reclaimed land of the Waterfront District into “a 

prime, active, multiuse district with distinctive architecture” (Solidere website). 

Moreover, it explicitly states to aim “to contribute in establishing the capital as a 

sustainable artistic and cultural resource” (Beirut Exhibition Center). Hence, the project 

is involved in the desire to increase real estate value in its district and to contribute to 

Beirut’s city branding. 

 I will focus on the way in which the mirroring façade of the centre has been 

marketed in relation to the city’s identity. The architectural company L.E.F.T., which was 

responsible for the design, published this description: 

 

The skin, designed in custom corrugated anodized mirror aluminium, becomes an index for the 

growth of the city, a place holder that derives its identity from that of the ever changing context. 

The city becomes a work of art, an abstract expressionist painting in motion. Beirut finally sees 

itself in the mirror. (L.E.F.T.) 

 

The word “finally” in the last sentence suggests that the city is long overdue in seeing 

itself in the mirror. Seeing itself is proposed as a positive or necessary process, 

associated with having a reality check, taking responsibility for itself, or with the 

formation of the ego in the Lacanian “mirror stage.” This urge to make Beirut come to 

terms with itself resonates with the unresolvedness discussed in the first chapter, in 

particular the unresolvedness of contesting identity constructions, as described in the 

introduction. 

 Even if not overtly intended in a psycho-analytical understanding, the mirror has 

everything to do with identity. Behind the idea that a city could look at itself in the 

mirror lies the assumption that there is such a thing as a delimited urban self on a level 

that exceeds the city’s material appearance or the collectivity of its inhabitants. Such an  
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Figure 3.1 Beirut Exhibition Center. 

assumption also underlies the processes of city branding in which the BEC project takes 

part. However, both “place” and “identity” are constructed in dynamic processes 

involving “materiality, institutions, practices, and representation,” all interconnected 

and all “permeated by continuities and discontinuities in time” (Kalandides, 2011: 37). 

Hence, if there is such a thing as place identity, it always escapes the commoditization 

inherent in city branding, which demands a relatively fixed delineation of “a sense of 

place.” Therefore, “branding … runs counter to, even while it draws upon, the tight 

relation between identity and place” (Malpas, 2009: 191). 

The Mirror Tower, a design by LAN Architecture for Beirut’s Central District, 

provides a similar example. It was submitted for a competition but has not been 

implemented. This design too has been marketed in relation to ideas about Beirut’s 

urban identity. In a paragraph entitled “the city that wouldn’t disappear,” the brochure 

explains that: 

“Its envelope will be an integral part of the city’s physical reality, giving it back a body, reflecting 

its myriad facets. In doing so, it will open up an invisible inner space, strike chords within us, 
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almost effacing itself to become an active agent in Beirut’s reconciliation with itself.” (Lajo, 2009: 

2) 

Here, the function of the mirror is more explicitly psychological. The mirror is supposed 

to instigate a form of self-reflection that would eventually help to realize “Beirut’s 

reconciliation with itself.” Again, it is unclear how such a reconciliation should be 

envisioned on the level of urban identity, but there is a clear sense of unresolvedness, to 

which an introspective reconciliation is supposed to bring future salvation. 

Figure 3.2 The Mirror Tower. 
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The question remains: what does Beirut see when it “finally sees itself in the 

mirror”? LAN’s paragraph on technology reveals what image of the city this gigantic 

mirror offers to Beirut, in order for the city to come to terms with its identity: 

 

 The aim was to precisely orientate over 30,000 facets of identical size so that the tower can 

reflect some of Beirut’s monuments and remarkable districts, and that these reflections should be 

visible from precise areas of the city. The remaining facets are orientated to produce smooth 

transitions between these panoramic viewpoints. (LAN, 2009: 7) 

 

Hence, the image of the city that supposedly leads to self-scrutiny and reconciliation 

consists of “monuments and remarkable districts” – only to be seen clearly from 

“panoramic viewpoints.” From all other points in the city, we merely see “smooth 

transitions.” In other words, if the architects imply that their design participates in the 

process towards a resolution of Beirut’s unresolved identity formation, their mirror 

offers precisely the spectacle, the commoditized and decontextualized city-image that 

was discussed in the previous section. This is not surprising, because the design is fully 

part of the neoliberal logic of Beirut’s redevelopment process. What is surprising is the 

way in which the marketing alludes to a sense of unresolvedness in the matter of place 

identity. 

 More interestingly, BEC’s curved mirrors offer the city a distorted and 

aestheticized image of itself: “a work of art, an abstract expressionist painting in 

motion.” So while the blurb calls upon the city to take responsibility for its identity, it 

also acknowledges the fact that such an identity remains ungraspable. The architects 

continue: 

 

Working with the topography, the building sits in a reflective pool of water that further reflects 

both building and context into an immaterial state, just like the city that will ‘become’, but ‘is’ not 

yet. (L.E.F.T.) 

 

Here, they not merely state that the reflections of Beirut and its transformations, which 

can be perceived in the mirroring façade, and then again in the water pool, reflect the 

city; rather, the comparison is turned around: the surface does not reflect Beirut, it is 

Beirut itself that is “like a reflection,” as ephemeral and “becoming” as a mirror.  

These architectural projects thus offer us two interrelated perspectives on the 

city, while also grappling with the demands of high-end real estate development. On the 



141 

 

 

one hand, they suggest that Beirut needs to look into a mirror – or perhaps in psycho-

analytical terms Beirut still needs to enter its mirror stage – in order to develop a 

coherent identity and come to terms with itself. The need for an urban Lacanian mirror 

stage should be understood within the context of Lebanon’s unresolved contestations 

over national identity, as discussed in the introduction (pp. 14-24). Rather than a 

mother or a fatherland, Lebanon is imagined as a child or an immature adolescent. The 

legendary Lebanese singer Fayrouz, for example, in the 1977 song They Say my Country 

is Small (byi’ūlū zġayyar baladī) written by the Rahbani brothers, addresses Lebanon 

with the words “oh child crowned on the battlefield tomorrow,” reflecting widely held 

notions of political immaturity and naiveté, as well as the innocence of the nation with 

regard to its history of violent conflict. In Jayce Salloum’s 1994 video This is Not Beirut / 

(kān yā mā kān), a list of aliases for Lebanon and Beirut scroll upwards on screen. 

Between a whole range of nicknames expressing the imaginaries of sanctuary (e.g. “Land 

of Welcome and Tolerance”), intermediary (e.g. “Crossroads of Civilization”) as well as 

orientalist exoticism (e.g. “Le Pays du Miel et de l’Encens” – Land of Honey and Incense), 

the alias “The Suckling Child” appears. As the capital of the nation, and housing 

communities of all minorities present in the country, identity constructions of Beirut 

reflect the same issues at stake as these national identity constructions do. 

 Since identity is constituted by memory and history, this discourse that calls 

upon the city to look at itself in the mirror is intimately linked to the narrative of 

collective amnesia that has been dominating post-war debates on the city. The word 

“reconciliation” in the first citation of the marketing of the mirror tower clearly refers to 

the post-catastrophic aspect of a failed identity formation. This will be elaborated in the 

third section of this chapter (pp. 158-167). 

 On the other hand, Beirut’s identity is constructed as something ephemeral, 

multiple, complex and in motion, and the material of the mirror allows the designers to 

create a building that shares these attributes. In other words, the city is compared to a 

mirror. The comparison suggests that urban life in Beirut is two-dimensional, but also 

that Beirut is reflective or imitative, and finally, that it lacks a proper and delineated 

identity, always transforming in response to its surroundings. In the latter 

understanding, the metaphor of Beirut as a mirror strongly resonates with the 

perspective above, which suggests that Beirut needs to look at itself in a mirror, enter 

the mirror stage and develop an autonomous identity. These examples have highlighted 
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some of the ways in which cultural and psychological notions of identity converge in 

narratives of Beirut, outside the narrow circle of activist and intellectual debates. 

They resonate with the terms on which the memory debate has been conducted. 

Author and journalist Elias Khoury, for example, in his contribution to the publication 

Beyrouth, la brûlure des rêves (2001), writes that, in the pre-war period between 

independence and the outbreak of the civil wars (1943-1975), Beirut was presented 

with a choice: to be either a mirror reflecting developments in Lebanon and the Arab 

world, or a laboratory in which a new voice and vision could develop. Both options 

locate agency external to the city, which could easily fuel the narrative of “a war of 

others” – a phrase that refers to the attempts in Lebanon to displace responsibility for 

fifteen years of violence outside of its national boundaries (Haugbolle, 2010: 13-20). The 

laboratory presents urban space as a receptacle, the content of which is characterized by 

multiplicity, interactions and the production of the new. It also implies both the freedom 

and the risks of (social) experimentation. 

The mirror, on the other hand, constitutes a surface, itself both evanescent and 

superficial, and only functioning in relation to its surroundings. In Khoury’s account, 

Beirut’s refusal to face and accept the consequences of its unconditional hospitality 

eventually led to its collapse. By hosting fugitives from Arab dictatorial regimes, and 

with them a culture of ideological dissent, Beirut lost its marginal position. Yet, instead 

of embracing this new centrality and functioning as a role model, the city, according to 

Khoury, continued to merely function as a barometer for developments in Lebanon and 

the region at large – developments such as the fragmentation of Lebanese society, the 

rise of conservatism and repression in the Arab world and the destructive violence of 

the state of Israel. Mirroring and converging these developments, the mirror that Beirut 

supposedly constituted eventually ignited them into violence, as evoked in the title of his 

essay “The Broken Mirror.” 

One of the most critical consequences of the metaphor of the city as mirror is that 

it suggests the absence of content, of a proper identity or tradition, of dynamics and 

practices. By depicting Beirut as a mirror, all its developments are constituted as 

reflections of developments elsewhere. This not only participates in the discourse of 

“the war of others,” it also perpetuates accounts of Beirut’s alleged lack of authenticity.  

By equating Beirut to a mirror, the city is presented as facing outwards and therefore, 

precisely, as a city that does not look at itself. By displacing identity – and related  
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Figure 3.3 Façade in Beirut. 

notions such as history, tradition, practice, creation – such a view considers the city in 

terms of superficiality and absence. 

Tracing back Khoury’s use of the broken mirror metaphor, we should go back to 

the 1980s. In contrast to his essay for Beyrouth, la brûlure des rêves, which seeks to 

combine a historical analytical perspective with a sensibility to poetics and myth, his 

earlier use of the metaphor was thoroughly immersed in the violence and destruction 

that was unfolding in Beirut at the time. In a 1985 interview, Khoury stated that “today, 

Beirut lives her most glittering, her most dazzling moment; she is henceforth at once the 

mirror and her reflection… she is more beautiful than ever before” (cited in Makhlouf, 

1988: 135). The author seems to rejoice at the spectacle of destruction. Framed by his 

recounting of the myth that Beirut was effaced and rebuilt seven times, Khoury’s awe for 

the violence in Beirut, his adjectives – glittering, dazzling – are rooted in a fantasy of 

complete erasure that would engender, according to the myth, true regeneration. The 

mirroring fragments of the city, he seems to suggest, will reflect each other until they 
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efface themselves in their own dazzling light, making way for the purity of a new-born. 

 In her analysis of a debate in 1990, Evelyne Accad analyzes the tropes “Beirut, the 

prostitute” and “Beirut, the broken mirror.” She points out that audience member Ali, 

who brings up Khoury’s broken mirror in the discussion, presents the fracture as an 

inevitable fate and experiences “this destiny as a personal rift” (Accad, 1996: 180). Even 

though Beirut as a mirror may defer the formation of a proper identity and the 

confrontation with responsibility, those who employ this metaphor can still identify 

with the allegedly lacking identity of the city. While neither Khoury nor Ali refers 

explicitly to psychoanalysis, Accad convincingly argues that the projection of “the 

broken mirror” on the city can be understood in its meaning as put forward by 

psychoanalyst Claude Olievenstein. His broken mirror denotes a partly failed Lacanian 

mirror stage, when a subject breaks away from its fusioned self-mother, but fails to 

perceive its own totality. Instead, the mirror breaks and presents a shattered image of 

the self (Olievenstein, 1982: 14-15). Accad reads masculine desires to destroy the city-

woman as a desire to rid the supposed lack in Arab masculine identity of its 

“carnivorous mother” – a role fulfilled by “the West” – in an attempt to finally constitute 

a coherent autonomous identity (1996: 180-181; see also Sheehi, 2004, on the notion of 

failure in Arab identity constructions). The city-woman Beirut has opened her port-

womb to Europe. This promiscuity threatens Arab purity and should therefore be 

destroyed. 

 Like the architectural projects with mirroring façades, Elias Khoury defines 

Beirut’s identity in terms of lack and absence, which he interprets as being produced by 

superficiality and imitation. Whether this is framed by the notion of immaturity and 

couched in a narrative of an unfulfilled identity formation, or by the notion of impurity 

and couched in fantasies of erasure, these urban imaginaries construct post-war Beirut 

as a transitional city. In contrast, the installation Circle of Confusion (Hadjithomas and 

Joreige, 1997) relates Beirut’s sense of absence to the materiality of the mirror while 

imagining Beirut as a precarious city. The installation consists of an aerial photograph of 

Beirut, measuring four by three meters, which is cut up into 3000 pieces and stuck on a 

mirror. Each visitor is invited to choose a fragment and take home a piece of the puzzle. 

The fragments are numbered on their backside along with the phrase “Beirut does not 

exist.” It is a provocative statement in the precarious geography of post-civil-war Beirut, 

which provokes fears and desires of an urban apocalypse. But in the context of the 
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installation it also means something else. Each visitor carefully chooses a fragment, 

perhaps because there is an important building on it, or a place of fond memories, the 

childhood neighbourhood, or the sea. So the Beirut of the installation is not only 

fragmented physically, but also by the perspectives of the visitors, who bestow the city 

and parts of the city with different meanings. “Beirut does not exist” could therefore also 

mean “no single Beirut exists.”  

Gradually, the aerial photograph disappears, making way for the mirror behind it. 

The visitor is now confronted with her or his own gaze. The mirror repeats the 

statement “Beirut does not exist” because it shows how Beirut is yourself, your 

perspective on the city. The title Circle of Confusion is a technical term in optics and 

photography. Real lenses can never focus precisely on a point, but rather on a spot 

within which the image will always remain blurry, the circle of confusion. Beirut, too, the 

installation seems to suggest, will always remain out of focus, reminiscent of the 

architectural blurbs that use the mirror to express the ephemeral and ungraspable 

aspect of the city.  

Figure 3.4 Circle of Confusion (Hadjithomas and Joreige, 1997) 
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 Yet, there seems to be a more serious layer to the installation, because when 

more and more fragments have been taken away by visitors, the city appears impaired. 

The image of an impaired city resonates with Beirut’s actual geography of destruction, 

dotted by ruins and empty lots. In the place of these holes, Circle of Confusion shows a 

blank shiny surface with its connotations of erasure. These surfaces that wipe out parts 

of the cities, then, seem to be less innocent than a mere reference to multiple viewpoints. 

In this interpretation, your own face gazing back from the empty lot not only speaks of 

the matter of perspective, but also of accountability. By taking a fragment home, the 

visitor has become responsible for the disfigurement of the aerial view. Hence, the 

mirror does not signify a supposed lack of authenticity, but rather reflects the multiple 

subjectivities that both construct and disfigure the city. If the city is you, then you are 

also responsible for your city. The mirror of Hadjithomas and Joreige’s installation, then, 

succeeds in moving beyond the superficiality of its material, not in the least because the 

desired self-reflection alluded to in the architectural blurbs is moved away from the 

constructed identity of the city to its individual subjects. 

 I argue that comparing Beirut to a mirror, like Khoury and the architectural 

blurbs do, is harmful because the metaphor defines the city’s identity in terms of 

absence and imitation, rather than plurality and disagreement. Framing contestations 

over place identity as psychological immaturity feeds desires for the development of, or 

a return to, an imagined authentic and mature purity and legitimizes aggression against 

the status quo. It also obscures how Beirut’s identity is embedded within and 

intertwined with Lebanon’s history of disagreement and compromise. Instead, it is often 

the modernity of urban life, with its openness to the exterior, that is understood to be 

imitative, or promiscuous, and the cause for the lack of “roots.” The first layer of 

meaning that the concept of superficiality as developed in the previous section gains in 

the context of contemporary Beirut – and I would add in many other postcolonial cities – 

is that of imitation. However, when the mirror in this metaphor is turned towards the 

subject who lives in the precarious city, like in Hadjithomas and Joreige’s Circle of 

Confusion, it may pose a demand of ethical answerability. In that case, “Beirut, the 

mirror” does not imply the inauthentic reflection of an exterior other, but the city as a 

reflection of the subjects who make up the city and as the consequence of their practices. 
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Façades: Appearance and Disguise 

The highly contested reconstruction of Beirut’s Central District (BCD) has often been 

bemoaned for its superficiality. This section will discuss those statements that 

understand the area’s surface appearance as a sign of inauthenticity. Starting from very 

concrete concerns about heritage policy in BCD, I will engage with broader perceptions 

of artificiality, for which the district’s pristine façades serve as both example and 

metaphor. Finally, I will engage with the idea of the spectacle as disguise in post-war 

literature. Two observations stand out. First, the artificiality of urban space produces a 

disconnection from linear history experienced as the suspended now. This is in line with 

the theory of alienation and the spectacle discussed in the first section. Second, fake 

urban space and fake social behaviour are understood as a strategy to disguise violent 

conflict. The layer of meaning that the case of BCD adds to the concept of superficiality, 

as developed in the previous two sections, then, is the idea of surface appearance as a 

disguising tool, in this case to gloss over conflict. 

 Many critics of Solidere’s project have argued that the Central District’s large-

scale demolition and subsequent restructuring of lots have resulted in a 

decontextualization of monuments, religious edifices and archaeological sites, which 

eventually led to their musealization and commoditization, that is, superficiality and 

appearance (Salam, 1998: 132). Saree Makdisi articulates this type of criticism when he 

writes about the then yet to be built Beirut Souks: 

 

[The new Beirut Souks] will appear or, to be precise, […] will be marketed as a re-creation of what 

was there before, rather than as something that is entirely novel, something that, properly 

speaking, has no historical depth because it has no past at all, because it is part of a much broader 

process that has from the beginning tried to strip away the past and lay bare the surface of the 

city as sheer surface – spectacle – and as nothing more than that. (Makdisi, 1997: 688) 

 

Surface, in this context, refers to a lack of historical integration. It is directly produced by 

neoliberal urban policies that prioritize the increase of a city’s competitive value on the 

global market (see for example Swyngedouw et al., 2002). In Beirut, as in many other 

cities, this means that a non-political notion of authenticity or cultural identity, virtually 

absent in modernist and socialist architecture and urban planning, is introduced to 

distinguish the city from global or regional rivals. Some remarks by Angus Gavin, 

supervisor of the development of Solidere’s master plan, are telling in this respect. 
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Considering archaeological findings, their “display and celebration [are seen] as an 

important attraction to visitors as well as an opportunity to project the uniqueness of 

Beirut in comparison with competing cities in the region” (Gavin, 2005: 25). Gavin is 

refreshingly open about the main drive behind relevant decision making. “A very high 

standard of infrastructure and public space design and execution was established from 

the outset, since the company perceived that there was a direct relationship between 

this and the protection and enhancement of the value of its main asset – development 

land” (2005: 24). Critics claim that, as a result of such a profit-driven approach, the 

relation of the reconstructed and newly constructed buildings with history is reduced to 

an easy pastiche of merely visual references (Makdisi, 1997: 678, 686; Yahya, 2004: 4; 

Ragab, 2011: 111). This predominance of the visual as a replacement of social and 

historical ties is precisely what Guy Debord names the spectacle. 

 Like the concept of superficiality, the district’s lack of historical roots and social 

integration is brought into direct relation with its two-dimensionality, as embodied by 

Solidere’s emphasis on shiny façades, from meticulously renovated French colonial 

heritage to hypermodern glass structures. This concerns a two-way process. The 

perfectly renovated sandstone masonry in the historic core of the Central District 

invokes the impression of a stage set (e.g. Tabet, 2001b: 56; Najjar, as cited in the 

epigraph to this chapter, 2005: 458; see fig. 3.5). The overly present and pristine 

surfaces suggest an absence of depth and interiority. Actual emptiness also, conversely, 

reinforces the impression of superficiality. A large amount of floor space in BCD has 

remained vacant for long stretches of time, because the country’s instability has kept 

most international businesses and tourists at bay (fig. 3.6). The shops and cafés that 

have risked investment form nothing other than a postmodern shopping mall, exactly 

like Makdisi predicted in 1997 (686). 

 The pastiche of purely visual historical references, the dominance of façades and 

the emptiness behind them, all lead to the often heard comparison with Disney theme 

parks, expressed by critics, city dwellers and visitors alike (Makdisi, 1997: 686; Cooke, 

2002: 409; Larkin, 2010: 14). The renovated buildings look like their antecedents, but 

“not quite” (Cooke, 2002: 409). They seem to belong to the realm of the imaginary, but 

they are expected to function as real urban space. The reconstructed downtown belongs 

to what Baudrillard calls the “hyperreal” (1994: 12). The façades belong to the realm of  
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Figure 3.5 Renovated sandstone façades. 

 

 

Figure 3.6 The empty souks.
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the third order of simulation, that of playing at being an appearance, by referring to a 

non-existent golden past, feeding on nostalgic longing and the widespread desire for 

effortless distractions (Baudrillard, 1994: 6; Ragab, 2011: 111).  

 A 2010 anthropological survey demonstrates that the young generation also 

associates Solidere’s project with the concept of superficiality. Seventeen-year-old  

Ibrahim is quoted as commenting “It’s just a show, just buildings, what’s being built on 

the inside of Lebanon, nothing” (Larkin, 2010: 13). This respondent juxtaposes the 

superficiality of the real estate development not to historical integration, but to more 

constructive investments in the development of the nation. He may be referring to the 

socio-economic contrast between the high profile development of the city centre and 

the lack of employment and basic living conditions for a large part of the population. He 

may also be pointing to the lack of political nation building – the fact that no sustainable 

solution has been developed to the issues that initially sparked the wars, resulting in 

continuously tense and precarious national politics. For him, it is not the reconstruction 

of the past city, but the construction of the future city, optimistically formulated in 

terms of progress and modernity, that remains restricted to the surface only. 

 In Hassan Daoud’s novella As She Once Was (2013), the narrator describes BCD 

as follows: 

 

Everything is new here. And it reminds you of its newness every day; its newness is a consistent 

effort, for the employees never stop wiping dust and polishing glass and oiling the metal of the 

escalators and hoisting up large billboards displaying provocative women dressed in lingerie or 

skintight pants. (Daoud, 2013: 18) 

 

Interestingly, this passage emphasizes the reiterative temporality of the district’s 

newness. Even though the metaphors of the stage set and the spectacle imply a 

combined human effort at work behind the scenes, this aspect has received little 

attention in theorizations such as Debord’s and Baudrillard’s, which are concerned with 

the fetishization of the image from the perspective of the consumer. In contrast, when 

Daoud’s narrator describes how the environment produces the suspended now – “it 

reminds you of its newness every day” – it immediately links this to a more durable 

temporality – “its newness is a consistent effort.” 

 This duality is also at stake in the larger narrative of the novella. The narrator 

feels alienated and excluded from BCD and from the lifestyle the district represents: 
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During my morning journey, passing through the scores of shops whose windows turn as I turn, I 

don’t find myself looking at the clothes they display but at my own image, reflected in the glass. 

As if I am following my own shadow, step by step, observing how it walks, how my thighs move in 

that walking motion, wondering whether I appear like a transgressor to the hip pants designed 

for a generation no longer satisfied with the pants I always used to wear. (Daoud, 2013: 32) 

 

The reflective surfaces of shop windows increase his awareness of the gap between his 

sense of self and his environment. However, the novella traces a gradual transformation 

in his disposition towards the district. The turning point is his friendship with three 

immigrant cleaning ladies. The narrator passes them daily, fascinated by their sense of 

style and admiring their indifference to the environment from which he feels excluded 

(Daoud, 2013: 31-32). While female immigrant workers are arguably the most 

vulnerable community in Lebanon, the narrator perceives a form of agency and 

independency that contrasts sharply to his own alienation with regard to the 

environment.  

 When he eventually decides to reach out to them by buying them croissants, he 

learns they are cleaning ladies. Arriving in the early mornings, they take active part in 

the district’s continual production as a new and polished space. Crucially, as cleaning 

ladies, they have a type of access to the urban environment that the narrator has been 

denied. The narrator’s awareness of the physical labour of the cleaning ladies tears 

down the fetishization of the polished surfaces, revealing their material reality, and the 

labour invested in their protection against dust and deterioration. This does not 

constitute a form of resistance against the amnesiac and exclusionary social and spatial 

processes at play. However, it does offer some kind of access to the environment, as well 

as to the present that was previously unavailable to him. He now enjoys wandering all 

its little alleyways and sometimes even enters the shops of which the shop windows 

seemed impermeable throughout the rest of the novella. 

 This access is made possible by the chronotope of the precarious city, which 

makes available to perception the processes through which the spectacle is continually 

reproduced, contrary to its appearance, which seems to exist outside of time, in a 

suspended now. In the chronotope of the city in transition, “old” and “new” are seen as 

subsequent phases, alienation is explained as a result of the rupture that prevents 

access to the past from the radically new now. In the precarious city, “old” and “new” 
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are designations complicit in the process that conditions what is worthy of sustenance 

and what is excluded and considered disposable.  

 In addition, a more elusive form of urban superficiality characterizes the 

experience of Beirut’s Central District, which presumes that the artificial appearance 

described above serves as a disguise. One of the respondents to Larkin’s anthropological 

survey, Yasser (34), claims that “people going [to Beirut’s Central District] are acting 

fake” (Larkin, 2010: 14). He thus extends the artificiality that he notices on the level of 

architecture to the level of behaviour exhibited by those who inhabit the place. A class 

dimension in which certain upper and upper middle class lifestyles are considered to be 

less authentic than lower class behaviour should not be ruled out, but Seidman’s study 

of cosmopolitanism in Hamra may provide additional insight in the meaning of Yasser’s 

observation (2012). Given the failure of the Central District to function as a common 

ground, the western district Hamra is arguably the closest to a “city centre” as it gets in 

Beirut today, with many shops and entertainment outlets catering to a mixed clientele. I 

will leave the particularities of this neighbourhood aside, but one of the main arguments 

Seidman makes concerning social mixing in Hamra is relevant to the Central District as 

well. Seidman argues that the urban topography of Hamra stimulates the fast flow and 

circulation of bodies, rather than offering spaces to pause and gather. This, Seidman 

argues, may promise a certain release from the burdens of customary rule, as well as 

from recent history. 

 Solidere’s attention to surfaces in Beirut’s Central District is only equalled by its 

investment in infrastructure (Makdisi, 1997: 683; Summer, 2006: 5). Like Hamra’s, its 

urban topography is designed in a manner that stimulates the circulation of bodies, 

information and commodities. Here too, a sociality characterized by mobility and 

exchange may provide a sense of liberation from the restrictions of kin, village, sect and 

patron, the regulatory power of which is felt to be most pervasive in the more 

homogeneous neighbourhoods. It resembles Marc Augé’s non-places, where the user in 

transit “tastes for a while [...] the passive joys of identity-loss, and the more active 

pleasure of role-playing” (Augé, 1995 [1992]: 103). Indeed, one of Larkin’s respondents 

sees his work in one of the restaurants in the area as a way to escape from the rigid 

sectarianism that marks other parts of the city: “it’s a business area and Lebanese […] 

can join together on business” (Larkin, 2010: 12). The sense of “not belonging” that BCD 

offers can thus be experienced negatively, captured by the concept of alienation, but 
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also positively, as a liberating form of anonymity. 

 This is particularly meaningful in the context of heightened sectarianism, such as 

in 2005, 2008 and 2011, which has shaped a disposition of fear and “barely contained 

loathing towards the sectarian other” (Seidman, 2012: 12). Seidman concludes that in 

Hamra, the conjuncture of urban topography, history and sectarianism has led to a 

disciplined indifference in urban public life. “Presenting an emotionally neutral even if 

glossy (colorful, richly textured) bodily surface allows the self to navigate Hamra’s 

public terrain with minimal social interference and tension” (12). In other words, the 

liberation offered by Hamra’s and BCD’s topography comes at the cost of a decrease of 

“emphatic engagement” (Seidman, 2012: 12), leading to Yasser’s imputation of acting 

fake. It seems that precisely this superficiality allows a space relatively free of 

oppressive social ties and intercommunal tensions. This superficiality pertains to the 

urban environment – which is favourable to circulation and unfavourable to social and 

historical belonging – and to social behaviour – in which a glossy appearance allows for 

minimal emotional and social interaction. In this sense, the appearance also works at 

Baudrillard’s second order of simulation, that of misrepresentation, by masking the 

profound reality of violent destruction (Baudrillard, 1994: 6; Cooke, 2002). Unlike 

Disneyland, the new Central District superimposes very real and often traumatic 

memories. 

 Shortly after the war, surface appearance was much more often directly 

associated with masking in Beirut. In 1993, Etel Adnan wrote “as if responding to the 

traffic jams, History itself seems jammed because all sorts of propaganda machines 

cover up what’s true or what has to be told. Disguise and money make up death’s new 

visage” (106). Like in the critique of Solidere’s reconstruction, practices of disguise and 

appearance in the name of economic prosperity are considered to disrupt the natural 

passage of time. With the memories of the war’s excessive violence still fresh in mind, 

the post-war economic activity seemed a perverse disguise. In the 1995 novel Dear Mr. 

Kawabata, Rashid El-Daif describes the narrator/author’s former comrade in battle and 

alter ego as follows: 

 

The smartest thing about him was his suit. A grey suit, with a carefully knotted tie, and a white 

shirt with a collar that circled his neck without constricting it. 

A suit that had only just emerged from the cleaner’s, pressed for some special occasion. 

And smiling! 
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As if nothing had happened. 

He was smiling ever so gently, looking in front of him into the distance, just over the heads of 

everyone else, as if he were constantly afraid that the camera of history would surprise him in an 

unhistorical pose, and would convey to coming generations a distorted picture of him. (Rashid al-

Daif, 1999 [1995]: 136-137) 

 

The neatness and cleanliness of the man’s suit, his attitude and his smile, are all directed 

towards an imagined camera. Here, too, the character’s attention to surface appearance 

is interpreted as an attempt to silence or cover over the past, “as if nothing had 

happened.” It puts him into sharp contrast with the narrator, whose letter to the dead 

Japanese novelist Kawabata that makes up this novel, is one long introspective, 

disillusioned and guilt-ridden account of his past. 

 In the opening sequence of the novel, the narrator walks in Hamra Street, the 

shopping street that was analyzed by Seidman:  

 

I was walking along Hamra Street in Beirut when I suddenly saw him, and for a moment I thought 

I was seeing myself. At first I thought I was merely seeing someone who resembled me closely, 

but I quickly realized there was more to it than mere resemblance. “I must be in front of a shop 

window or mirror,” I said to myself, “that is reflecting an uncannily sharp image of myself.” But 

the reflection was walking in a different direction, with a different gait, wearing different clothes. 

This was not my reflection, then, but myself. I was seeing myself. 

[…] 

For a moment I thought that I was seeing myself walking along the opposite pavement just a few 

metres away. The moment, however, seemed to become longer, increasing not just my surprise 

but also my feeling of emptiness. 

For a moment – a moment which was growing longer and longer – I thought that I was 

disintegrating and that each part of me was going in a different direction. I went weak at the 

knees and almost collapsed to the ground before I could pull myself together. (El-Daif, 1999 

[1995]: 1) 

 

We can see here a dissolution of time and of identity, when the narrator faces the 

reflective shop window. An acute sense of the suspended now is described, in which the 

present moment stretches out disconnected from the natural passage of time. The 

dissolution of identity resonates with the ideas about a failed mirror stage discussed in 

the previous section. The narrator fails to see an image of his self that is consistent with 

his sense of self.  
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 In the subsequent paragraphs of the novel, it appears that in fact the narrator 

does not see his reflection, but his former comrade: the gently smiling man in the neatly 

pressed suit that the narrator despises for his hypocrisy. Throughout the narrative, the 

former comrade is juxtaposed to the narrator. The first looks forward and is 

opportunistic, swiftly changing ideological positions without remorse. Yet, the opening 

of the story shows their similarity. It is, precisely, the moment in which the narrator 

sees the comrade as his own reflection, as his nauseating flipside, that opens the novel 

and sets off the introspective and retrospective account of his youth and his part in the 

war as a member of the communist party. Here, the forward oriented spectacle of the 

post-war city – as embodied by the former comrade, as well as by shiny reflective 

façades – forms a mirror reflecting the subject’s accountability back to himself, like the 

mirror of the Circle of Confusion. 

 The disguise of the spectacle is ultimately failing, partly because authors, artists 

and intellectuals – such as Etel Adnan and Rashid El-Daif – continue to provide depth by 

producing works that reflect upon history, society and the city. Samir Kassir writes in 

his monumental history of the city: 

 

Beirut was, and is, a very real place, whose playfulness and love of show and spectacle fail to 

conceal its inner seriousness. It is perhaps in just this that the true modernity of Beirut resides, 

that its value must ultimately be weighed in relation to its place in the history of mentalities and 

in the history of ideas. (Kassir, 2010: 30) 

 

In this understanding, the muṯaqqaf, or public intellectual, has a crucial role, whose 

profundity serves as a counterweight to the superficiality of Beirut´s culture of 

entertainment and consumerism. However, as was briefly mentioned in the 

introduction (pp. 6-8), a new generation of artists and thinkers defines its role in society 

differently. Even though continued precariousness has failed to disrupt artistic and 

intellectual production, it certainly has unsettled art’s relation to notions such as “true 

modernity” and “history,” which Kassir still employs in a self-evident way. 

 An example that may shed light on this development is Zena El-Khalil’s memoir. 

The work belongs to a different decade and a different generation than Adnan’s and El-

Daif’s works cited above. In the aftermath of the 2006 war, El Khalil describes a walk 

past the shop windows in Hamra. One of the ultra-thin mannequins starts to speak to 
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her from behind the window: 

 

She tells me that there will always be war, and I have to get used to it. That at least the latest 

fashions are still able to come through the Beirut port. That I might as well, at least, look good 

when I die. That lycra is the best remedy for anxiety. And that turquoise and yellow will make it 

all go away. 

[...] 

Please, please, I beg her, there has to be more than this. I know there is. I remember a different 

time. [...] 

“You are silly,” she replied through the glass window, “that was just an illusion. It was relative 

calm. [...] Zena, everyone knows that Beirut is not real. You can create your own reality and live it 

the way you want. It is all a game. There are bigger players who control everything.” 

[...] 

“You know,” I am now speaking with my back turned towards her, “I know more about this street 

than you can ever imagine. I am a participant. You are just an observer. It is my reality, but only 

your illusion.” (El Khalil, 2009: 107) 

 

El Khalil proceeds to describe to the mannequin what it really feels like to wear that 

colourful lycra – all extremely uncomfortable – and then finds the courage to walk away. 

She enters a bookstore but finds nothing but self-help guides. Its tiny section of 

Lebanese literature she has already read, and those books are all about the war. She 

leaves empty-handed and at the end of the street she feels a choking sensation, “Beirut 

trying to strangle me” (El Khalil, 2009: 109). Then she takes a pink marker out of her 

backpack and draws a big X on the wall. “Beirut. Can you hear me? It ends now. Right 

here” (El Khalil, 2009: 109). 

 Here, the relation between surface appearance and time has drastically changed, 

compared to the view of authors like Adnan and El-Daif described above. Artificial 

appearance is not designed to cover up a violent past, but is presented as a symptom of, 

or a way of dealing with, continual violence. It is precisely the mannequin, herself part 

of the glossy appearance that was interpreted in the 1990s as a cover-up, who asserts 

that the money and spectacle of Beirut’s consumer society did not cut off the past, did 

not jam history, because there is neither progress nor rupture and there never was. 

Moreover, surface appearances do not disguise reality. After all, it is the doll herself who 

tries to convince Zena that any reality outside of violence is a mere illusion. The fashion 

industry merely provides embellishment, sedation, perhaps even solace in the 
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precarious life of Beirut. Desperately looking for some more profound truth or reality, 

Zena, unlike Adnan and El-Daif in the examples above, is not able to find it underneath, 

or preceding, the world of surface appearance. Rather, she contrasts its artificiality with 

sensual and emotional experience: the touch of latex and spandex; the feeling of 

despair; and the capability of leaving a physical mark on the urban environment, no 

matter how inconsequential. “It is my reality.” 

 In the 2000s, surface appearance is no longer seen as an illusion disguising the 

reality of past atrocities embedded in a linear history. Rather, appearance is understood 

to form part of the violence that produces the precarious reality of Beirut. In contrast to 

Kassir, who claims that under the disguise of the spectacle, Beirut’s reality is one of 

“true modernity” and a valuable “history of ideas,” El Khalil seems to maintain that the 

harsh reality of violence and the spectacle combined can no longer be disguised by this 

illusion of progressive history. In such a view, Beirut’s Central District is thoroughly 

implicated in Beirut’s precarious geography, and not an image that conceals it. Rather 

than searching for a deeper truth, her response is to claim space within that 

environment, by sensing it corporeally and by leaving her mark on it. 

 The first half of this section showed how BCD’s shiny façades are understood as 

artificial. This artificiality reproduces the suspended now because it presents a 

commoditized spectacle that bears no relation to history and that reduces social 

relations to consumption. An awareness of the conditions that continually reproduce 

this spectacle challenges the perception that it somehow exists “out of time.” Such 

awareness, as we have seen in Daoud’s novella, may open up a possibility of establishing 

meaningful relations with the environment and with others within it. The second half of 

this section established a connection between an artificial environment and artificial 

behaviour. The latter can at times deliberately or unintentionally be used to disguise a 

reality of mutual mistrust, or to deny responsibility for histories of violence. The 

traditional public intellectual of the war generation has seen it as his or her task to tear 

down this disguise, in order for society to face its past and current problems. In 

contrast, an author like El Khalil views spectacular appearance and consumer culture as 

inherently and openly intertwined with the continual violence of contemporary society. 

If there is a disguise, it is not provided by the spectacle, but by the grand narratives of 

progress and truth. Rather than uncovering a disguised truth, resistance takes the form 

of an affirmation of life in its vulnerable corporeality, claiming its presence in space.  
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Tabula Rasa: The Post-Catastrophic Now 

This section revolves around the concept of the tabula rasa as another meaningful layer 

of superficiality in Beirut. In contrast to the surface as disguise, which assumes that 

surface appearance covers over a deeper and often ugly truth, the tabula rasa relies on 

the idea of erasure. This notion of erasure is crucial to the myth of the Phoenix, as well 

as to apocalyptic narratives. The imaginary of the tabula rasa was particularly salient in 

the mid-1990s, when Beirut Central District was characterized by emptiness. Large-

scale demolition had taken place in the previous years and, apart from a limited number 

of preserved buildings waiting for recuperation, the area looked like a wasteland. 

Visible development activities were still limited to archaeological digging and the 

development of infrastructure, both of which took place directly under the surface and 

both of which were to be covered up after completion, with the exception of a small 

number of archaeological findings to be opened at the site for public display. 

Consequently, the physical shape of the city centre at the time was for a large part an 

empty surface. This landscape inspired, or resonated with, widespread fantasies of 

urban apocalypse. Some of these, as I have shown previously, were inspired by a desire 

to destroy the illicit city-woman; many by a fear for complete erasure; still others by the 

hope of a new beginning, befitting the myth of recurrent rebirth (see pp. 59-62, 143-

144).  

 It is in this context that Saree Makdisi writes “blank or not, the city center is a 

surface that will be inscribed in the coming years in ways that will help to determine the 

unfolding narrative of Lebanon's national identity” (1997: 664). He describes BCD as an 

empty surface, because physically that is what the city centre looked like then – a 

situation that was effectively brought about by largely unnecessary and often illegal or 

semi-legal rounds of demolition (Makdisi, 1997: 673-74). However, while he asserts the 

superficiality of the environment, he questions the blankness of that surface. For 

Makdisi, this empty surface is more a palimpsest than a tabula rasa. Both have 

etymological roots in a scraped tablet ready for reinscription. However, the tabula rasa 

suggests a blank slate, while the palimpsest emphasizes the traces of previous 

inscription. For Makdisi, the empty BCD is ready for inscription but remains marked by 

“the flow of Beirut’s past or the collective memories of the city” (691). Indeed, the area 

can never be a blank slate, if only for its symbolic meaning as the key site for the 

contestation over Lebanon’s self-understanding as a nation (666). Consequently, the 
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significance of the empty city centre by far exceeds the material and historical reality of 

the place. 

Moreover, the symbolic meaning of the site also means that war memories of an 

often traumatic nature have for a large part been symbolically transferred to the city 

centre, even though in reality the war permeated all spaces of society and the central 

district had been abandoned during most of the war years. The lack of an inclusive 

national history, which could potentially have accommodated personal and collective 

memory and experience, has turned place into one of the very few shared mnemonic 

anchors. It is for this reason that spatial erasure became an extremely sensitive issue. 

Makdisi expresses the fear that “it will be only a matter of years before the generation 

who remembered the old souk, the old Beirut, will be gone” (Makdisi, 1997: 686). 

Around the same time, Elias Khoury expresses a similar sentiment in his essay Memory 

of the City, writing that “the city's center, today, is an empty space, a placeless space, a 

hole in memory” (Khoury, 1995: 137). Hence, the tabula rasa created by Solidere’s 

demolition is understood to be amnesiac. Spatial erasure is understood to be complicit 

in the silence and forced amnesia of Lebanon’s post-catastrophic time-space. 

Artistic engagements with the tabula rasa express a sense of utter disorientation. 

In Fouad Elkoury’s video Welcome to Beirut, for example, images of the bullet-ridden 

martyr’s statue on Beirut’s central Martyr’s Square are voiced over by different visitors 

debating the former location of the statue (Elkoury, 2005). Some are certain it is in the 

exact same location as it was before it had been removed and reconstructed. Others are 

convinced it has been moved. The scene poignantly illustrates how Beirut’s inhabitants 

get lost between the newly arisen façades and decontextualized heritage of the city 

centre.  

In Hassan Daoud’s novel The Penguin’s Song, the narrator’s father has been 

evicted from his shop in the city centre. In the very first pages of the novel, the father is 

described as looking out over the city from the windows of their new apartment, 

locating his former shop with his index finger in the air (2014 [ 1998]: 10). Throughout 

the novel, the father loses touch with this place from his past. While the city is radically 

transformed by the reconstruction process he gradually loses his eyesight, 

He no longer asks what has happened to the shop in the old city that his finger, jabbing the air, 

was always seeking when we moved here. The whole of the old city has become a single façade 
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now, a single direction to which he points with his hand or his head, making a single gesture that 

takes in all of it. Afterward, he asks me where they are now. By this time, I know that what he 

means by his question is whether they have finished demolishing all of it. (Daoud, 2014 [1998]: 

118) 

 

Interestingly, this section suggests that the character does not experience the city centre 

– lost to him by his blurred sight and the demolition – as an absence, but as a façade. In 

this context, the impenetrable, if pretty, surface of the façade denotes both violent 

erasure and exclusion.  

 We find similar concerns in Sirine Fattouh’s elegant documentary video Temps 

mort (2005). A sombre elderly driver gives the spectator a tour along the places of his 

memory, now replaced by fancy cafés and boutiques with which he cannot relate. 

Searching for the location of his former shop, he becomes utterly disoriented among the 

pristine sandstone façades. The title Temps mort, literally “dead time,” is the French 

expression for time-out, signifying interruption and delay. Thus, here too the spatial 

disorientation is linked to a temporal disruption and postponement, the suspended 

now. 

 It is an important theme in Salhab’s work, some of which has been discussed in 

previous chapters. One of Salhab’s movies about post-civil-war city life in Beirut is 

significantly titled Terra Incognita (2003), invoking the figure of a land without history 

or memory, an unknown and therefore empty land to be inscribed – violently or 

otherwise – by its discoverers. The concept of terra incognita is thus very similar to the 

tabula rasa, except that the first blames a semi-innocent ignorance for the supposed 

absence of meaning and past, whereas the second – literally “scraped tablet” – explicitly 

refers to an active process of erasure. 

 The film revolves around a group of young people, some related, others 

unrelated to each other, who try to resume their lives after the end of the civil wars. 

Much like the characters in Beyrouth Fantôme, the characters are disoriented, spending 

much of the screen time smoking cigarettes, gazing at the sea or the city, driving the 

city’s streets, the radio blaring reports of regional politics and violence. Tarek has just 

returned from abroad, but his friends ask him why he has come back when everyone 

wants to leave. Nadim is an architect spending his time behind a computer screen 

designing an imagined city of the future. When one of his buildings is under 

construction, his friend Soraya is outraged at his participation in the erasure of her  
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Figure 3.7 Soraya (Carole Abboud) and Tarek (Rabih Mroué) 

in Terra Incognita (Salhab, 2003) 

beloved city. Soraya herself divides her time between guiding tourists along ancient 

ruins and inviting men to her bed. Ghassan Salhab has emphasized the importance of 

temporality in the movie. 

Terra Incognita reflects a frozen time, a country stuck in the present, but not in a positive way. 

It’s because it does not want to face the past, or the future. It’s imprisoned by the present. That’s 

why people come back and don’t know where they are. This is reflected in both space and time in 

the film. The film is ‘defragmented’ deliberately. [...] I wanted to remove the viewer from the 

comfort zone of linear structures. (Salhab, cited in Khatib, 2008: 163) 

Salhab engages extensively with the theme of urban erasure and of post-catastrophic 

subjectivities. However, the suspended now is as much defined by past horrors, which 

are never mentioned by name, as it is by continuing and impending forms of violence 

that impinge on the cinematic background. 

In the play Yesterday’s Man (Chakar et al., 2008), such spatial and temporal 

disorientation has been taken to the extreme. The main character, who – like the actor – 

is named Tiago Rodrigues, is a Portuguese visitor to Beirut. He has brought a map with 

him on which a location is marked by a sign. He decides to look for the location but 
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quickly gets lost. On his journey, he meets several men who are also named Tiago 

Rodrigues and who claim to live at the same address as he does. They are all looking for 

the same location. However, each of them carries a different map of the city. It soon 

becomes apparent that the men are walking in parallel time zones, each encountering 

different buildings or voids and different spatial uses of the city. So while two of them 

see a pit with remains of eighteenth or nineteenth century fundaments as well as 

ancient columns, one of them is convinced that there is a building with a movie 

advertisement in its place. Later in the play, one of the Tiagos is hiding in a dark and 

stinking shelter while a sniper, imperceptible to the others, rules the street outside. 

Though the play at times fails to dramatize its motifs – such as when one of the 

characters gives an exposition about the political exploitation of ancient ruins – it is 

imaginative in the way it interrelates time, space and subjectivity in Beirut’s material 

environment. The radical spatial transformations of the city over the past decades are 

experienced as unresolved. Its former shapes remain alive alongside the present ones. 

This leads to anomalies and ghostly appearances, such as a giant ship entering the 

streets. Their disorientation drives the characters to despair. Near the end of the play, 

the first Tiago, the narrator, abandons his resolve to follow the map, and instead starts 

to search for the sea, which he sees as an ultimate escape from the labyrinthine city. 

While looking for the sea, the city suddenly appears totally empty of life. Desperately 

wandering the empty streets, he hears a sound which he later recognizes as rolling 

suitcases, the sound of an invisible crowd leaving the city en masse. 

He proceeds to navigate the city following random signs, like numbers, a flower, 

or the first letter of a street name. In Yesterday’s Man, Beirut appears as a city 

impossible to navigate by traditional means. His irrational navigation of the city 

resembles the techniques of unplanned urban journeying, which the situationists 

named the dérive, aimed at achieving a more authentic experience of the city (Debord, 

1958). However, Tiago’s dérive is not consciously employed as a technique to attain an 

experience that goes beyond the expected and planned, but appears as the last resort of 

a disoriented subject driven by despair to the point of delusion. Surprisingly, this 

unplanned journey does have a destination, even if unplanned. It ends on a rooftop 

where the narrator shoots a picture, projected on screen for the public. It shows a 

sniper on an opposite building. With this photo, in which photographer and sniper 

mirror each other in a violent confrontation, the play ends. 
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 Interestingly, the apocalypse in this play is not characterized by erasure, but 

rather by departure. The city has become utterly unlivable because of the layers of 

unresolved pasts that the fast and violent cycles of destruction and construction have 

left in their trail. What remains is a labyrinth in which both time and space are out of 

joint. The only thing that appears crystal clear to perception is a direct and violent 

threat to life, in the form of the rooftop sniper. The sniper seems a terrifying memory 

from the civil wars. At the same time, the haunting exodus of the city seems an anxious 

vision of the future. The photo that captures the sniper rather suggests acute 

presentness. In other words, the playwrights have left the question as to which 

historical Beirut the sniper belongs unanswered. Indeed, the entire play revolves 

around the suggestion that in Beirut, it has become impossible to distinguish between 

past, present and future. Despite a fascination with apocalyptic imagery and what 

resembles traumatic flashbacks, the play therefore departs from the chronotope of the 

city in transition and shares a number of aspects with the precarious city, most notably 

the perpetual transformation of the cityscape and its relation to violence. 

 One thinker who has attempted to conceptualize the post-catastrophic emptiness 

discussed in this section is artist and writer Jalal Toufic. Although he does not explicitly 

engage with the amnesiac tabula rasa, he clearly sees catastrophe as a radical rupture 

cutting off the past. In addition, he brings the ensuing disorientation, as expressed in 

Salhab’s cinema and Yesterday’s Man, in relation to the supposedly failed identity 

formation of Beirut, as discussed in the first section of this chapter. In The Withdrawal of 

Tradition Past a Surpassing Disaster, Toufic argues that tradition – those works of art 

and intellect that are constitutive of a certain community – withdraw from those 

suffering a “surpassing disaster,” that is, a disaster that shakes the very foundations of a 

community (2009). After a disaster such as the attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the 

Nazi period, or the Lebanese civil wars, pre-disaster works of art, literature and 

philosophy, although materially present, are no longer available to the community that 

was struck by this disaster.  

  Toufic’s conceptualization is not only descriptive, but also normative. Art that is 

produced “past a surpassing disaster” should, according to Toufic, function like a mirror 

in vampire films (2009: 60). In the way these mirrors show the absence of the vampire, 

art should reveal the absence, the unavailability or inaccessibility, of pre-disaster art. 

This is where ideas about post-catastrophic emptiness and its disorientation are 
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brought in direct relation to ideas about a failed identity formation and the need for a 

mirror stage. Toufic too maintains that Beirut should look in the mirror to overcome its 

overwhelming sense of absence, because good art, according to Toufic, not only reveals 

the absence of tradition, but is capable through such a revelation to “resurrect” 

tradition. This narrative fits the imaginary of Beirut as in need of a Lacanian mirror 

stage, but the cause for its identity crisis is more explicitly situated in catastrophic 

rupture and art is ascribed a vital role in its healing. 

Toufic’s conception of the surpassing disaster as absolute rupture and his hope 

for future resurrection are clearly pervaded by the myth of urban rebirth as well as 

trauma theory, and embedded within the chronotope of the city in transition. Colla 

additionally links this temporality to a particular Shiite conception of time, when she 

maintains that the concept of withdrawal appears in Toufic’s work “as if it were the 

translation of the idea of ghayb, that which is occluded, hidden, supernatural, and more 

specifically, in Twelver Shi'ism, suggests the hoped-for reappearance of the hidden 

Mahdi [a disappeared imam and awaited saviour, J.N.]” (1998: 316). Elsewhere, I have 

argued that Toufic’s notion of tradition in this text implies a limited and exclusionary 

body of objects from the past, which bears an essentialist relation to group identity 

modelled on the Arab-Muslim construction of identity described in the introduction 

(Naeff, 2014; see p. 21). This relation is essentialist because the objects’ special status – 

as works that withdraw after catastrophe – define group identity in ways that are 

unaffected by the passage of time, allowing for the possibility of resurrection. This is a 

static and exclusionary conception of tradition and identity. Nevertheless, Toufic’s 

concept has repeatedly been taken up by fellow practitioners and scholars of 

contemporary Lebanese arts (e.g. Walid Raad in various commentaries on the Atlas 

Group Project; Colla, 1998; Westmoreland 2009, 2010; Elias, 2015). Withdrawal 

explains a widespread sense of emptiness, the impression that what used to seem self-

evident is no longer available to perception. At the same time, it serves as an 

explanation for the sense of temporal disruption that characterizes the suspended now, 

in particular its sense that the past is no longer accessible. 

Various expressions of this experience of absence have already been discussed, 

such as Salhab’s cinematic Beirut, Ali Cherri’s loop and Elias Khoury’s “hole in memory,” 

but Walid Sadek’s art work has perhaps been most consistent and rigorous in this 

respect. Whether in the form of tiny printed booklets or scarce architectural structures, 
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his work is radically austere. Visitors, upon entering his first solo exhibition Place at 

Last (2010), are confronted by the sheer emptiness of the exhibition space. Only after 

overcoming this “initial shock” (Najm, 2010) they discover tiny objects and texts that 

constitute little more than ephemeral references and gestures. One part of this 

exhibition, called Love is Blind, consists of tags referring to paintings of the Lebanese 

portrait and landscape painter Moustafa Farroukh (1901-1957). However, there are no 

paintings to be found. The absence of the landscapes to which the labels refer seems to 

constitute an instance of Toufic’s withdrawal. 

Above the wall labels, aphorisms are silkscreened on the wall. One of them reads 

“Here, most people are blind. The city in their eyes is lime like aureoles on suckling lips. 

Here, most know the city well, for knowledge is always in the now, yet live uneasily for 

tranquillity is made in pictures” (Sadek and Fattouh, 2012: 57). Despite the opacity of 

language, what appears from these words is not absence, but an intense presence, 

characterized by proximity and instantaneity, which inhibits visuality. It also suggests 

that the intimate knowledge that proceeds from this proximity is uneasy and restless, in 

contrast to the knowledge offered by pictures. In other words, it is the blinding 

proximity in the aphorism, which inhibits perception of the confident distanced view 

that the traditional landscape painter offers. 

Figure 3.8 Exhibition view Place at Last (Sadek, 2010) 
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While expressing a similar sense of emptiness, Sadek thus interprets it radically 

differently than Toufic. Indeed, he insists that: 

[...] the apparent absence of the paintings is not generated by a traumatic rupture and inevitable 

withdrawal of what was once available and known. Rather, the excessive living in a city without a 

future nearly blinds and yet generates an altered knowledge from which it is impossible to see 

the future that those paintings represented. (Sadek and Fattouh, 2012: 57) 

For Sadek, there is no tabula rasa in Beirut, because no erasure took place. The city is 

not even post-catastrophic, because Sadek insists that Lebanon is still in protracted civil 

war. Rather than marked by absence, Sadek’s city is marked by excess, lived by subjects 

who have witnessed too much. The sense of emptiness that emanates from his 

installations and publications, then, points not towards absence, but towards what 

escapes perception for those whose eyes are “stamped by violence” (from the 

description of Place at Last, 2010).  

In that sense, the work is also political. It stresses the limits to perception 

imposed, not only by violence, but also by a convergence of radically different 

viewpoints.  

“My guess right now,” he says, “is that if contemporary art means something, it must indicate 

forcefully that what is shared is very little, and it must be generous enough, even if the language 

it employs is difficult, to allow a conversation to happen. We have little that is shared but we have 

a lot at stake. And so we have a conversation, even though it disrupts the process of exhibiting 

and the reception of the work.” (Cited in Wilson-Goldie, 2010) 

For Sadek, the sense of emptiness and disorientation in Beirut, as expressed by a variety 

of artistic practices, does not emerge from the post-catastrophic tabula rasa, but from 

sharing a space with subjects who perceive a radically different reality – similar to the 

different Tiagos. This divergence of viewpoints, moreover, seems to be reproduced by 

the continuous proximity of violence. Sadek’s extensive reflections on testimonies of 

survivors and perpetrators shows a similar concern with the inhibited access to reality 

and to others, caused by the exposure to violence.  

This section discussed the figure of the tabula rasa, particularly with regard to 

the demolition sites in BCD in the 1990s. The suggestion of a blank slate materially and 

spatially articulates the utter disconnection from past and future that characterizes the 
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suspended now. In the chronotope of the city in transition, the figure of the tabula rasa 

is employed to give meaning to broader feelings of disorientation and emptiness. 

Memory makers, however, insist that the practices of erasure that characterized the 

early phase of reconstruction created a palimpsest rather than a blank slate, as traces of 

the past continue to give meaning to the city’s space, even if not always visible. In 

contrast, in Sadek’s expression of the precarious city, the experiences of disorientation 

and emptiness of Beirut’s suspended now are understood to be produced by the ways in 

which a continuous exposure to violence limits a shared perception, and particularly 

inhibits a view of the future. 

Billboards: Exclusion and Reappropriation 

This section engages with those urban surfaces that are perceived as exclusionary 

barriers, as well as the ways in which they offer opportunities to be reinscribed by city 

users, focusing specifically on the case of real estate advertisement billboards. Beirut 

has a complex geography of billboards, posters and graffiti, which testifies to Lebanon’s 

relative freedom of expression, but which also divides the urban territory along the 

lines of party politics. When Sune Haugbolle researched memory culture in Beirut in 

2003, for example, he found that public signs in the eastern neighbourhood Achrafieh 

“produced what we could call a uniformly Christian space” (2010: 179) within which 

internal divisions could be contested: 

Every day of Election week, the street would change appearance: posters were taken down, and 

others were torn apart or replaced with new ones. Some were desecrated and ridiculed in 

inventive ways, such as adorning Bashir Jumayil with a Hitler moustache. (Haugbolle, 2010: 179) 

The significance of this geography is acknowledged by politicians, who have banned 

political posters from the public sphere at least twice, in an attempt to restore harmony 

after a resurgence of intercommunal tensions (Haaretz, 2008; Daily Mail, 2015). 

Marwan Rechmaoui’s 2015 installation Blazon reproduces the space of the city 

as a series of flags, hanging from a framework installed on the rooftop of a Beiruti 

cultural centre. The city is divided into six legions with their own colour, each 

subdivided into multiple sections. Each flag of thick satin is embroidered with a blazon 

of its section, in the form of a building, a person or a word. Suspended in the air above 

the rooftop terrace, visitors can walk under the airy flag-city, while also enjoying a view 
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over the real Beirut it represents. The military terms of the installation – legion, blazon 

– express the ominous impression that the city is preparing for war. However, the city is 

not divided into two halves, but along multiple dividing lines, not only between the six 

legions, but also fragmented within those sections. The multiple and diverse 

identifications expressed on the flags are not only ideological or political, many concern 

landmarks or names, firmly linking the language of image and emblem to territoriality. 

The project description at the installation, provided by Konstantin Kastrissiriakis, links 

the installation to a complex temporality: “This collection of symbols plaster a world 

readily appropriated and recomposed, while the repeated rehearsal [of war] effectively 

delays an all-out war whose inevitability it has incorporated as its only horizon” 

(Rechmaoui, 2015). This temporality of delay and imminent violence, characteristic of 

the suspended now, is also expressed in the installation’s materiality. The flags are 

suspended in mid-air, hovering over the people who move below them, just like the 

perpetual imminence of war. This imminent violence is at once static – because heavily 

territorialized and fixated on steel wires – and fleeting – because the flags respond to 

the winds. 

 The realm of advertisement does not exist completely separate from the realm of 

these political and cultural contestations over urban territory. Advertisement visualizes 

an imaginary world, with the aim of stimulating the desire to spend and consume. By 

consistently excluding certain objects, people and lifestyles from this fantasy, it 

effectively discards them as undesirable, which is a highly political gesture. The novel 

Always Coca-Cola is characterized by a sensibility for the ways in which brand names 

and advertisement are intertwined with our intimate and everyday lives in ways that 

can be highly political (Chreiteh, 2012). The novel revolves around three young female 

friends. The narrator, Abeer, envies the looks of her friend Yana, who works as a model. 

Abeer desires to live up to the same ideal of spectacular femininity, although she, at the 

same time, has more conservative ideas about the extent to which this feminine bodily 

surface should be exhibited in public space. Their friend Yasmine, in contrast, refuses to 

embellish her appearance, embracing a gender-neutral or cross-gender appearance. 

 Across from Abeer’s bedroom window, a life-size billboard of a Coca-Cola 

advertisement is hoisted up, featuring her friend Yana. Each time Abeer is inspecting 

her body in the mirror, “looking for flaws,” she sees Yana behind her, with her opened 

lips painted red and wearing a red bikini (Chreiteh, 2012: 40-41). One day, however, 
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Yana’s body on the ad is covered over with black paint, concealing her bare body parts 

with what appears to be an abaya, a conservative Muslim robe and headscarf (64-65). 

This makes Abeer laugh, because Yana would never wear an abaya, but it makes the 

Polish Yana sad, because she associates the black robe with mourning. The novel shows 

how contesting identity constructions in Lebanon, including ideas about artificiality and 

authenticity, are articulated in demands on women regarding, precisely, their surface 

appearance. Interestingly, the surface of the advertisement billboard becomes a screen 

on which such political contestations over gender relations, cultural identity and urban 

space are played out. Global corporate advertisement is far from neutral in this context. 

 A very different example of how Beirut’s place identity is contested on large 

urban surfaces is that of Fady Al-Khoury, owner of the Hotel St. Georges. He forms part 

of the high end leisure industry of Beirut’s Central District, but stems from a bygone era. 

He has been fighting Solidere for years. Al-Khoury was able to generate media attention 

for his case by putting up a large banner on various occasions, for example in 2004, 

2007 and 2011 (see fig. 3.9). The owner not only resists expropriation, but also 

attempts to fight the construction of high rises that take away the sun from St. Georges. 

He lost a lawsuit against the construction of a new marina which has subsequently 

restricted the hotel’s access to the sea. Al-Khoury claims that the costs of his lawsuits 

have prevented him from renovating the building. Ironically, when reconstruction was 

finally underway, it was severely damaged again by the bomb blast that killed Rafic 

Hariri and 21 others in 2005. A bronze monument for the main investor and spokesman 

of Al-Khoury’s biggest opponent was subsequently erected on his hotel’s doorstep. 

 Hotel St. Georges was designed by Antoine Tabet in the late 1920s and forms an 

elegant example of early Lebanese modernist architecture. Yet, the argument of 

architectural heritage is rarely invoked in the media narratives of Al-Khoury’s case. The 

fight for preservation of the hotel, famous as a 1950s and 60s meeting place for 

celebrities and spies, mostly resonates with a widespread nostalgic imaginary of pre-

war Beirut. Additionally, the text on the banner constructs the building as a witness of 

war atrocities, an argument discussed in the section on ruins in chapter two (pp. 82-83). 

The issue of memory has been privileged over arguments of aesthetics. The stop sign on 

the banner implies a resistance to movement. The movement represented by Solidere’s 

transformational project, associated with economic and architectural growth and  
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Figure 3.9 Stop Solidere banner on the façade of the Hotel St. Georges. 

The banner reads: This old touristic landmark stays. The witness of a war that 

damaged it and the victim of an arbitrariness that targeted it. Is it allowed? 

amnesiac erasure, is thus opposed to the fixation of memory by the building, as a 

mnemonic anchor. 

It is the huge size of the banner, however, which makes this such a powerful 

image. By adopting the “language” of its opponent, that is, size and surface, the image 

raises questions not so much about the opposition between memory and erasure, which 

dominates the surrounding discourse, but rather between an individual entrepreneur 

and the marriage between a corporate business and the government. Like the Coca-Cola 

ad in Always Coca-Cola, the urban surface normally reserved to corporate power and 

state politics, is reappropriated for political contestations over cultural identity, social 

relations and urban space. 

El-Khoury’s sign re-emerges in one of Georges Daou’s post-apocalyptic 

visualizations of Beirut (fig. 3.8). The signs of Solidere’s upward movement, in the form 
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of the glass towers and the construction crane, contrast sharply with the two dangling 

corpses. The fear for violent erasure that appears from the empty and gruesome 

cityscape questions the viability of Solidere’s promise. While referring to post-

apocalyptic imaginaries of global popular culture, the abject scenes of transgressive 

violence in the once prosperous hotel district of BCD are also reminiscent of some of the 

most spectacular scenes of violence during the civil war – spectacular in the sense that 

its appearance was at least as important as its strategic efficiency, including the use of 

masquerade and excessive amounts of explosives. By replacing STOP by its anagram 

POST, Daou moves beyond Solidere’s temporality which moves towards future 

resolution. However, firmly rooted in the tradition of apocalyptic fantasies, the image 

belongs to the chronotope of the city in transition too. 

Figure 3.10 Part of the series D-scapes (Daou, 2013) 

This section focuses in specific on real estate advertisement billboards that seal 

off construction sites in the city. These billboards should be considered in a context 

where urban surfaces have served as a platform on which different visions of Lebanon 

and Beirut have been contested. They are particularly interesting because their spatial 

manifestation as a barrier reiterates the exclusionary politics of its visual 

representation, which in turn represents the process of exclusion at stake in the urban 

redevelopment of which it is part. In these objects, spatial politics, material culture and 

urban imaginaries are inextricably intertwined. 
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One of the most obvious dimensions of exclusion at stake in the computer 

generated images (CGIs) of new buildings is socio-economic exclusion. Twenty years 

ago, Saskia Sassen already observed that the presence of low-wage labourers, 

indispensable to the functioning of global corporate finance, was effectively excluded 

from its representation. “The representation of the city contained in the dominant 

economic narrative can exclude large portions of the lived city and reconstitute them as 

some amalgamated ‘other’” (2008 [1992]: 174, italics in original). 

However, the CGIs also exclude other elements, such as identity markers that 

point to other than white, secular, European, middle-class identities. Even though some 

real estate projects are developed in a neighbourhood rife with identity markers such as 

conservative religious clothes, martyr posters or catholic altars, these are effectively 

excluded from its representation in the advertisement. A good example of this is the 

Waad reconstruction of the suburban neighbourhood Dahiyeh, after the Israeli 

bombardments in 2006. Despite the explicitly exclusionary articulation of Shiite 

resistance in Waad’s marketing – reflecting Waad’s sponsor Hezbollah’s political 

narrative – the CGIs of the project show either white businessmen, or ghostlike 

silhouettes with no identity at all (3.11a and b). 

In addition to the lack of signs of lower-class culture and identity markers, the 

images exclude signs of urban (over)population, such as dense traffic, litter and tangled 

electricity wires, which are characteristic of Beirut’s urban environment. As a result, the 

CGIs are completely disconnected from the lived space of Beirut. The envisioned 

buildings could be located anywhere, or, more precisely, nowhere. The generic 

visualization of urban space in the CGIs presents a non-place. Dynamic is replaced by 

stasis, the real by the image, diversity by emptiness and depth by surface. The previous 

sections of this chapter have demonstrated that these are the very characteristics that 

are commonly attributed to the real cityscape of BCD. The hyperreal nature of the area, 

caused by superficial architecture, economic exclusion and the culture of consumerism, 

reflects the imaginary depicted in the CGIs and vice versa in a timeless cycle of signifier 

and signified (Baudrillard, 1994).  

This particular temporality of the hyperreal reinforces the suspended now. 

Walid Sadek compares a large billboard at Martyr’s Square in the 1990s, which displays 

a CGI of the then current reconstruction plan for that place, with the figure of Lazarus, 

because it places the radical under the guise of the familiar. “Resurrected, it stood,  



173 

Figure 3.11a Waad project (Bechara El Bacha Architects)

Figure 3.11b Waad project (United Architectural Agency) 
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visible but persistently unintelligible” (Sadek, 2006: 60). He proceeds to point out the 

political implications of this temporality: 

Rather than promise a picture of a feasible development out of current conditions, that image 

stood as an accomplished future looking down upon a protracted and derelict present turned 

dumb and tangible because reduced to a primary materiality of dust and asphalt. (Sadek, 2006: 

59) 

Radically excluded from the image, the temporal present and the material presence of 

the environment are rendered undesirable and disposable. The process of exclusion at 

stake in the image is therefore implicated in the precarization of Beirut’s environment. 

The vision of the future that it promises, excludes present reality and is therefore not a 

promise but a threat. In Yasmeen Arif’s ethnographic study of Saifi village, a residential 

area in BCD, this is poignantly illustrated by the following remark from respondent 

André: “Have you seen the maquette? Is it possible that such a nice and elegant 

maquette will have coffin makers in this street? One should be reasonable – they won’t 

keep this kind of business here” (2002: 122). Like the CGIs, the architectural model 

bears little relation to lived reality. Such exclusionary visions of the future increase the 

precariousness of the present. 

One of the few artistic engagements with billboards is the intriguing 

photography project Beirutopia by Randa Mirza (2011). The artist has captured real 

estate advertisement billboards within their urban environment in Beirut. Mirza allows 

subtle details of the real environment into the frame of her pictures, a road blockade, a 

car, a pavement. These details are not part of the advertisement image and do not add to 

the envisioned ideal. As a result, they disturb the commercial efficiency of the CGI and 

create a distance between the viewer and the commercial message, stimulating critical 

reflection. This disturbance is brought about by a variety of contradictions between the 

real environment and the virtual image. 

In some cases, the billboard image is dusty, sun bleached, torn apart or partly 

concealed by construction material or greenery, all of which compromise the message 

of the luxury life style that the original image is intended to convey (fig. 3.12). In others, 

the element from the real environment is so subtle that the observer initially fails to 

grasp what the photo is showing. Something seems unreal about the image, but it is not 

immediately apparent what it is. Once the detail is discovered – a very slight strip of  
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Figure 3.12 a charming residential building (Mirza, 2011) 

Figure 3.13 the essence of the Mediterranean (Mirza, 2011) 
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Figure 3.14 luxury time and space (Mirza, 2011) 

Figure 3.15 sexy has a new address (Mirza, 2011) 
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pavement (fig. 3.13), one branch in the foreground – the viewer still hesitates. The detail 

seems “photoshopped” onto the original. What is real, what is fake? This hesitation on 

the part of the spectator echoes the sense of artificiality, or hyperreality, discussed in 

the section on façades.  

 In ‘luxury time and space’ (fig. 3.14), the scale of the two scooters undoes the 

effects of depth and scale, achieved by lighting, perspective and human silhouettes, 

reducing the image to what it really is: a mere surface. Another conflict arises between 

the messiness of the real environment and the cleanliness depicted in the images. In 

‘sexy has a new address,’ the litter in front of the billboard stands in sharp contrast to 

the shining surfaces in the image (fig. 3.15). Without traces of users, the depicted urban 

space seems empty and static. Even the cabriolet, equally shining, seems to be frozen in 

time. The overly present surfaces in the image, like those in BCD, seem to exclude 

historical integration or social belonging. 

 Finally, a contrast may arise between the nature of the real life objects and that 

of the envisioned environment. The objects seem to always fall into one or two of three 

categories. They serve an obvious practical function, they belong to urban residues, or 

they are natural. The computer generated image, on the contrary, solely contains 

objects that add to the envisioned imaginary. Even objects that would normally have a 

practical function, such as the abovementioned car, seem to have lost their purpose in 

the picture. Residues are absent, nature is over-cultivated. By contrasting the CGIs with 

precisely those objects that are missing in the commercial utopia that they represent, 

the photos reveal their exclusion from the image. Together, these strategies succeed in 

defetishizing the images of the CGIs. 

 The titles of the images are real estate advertisement slogans that do not 

necessarily relate to the same project as the captured CGI. Beirutopia’s work description 

asserts that “the slogans are used interchangeably as titles of the project’s photographs 

because they embody the uniform concept of luxury, dream lifestyle and ethos 

associated with these structures” (Mirza, 2011). Nevertheless, it is precisely by 

decontextualizing them and putting them into conversation with a photograph that 

already destabilizes the real estate advertisement imaginary, that the hegemonic 

consumerist discourse they are part of is put into question. Often referring to issues far 

beyond the reach of the actual development project and within the uncertain, 

precarious and even political realm of the future (‘to new beginnings’ or ‘for a better 
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view of your future’), personal character (‘live up to your true nature’ and ‘designing 

inner beauty’) or geographical authenticity (‘the essence of the Mediterranean’ or 

‘Beirut is back and it's beautiful’), these slogans seem utterly beside the point, especially 

since the projects are set in the highly political space of post-war Beirut. 

 In October 2011, Beirutopia was displayed in a public outdoor exhibition in 

Beirut. Lebanese art exhibited in an unsecured public space of Beirut is extremely rare. 

The photos were displayed at the fence of René Mouawad Park. This public park is 

better known as Sanayeh Garden and arguably forms the only open space with truly 

public access in the Beirut – apart from the Corniche, the seaside boulevard, which is a 

stretch rather than a patch of land, and characterized by movement rather than pause. 

The photographs were put on the outside of the fence, thus creating a shock to some 

passers-by, who at first glance thought their precious park was sold for development.  

 

Figure 3.16 Exhibition view of Beirutopia on the fence of Mouawad Park, Sanayeh (Mirza, 2011) 

 

During my visit to Beirut in 2014, three years after the exhibition, Mouawad Park was 

being redeveloped. At the time, the park was sealed off by billboards and inaccessible to 

the public. The CGIs showed a pristine park occupied by young, middle class, Western 

clad residents (fig. 3.17). In retrospect, Beirutopia seemed prophetic. 

 By making visible a variety of contrasts, Beirutopia raises questions about the 

phenomenon of real estate billboards in Beirut. How can city dwellers connect to their 

built environment when real estate billboards conceal substantial parts of the city, and 

replaces them by static surfaces, carrying images that are characterized by, precisely, 

superficiality, stasis, artificiality, emptiness and exclusion? Yet, the criticism extends 

beyond the billboards themselves. After a building has been realized and the billboards 

have been removed, the same confrontation that one notices in the photographs 

continues to take place in the real cityscape. Many of the speculative real estate projects  
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Figure 3.17 Mouawad Park in 2014. 

throughout Beirut are heavily sanitized and securitized and refuse to become part of 

Beirut’s everyday unruliness. The sense of incongruity evoked by Beirutopia’s 

photographs thus reflects the way in which the newly constructed BCD, as well as other 

new real estate projects, is experienced by many Lebanese and visitors alike, as appears 

from the section on façades above. The billboard symbolizes this experience, because its 

materiality repeats the superficiality and exclusion at stake in its visualization as well as 

in the larger trends of urban renewal of which it is part. 

Mirza furthermore criticizes the widening gap between the consumerist luxury 

lifestyle that is being promoted through images and slogans under the pretext of 

progress, and the everyday reality of economic hardship for the majority of the 

Lebanese. As such, the contrasts framed in Beirutopia’s photos are not only those 

between commercial imaginaries and reality, but also between spatially stratified 

classes. The environment of the urban poor seems to be considered disposable; as the 

images make clear there is no place for it in the envisioned future. During the 

demonstrations that erupted following the garbage crisis in 2015, this sentiment was 

expressed when these words were sprayed on one of the real estate bill boards: “Beirut 

is not a drink and nightlife” (fig. 3.18). Thus, the high income development envisioned in 
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Figure 3.18 “Beirut is not a drink and nightlife” (2015) 

the CGI is explicitly related to an upper class lifestyle, which is subsequently removed 

from how “real Beirut” is alternatively imagined. 

As a physical barrier between the dynamics of the urban street on the one hand, 

and what is being envisioned in political and commercial imaginaries and realized 

behind the boards on the other, the billboard is a powerful image. It is by framing that 

physical disconnection that Mirza expresses the feeling of many Lebanese that real 

estate development throughout Beirut is spatially, temporally and socially utterly 

disconnected from the city of which they are part. The billboard embodies the concept 

of superficiality developed in this chapter, adding to it a strong dimension of socio-

economic exclusion, because it not only offers a two-dimensional space for the display 

of outer appearance, but also establishes a rupture that effectuates the exclusionary 

politics at play in society more broadly and alienates individuals from their 

environment. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have explored imaginaries of post-civil-war Beirut as a surface city. 

While I do not endorse descriptions of the city as a superficial place, the concept of 
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superficiality has proved productive in teasing out imaginaries that construct Beirut as 

a city that is imitative and artificial, as a city that disguises a disturbing truth, or one 

horizontally dotted by violently cleared tracts of empty surfaces, and vertically 

fragmented by erected boundaries. Superficiality is interesting because it relates the 

predominance of spectacular images and surface appearance in consumer culture to the 

shallowness associated with the modern or contemporary condition through a spatial 

metaphor. Scholars who have conceptualized these phenomena, particularly the line of 

thought from Marx via Debord to Baudrillard, and the anthropological work of Marc 

Augé, consider this superficiality to be a product of late capitalist culture. Superficiality 

in this conceptualization suggests a sense of radical disconnection – between subjects 

and their social and spatial environment, including its history. This sense of 

disconnection could be one explanation for the suspended now. 

A polished urban environment that is considered superficial is often highly 

exclusive. Economic deprivation and social stratification have always formed the 

necessary flipside to consumerist culture. The concept of superficiality is suitable for 

combining these elements, i.e. appearance, shallowness, and exclusion, because the 

materiality of a surface already suggests limited visual and physical access, reflecting 

processes of exclusion. Real estate billboards are particularly interesting, because their 

physical structure repeats the processes of exclusion and alienating artificiality that are 

at work within its imagery. At the same time, they offer surfaces that can be reinscribed 

by those who feel excluded from its representation. This is a global phenomenon.  

The case of Beirut adds to these layers of meaning. Firstly, superficiality is in 

many cases understood as imitation, particularly of the “West,” or more precisely 

France and the U.S. This is then often presented as a cause for Beirut’s perceived lack of 

a mature identity. In contrast, I would suggest that rather than an immature identity, no 

vision of an “imagined community,” in Benedict Anderson’s phrasing (1983), has 

managed to dominate others. Lebanon’s history of contestation between multiple 

minorities over national, regional and urban identities could be viewed as a positive 

alternative to the cultural and political hegemony of the majority in other places – were 

it not for the bloodshed in name of those identities. Both interpretations – that is, an 

immature and imitative identity versus a history of plurality and disagreement – situate 

the sense of absence at the heart of Beirut’s identity debates in the city’s post-colonial 

condition. This historical disruption of the city’s identity formation produces a sense of 
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unresolvedness, which contributes to the suspended now. While the first understanding 

tends to yearn for some lost authenticity, which works in the chronotope of the 

transitional city, the latter is less essentializing and even leaves room for a positive 

valuation of Beirut’s supposed “lack.” 

 Secondly, superficiality in Beirut is often associated with disguise. Artificiality 

and fakeness are often understood as deliberate strategies to conceal a disturbing truth, 

rather than to conceal the absence of any reality, as Baudrillard would have it. The 

artificiality of pristine façades and the fakeness of social interaction serve as a disguise – 

carefully crafted by the blood-stained hands of impeccably dressed leaders – concealing 

very real tensions under the surface, as well as traces of past crimes. The suggestion of 

concealed depth reproduces the suspended now, because it suggests the lingering 

presence of an unresolved past that can re-emerge to the surface in the future. For El 

Khalil, in the aftermath of the 2006 war, that surface illusion has been shattered. In her 

memoir, the fashion behind the shop windows does not disguise anything, but is an 

inextricable part of Beirut’s geography of precariousness. Surface appearance seems no 

longer designed to cover repeated violent destruction, but exists side by side with it in 

perverse normalcy. The doll demands women to comply with pain and discomfort for 

the sake of mere appearance, right in the face of suffering, and all in the suffocating 

absence of anything more profound, long-lasting and humane. In response, she restores 

her dignity by leaving her mark on a wall, significantly reclaiming agency by inscribing 

an urban surface. This suits Beirut’s geography, in which surfaces such as banners, 

posters and graffiti are important sites for the contestation of place identity. 

 A third layer of meaning is that of erasure. Demolition has erased large parts of 

the former city and destroyed much of its heritage, which resonates with apocalyptic 

fantasies. Even after reconstruction, former inhabitants and visitors remain utterly 

disoriented. For Jalal Toufic, this post-catastrophic surface is marked by withdrawal and 

the inaccessibility of tradition and heritage. This disconnection with past tradition then 

reproduces a sense of alienation that could be called the suspended now. It also causes 

Beirut’s supposed absent identity, which he seeks to resurrect through art. Yet, the 

tabula rasa can never be a blank slate. The imagined rupture is always incomplete. This 

is particularly significant in a situation like Lebanon, where conflicts have remained 

unresolved. “We want to be reborn, while we are not really dead yet,” as the voice over 

in Beyrouth Fantôme says. For Ghassan Salhab, then, the disorientation and emptiness of 
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post-civil-war Beirut are as much a post-catastrophic condition as they are a precarious 

one, perpetually exposed to renewed violence. Likewise, and contrary to Toufic’s 

concept of withdrawal, Sadek explains the disorientation expressed with regard to 

contemporary Beirut by a sense of intense and blinding proximity, an excess, not an 

absence, produced by protracted violence. 

In a 2001 essay, Jad Tabet describes the superficiality of BCD combining all of 

these layers of meaning discussed throughout this chapter: 

 

Why, then, this feeling of malaise, that emanates from the rehabilitated façades, like a strange 

impression to stroll in a stage set? Could it be that, in this reconstituted landscape, which seems 

out of reach to the corruptions of space and time, the patrimonial city, cleaned, tidied, prepared 

to meet the highest standards of embellishment and of media settings, appears at the bottom like 

a deformed reflection of the tabula rasa? Emptied of their occupants and their uses, of all those 

people in the shadow that give them their “matter,” undone of impurities that would disturb the 

image, the restored districts transform into spaces of representation, where the picturesque no 

longer serves anything but an argument for sale. As if, in that development of the city, there has 

been something of a killing of the city. (Tabet, 2001b: 56) 

 

Tabet formulates how the alienating superficiality of the Central District, as well as its 

practices of exclusion and disposal, can appear as “a deformed reflection of the tabula 

rasa.” That is, the façades of Solidere have not (only) been erected upon the erasure of 

war and demolition, but in themselves still constitute the same process of erasure. Two-

dimensionality, shallowness, exclusion, artificiality and erasure are all tied together, 

leading to the impression of a landscape “out of reach of the corruptions of space and 

time,” that is, suspended in a timeless present. 

 Indeed, the various layers of meaning of superficiality in Beirut have all been 

offered as causes for Beirut’s suspended now. Like material surfaces that obstruct 

access, even while perhaps displaying a nice image, the metaphorical use of 

superficiality suggests inaccessibility too. It is interesting that in most cultural objects 

analyzed in this chapter this inaccessibility has a temporal component, oriented 

towards the past. The spectacle renders history and memory a mere image; alienation 

disrupts long-lasting structures of belonging; disguise conceals past crimes; imitation 

destroys authentic roots; erasure disrupts tradition; exclusion makes spatial memory 

anchors inaccessible. As appears from words such as “belonging”, “roots” and 

“tradition,” the inaccessibility of the past is suggested to harm healthy identity 
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formation. For thinkers like Elias Khoury and Jalal Toufic, for the marketers of the 

architectural designs, and sometimes for El Khalil, Beirut is imagined as a psychological 

entity that has not come to terms with itself, whether because of trauma, because of 

immaturity, or because of promiscuity. I have argued that such imaginaries are often 

essentializing, because they tend to fall back on ideas of cultural purity and authentic 

origins that are especially harmful in a contested place like Beirut.  

 Works like Beirutopia and As She Once Was offer a different approach. They too 

are haunted by a sense of absence and by the suspended now, but they do not seek 

salvation in a return to the past. In the face of the social and spatial exclusion produced 

by real estate speculation, the invocation of past and future only reinforces feelings of 

alienation. Instead, the works propose a reorientation towards the present. Exclusion 

and detachment are spatialized and surface appearance is materialized in order to be 

defetishized. These works highlight that around and between the city’s surfaces, life 

continues to unfold, leaving its marks and traces, opening up spaces and connecting 

individuals. Precariousness, as a shared condition of vulnerability and an unequal 

exposure to harm, is only implicit in the attention of these authors to processes of social 

and economic exclusion. 

 This is different from the works of Salhab, Sadek, Chakar and El Khalil discussed 

in this chapter. They foreground the impact of violence on everyday life. While they, too, 

focus on the present, they turn attention to the difficulty of living in the spatial and 

temporal proximity of physical violence. They show that it is difficult to navigate the 

surfaces of the city, the structures of exclusion and erasure, when vision is impaired and 

little is shared. In Salhab’s movies, Chakar’s play and El Khalil’s memoir, the characters 

are disoriented to the point of desperation, not because everything has been erased, but 

because everything that is left remains exposed to harm.  

 The previous chapter discussed imaginaries of Beirut as a disposable city. It 

compared works that imagine Beirut as post-apocalyptic or on the verge of apocalypse, 

to works that imagine the city to be perpetually exposed to various forms of destruction 

and wasting. The chapter “Surface City” has taken up many of the themes that came up 

in the previous chapter, especially that of traumatic rupture versus a prolonged 

condition of precariousness. However, through the concept of superficiality, the focus 

shifted from what is being disposed of, to what is established by disposal: the cleaned 

surfaces of the modern city. I demonstrated that the concept of superficiality is 
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embedded in global imaginaries of modern and contemporary city life. In addition, 

Beirut’s relation to the notion has a long history – shared by many other cities in the 

former imperial periphery – that imbues the notion with the connotation of imitation. 

The post-civil-war context in Beirut, however, has added very interesting layers to these 

global and historical dimensions, most notably the aspects of disguise and traumatic 

rupture. At the same time, many interesting artists and authors have defetishized forms 

of surface appearance and sought ways to negotiate urban surfaces responsibly in the 

present, similar to the way in which some of the artists discussed in the previous 

chapter seek to reclaim agency over their lives by a critical reorientation to the 

precarious present. The next chapter will explore imaginaries of excavation and 

mourning. Excavation is often imagined as a practice that resists the disposal of chapter 

two, and that moves beyond and beneath the surface central to this chapter. 
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4. EXCAVATION AND MOURNING 

 

 

I will dance on your tombs. 

– Omar Boustani (2001:186) 

 

Is there something to be gained from tarrying with grief? 

– Judith Butler (2004: 30) 

 

 

In chapter one, I argued that life in contemporary Beirut is characterized by a 

temporality that could be described as a suspended now, because the present seems to 

be cut off from an inaccessible past and the future remains unimaginable. This 

temporality has been given meaning in various ways. Predominant is a narrative that 

explains the present as a transitional phase between a traumatic rupture and future 

healing or mythical rebirth. Throughout the first three chapters, I have shown how 

many of these narratives rely on an essentialist construction of the city’s identity, 

grounded in teleological linear histories or a cyclical destiny. In contrast, some imagine 

the precarious present as a condition defined by loss and exposure, in a temporality that 

bears less straightforward relations to both past and future. 

 Chapters two and three explored the rich meanings of, and the varied ways in 

which, the concepts of disposability and superficiality have been employed in attempts 

to give meaning to the precarious geography of contemporary Beirut – attempts that 

often construct the city as either a city in transition or a precarious city, and sometimes 

as a combination of both. Disposability and superficiality are concepts that allow for an 

appreciation of the interrelations between global dynamics of late capitalist urban 

development, and local dynamics of memory politics and conflict regulation. While 

undeniably political, these concepts also bear a direct relation to the affective register of 

the suspended now, the alienating transience that characterizes contemporary Beirut’s 

city life. 
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 This chapter is a little bit different, in that it does not focus on expressions of 

Beirut’s precarious time and space, but on practices that attempt to deal with them. If 

the city is easily disposed of and surface appearance seeks to cover over the absences 

and remains after erasure, then excavation becomes a practice of resistance, by digging 

up foundations, roots and traces that provide depth where superficiality holds sway. If 

past crimes are erased, while survivors, perpetrators and bystanders remain locked in a 

mode of waiting for future resolution – be it in the form of prosperity, stability, 

retribution or psychological healing – then mourning becomes a practice of resistance 

as well, by tarrying with loss and absence and by acknowledging past horrors without 

seeking to overcome them. 

 Yet, as in the previous chapters, this chapter, too, shows the different ways in 

which these practices have been given meaning. The section on the concept of latency 

provides a theoretical framework for the motif of excavation. The atmosphere, or 

Stimmung, of latency relates a perceived dichotomy between surface appearance and 

concealed depth to the temporality of the suspended now. As such, latency too inspires 

narratives of future redemption, through an imagined moment of unconcealment. The 

subsequent sections demonstrate how concerns over material remains in Beirut’s 

underground, from archaeological heritage to secret mass graves, are inextricably 

bound up with the metaphorical underground: an imagined space where the past, the 

subconscious, the primordial, the darker excesses of society and undeveloped potential 

are lurking together. At times, this space is endowed with redemptive potential, a 

hidden truth to be excavated, belonging to the chronotope of the city in transition. At 

times, the underground is imagined as the excluded and repressed other, an encounter 

with which may offer a way to expand “the narrator’s affective horizons to include an 

imperfect world,” in Ken Seigneurie’s words about one of Rabee Jaber’s novels that will 

be discussed below (2011: 95, see pp. 199-201).  

 Regardless of the form of these underground imaginaries, the question remains 

how to respond ethically once what has been buried has been excavated, or once what 

has been discarded has been exposed to our view. Loss is central to the confrontation 

with the underground, which harbours layer upon layer of what history has disposed of. 

Coming to terms with loss is therefore the symbolic and affective meaning of the various 

forms of excavation, real and imaginary, that are explored in this chapter. This is what 

connects the two parts of the chapter title, excavation and mourning. 
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 Excavation is therefore an important practice of the memory makers who seek to 

demonstrate that the violent rupture of the civil wars and the subsequent demolition 

has not created a blank slate, but rather a palimpsest. As was pointed out in the chapter 

“Surface City,” critics maintain that Solidere’s musealization of heritage resembles the 

imaginary of the tabula rasa because the fetishization of façades is as empty and 

decontextualized as a blank slate. Memory makers, then, seek to disclose what lies 

behind this surface appearance. In Huyssen’s conceptualization of the palimpsest, 

however, he is careful not to make a binary distinction between political memory 

discourses, such as Lebanon memory makers’, and consumerist discourses, such as 

Solidere’s. Both involve processes of remembering and forgetting, both involve 

practices of mediatization and imagination, and both “express a society’s need for 

temporal anchoring when […] the relationship between past, present, and future is 

being transformed beyond recognition” (Huyssen, 2003: 28). Excavation in this chapter 

should therefore be understood as a metaphor for the way in which certain memory 

practices are understood in opposition to imaginaries of superficiality, even though 

sometimes they construct something new rather than expose pre-existing matter. 

 The section on the cultivation of martyrs is added as a counterpoint to the 

concerns with the underground that take up the larger part of this chapter. Contrary to 

the underground, the loss of martyrs is exhibited in urban space in the most visible and 

spectacular ways. This chapter analyzes artistic responses to this phenomenon as a 

search for a disposition towards loss that is less concerned with surface appearance and 

not intent on future redemption. In a way, the attempt to move beyond the spectacle of 

cultivated martyrdom can be considered a form of excavation too. 

 The final section discusses reflections by two artists on how to live ethically in 

Beirut today and on the central role of loss, the dead and the buried in their thinking. 

Paola Yacoub’s photography invites viewers to see places that are heavily charged, yet 

never explained. Walid Sadek proposes the labour of missing and mourning in the 

presence of the corpse as a practice that could bring the Lebanese together around the 

little that is still shared across tense social divisions. 

 

Latency 

To understand the relation between the underground and the suspended now, it is 

useful to develop the concept of latency. Latency refers to a presence that escapes 
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perception. It differs from the spectral in that it is an actual state of being with a 

material articulation, which has passed into a dormant or concealed condition; rather 

than a state between being and non-being that haunts material presence. In other 

words, that which is materially present but escapes perception is latent, and that which 

is materially absent but is nevertheless perceived is spectral. Latency suggests that what 

is hidden from perception may (re-)emerge. However, it is impossible to know whether 

it ever will become manifest or if it will vanish before it can appear. If it does manifest 

itself, we do not know when, where, how and in which appearance it will do so. 

Temporally, this anticipation of a possible but highly uncertain (re-)emergence strongly 

resonates with the suspended now as it has been developed in the first chapter. In this 

section, I will discuss three different but overlapping conceptualizations of latency that 

resonate with the cultural objects discussed in this chapter: Freud’s latent dream 

content, Gumbrecht’s notion of latency as the Stimmung that has profoundly marked 

post-WW II Germany, and Hadjithomas’ and Joreige’s discussion of latent images in 

post-civil-war Lebanon. 

 It is important to understand Freud’s employment of the concept of latency, 

because it has had a profound influence on later cultural theories. Sigmund Freud, in his 

The Interpretation of Dreams (2010 [1913]), distinguishes between latent and manifest 

dream content. The manifest dream content consists of the dream material that the 

dreamer perceives. The latent dream content only reveals itself through intensive 

psychoanalysis. The distinction between latent and manifest dream content coincides 

with Freud’s distinction between a conscious and a subconscious realm of the psyche. 

The subconscious psyche harbours repressed desires and primal scenes, while the 

conscious psyche registers, interprets, reasons and imagines. The latent dream content 

originates in the subconscious. Through forms of distortion, such as symbolism, 

displacement and reversal, the latent content is translated into the manifest dream that 

presents itself to the conscious psyche. This distortion mechanism is a form of 

repression that is supposed to protect the subject from anxieties, but which can also 

lead to hysterical symptoms. 

 Even though Freudian dream analysis is largely outdated, his distinction 

between a conscious and a subconscious psyche has become so influential that any 

conceptualization of latency bears its mark. In fact, any discussion that involves a 

contrast between surface appearance and concealed content, like the one in this thesis, 
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triggers this symbolic distinction to some extent, at least for those who have been 

exposed to European and American society and culture since the twentieth century. 

Likewise, in our collective imagination, vertical geographies resonate with Freud’s dual 

psyche. We will see throughout the rest of this chapter that Beirut’s imagined 

underground often harbours dark desires and primordial instincts. 

 More frequently, subterranean space forms the site of repressed memories. The 

notion of repressed memories is highly contested by psychologists. Yet, regardless of 

psychological accuracy, the figure of repressed memories appeals to those artists who 

seek to express the presence of a collective past to which access seems to be blocked. 

Repressed memories recall events of a traumatic nature, which have passed into latency 

by a psychological defence mechanism. However, despite the traumatic nature of those 

parts of Lebanon’s past that are difficult to access, the repression that many artists seek 

to address is not (only) psychological, but political in nature – taking the form of the 

contested general amnesty law, the lack of official national commemorations, the 

conflict over a national history curriculum and the limited efforts to clear up the fate of 

the 17,000 disappeared. Interestingly, Freudian discourse is often employed in the 

otherwise highly political “collective amnesia” debate (see also pp. 30-31, 40-43, 57-58 

of the introduction). In contrast to the oft-invoked notion of amnesia itself, associated 

with definite erasure, the concept of latency suggests that, albeit concealed, these 

suppressed memories continue to be present. The widespread fear of renewed violence 

is explained as the anxious anticipation of an uncontrolled and distorted return of the 

repressed (e.g. Haugbolle, 2010: 64-95; Khatib, 2008: xix; Makarem, 2002; Saghieh, 

2005). The Freudian approach to repressed memories also allows for a fragmented 

temporality that suits the experience of the suspended now. We will see that Beirut’s 

soil is both a material place where physical evidence remains buried and an imagined 

space where repressed narratives can be unleashed.  

 “Latency” has been used in a slightly different manner by Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht 

as a concept that captures the Stimmung, the general atmosphere or mood, of the period 

after 1945 – that is the entire second half of twentieth century up until the early 2000s, 

but especially the first three decades of that period. He speculates that the impression of 

a presence that escapes perception, something hidden in the dark, was produced by the 

congestion of a number of experiences in this particular historical juncture. These 
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“cultural configurations” are remarkably similar to the ones encountered over and over 

again in Lebanon’s post-war cultural production: 

 

One had paradoxical impressions that certain things could not be “left behind” because they 

vanished so quickly, while others remained “inaccessible”; the self would never become “fully 

transparent,” and no environment would ever offer complete protection and shelter. Together, 

these impressions produced the effect of latency – and, with it, the aforementioned “ontology 

without teleology.” (Gumbrecht, 2013: 157) 

 

The passage describes a shared experience in Europe, which resonates strongly with 

post-war Lebanon’s suspended now. 

 In post-war Germany too, a straightforward linear relation to the past has 

become impossible. The possibility of objective knowing or being has been radically put 

into question. Utter precariousness makes a confident anticipation of the future 

impossible. Similar to what has happened, and is still happening, in Lebanon, 

Gumbrecht and his generation have been giving meaning to these conditions by an 

anticipation of redemptive revelation. There has been the impression that something is 

out there, concealed, latent, that will – sooner or later – reveal itself. However, 

Gumbrecht concludes that each and every time a major historical event seemed to make 

or unmake the world, the moment of redemptive revelation had to be postponed. 

Looking back, they all seem part of an “ever-broadening present above which we can no 

longer seriously hope to rise” (2013: 38). It becomes ever more unlikely that what is 

latent will ever reveal itself. 

 In a brief but revealing passage near the end of the book, Gumbrecht also 

demonstrates an important pitfall of such a post-historical approach to events: 

 

What also made the attack [of 9/11] unique were many motives and forms of resentment from 

the past that converged here. It was as if the terrorists of the German Autumn in 1977 had 

returned and appeared in the earliest twenty-first century with more determined, more daring, 

and more lethal madness than ever before. Behind them – congested and explosively condensed – 

stood multiple historical waves of anti-Semitism (like the killing of the Israeli athletes in 1972 or 

even the Holocaust) and, as its consequence and reverse, anti-Americanism of the most 

contemptuous sort. (Gumbrecht, 2013: 196) 
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Here, Gumbrecht explains disparate historical events as disfigured eruptions of an 

essential primordial – that is a-historical – evil: anti-Semitism. It resembles the Freudian 

model, with the latent drives of the subconscious occasionally manifesting themselves 

to the ego in distorted ways. It allows Gumbrecht to blatantly ignore historical causes 

and social conditions for the different instances of violence, such as, most obviously, the 

disastrous politics of Israel and the United States in the Middle East. 

 This resonates with the widespread understanding of sectarian divisions as 

archaic and unchanging tendencies. Samir Khalaf’s use of the word “primordial” in this 

context relates sectarian affiliation and intersectarian mistrust not only to the 

subterranean figure of ancient roots, but also to other underground notions, such as 

premodernity, irrationality and the subconscious (2002: ix; see p. 17). With regard to 

the future, the “‘discontinuous but expansive’ movement characteristic of capitalism” is 

expected to relegate this premodern social form to that same underground, where all 

things deviant, backwards, obsolete, occult or criminal belong (Pike, 2007: 46, citing 

Jameson, 1997). As discussed in the introduction, Ussama Makdisi has convincingly 

argued that the culture of sectarianism is not an unchanging evil lurking under the 

surface of an otherwise rational modern society, but has rather been produced by the 

colonial modernity of the late Ottoman Empire and the French Mandate (see p. 17). 

 The tendency to imagine an unchanging primordial evil concealed under the 

manifest world, but occasionally erupting through its surface, seems to originate not 

only in Freud’s conception of the subconscious, but also in an overlapping premodern 

imaginary of the cosmos, consisting of three layers from top to bottom: heaven, world 

and hell. David Pike’s study Metropolis on the Styx (2007) maintains, in relation to 

European metropolises in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, that a 

premodern worldview has continued to inform the way we have given meaning to the 

geographies of the modern world. More specifically, Pike argues that the tremendous 

physical transformations of the underground that industrial modernity brought about, 

most notably the construction of subway and sewage systems, have been associated 

with the metaphorical realm of hell, in spite of their emblematic rational efficiency and 

hygiene. As a result, the modern imaginary of the underground became the repository 

for everything marginalized by the ideal rational order of the modern city, from crime 

and sexual perversion to revolution and subversive art; from spies and torturers to 

sorcerers and the insane; from drugs and raving to waste and excrement. All excess 
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products of the city that potentially threaten the modern order of the aboveground have 

to this day been considered “underground,” whether physically located underneath the 

earth or not. As the “other” of the city’s rational order, the underground is therefore 

conceptually close to waste, as it has been defined in the second chapter.  

 Gumbrecht’s conceptualization of latency is important, because it shows how 

latency has traditionally been given meaning within the teleological frameworks offered 

by capitalism and communism alike. The Freudian narrative too offers a redemptive 

narrative, because psychoanalytical treatment entails the promise of healing. Yet in the 

end, Gumbrecht concludes that such narratives eventually cannot hold: 

 

Time – today and for us – seems to reveal a new structure and unfold in a rhythm that is different 

from the ‘historical’ time that governed the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In this new 

chronotope – for which no name exists yet, even though we live within its forms – agency, 

certainty, and the historical progress of mankind have faded into distant memory. We are left 

only with unredeemed desire, uncertainty, and disorientation. At the same time, a future that we 

never chose threatens us. There is neither escape, nor much of an idea where we stand at this 

point – or even where we should be. That is, there is no reason to believe that what has been 

latent for so long might now, finally, begin to ‘show its face.’ (Gumbrecht, 2013: 38) 

 

In other words, with the prolonged effect of latency, an ontology without teleology 

emerges, a form of being that is disconnected from progressive history, a suspended 

now. This is an important insight, but it is imperative to remain aware of the political 

conditions that produce this protracted now, in order to prevent essentialist 

imaginaries of some lurking unchanging evil under the surface. 

 Two Lebanese artists and filmmakers have employed a conceptualization of 

latency with regard to the experience of post-1990 Lebanon, which resonates with 

Gumbrecht’s understanding even though his book had not been published at the time. 

Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige are mainly interested in the concept of latency 

within the context of the production and circulation of images. They allow the Freudian 

understanding of the word to enter in conversation with the technical meaning, used 

within photography, which refers to the invisible image on photosensitive material after 

exposure but before development. 

 They explicitly position their fascination with scarce and latent images as a 

reaction against “the spectacular images that surround us, [...] a flux, [...] simplification 
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and cliché” (Hadjithomas and Joreige, 2012: #6). In other words, they explain their 

attention to images that are concealed or otherwise escape perception as a form of 

resistance against the domineering surface appearance, as discussed in the previous 

chapter. Being artists, they have developed the concept of latency mostly through 

artistic projects, which take up the larger part of their reflective essays too. 

 In A State of Latency, for example, Hadjithomas and Joreige describe how a  

fictional photographer, Abdallah Farah, a character that features in the two earlier 

projects of Wonder Beirut, compulsively takes photographs of daily life during and after 

the civil war. He leaves the film rolls undeveloped and notes down each capture in a 

notebook. The transcription of the notebooks, together with the drawers of 

undeveloped films, evokes images that have not manifested themselves, latent images. 

Among the objects photographed is the imprint of the photographer’s wife’s body on the 

sheets in the morning, his coffee ground in a cup, the streets he crossed in a week 

(Hadjithomas and Joreige, 2002b). Such objects have a latent quality themselves, 

bearing an often metonymical relation to a subject, object or event that is not visibly 

present, and, by the same token, bearing a non-linear relation to past or future. 

Likewise, the portraits in the descriptions reproduced above figure 4.1 suggest a 

discrepancy between appearance and interiorized emotions, between the manifest and 

the latent content of the image.  

 Farah also tries to capture the martyr posters put up along the airport road. The 

posters are all in recto verso frames of the same size, accompanied by the same caption. 

Driving past them at full speed they appear in a flux and fill up the occasional empty 

frame with an afterimage. Hadjithomas’ and Joreige’s fictional photographer is 

fascinated by the optical phenomenon and tries to capture it on camera. He is fascinated 

by the electric poles that carry the empty frames: 

 

The electric post is between the image of the past (the martyr) and the frame to come (the next 

and future martyr). The post anchors these two temporalities in a kind of reality, of continuous 

present. Whereas juxtaposing these temporalities creates a time lag which cannot be easily 

represented. (Hadjithomas and Joreige, 2002b) 

 

This example again shows the peculiar temporality of latency as discussed in relation to 

Gumbrecht’s conceptualization. The artists do not explicitly endorse narratives of 

trauma studies, but there are implicit references. The fictional character Abdallah Farah   
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Film RE 145 

1. 6/3/2000 at 11:20. Autoportrait in the mirror, impassive attitude just after a dispute 

2. 7/3/2000 at 11:01. Autoportrait in the mirror, impassive attitude but interiorized feeling of euphoria 

3. 7/3/2000 at 13:52. Autoportrait in the mirror, impassive attitude but interiorized feeling of hunger 

4. 7/3/2000 at 14:30. Autoportrait in the mirror, impassive attitude but interiorized feeling “I’ve had too 

much to eat” 

 

Film PE 103 

21. The sky seen through the window of my room 

22. A cloud shaped like an elephant 

23. Jnah. Painted film poster. Julia Roberts, completely deformed, is unrecognizable 

24. Close-up on the face of Julia Roberts 

25. New electric yellow pole, unused, stuck to an old wooden pole covered with electric wires 

26. Front façade of a destroyed building being restored 

27. A workman on a crane opposite the building 

 

Figure 4.1 Latent Images (Hadjithomas and Joreige, 1998-2006) 
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displays obsessive compulsive behaviour, not only by his archiving of latent 

photographs, but also, in two earlier parts of the Wonder Beirut project, by burning 

holes in the idyllic postcards of the city he had produced before the civil war 

(Hadjithomas and Joreige, 1998-2006). In another essay on latency, they also refer to 

Toufic’s The Withdrawal of Tradition Past a Surpassing Disaster (see pp. 163-164). 

“Maybe certain conditions caused these images to withdraw, as the artist and writer 

Jalal Toufic would say” (Hadjithomas and Joreige, 2012 #6), suggesting a relation 

between the catastrophic nature of the civil wars and the artists’ impression to be 

surrounded by latent images in Beirut. 

 Many aspects of the three conceptualizations of latency discussed in this section 

will reappear throughout this chapter. The motif of repressed memories, the idea of a 

primordial evil under the surface, images that refuse to become manifest; they all come 

back in one way or another and are often combined. What the concept of latency allows 

us to do in response to this diverse material is to relate the spatial distinction  between 

surface appearance and concealed depth, on the one hand, to the temporality of the 

suspended now on the other. Latency, whether understood in the realm of 

psychoanalysis, as a social Stimmung, or in the appearance and non-appearance of 

images, induces narratives of future redemption, originating in the anticipation of a  

revelatory manifestation of what has remained latent, an expected unconcealment of 

truth or being. However, given the radical uncertainty regarding the when and how, and 

particularly the “if” of this manifestation, these narratives fail to be truly teleological like 

the grand narratives of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were. After all, 

it is impossible to be certain that the unconcealment will ever take place. With the 

anticipated revelation shrouded in uncertainty and indefinitely postponed, the general 

atmosphere is one of protracted precarious waiting in the here and now. 

 

Construction Site Digging and the Buried “Truth” 

I have shown how many view construction site demolition as an act of violence that 

both symbolizes and reproduces the precarious condition of Beirut (e.g. pp. 30, 61, 78-

79,  147). We will see that construction site digging, in line with such a view, can be 

considered an even more ruthless and thorough form of erasure than the demolition 

that preceded it. The texts and objects analyzed in this section conceive of the physical 

underground in Beirut as a repository of the past that should be preserved, and hence 
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perceive construction site digging as an act that destroys not only the urban 

environment, but also the past roots and foundations on which it has been constructed. 

This is particularly painful when the past is so contested that it seems inaccessible.  

 In this context, the wealth of archaeological remains in Beirut’s soil that real 

estate developers keep stumbling upon is a delicate subject. Archaeologists have 

repeatedly expressed their concerns over excavations in the context of construction site 

digging. Hélène Sader describes how the excavation and preservation of archaeological 

heritage in post-war Beirut was implemented in a culture where looting had become 

widespread, often legitimized as a form of “saving” heritage (2001: 218). The 

supervision of the Directorate General of Antiquities of the archaeological project in 

Beirut’s Central District was hindered by lack of staff, insufficient finance and 

interfering interests through clientelism. After the project ran out of money, the public-

private real estate developer Solidere stepped in, bypassing the institute, and financing 

as well as supervising the continuation of the archaeological project (Sader, 1998). 

Lebanese politicians boast about the antiquity of Lebanese history and many of their 

wives and daughters chair various NGOs for the preservation of heritage, but they act in 

contradiction to those words, pursuing their often private interests in real estate 

development at the cost of responsible policies for the preservation of heritage (Sader, 

2001). Sader concludes that “the constant pressure exercised by the developers to 

excavate the archaeological remains and to remove them as quickly as possible led to 

many abuses and errors, sometimes resulting in legal prosecution” (1998: 26).  

 In a 1998 article, Albert Farid Henry Naccache calls this process memorycide. He 

maintains that Solidere’s bulldozing into the sea of a great number of archaeological 

remains not only constitutes the irretrievable destruction of valuable artefacts, but also 

prevents answering several research questions that are, according to Naccache, vital to 

a consensus on a standardized national history. For archaeologist Naccache, the political 

disagreement on national identity could be solved by a scientific discovery of a shared 

history. The subterranean traces do not only form valuable and unique historical 

objects, but also form evidence of “the truth” of Lebanon’s ethnic identity. Solidere’s 

disregard for these artefacts therefore exceeds a form of disrespect for what Naccache’s 

profession holds the most valuable, and hits the nation where it hurts most: it prevents 

the solution for its as of yet unresolved identity crisis. Believing that group identities are 

always socially constructed and projected upon history, not an unchanging reality 
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existing outside of these constructions, I do not endorse Naccache’s belief in 

archaeology as the definite answer to identity debates. His argument is nevertheless 

interesting, because it resonates with imaginaries of the underground as the repository 

of evidence or of a deeper form of truth.  

 The concerns expressed by others reflect this discourse. The heritage blog Beirut 

Report, for example, reported repeatedly on the construction site of District S, an 

ambitious development project on the otherwise empty Martyr’s Square. When the 

reporter, Habib Battah, took photos from between the billboards in an attempt to 

capture ancient remains at the site, he was told the site was private property, that there 

were no ruins and there was nothing to see. Upon his insistence, he was led inside so he 

could see for himself there was no heritage to be found, but when he took a picture of 

what seemed archaeological findings, he was ordered to delete his pictures and even 

physically harassed (Battah, 2013). 

 A year later Battah triumphantly shared pictures on the blog, which had first 

appeared on a Facebook page called Stop destroying your heritage, that clearly showed 

architectural remains (see fig. 4.2), as well as satellite images that showed that parts of 

the site were now covered with concrete (Battah, 2014). A statement by the developers 

was cited that found heritage would be made accessible to the public, but the blog  

 

 

Figure 4.2 District S. (published by Battah, 2013) 
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complained about the lack of transparency concerning the findings, and the decision-

making process. Activists on these websites contest the exclusion of the general public 

from the construction site pit on moral grounds. Habib Battah reports having said to the 

guards at the construction site “I love history, I think it should be shared” (2013). By 

aligning archaeological remains with “history” itself, the obstruction of vision becomes a 

primary culprit of the inaccessibility of the past, a broadly shared sentiment in Lebanese 

society. The real estate billboard, discussed in the previous chapter, plays an important 

role in this inhibition of access. The activists’ guerrilla photography aims both at 

revealing archaeological traces and at proving their accusations that development 

companies deliberately pour concrete over the remains, in favour of swift real estate 

revenues. 

 Beirut’s soil is a wealthy repository of ancient and more recent heritage, but 

evidently not all construction sites contain archaeological remains. Nevertheless, even if 

empty of actual historical material, the construction site pit is associated with the past. 

Rima Maroun’s photo project Ouvert à Ciel consists of a series of photographs of such 

pits, captured with the lens exactly at ground level. The photos are consequently neatly 

cut in half with the lower section revealing the pit below ground and the upper half 

showing the city as we see it normally. The symmetry of the images, with the street level 

exactly in the middle, invites a comparison between above and below. The rectangular 

form of the buildings is reflected by their foundations, but stripped of any form of 

appearance and embellishment, brought back to raw skeletons of concrete and rubble. 

Maroun writes about the project that she is “seized by an urgent need to shoot these 

instants when earth indecently exposes its open belly” (Maroun, 2010-2011). In short, 

she presents us with a sharp contrast between the surface appearance of the city’s 

facades as described in the previous chapter, and the subterranean foundations that 

usually remain out of sight and therefore are all the more fascinating. 

 Interestingly, Maroun writes in the project description that she wants to show 

the “fault line between the above and the below: Above is the city, below is the past it is 

resting on” (Maroun, 2010-2011). So the underground, even if empty of heritage, for 

Maroun represents the past, merely by virtue of its being a concealed presence that 

forms the base of what is manifest. She continues, “since what existed before has been 

cut out, I tried to recreate what, to my eyes, have become pockets of amnesia” (Maroun, 

2010-2011). Thus, her understanding of the underground is not only the general “past,”  
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 Figure 4.3a Ouvert à Ciel (Maroun, 2010-2011)

 

Figure 4.3b Ouvert à Ciel (Maroun, 2010-2011) 
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but also a repository of memories, which in the process of digging is “cut out.” The 

construction site pit symbolizes the absence of traces and therefore constitutes an 

amnesiac void, even if what was dug out was nothing but soil. 

 To sum up, where archaeologists and heritage activists relate archaeological 

remains to historical truth, Maroun understands the underground in general as a trope 

of the past. Interestingly, they all take the past that the underground contains to be 

inclusive of both factual history and collective memory; that is, Beirut’s buried past 

consists of the accumulated layers of historical events and daily lives lived, and these 

are understood to form the foundations of existing cultural identities. Since the cultural 

identity of the city is contested, and multiple identities claim historical roots in the 

territory, the “buried truth” of Beirut’s past is highly charged. It is in this context that 

construction site digging is understood as being complicit in the “official amnesia” of 

post-war Lebanese politics. 

 This perspective aligns Beirut´s vertical geography with a chronological timeline, 

in which subterranean layers are understood as the accumulation of the past that serves 

as a foundation for present daily life on street level, and the cranes and sky scrapers 

arguably point towards the future. Given the relation between historical past, memory  

and identity, this structure resonates with the metaphorical underground as a site of 

latent memories. When the excavators violently dispose of Beirut’s soil, which 

represents the city’s charged past, and subsequently fill up the pits with concrete, the 

resulting surface is understood as an amnesiac tabula rasa and as the cause for the 

alienating sense of emptiness of Beirut’s suspended now.  

 

Underground Journeys 

With some of the more widespread symbolic meanings of Beirut’s real and imagined 

underground now established, this section elaborates on a particular aesthetic 

engagement with this space, which is the trope of the underground journey. Narratives 

of underground journeys in Beirut build upon the symbolic meanings discussed in the 

previous sections, such as the space of latent memories and concealed heritage. 

However, more than in previous sections, the subterranean spaces of underground 

journeys are liminal spaces. The journey is mostly constructed as a passage that leaves 

the parallel realm intact. Rather than excavation or the anticipation of future 

unconcealment, the progressive temporality of the journey concerns the subject, rather 



202 

 

than urban space. The passage through the underground has strong associations with 

the realm of the dead, a subject that will be taken up in the subsequent sections of this 

chapter. 

 Following Pike’s observations on the modern transformations of the 

underground, an imaginary underground railway system seems a good starting point 

for the analyses of this section (2007). Hassan Choubassi’s Beirut Metro Map (2005) 

imagines a metro system in Beirut. His coloured map shows the different lines and 

connections, as well as a set of directions for a number of trajectories across the city. He 

explains that “the circulation flow is illogical and irrelevant to the geographical urban 

structure of the city, in a way that all the metro lines will stop at the old demarcation 

lines, and passengers will have to change to another line in order for them to cross to 

the other side” (Choubassi, 2005). For Choubassi, then, the rational order and smooth 

circulation that an underground railway system supposedly offers, is not (only) 

obstructed by dysfunctional infrastructures. Rather, communal divisions and memories 

of violence cause irrational disorder and the obstruction of movement and 

communication. The metro seems a deliberate choice, because it is an emblem of 

modern rational city planning, but one that is located underground, the realm of 

repressed instincts.  

Beirut Metro Map explicitly refers to the psychological subconscious (Choubassi, 2009: 

opening line blog post). The psychological layer is made most explicit by the insertion of 

one or two-sentence narratives of traumatic events that have taken place along the 

former demarcation line. These sentences interrupt the travel directions that 

accompany the map. The trajectories across the city are themselves interrupted by the 

green line where passengers are supposed to change lines and even walk a certain 

distance between them. Hence, the metro system represents the interruptions in urban 

circulation caused by continuing geographical and social divisions along sectarian lines, 

as well as by place bound memories of violence. Additionally, the interruptions of the 

narratives in the route directions imitate the nature of repressed memories, or 

traumatic experiences, which impose themselves on the subject in unexpected and 

uncontrolled ways, interrupting the flow of daily life on a psychological level. 

 A metro system is a very specific underground space. It is an advanced form of 

infrastructure that is emblematic of the modern city. Choubassi’s work thus engages 
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Figure 4.4a Beirut Metro Map (Choubassi, 2005) 

 

 

Figure 4.4b Beirut Metro Map (Choubassi, 2005) 
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with influential imaginaries of the city as a beacon of modernity in the region and the 

conflicting reality of the city’s failing infrastructure (e.g. Arab American News, 2013). 

Beirut does not have a metro, nor any other sufficiently functioning public transport 

system, drinkable tapwater, proper waste management, sufficient electricity or 

sufficient parking spots. It remains unclear how Choubassi relates the repressed 

sectarian divisions in his metro map to this failure. Perhaps he suggests, like Khalaf and 

many others, that these divisions are a primordial obstacle to such rational and efficient 

modernization. Perhaps he suggests, like the YouStink movement did during the 2015 

protests (see pp. 233-243), that sectarianism is a fundamental part of a political-

corporate system which fails to provide even the most basic public services. Either way, 

Choubassi’s metro map powerfully evokes the social and mental boundaries that the 

Lebanese have to negotiate in their city. 

A more ambiguous underground world is evoked in Rabee Jaber’s novel Beyritus: 

Underground City (2006), which was briefly discussed in chapter two (p. 93-94). The 

main character, Butros, is a security guard at the City Palace ruin – the dome – in 

Beirut’s Central District. A conscientious worker, he chases an intruder on a fateful rainy 

night inside the ruin, where he falls – or jumps, he keeps asking himself – into a deep pit. 

When he regains consciousness, he finds himself in an underground city that runs 

parallel to the aboveground city of Beirut. Its geography is literally a labyrinth, which 

supports the interpretation of the space as the subconsciousness of the city. This is 

reinforced by the fact that during his year-long stay underground, long-forgotten 

memories – some traumatizing, some not – come back to the main character, which 

disrupt the narrative of his journey. 

 The city is populated by pale-skinned and large-eyed people, descendants of 

refugees that took shelter underground during episodes of violence aboveground. The 

underground shelter is an important place in Lebanese war literature, to the extent that 

one could argue it is a literary topos. In most novels and memoirs of the civil war, the 

shelter is one of the spaces in which the narrated events unfold. They are not always 

located underground. Sometimes a corridor or a landing is chosen as the safest spot in 

the building. The shelter narrative demonstrates the reversal of space usage in war 

time, when open and public spaces become inaccessible, and storage spaces and 

basements of buildings become primary sites of everyday life. At the same time, shelters 

are sites of highly strung emotions and human solidarity. Rachid El-Daif’s Al-mustabidd 
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(The Tyrant, 2001) and Hoda Barakat’s The Tiller of Waters (2007) are examples of 

novels where the underground shelter plays a central role and is depicted as a site that 

allows an escape from the social mores of the aboveground. In El-Daif’s novel, the 

boundaries between social hierarchies are blurred, albeit not eradicated, opening up the 

potential realization of transgressive desires – in this case sexual intercourse between a 

professor and his student. In Barakat’s novel, in contrast, the protagonist has 

withdrawn from all social relations, living with a stray dog amidst the textiles of his 

father’s shop in the ravaged souk area. Here, too, the shelter opens up otherwise 

repressed desires, when the protagonist caresses the tissues – in particular silk, which 

has a mythical quality to him, related to his late mother as well as to Beirut, the 

historical port that opened the silk route to the Mediterranean. Hence, while in the 

geography of war neglected spaces become intensely inhabited, the underground 

remains a site associated with the transgressive release of otherwise repressed desires. 

 In his essay The War Imprinted Body, performance artist Rabih Mroué compares 

the shelter to the equally closed space of the elevator that got stuck, a classic setting for 

drama (1999). In the latter, “social contradictions (socio-economic conflicts) and 

psychological problems (sexual inhibition) are accentuated” (Mroué 1999). In contrast, 

the violent fear that erupts most pressingly between the sound of the firing and the 

crashing of a shell – “a few seconds between life and death” – erases all social, political 

and class differences (Mroué, 1999). The underground city Beyritus too, while 

characterized by fear and violence – ranging from pollution to superstition and from 

disease to collapsing houses – is a “stable politically and ecologically responsible 

society” (Seigneurie, 2011: 82). Still, the city is characterized by class divisions and the 

radical exclusion of the mud people, real or imagined, rumoured about in whispers, who 

are kept outside of the city gates (Jaber, 2006: 109-110). Interestingly, for Jaber, 

sectarianism belongs to the aboveground, in contrast to Khalaf’s imagined vertical axes. 

Instead, it is the exclusion of the most vulnerable people at the social margins that forms 

the most deep-rooted problem of present-day Beirut. 

  Beyritus adds to the notion of the underground as subconsciousness, and of the 

shelter as a closed society, the trope of the underground journey, or catabasis. This 

trope has a hero crossing a threshold, in this case the City Palace ruin, to the world of 

the dead, often an underground network with different chambers. The journey to the 

other side forces the hero to confront the tensions within his/her self. Temporary 
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reunion with the lost loved one or with the rejected (repressed) parts of the self leads to 

a redemption that implies both wholeness and creativity. “The myth involves the 

revelation of those fundamental patterns of the imagination which confer shape and 

significance upon art and life” (Smith, 1996: 252). Butros, too, experiences a form of 

rebirth. After his return, he has replaced the alienated stupor of his pre-catabasis life by 

a wholehearted love for the liveliness of the aboveground city, despite the exploitation 

on which it is founded and despite the suffering he has witnessed. Ken Seigneurie points 

out that the tension between solidarity with suffering and fulfilment of desire is not 

resolved. Rather, “learning to yearn expands the narrator’s affective horizons to include 

an imperfect world,” which encompasses an acute and painful awareness of his own 

incapability to make a change in the face of suffering (Seigneurie, 2011: 95). 

 Tabet and Greenberg’s story 1989 includes a very brief underground journey too. 

Peeking through a hole in the pavement, narrator Rami discovers an abandoned cinema. 

The underground cinema is a variant of subterranean space that is quite characteristic 

of, albeit not exclusive to, Beirut. While Beirut’s modernity may not have manifested 

itself in efficient infrastructure, it did manifest itself in a proliferation of cinemas, 

opening up mainly in the 1960s. Quite a few of the theatres were constructed 

belowground. As enclosed spaces that offer imaginations of other, supposedly better 

worlds, the underground cinemas resonate with the space of the shelter as a space 

where otherwise repressed desires could be fulfilled. Popular cinemas feature 

prominently in nostalgic accounts of the pre-war city, especially as a site for liberation 

from rural and traditional social relations. Underground porn cinemas feature in 

accounts of a male dominated war city. 

 On the screen, images of Rami’s childhood are projected. Their presence 

underground, on the other side so to speak, marks the end of his childhood. Like Butros 

in Beyritus, his journey does not produce complete salvation. Rather, the coming of age 

entails the acknowledgement of violence and suffering as a constitutive part of 

contemporary Beirut (see also pp. 102-103). The underground cinema, as a shared 

object of nostalgic yearning, is an appropriate location for the screening of childhood 

memories, the innocence of which is now irretrievably lost, mirroring the fate of 

Beirut’s trajectory of modernity. Rami proceeds to look at the projector, where the 

images can be seen upside down. It reinforces his distance to the images, and hints at a 

measure of fabrication and distortion in the process of recalling lost innocence. 



 

 

207 

 

 Narratives of underground journeys thus relate the symbolic meanings of the 

underground to the experience of the subject. Containing repressed memories and 

primordial tendencies, subterranean space is constructed as an explanation for the 

suspended now experienced aboveground, as an unresolved past lurks latently, ready to 

burst through the volatile surface appearance of the city. At the same time, underground 

spaces used to offer shelter. The enclosed and protected space of the shelter, in sharp 

contrast to the violent mayhem outside, has been imagined as a better world, a 

microcosm of equality, solidarity and conviviality, despite, or precisely because of, its 

highly precarious conditions of shortage, crowding and physical threat. Others imagine 

the shelter as a place where otherwise repressed desires can be fulfilled. Finally, a 

descent into the underground can offer wisdom. If the antique hero of the catabasis 

learned to let go of a lost loved one – that is, to find resolution to the past rupture of 

loss, so central to Beirut’s suspended now – the heroes of Beirut’s underground 

journeys learn how loss and suffering are part of all worlds, even the liminal spaces that 

are imagined as the city’s parallel others. This acknowledgement expands their affective 

horizons and allows them to embrace life in an imperfect world. To a certain extent, 

these stories fulfil the expectation of redemptive revelation that the widespread sense 

of latency inspires. Yet, in both Jaber’s and Tabet and Greenberg’s account, there is no 

redemptive unconcealment of a hidden truth, rather their characters are allowed non-

linear access to a liminal space that is as complex and ambiguous as the manifest world. 

Revelation consists of the acceptance of an imperfect present, rather than in an 

imagined better future. In other words, these stories give meaning to the sense of 

latency that Beirut’s suspended now inspires through the chronotope of the precarious 

city. 

 

Dead Bodies 

The encounter with a lost loved one in the underground journey and the underground 

as a repository of a repressed past are combined in the case of Lebanon’s 17,000 

disappeared. In addition to the general amnesty law, the fate of those who disappeared 

during the civil wars is one of the core political issues in the amnesia debate. It is an 

important and tangible cause for a dominating sense of unresolvedness, the sense that 

the past is at once unfinished and inaccessible, which, I argued, is a crucial dimension of 

the suspended now. Most Lebanese, even if they have no missing relatives themselves, 
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know someone who has lost a relative or friend, whose body has never been recovered. 

While some of the disappeared may still be alive, for example in Syrian and Israeli 

prisons, the remains of the majority are most likely buried underground. The locations 

of anonymous graves and mass graves are sometimes rumoured or even a public secret 

and at times only known to the perpetrators. Forming an uneasy reminder of Lebanon’s 

silenced histories of violence, they are very rarely exhumed for investigation and 

reburial (e.g. Amnesty International, 2011). 

 In the feature film A Perfect Day (Hadjithomas and Joreige, 2005), the young 

protagonist of the movie, Malek, is an engineer involved in Beirut’s reconstruction 

process. During work, he receives a message on his walkie-talkie that a corpse has been 

found in a construction site pit. He rushes to the site, asking the construction supervisor 

whether the body seems to date from the war. He hopes, in vain we soon learn, that the 

body is his father’s, who has disappeared fifteen years previously, during the civil wars.  

 In A Perfect Day, a direct relation is suggested between such a disappearance and 

the intensely pressing atmosphere of the suspended now. Malek wants to let his father 

be declared dead, but his mother is incapable of letting go. For her, Beirut’s 

unresolvedness is a personal drama, with her going through the painful expectation of 

her husband’s homecoming with every passing car during the fifteen years of his 

absence. While Malek may be seeking closure about his father’s disappearance, he is 

himself obsessed with his ex-girlfriend Zeina, unable to accept the end of their 

relationship. She literally tells him “this relationship is not going anywhere.” 

Throughout much of the film, Malek roams the city of Beirut, navigating traffic 

congestions, passing by giant advertisement billboards, visiting the city’s nightclubs. On 

these journeys Malek himself, like the relationship, is going nowhere. The impulses of 

the city – noises, images, crowds – are presented as having a numbing effect. Not only is 

Malek quite flat in his emotional expressions, he also suffers from a sleeping disorder. 

Exhausted by sleep apnoea during the night, he falls asleep every moment his body is in 

a still position during the daytime, even behind the steering wheel and in the nightclub. 

The lack of closure in Malek’s life – his father’s disappearance, the obsession with his ex-

girlfriend – thus becomes entangled with the alienation of urban life, and in turn 

expresses itself in his corporeality, in the form of his sleeping disorder. 

 Interestingly, the moments that offer some kind of release from this pressing 

condition concern a form of movement without destination too. In one scene, Malek 
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walks along the Corniche, Beirut’s seaside boulevard and single most public place in the 

city. It is in the early morning hours after a long night out, and he alternately runs and 

walks. He is still not going anywhere, but this movement to nowhere now seems 

liberating rather than oppressive. In another scene Zeina has just left Malek’s car, 

desperately ending their relationship – again. Malek notices she has left her contact 

lenses on the dash board and puts them in. Looking through her lenses, the street lights 

appear to him in a hallucinative haze. Here too, his drive without destination suddenly 

seems liberating. In these scenes, the film seems to claim a breathing space within 

Beirut’s present, no matter how unresolved the past and how uncertain the future. The 

movie thus poignantly expresses the suspended now, as a shared experience from 

which the characters occasionally find release but to which no closure is offered or even 

anticipated. The unearthing of a dead body in the context of construction site digging 

forms an event that articulates the entanglements of urban space, social relations, 

embodied sensation, and intimate and shared histories in the production of this 

experience. The experience of loss and the difficulties of mourning in an unresolved 

space of experience are central here. 

 In a captivating short story by Tony Chakar, which was published after his 

installation Four Cotton Underwear for Tony (2001), the resurfacing of dead bodies 

takes a mythical form. The main story relates the personal loss of the narrator’s father. 

The narrator is named Tony, like the author, suggesting autobiography, or rather 

autofiction. His father left one day, supposedly for a suicide mission, or else a deadly 

battle with enemy forces. In the story, the son approaches a painter of martyr posters 

normally working for the Hezbollah party to make a portrait of his father, even though 

the family is Christian and not affiliated with Hezbollah. The political affiliation of the 

father is not specified. The story speaks of Resistance, cause, the nation and the enemy, 

but does not specify which political entities are meant by these terms. Thus, the 

narrative destabilizes the framework within which the posters are produced, not by 

criticizing or rejecting it, but by actively claiming part in it from a hypothetical apolitical 

outside. The painter responds confused. Without having been asked, he has added a 

cedar symbol to the poster, a symbol used by Christian parties that proclaim Lebanese 

exceptionalism, thus enforcing a political identity upon father and son, in order to make 

sense of them within his frame of reference. 

 The frame story revolves around the narrator’s struggle to give meaning to the 
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loss of his father in an environment in which his death is mainly signified by notions of 

patriarchy, heroism and sectarian identity. In the following sections, I will argue that 

such a framework inhibits a process of pensive mourning. A second story runs parallel 

to this autofiction. It is a story of a mythical city. The inhabitants of the city build their 

houses from the earth on which it is constructed, and they bury their dead in the holes 

and caves that have emerged after this digging. The two stories intercut each other 

abruptly in mid-sentence. In order to show how the structure of the interlacing texts 

work, the quotation of a lengthy passage is required: 

 

His comrades say that he once insisted, after a fierce battle, on carrying one of the wounded till 

they arrived to safety. […] He did not want the body of the young man, in case he was martyred, 

to fall in the defiled hands of the enemy. He didn’t want, but the moment of true panic, considered 

by the inhabitants of the city as a sign for the end of times, occurred on a rainy night, when the 

storm caused torrents of water to dig out what was in the belly of the earth to its surface: the 

inhabitants of the city used to bury their dead in the hollow terrain which resulted from years of 

excavation. The event was bound to happen. The rains dug out the dead bodies and carried them 

around the city. 

 […] those who recognized their dead ones cried a lot, or even danced with their bodies in 

the streets, like the old women who only buried their husbands a short while ago. […] And it 

seemed that the desperate attempts of the son who was trying to reconstitute his father, or the 

hysterical wife running around trying to find her husband’s head had a great impact on the 

people of the city. Since that day they decided to bury their dead in individual graveyards outside 

the city. The body of the martyr to be left in the open ground, or to be dumped in some mass 

grave. The body should be buried in a proper way, after it has been prayed upon. (Tony Chakar, 

2009: 14-15)  

 

The story of the narrator’s father is cut off after the mid-sentence “he didn’t want” in the 

third sentence of this quote, only to be picked up again by “the body of the martyr to be 

left in the open ground” in the second to last sentence. The horrific scene of the 

resurfacing corpses that erupts in the middle of this sentence could be read as an 

admonition: if you don’t properly bury the dead, they will resurface. And there is an 

undeniably Freudian ring to that, meaning that whatever you repress among yourselves 

– in this case traces or memories of violence – will eventually return to haunt you. This 

is echoed by the structure of the text, in which the story of the city uncontrollably erupts 

in mid-sentence in the frame story, mimicking repressed memories resurfacing to the 

conscious mind in distorted ways. 



 

 

211 

 

 The figure of the resurfacing corpse in A Perfect Day and in Four Cotton 

Underwear for Tony resonates with the critique of superficiality directed at the 

reconstruction efforts, particularly in BCD, as discussed in the introduction and the 

previous chapter. One architect who has been both engaged with and outspokenly 

critical of Solidere’s approach is Bernard Khoury. He argues that the overall project fails 

to engage with the ways in which past events have been inscribed in the landscape. His 

controversial design for the nightclub BO18 can be seen as an attempt to counter this 

trend. 

 In 1995, Khoury was asked to design a nightclub on an empty tract of land in the 

Karantina district. It is an industrial district in the north-eastern section of the 

municipal district close to the port, which originally housed the regional Quarantine, 

built by Ibrahim Pasha in 1834. In 1922, it became the first Armenian camp in the city. 

Its initial tents were later replaced by more permanent structures, as Palestinian 

refugees settled in Karantina from 1948 on, followed by Southern Lebanese, Kurds and 

Syrians fleeing unemployment (Fawaz and Peillen, 2003: 9). The shantytown of 

Karantina and the neighbouring Maslakh (slaughterhouse) district, known for their high 

population density and poor living conditions, were separated from their urban 

surroundings by a wall, and later by large highways. Apart from residential structures, 

the districts housed businesses, a slaughterhouse and a tannery. 

 On 18 January 1976, less than a year after the start of the civil war, militiamen of 

the Christian Lebanese Forces (LF), entered the shantytown, killing hundreds of its 

inhabitants – estimates vary between 150 (Sayigh, 1997: 376) and 1,500 (Harris, 2006: 

162) – mostly Muslims, and expelling the remaining thousands to West Beirut. The 

structures of the neighbourhood, including the isolating wall, were subsequently razed 

with bulldozers, and the LF established their headquarters at the site, where they stayed 

throughout the war. After the war, industries were established on the site, including the 

country’s largest waste management company, and recently a number of art galleries 

have also opened up. However, the urban tissue has remained meagre, compared to the 

dense districts on the other side of the highways. No physical memorial reminds 

passers-by of the atrocities that have taken place there; no commemoration has ever 

been organized; no commemorative narratives circulate in the public sphere. This 

memory seems to be considered too dividing, or not worthy, to remember. 

 The razed site of Karantina was still largely abandoned when architect Bernard 
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Khoury was asked in 1995 to design a nightclub on that location. He says that it was a 

site “which [he] did not choose, but had to confront” (as cited in Khalili, 2007: 173). The 

design is a bunker-like structure, situated three-and-a-half meters underground. Upon 

entering the club, the visitor descends into a vestibule, which is separated from the club 

by a wall punctuated by “sniper windows,” through which the clubbing clientele can be 

observed. Inside, low tombstone-shaped tables carry fixed black-and-white pictures of 

now deceased Arab musicians, in addition to a small bowl carved out from the table’s 

surface, which carries a flower. The tables are surrounded by low sofas, as if at a wake. 

The backs of the sofas are collapsible so that they can serve as elevated dancing 

platforms. With its material of thick wood and the handles for transforming the 

furniture, the sofas/dancing tables resemble coffins. The walls of the club are covered 

with red velvet, suggesting that the subterranean club is itself a coffin too. When the DJ 

leads the beats to a musical climax, the rooftop opens up, letting in the cool breeze and 

opening the dancing crowd to the stars, while a massive mirror in a fifty-degree angle 

reflects the city lights to them (see fig. 4.5a). 

 The design responds to the troubled history of its location. It is supposed to 

instigate an uneasy conversation about the public silence regarding the atrocities that 

have taken place during the wars. Khoury especially rejects the way in which the 

reconstruction of BCD focuses on its future role on the global market rather than on its 

present role for society at home, stating that “there is complete denial of the present, a 

complete denial of context” (cited in Zacks, 2007). He resists Solidere’s discourse of 

mythical rebirth, which imagines a brand new city on a tabula rasa. Like a dead body 

that lingers in the present after the rupture of death, the past massacre is inscribed in 

the present spatiality of the site, even in the absence of human or material remains after 

the radical erasure that the LF brought about. It is this present spatiality which inspired 

Khoury to engage symbolically with the dead that were never properly mourned, with 

the corpses that were never properly buried. 

 However, while the design may critically engage with a politics of silence, its own 

position with respect to commemoration is highly ambiguous. For as long as graves 

remain unidentified and bodies unnamed, the aestheticized imagery of anonymous 

death and mourning is complicit in a politics that refuses to acknowledge the identity of 

victims and perpetrators and the historical circumstances of the event. In addition, as 

Laleh Khalili (2007: 174) notes, there is the ethical question of whether the suffering of 
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Figure 4.5a Nightclub BO18: interior. 

 

 

Figure 4.5b Retractable roof with opening mirror. 
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others (mostly Palestinian and Syrian Muslims) can be used as a mere backdrop for 

criticizing contemporary Lebanese politics of silence. The question of the exploitation of 

suffering is exacerbated by the fact that BO18 is both commercially owned and a place 

of pleasure and conspicuous consumption. The nightclub caters to widespread desires 

for instant release under socio-political tensions, which has created a culture of 

escapism (see also the section on squander, pp. 115-127). This tension between escapist 

consumerism and an engagement with violence and suffering is highly problematic, in 

particular because the engagement with violence is aesthetically appealing, and remains 

limited to a level that is conceptual rather than concretely political. 

 Bernhard Khoury responds to such critique by insisting that “my projects are not 

memory projects – memory does not interest me” (2005: 168, my translation). Rather, 

“they are about intervening on specific sites that are very sensitive and very charged. 

They are sometimes about the absurdity of the proposition of building in these specific 

locations” (as cited in Zacks, 2007). Thus, BO18 is not a memorial, it is a nightclub, one 

that refuses to ignore the meaning of its location and that through its proper design 

reflects on the absurdity of that very fact – that there is no memorial but a nightclub on 

that tract. For Khoury, history and memory seem to be only important insofar as they 

are part of the present spatiality of his design. Those who call for a memorial are right in 

blaming Khoury for not providing one. 

 Rather than as a highly problematic memory site, I would argue that BO18 

should be seen as an example of widespread tendencies to reflect in lucid and often 

humorous ways upon the absurdity of continuing everyday life and enjoyment in the 

proximity of violence and suffering, even if eventually considered legitimate or even 

necessary. Khoury concludes that “BO18 is a very positive place, because it brings life: 

on Sundays at six or eight in the morning, there is a whole world swarming in that lost 

pit where the city hasn’t developed. … That affects me a lot” (2005: 169, my translation). 

Insofar as squander and consumerism are problematic in general, and more 

problematic when in the spatial and temporal proximity of violence and human 

suffering, BO18 is a problematic space. Yet, unlike many other places of pleasure, BO18 

reflects precisely on that problem, even if it is fully part of it. It does not do more than 

that and therefore does not provide a resolution to Lebanon’s culture of silence.  

 Like A Perfect Day and Four Cotton Underwear, Khoury’s design of BO18 rejects 

the suggestion that violent erasure creates a blank slate, and insists on the material and 
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immaterial presence of past events, inscribed in the present spatiality of Beirut, through 

an engagement with dead bodies. In all three, the acknowledgement of the presence of 

dead bodies allows for a moment of release in which feelings of affection may emerge. 

This comes together nicely in a scene in A Perfect Day, where Malek follows his ex-

girlfriend to BO18, where he falls asleep on one of the coffin-shaped dancing platforms. 

It is at this moment of surrender, when he lets go of his surface appearance and tense 

social interactions, and inhabits the present in the charged location and design of the 

nightclub, when Zeina shows renewed affection for him. In Four Cotton Underwear, it is 

the moment in which the material and symbolic boundary between the realm of the 

living and the dead is transgressed, that the people of the mythical city lose themselves 

in an ecstatic dance with the corpses of their lost ones. 

 However, in the movie and the short story the search for closure remains 

important, even if momentarily deferred. In contrast, Khoury’s approach does not seek 

closure. It aims at inhabiting and celebrating the suspended now, while acknowledging 

its precarity. Yet, rather than a moment of introspection and compassion, the nightclub 

provokes ecstatic release, with rhythm creating an experience that transcends time 

rather than grounding it, especially in combination with intoxication. This fits the 

sociologist Samir Khalaf’s observation that Lebanon’s war has not generated “moods of 

restraints and sobriety,” as one would expect, but on the contrary “has unleashed 

appetites and inflamed people’s insatiable desires for acquisitiveness, conspicuous 

leisure and consumption and guilt-free lawlessness” (Khalaf, 2012: 11; see p. 129). 

While part of this escapist culture, BO18 is interesting because it embraces expenditure 

without suggesting erasure; because it acknowledges the presence of traces without 

stimulating serious engagement with them. 

 The presence of mass graves speaks to the imagination, because it resonates 

with the atmosphere of latency. The dead bodies may have been disposed of, but they 

remain a concealed presence that may resurface unexpectedly. They give evidence of 

crimes that have been acquitted by the general amnesty law, and as such resist political, 

social and emotional processes of forgetting. This material articulation of a political 

situation neatly fits the Freudian motif of repressed memories erupting uncontrollably 

from the subconscious. As such, the case of the disappeared plays a major role in the 

amnesia debate, where socio-political and psychological narratives are often conflated. 

Moreover, as will be discussed in the final section of this chapter (pp. 223-230), the 
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corpse in itself resists easy narratives of mythical rebirth. As an object of afterlife, a 

decomposing presence, it signifies the radical alterity of death in the presence of life. Its 

lingering presence as a material object obstructs the complete erasure that is necessary 

for symbolic regeneration, and forces witnesses to face loss without resolution. 

 

Martyrs 

In sharp contrast to the fate of the disappeared, martyrs are visibly very present in 

Beirut’s cityscape. In Lebanon, the cultivation of martyrdom is practiced by members of 

all faiths, as well as the secular left. It consists of the honorific remembrance of a death 

through posters, monuments and sometimes processions. Martyrs have often died in 

struggle or were assassinated for their views or actions. Increasingly over the past 

decades, the title is also used for innocent victims of violent conflict. Laleh Khalili, in her 

study of Palestinian commemoration, shows a significant historical transformation from 

one characterized by heroic narratives of masculine and courageous fidā’iyīn – a word 

that connotes redemption through sacrifice, which came to denote Palestinian 

resistance fighters – to one that foregrounds the suffering and resilience of innocent 

civilians, specifically women and children (2007). Lucia Volk too, in her study on 

Lebanese commemoration, finds “trajectories from the heroic to the tragic, but [...] also 

[...] narratives of tragedy in ongoing competition with narratives of heroism” (2010: 32). 

 This distinction and its transformation, which remains incomplete and 

fragmentary, resonates strongly with the transformation of the chronotope of the city in 

transition to the chronotope of the precarious city. Heroic narratives of martyrdom 

combine a future-oriented temporality to a transcendental notion of eternity, especially 

in reference to an afterlife. The Christian and Muslim religious connotations of salvation 

through suffering, of redemption through sacrifice, are often present, both explicitly and 

implicitly. When Hezbollah, for example, celebrates the victory of blood over the sword, 

it connects the militia’s greater willingness to sacrifice lives, as a decisive military 

strategy against the material superiority of the Israeli Defence Force, to central Shiite 

articles of faith; in particular the salvation offered by the martyr Hussein’s blood. The 

Maronite leader of the Phalange militia from 1976 to 1982 is commemorated with the 

slogan “so that Lebanon lives,” thus endowing his death with regenerative power. Not 

only his political life, but his death in itself is suggested to invigorate the Phalanges’ 

conception of the nation. The myth of cyclical rebirth, discussed in chapter one, relies on 
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the same notion of regenerative annihilation. 

 Narratives that emphasize human suffering, often through the representation of 

the mutilated bodies of vulnerable and innocent civilians, are articulated in the tragic 

mode. In many cases, the feelings of abjection and outrage that these images evoke are 

mobilized to support vengeful narratives of retribution. In these cases, tragic suffering 

too is framed by a linear temporality that seeks future resolution to past rupture. In 

other cases, however, the tragic mode inspires feelings of solidarity, compassion and 

steadfastness. These belong to the chronotope of the precarious city. Like the 

disappeared, the cultivation of martyrs is an issue that a wide variety of artistic and 

literary works have engaged with. Many of them seek to challenge the heroic tonality of 

narratives of martyrdom, and propose instead a more tragic approach, which creates 

room for more quiet forms of grief. 

 One of the first critical responses can be found in the novel White Masks, by Elias 

Khoury, which was touched upon in chapter two (pp. 108-109, 111). The novel was 

published in 1981, during the civil war. It was a period when the value of martyrs had 

inflated as militias boasted about their numbers of martyrs, fuelling a vengeful 

discourse of rightful retribution. The story is driven by the discovery of a corpse in a 

pile of rubble. The different chapters are narrated by persons related to the deceased, 

some closely, others only marginally. We learn that the deceased man is named Khalil 

Ahmad Jaber, and that he has lost his son during the early phase of the civil war. The 

son, Ahmad, was hailed as a martyr by the communist party at whose side he had been 

fighting. And his father takes consolation from his poster, which turns into an obsession: 

 

He was upset whenever it rained. They’ll be damaged, he’d say. So he brought home about a 

hundred of them and went around putting them up on the walls of the neighbourhood whenever 

the old ones peeled off, or when children tore them down or they were covered over with 

advertisements. Then they began to disappear – no, not disappear, there were just fewer of them; 

it was only natural, the war was over, and the walls were being covered with new posters for 

films and plays. Still, he insisted on going around putting up the posters of Ahmad. (Khoury, 2010 

[1981]: 21)  

 

At some point, the party office refuses to supply new stock. The war is over – or so it 

seems at the time – and the party and the people have to move on. First, Khalil seems to 

return to life as usual, but when the war flares up again, he locks himself up in a room. 
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When his wife manages to get in, she finds her husband has bought piles of little 

rubbers, those little erasers at the bottom of pencils: 

 

Rubbing out, that’s what he did: at first, it was just the pictures, photographs of Ahmad. He’d start 

with the eyes, go down to the chin, and then work his way up to the nose – even when the paper 

tore, he just carried on. All day long, he worked feverishly, constantly muttering, as if possessed, 

or something… (Khoury, 2010 [1981]: 35)  

 

Once he is finished with the pictures, erasing and cutting out heads and painting them 

over with white nail polish, he starts to shred the remaining posters of his son to pieces, 

chewing them to make little dough balls of them, which he lines up in his room. When 

not a single picture is left in the house, he leaves the house. Another testimony reveals 

that before his death he has been seen wandering through the city with a bucket of 

white paint, talking to himself, trying to paint over the walls that were covered in 

posters and slogans with white paint. Khalil’s rage against the posters points towards 

the issue of superficiality, particularly the fetishization of image and appearance, which 

clashes with his feelings of bereavement. 

 The novel shows a sharp contrast between the response to Ahmad’s death by 

party officials and by Khalil. When the party refuses to print new posters, the father 

realizes that the image of his son is part of the spectacle produced by the propaganda 

machine, not a monument or icon, providing some sort of access to his deceased son. His 

own fetishization of the image abruptly ends with that insight. Shortly thereafter, 

renewed violence triggers his distorted mourning process, driving him to isolated 

madness, a rage directed against the proliferation of images in the urban landscape 

more generally. “In al-Wujūh al-Bayḍā’ [White Masks], the image of the dead – be it on 

the posters of martyrs across the city’s walls or in Samar’s film – has become more real 

than his death, and can thus be presented as something beautiful” (Mejcher-Atassi, 

2004: 352). To Khalil, the image itself has become violent, because its spectacular 

appearance disguises the very real loss and absence of his son.  

 Only whiteness corresponds to the devastation of his self. Where the loss of the 

disappeared is covered over with soil, the loss of the martyrs is covered over with 

colourful posters. Where the loss of the disappeared remains unresolved with the 

absence of a corpse, the loss of the martyr remains unresolved because it is caught up in 

vengeful narratives aimed at future salvation. The contrast between invisibility and 
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spectacular visibility resonate with the concepts of withdrawal and blinding proximity 

discussed in the previous chapter. Both silence and the fetishized spectacle, both 

absence and excess, produce the suspended now, a sense of latent unresolvedness, an 

inhibition to access past and future and meaningful social relations. It makes it 

impossible to tarry with grief. 

 While White Masks is both written and set in wartime and not post-war Beirut, it 

is worth discussing here, because it brings together all the central concepts of this 

project. Khalil Ahmad Jaber’s body was found mutilated in a pile of garbage, a life and 

body discarded like a piece of trash. His fury against images was spurred on by the very 

real need to come to terms with loss, a need thwarted in an extremely tense and violent 

context, that is, under extremely precarious conditions. The transgression of dumps, 

disposable lives, the fetishization of the image and the difficulty of coming to terms with 

loss; the novel demonstrates that some of the central issues I have detected in post-war 

Lebanese artistic engagements with Beirut were already present during the war. 

 Another interesting artistic engagement with martyrdom in Lebanon is the 

performance Three Posters, produced in 2000 by Rabih Mroué in collaboration with 

Elias Khoury. The performance was based on the discovery of a tape with the 

announcement of a communist fighter’s ensuing suicide attack against Israel in the 

1980s. What is fascinating is that the tape contains three different takes of his 

announcement. In the different takes, which are very similar and only differ in slight 

details of the text, the fighter seems like an actor preparing for his play. This makes the 

announcement something like a performance, even though his ensuing death was real 

enough. Moreover, the man announces “I am the martyr, comrade Jamal Sati,” projecting 

himself into the future of his death, that is, the moment of publication of the video. This 

idea of a fighter who “stages” himself as speaking from death in a mediated event is 

what interests Mroué here. 

 In the performance, the public is standing in a room with a television screen, on 

which they see Mroué performing three takes of an imagined announcement by the 

historical martyr Khalil Ahmad Rahhal, of his “martyr operation” against Israel. The 

announcement is interspersed with more personal notes than the original video by Sati. 

Mroué, when finished with his statement, takes off his costume. Then Elias Khoury 

opens the doors beneath the screen. The public now sees Mroué live, standing in his 

normal clothes, while he announces, “my name is Rabih Mroué, I was born in 1967. I 
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joined the communist party in 1983.” 

 So the actor reveals his true identity and, with it, the fictional nature of the first 

video. He also states that Khalil Ahmad Rahhal in fact died during internecine battles in 

1987, clearly separating fact from fiction. Then, the found footage of Jamal Sati is 

screened on a television, and the public is made acutely aware of his “acting” body on 

screen, repeating his statement with tiny differences. It stands in sharp contrast to the 

event it is trying to mediate, in which the subject has been violently annihilated. Finally, 

we see a video in which a contemporary communist party official is interviewed about 

the use of suicide strategies by the party during the civil wars. The face of the party 

official is not visible due to overlighting from behind. His words are evasive like the 

usual political discourse. Like in Khoury’s novel, the peculiar nature of the mediation of 

martyrs, through posters or videos – that is, the visual and two-dimensional 

representation or even staging of the dead, framed by combatant discourse – is 

addressed, in order to formulate a critique of the communist party’s moral corruption. 

 In a lecture-performance in 2009, called The Inhabitants of Images, Mroué 

explores the peculiar temporality of martyr posters, where leaders that could not have 

met in life – because their life spans did not coincide – are brotherly joined together in 

death. Mroué starts fantasizing how the dead visit each other in images. More 

interesting to my argument, however, is that he returns to the posters of Hezbollah 

martyrs that Hadjithomas and Joreige discussed in their work on latency (see p. 194). 

The posters are put up on light poles along the highway from the airport to the city. 

Mroué too stresses that, due to the speed of the car, the individual posters cannot be 

made out, disappearing in a blur of interchangeable young men. Having succeeded in 

capturing a line of posters on camera in a district under Hezbollah surveillance (see fig. 

4.6a), he realizes that the martyrs all have the same body. The multiple faces have been 

pasted upon a singular muscled body in combatant suit using photomontage. It is a body 

without identity, the body of an anonymous person (see fig. 4.6b). Mroué proceeds to 

admit that this frightens him; that the idea of someone playing with images of the dead, 

even if with good intentions, seems violent and hurting. These martyrs have been 

literally disembodied. For the glorifying narratives of rightful retribution and future 

redemption, their meaning lies in the spectacle of repetition and uniformity, which 

glosses over the spatio-temporal particularity of (the loss of) their bodies, their social 

relations and their histories. 
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Figure 4.6a From The Inhabitants of Images (Mroué, 2009) 

 

 

Figure 4.6b From The Inhabitants of Images (Mroué, 2009) 
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 A final example approaches the same phenomenon from a different angle. For 

Hadjithomas and Joreige’s project Faces (2009), the artists photographed those martyr 

posters in the city that were greatly deteriorated by time and weather. They 

photographed the same image in several stages of deterioration. Then they asked 

graphic designer Ghassan Halwani to reinsert physical features on the poster within its 

urban environment. With it, the personal and particular returned to the worn out 

images. However, the images have a ghostly quality, because the faces are only partly 

reconstituted, somehow bringing back the spirit of the deceased in an otherwise 

damaged and decayed portrait. Again, the image of the spectacle of martyrdom is 

defetishized by foregrounding the materiality of the poster, which is allowed to 

interfere visibly with the incomplete reconstitution of the lost individual. 

 

 

Figure 4.7 Faces (Hadjithomas and Joreige, 2009) 

 

 The critique that emerges from the works discussed in this section does not 

focus on the representation of the dead in public space per se. Rather it is aimed at the 

political framing that represents the lost subject as a de-individualized object in a 

spectacular fetishized image. The communist party in White Masks, the suicide mission 

tape, and Hezbollah’s photomontage reduce – or perhaps elevate, depending on your 

worldview – the fallen soldier to one element among others in the grand project of 

resistance. Yet, even though these young men may very well have been undone of their 

bodies in the posters, they still have their faces. The project Faces, then, seeks to 

recover, to make visible, the individual who was lost, as an act of remembrance. In doing 
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so, it brings to the fore the ghostliness that emanates from a predominance of images of 

the dead all around the city. 

 What appears in all these works is an understanding of the mediatization of 

martyrs in Lebanon as a violent process, which robs the dead of their embodied 

individuality and which prevents a process of mourning. The mediatization is 

characterized by the fetishization of the image and by a leap towards future redemption. 

The artists’ attempts to restore the embodied subjectivity of the martyr can be seen as a 

form of excavation, in the sense that they seek to recover the martyr’s individuality – 

even if only in the form of an absence – suggestive of multiple belongings from its 

representation as a superficial image among many. It is this lost individual that remains 

latent beneath the manifest fetishized appearance of the poster, similar to the 

disappeared that remain latent under the surface of Beirut’s soil. The emphasis on loss 

of the individual aims at a more humane form of mourning the deceased than is made 

possible by the vindictive narratives of martyrdom on the one hand, and the silenced 

histories about the disappeared on the other. 

 

Excavation and Mourning  

In this chapter, I have shown how Beirut’s underground is imagined as a repository of 

repressed memories. The concept of latency allows us to understand how such a 

Freudian understanding of space is related to the dominant sense or Stimmung of the 

suspended now. The presence of the remains of Lebanon’s disappeared form a concrete 

and tangible, yet symbolically highly charged, manifestation of the unresolvedness of 

past conflict. It therefore resonates with the idea of the underground as a repository of 

repressed memories, latent under the “peaceful” consciousness of the city aboveground. 

Looking at responses to the cultivation of martyrdom, it becomes clear that the sense of 

latency and unresolvedness cannot be attributed solely to a culture of silence and 

repression, but also to continuing divisions and narratives of future redemption 

celebrated by a spectacle of fetishized martyr posters. Critical artistic responses to both 

of these dead in Beirut’s geography, the invisible disappeared and the glorified martyrs, 

call for a process of mourning. However, when such a call is framed by a discourse of 

trauma studies only, it tends to overlook how present politics continue to reproduce the 

suspended now and its sense of unresolvedness. Following Adorno’s conditional 

conception of what “coming to terms with the past” means, I contend that it is 
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impossible under the current conditions of continual exposure to violence to properly 

mourn these lives lost, let alone that such a process of mourning, if it were possible, 

would resolve the suspended now (see p. 58). 

The final section of this chapter explores the reflections of two Lebanese artists 

upon the question of how to live ethically in the suspended now of contemporary 

Beirut. Walid Sadek and Paola Yacoub have developed ideas and concepts that differ 

radically from each other. What they have in common, though, is a sense of urgency to 

not only document past events or express present emotions, but to articulate an ethical 

disposition in the face of disposability and superficiality and in response to Beirut’s 

radically precarious present. Moreover, both turn towards the practice of mourning and 

the concrete materiality of dead bodies, in their attempt to imagine an ethical and 

liveable society in Beirut today. 

 Throughout the early post-war years, Yacoub’s profession was to meticulously 

draw the outlines of the archaeological findings in Solidere’s construction site pits. 

Hence, one could say that she knows a thing or two about Beirut’s underground, and 

this experience has undoubtedly influenced her artistic and intellectual work on 

contemporary Beirut. Yacoub’s artistic work is scarce but consistent. Her most well-

known work is the landscape photographs of Beirut and Southern Lebanon, which she 

exhibited together with Michel Laserre at the Venice Biennale of 2000, and 

subsequently published in Beirut, a Magnificent City (2002).These photographs depict 

places of past suffering, even though they more often than not lack visible traces of 

these events. Notwithstanding explanatory captions and reflective essays in the book, 

the images give the impression that the full meaning of the image, as well as the 

depicted place, remains forever out of grasp even to the most intimately engaged 

viewer. Isabelle de le Court puts it like this: “‘This is the location of a story I cannot talk 

about’ seems to be the message embedded in many of her photographs” (2014: 571). 

Landscape and image contain a story – or rather contain multiple stories and 

perspectives – without actually narrating it. The images merely evoke their absence. For 

the spectator, the place becomes charged with meaning, while definite meaning is 

infinitely deferred. 

 At the cultural festival Home Works Forum in Beirut, Yacoub delivered a lecture-

performance entitled Under this Trail are Corpses (Yacoub, 2013). In this lecture, Yacoub 

criticizes the way in which the UN published a collage of passport photos of the missing 
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persons of the Lebanese civil war. The collage, argues Yacoub, by putting so many 

images of the same format alongside each other, distracts from the personal drama and 

crime, and conveys instead an abstract, deindividualized story of loss and absence. 

Interestingly, the collage thus reduces the disappeared to fetishized images, just like the 

martyrs who have been deindividualized by the accumulation of portraits repeated in a 

similar framing.  

 In contrast, she confronts the audience with a picture of a path on the well-

maintained graveyard of Saint Dimitri (fig. 4.8). She explains that rumours suggest that 

there is a potential mass grave under this trail. She then puts forward the concept of 

autopsy, in its etymological original autos + opsis, that is, “to see with one’s own eyes.” 

This then, for Yacoub, would be an ethical response to past crimes, to go and see with 

one’s own eyes. Interestingly, and contrary to what the contemporary meaning of 

autopsy seems to suggest, for Yacoub this does not seem to necessarily entail the 

exhumation and investigation of the dead bodies. Although she is a very outspoken 

critic of the general amnesty law, always unmistakeably in favour of the systematic 

gathering of evidence for legal persecution, Yacoub invites the audience to merely look, 

and to see with our own eyes the image in the photograph or the depicted place charged 

with past suffering without showing visible traces. 

 

Figure 4.8 Under this Trail are Corpses (Yacoub, 2013) 
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 Yacoub thus engages with questions of representation, narration and aesthetics 

in Beirut’s post-catastrophic environment, joining a distinguished group of 

multidisciplinary artists of her generation, such as Rabih Mroué, Walid Raad, Tony 

Chakar, Walid Sadek, Lamia Joreige, Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige, which I 

described in my introduction as the generation that bridges the literary war generation 

to the post-war generation. Yet, despite these shared concerns, during a symposium in 

20122, Yacoub sharply distanced herself from those artistic practices that reduce the 

question of making images after catastrophe to an abstract critique of history-writing 

itself, of which Walid Raad’s The Atlas Group is the most poignant and well-known 

example. 

 The Atlas Group states as its aim “to locate, preserve, study and produce audio, 

visual, literary and other artefacts that shed light on the contemporary history of 

Lebanon” (The Atlas Group website). However, most of the artefacts are produced by the 

artist and the explanatory narratives are fictional. The narratives often state that the 

artefacts were born out of obsessive compulsive behaviour, developed under the 

pressure of war, which pushed the fictional character to collect or create the object 

displayed. As discussed in chapter one (p. 42), the objects themselves do not register 

the war’s historical events. Rather, they bear a metonymical relation to history: 

beautiful collages consisting of magazine cut outs of cars that correspond in type and 

brand with the cars that exploded in car bombs; video footage of the sunset in the 

Mediterranean, shot by a secret security camera operator who had no access to that 

view throughout the war years; prints of different shades of blue found buried under 32 

meters of rubble, on which latent images were detected of individuals whose dead 

bodies had been found in the Mediterranean between 1975 and 1990. The archive thus 

documents what Raad calls hysterical symptoms (e.g. Baumann, 2009). The work mocks 

the scientific pretensions of historical archives and questions the selection process that 

decides which objects are worth preserving and which are not. That the narratives are 

fictional and the objects created by the artist does not mean that the archive fails to 

capture Lebanon’s contemporary history altogether. Being art, the Atlas Group is not 

interested in factual history. Instead it creates an aesthetic that is capable of conveying 

the emotional and experiential reality of the post-catastrophic chronotope of 1990s 

                                                 
2 History of the last things before the last: art as writing history. Symposium at Ashkal Alwan, Beirut, co-

organized by the Centre Pompidou, Paris and the Arab Image Foundation, Beirut. 1 December 2012. 
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Beirut, something which factual documentation rarely achieves. 

 At the 2012 symposium, however, Yacoub contended that such a work 

participates in the forced amnesia, as it substitutes facts by fiction. Raad’s abstract 

critique of history posits that there is no such thing as an objective documentation of a 

historical event. Yacoub agrees, as is confirmed by her photographs that allow for 

multiple meanings rather than a definite meaning. However, to get rid of the factual 

altogether is to relieve perpetrators of their responsibility, thereby becoming complicit 

in the process of “amnesia” that was started by the general amnesty law of 1991. For 

Yacoub then, there is still such a thing as facts, even if they will always be interpreted in 

different ways. She insists that people have the right to access documents – be they 

objects, photographs or texts (interview with the author, 27 April 2015). While her 

desire for legal investigation and persecution supposes a possible resolution projected 

on the future, Yacoub’s “excavation” beyond Beirut’s surface appearance is not a quest 

for some redemptive truth. Rather, she denounces the politics that decide who gets to 

excavate and who does not, regardless of what will be revealed and its consequences. 

Inspired by outrage at a complete lack of public access to historical documents, Yacoub 

struggles in the precarious and volatile environment of contemporary Lebanon for the 

right to excavate and document, in all its literal, metaphorical and imaginative senses. 

 Yet, unlike for someone like Naccache, the archaeologist briefly discussed at the 

beginning of this chapter, such excavation would not mean the revelation of the truth, 

single and definite. On the contrary, for Yacoub, to make accessible documents – no 

matter how grand or ordinary, historical or contemporary – is not to explain or to 

fetishize, but to dazzle. Inspired by Georges Bataille’s methodology of documentation in 

The Trial of Gilles de Rais, she seeks a methodology of documentation that never 

achieves definite meaning, but instead keeps escaping us “to reveal the ‘dizzying 

mobility’ of the events themselves” (Parry-Davies, 2013; Leiris, 1963; Bataille, 2004 

[1965]). Indeed, the photograph of the neatly cultivated trail on the graveyard covering 

a potential mass grave – in line with her other work – is heavily charged, but fails to be 

explanatory. Thus, rather than a quest for narrative closure, Yacoub’s demand for the 

right to access documents, asserts the multiplicity and evanescence of both these 

documents and the events they document, opening narratives up “to stage multiple 

dramas,” rather than closing them to fix meaning (interview with the author, 27 April 

2015). If, in that sense, her documents work at the level of affect, none are fictional like 
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Raad’s. For Yacoub, the work of non-fictional documentation is vital to her insistence on 

ethical accountability, because even though she acknowledges that documents fail to fix 

meaning, she has firmly turned away from the scepticism that characterizes much of the 

post-structuralist works produced in Lebanon’s 1990s and early 2000s, including her 

own reflections on the landscape photographs with Laserre. To counter the suspended 

now, Yacoub “sees with her own eyes” and documents what she sees. Her documents 

are meant to provide access to historical events and their affective traces in the face of a 

politics that silences and erases them, but without offering or seeking narrative closure.  

As discussed in chapter three, Walid Sadek takes issue with unavailability too 

(pp. 164-167). For him, however, this is due not to the absence of documentation, but to 

the excess of protracted civil war. The blinding proximity, instantaneity and excess of 

structural violence obstruct visuality in general, as well as the availability of past visions 

of time and space, and the accessibility of meaningful social relations. His work attempts 

to instigate conversations marked by pensive silence. In his artistic work, this mostly 

means a stripping down of the object, or the document, to the bare minimum of what 

can still be shared (Wilson-Goldie, 2010). In his reflective essays, this means a 

theorization of visuality, temporality, witnessing and mourning under conditions of 

protracted civil war. 

Walid Sadek turns towards “the labour of missing” as a potential starting point 

for a new sociality under conditions of protracted civil war. The word labour suggests 

physical effort as a productive investment, which forms a contradiction to the notions of 

loss and missing. This contradiction becomes even more frictional when Sadek explains 

that this labour should not be seen as the traditional understanding of mourning based 

on Freudian psychoanalysis (Sadek, 2012: 483-484). Freud changed his mind about 

mourning. First, he claimed that successful mourning meant the replacement of one 

desired object for another. Later, he maintained that the incorporation of the lost object 

was not pathological, but in fact part of healthy and completed mourning (e.g. Butler 

2004: 20-21; Kahn 2002: 172-176). Either way, most psychoanalytic perspectives on 

mourning to date tend to focus on the healing of the individual. That is, through the 

narration of the experience of losing and having lost, of the events and the emotions, the 

individual can recover its energy, reconstitute his or her sense of self and move on. In 

that sense, mourning can be seen as productive labour invested in recovery. 
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Using the word “missing” rather than “mourning,” Walid Sadek does not aim at 

recovery after loss. Labour then, does not refer to productivity, but to the way in which 

loss, disappearance and absence are substantiated into a burden to bear by the 

bereaved. In contrast to latent absencehood, to which the living turn in anticipatory 

waiting for a possible irruption into presence, Sadek considers absencehood to already 

be “uncannily present when tangibly unavailable” (Sadek, 2014). Consequently, his 

approach to loss is aimed at an engagement with that absence in the present. Indeed, he 

explains: 

 

Without the labor of missing, we could be fated to waiting, and without the labor of mourning in 

the presence of the corpse, we could become an audience to a slew of apologizers who 

accomplish nothing except the sinister erasure of the object of violence, namely the corpse. 

Accordingly, without these labors, witnessing could be reduced to an account of things past, a 

justification of things present or a claim for a vengeful future. (Sadek, 2011) 

 

This is similar to Butler’s “tarrying with grief” (Butler, 2004: 30) and, like hers, it is 

explicitly formulated as a necessary alternative to the linear narratives of redemption 

through violence that so often give meaning to the suspended now.  

 Sadek identifies an actually existing example of such a wilful tarrying with grief 

in the ritual of congregating around the corpse to mourn the deceased (2012). The 

corpse has been theorized psychoanalytically as “the utmost of abjection,” as “death 

infecting life” (Kristeva, 1982: 4). As an object of after-death, not merely representing 

but showing that “what life withstands” (3), the corpse disturbs the boundaries between 

life and death and as such inspires revulsion and fear. Funerary rituals symbolically 

restore those boundaries. However, in the specific moment of congregated mourning in 

the presence of the corpse – an event that lacks any form of activity or speech except for 

some mumbled condolences – Sadek identifies an approach toward the threshold realm 

of the corpse, rather than a rejection of it. 

 In terms of temporality, the realm of the corpse is unsettling, because the 

embodied individual meets the overwhelming force of nature’s organic materiality. The 

subjective temporality of the deceased is abruptly projected into the past, but the body 

lingers on, existing in excess. The loss of the individual is still inscribed on the dead 

body, which only gradually becomes part of nature’s larger cycles of decay and fertility; 

these cycles do not alternate in an orderly fashion, but rather coincide, as the very decay 
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of one organism is an abundance of life for other organisms. Hence, the dead body is an 

object in which subjective temporality – in the form of loss – coincides with the radical 

indeterminacy of nature’s larger body, which is in a permanent state of decomposition 

and regeneration. Those who are able to linger around “the radical alterity of the 

corpse” without impatience, are propelled into a silent soliloquy, argues Sadek (2012: 

481). For him, it is this soliloquy that “turns impatience upside down towards the 

temporality of the corpse and not away from it” (Sadek, 2012: 486). Therefore, the dead 

body is an object that resists easy narratives of rebirth, which propose violent temporal 

rupture and material erasure as the condition from which new life emerges. 

 Despite Sadek’s insistence on pensive silence and soliloquy, he always imagines 

these silences to be conversational, that is, as opening up relations with the other, 

whether dead or alive, whether present or absent. Again, Judith Butler’s work is helpful 

in understanding this. In exploring the political potential of mourning, she stresses the 

social aspect of loss. Insofar as the self can only exist meaningfully in relation to others, 

the loss of a near one shatters the self, demands a reconstitution of the self in relation to 

others both present and lost (Butler, 2004: 22; see also Secomb, 1999). The experience 

of loss foregrounds human vulnerability, our dependency on others, and the way in 

which social relations constitute who we are. It means that politics should expand its 

horizon beyond the individual and acknowledge that the self for which autonomy is 

claimed always only exists tied by social relations (Butler, 2004: 20-28). 

 In a similar vein, Sadek stresses the sociality of the congregation of silent 

soliloquies around the deceased. In the context of Beirut, Sadek argues that the 

temporality opened up in the presence of the corpse raises “a set of concomitant 

questions regarding what sociality may remain or is still plausible outside protracted 

civil wars” (Sadek, 2012: 482). Crucial to these questions is Sadek’s challenge of the 

narrative that “all suffered equally” (Sadek, 2012: 482; see p. 71). In post-war Lebanese 

society, commemoration often emphasizes Muslim-Christian parity of suffering. Volk 

rightly points out that this strategy is not a form of irresponsible forgetting, as the 

“official amnesia” narrative would have it, but rather “a politics of memory aimed at 

reconciling ideological difference” (Volk, 2010: 23). Yet, the dehistoricization and 

depoliticization of suffering is highly problematic, particularly in a context of protracted 

conflict. The concept precariousness can challenge this narrative, because it posits that 

while vulnerability is a primary condition of all, some needs are thwarted and others 
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are met (Butler 2004: 30–32). Acknowledging a shared vulnerability and dependency, 

yet an unequal exposure to violence, opens up the possibility for compassion and 

solidarity across both differences and inequalities. 

 In other words, tarrying around the corpse exposes the unbearable loss that 

marks a city of ruthless disposal. Rather than a search for resolution – let alone 

repression – Sadek proposes a conversation around that loss, which acknowledges both 

a shared vulnerability and a fundamental difference, as a possible venue for a more 

ethical sociality in Beirut’s precarious present.  

 While Paola Yacoub desires public access to documents which are highly charged 

yet never fully explained, Walid Sadek envisions conversations revolving around shared 

loss as a starting point for a new sociality in contemporary Lebanon. If their methods 

and theoretical framework differ radically, they share an aim: the search for an ethical 

way to live in Beirut’s suspended now. In doing so, both seek to excavate the unbearable 

losses inscribed in the city’s geography, while dismissing the possibility of narrative 

closure. It is in tarrying with loss, that they persistently demand ethical accountability 

in Beirut’s suspended now.  

 

Conclusion 

In Beirut, the desire to excavate is often inspired by the sense that a deeper truth has 

been removed from sight, whether through disposal, as discussed in the second chapter, 

or through disguise, as discussed in the third. Resisting the dual violence of disposal and 

concealment, excavation is closely related to preservation, but my analysis of cultural 

objects in this chapter has shown that the aim of excavation is often to expose an 

absence, rather than to retrieve a presence. Rather than preservation, this practice is 

presented as a necessary condition to work through and come to terms with loss and 

absence. 

 The concept of latency, described in the first section, demonstrates how the 

spatial motif of digging under the surface relates to the temporal concept of the 

suspended now. This relation works two ways. The presence of unknown mass graves 

and archaeological treasures may contribute to the suspended now. Conversely, the 

sense of being stuck in the moment, cut off from past and future, may lead to the 

perception that there is something present just out of sight, on the verge of being 

revealed. It is the anticipation of a release of present tensions in the near future.  
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 The sections on construction site digging, underground journeys and dead 

bodies all showed the various ways in which artists have imagined underground spaces 

in response to this Stimmung of latency and the suspended now. The imaginary of a 

buried truth is projected upon contested reconstruction processes. As a result, 

Solidere’s policies regarding archaeological heritage are contested both on a material 

and on a symbolic level, and the two are not clearly distinguished from one another. 

 The underground as a Freudian subconscious, where repressed memories linger 

before resurfacing in uncontrollable ways, appears to be a powerful image that is 

particularly salient in works like Choubassi’s metro map and Tony Chakar’s short story. 

Rabee Jaber’s Beyritus and Tabet and Greenberg’s short story for the installation 1989 

imagine a more complex underground, which combines the Freudian figure to the 

notion of catabasis. In these stories, a descent into the underground means facing and 

coming to terms with an imperfect reality, including loss – resonating with the classical 

trope of a descent into the hades – but also precariousness and in Jaber’s case social 

inequality. Finally, night club BO18 is a rare example of a conscious engagement with 

these issues in Beirut’s material cityscape. Like Jaber’s novel it combines the desire to 

live fully and excessively in the moment with a will to acknowledge death, loss and 

suffering. However, abstract references of design elements can only relate on a 

superficial level to the very real lives lost at the site. Moreover, because BO18 is a 

commercial nightclub, past suffering becomes an asset of the location, exploited for 

financial profit. 

 The contrasting examples of the disappeared on the one hand and martyrs on the 

other, showed how the city is permeated by a sense of unresolvedness, closely related to 

death, loss and absence. The case of the disappeared charges the disposable city with 

affective and political force. The disappeared are lives disposed of like a piece of 

garbage, but their absence is overwhelmingly present. It is a latent presence, both as 

memories that cannot be channelled through official and public venues, and as physical 

objects buried in the ground which may resurface unexpectedly. Martyrs, on the other 

hand, are lives reduced to fetishized images. While they have a visible presence, the loss 

of their lives remains latent too, repressed by the spectacle of a grand vindictive 

narrative of regeneration. 

 The spatial practice of excavation, real or imagined, is given meaning in relation 

to loss. A sense of loss remaining unresolved reproduces the suspended now. In the 
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chronotope of the city in transition, excavation is understood as collecting evidence or 

working through repressed memories, leading to future resolution. In some cases, this 

resolution is not a redemptive truth, but a coming to terms with an imperfect present. 

These narratives combine the precarious with the transitional chronotope. In the 

chronotope of the precarious city, excavation is understood as the exposure of 

unbearable loss for which no resolution is offered. Mourning is not aimed at recovery, 

but tarries with loss. This constitutes a political practice because, by acknowledging a 

shared vulnerability and differential suffering, it demands ethical accountability.  
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CONCLUSION 

ETHICS IN THE PRECARIOUS CITY 

THE CASE OF YOUSTINK 

 

 

With the stench of garbage comes a breeze of hope. 

- Marina Chamma (2015) 

 

The city of Beirut has been in constant flux between 1990 and 2015: the locus of 

tumultuous manifestations of political contestation and change, transformed by 

dramatic urban renewal projects, and shaken by war and other forms of violent conflict. 

This research project has sometimes downplayed the historically specific contexts of 

these various events, in order to present a more general experience of time and space 

that runs through these different episodes. In the latter half of 2015, another series of 

events unfolded in Beirut that reached the international press. The following conclusion 

reprises the main concepts and arguments of this thesis in light of Beirut’s 2015 garbage 

crisis and the ensuing protests.  

 The first chapter of this thesis, “Beirut’s Suspended Now,” developed the 

suspended now as a temporality of a stretched-out present, lived from moment to 

moment. An unresolved space of experience and a volatile horizon of expectation 

“constitute a temporal difference in the today by redoubling past and future on one 

another in an unequal manner” (Koselleck, 2004: 263). As a result, the past seems 

unavailable even as it leaks into the present, and a radically uncertain future can only be 

anxiously anticipated. Across the diverse cultural objects under study, I distinguished 

two frameworks of understanding, which attempt to grasp the complex entanglement of 

this suspended now with Beirut’s material and imagined environment. The first is the 

chronotope of the city in transition. In this understanding of time and space, a rupture 

in the past has marked the contemporary city. In most cases, this rupture is constituted 

by the civil wars (1975-1990), but sometimes the same understanding applies to the 

2006 war, to Solidere’s demolition or to a mythical event. The urban geography is 
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marked by traces of this rupture, which can be visibly present, concealed or erased. 

Whether manifest, latent or completely lost, these traces point to the unresolvedness of 

the traumatic event.  

 This unresolvedness, moreover, serves to explain the volatility of the horizon of 

expectation, because the lack of a resolution implies a lack of control, and with it 

potential imminent eruption or escalation. The chronotope of the transitional city 

implicitly or explicitly suggests that once the past rupture has been resolved, the 

present will find its natural place in the linear course of time, and the future can again 

be confidently envisioned. Such a resolution is often articulated in terms of 

psychological healing, but can also take the form of legal justice, a political 

breakthrough, economic recovery or a dramatic apocalypse, possibly followed by a pure 

rebirth. The suspended now, in this narrative framework, is suspended because it is a 

temporary transition. If the suspended now is an experience of time that resembles 

waiting by its very nature, the chronotope of the transitional city gives meaning to this 

waiting by promising future release. Even those narratives that are mainly oriented 

towards the past – particularly those framed by the discourse of trauma theory – do so 

in anticipation of a retrospective resolution located in the future. 

 The Naameh landfill offers a telling example of the sense of unresolvedness of 

Beirut’s suspended now. On 17 January 2015, residents of villages near the landfill, 

located south of Beirut, blocked its entrance to protest the stench, heavy traffic and 

health hazards caused by the garbage dump. They pointed out that the site was 

appointed as a temporary dumping site in the context of post-war reconstruction efforts 

in 1997. Exceeding the six year agreement by twelve years and working at a reported 

500 percent of its capacity (Fernandez, 2015), the residents of the area demanded its 

closure. The fear among residents that the uncontrolled build-up of methane gas in the 

landfill might erupt in a dramatic explosion, whether justified or not, resonates with the 

idea of unresolved issues that have been discarded and concealed, but which continue 

to be present under the surface. 

 When the landfill was established, the precarious conditions in Lebanon were 

naturally understood to be produced by the war that had just ended. Presented as a 

temporary measure on the road towards a flourishing post-war society, the landfill was 

accepted by surrounding residents as a necessary solution, until more durable waste 

management facilities would be in place. For many years, the residents waited for the 
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promise of better facilities to be met, but the temporary measure was stretched to its 

absolute limits in the mismanagement that continued throughout the following decades. 

As I have argued in this thesis, more and more Lebanese have come to realize that 

precarious conditions today are not – or no longer – the result of the devastation of war, 

but are continually reproduced by contemporary power structures. This is the second 

framework of understanding the suspended now, through the chronotope of the 

precarious city. 

Gradually, over the 25 years after the Taif agreement, it has become clear that 

the resolutions envisioned for the city in transition need the precondition that, in 

Adorno’s words, “the causes of what happened then are no longer active” (Adorno, 1986 

[1959]: 129). Unfortunately, the causes for what happened then – during the wars of 

1975-1990 – are still in place in 2015, even though they have evolved over time. Hence, 

the sense of unresolvedness and volatility continues. The chronotope of the precarious 

city makes available to perception the continual reproduction of Beirut’s suspended 

now by social relations, something that the narrative of a latent and unresolved past 

obscures. The city’s precarious time-space, in this view, is constituted by political 

relations, rather than caused by a progressive linear history or defined by a cosmic cycle 

of destiny. 

Following this insight, the sense of waiting that the suspended now instils is 

deflected into a sense of resilient tarrying under wretched conditions. Inhabiting the 

precarious present without waiting for a future resolution brings into view a shared 

vulnerability and an unequal exposure to harm, stirring subjects to demand 

accountability from those who continue to reproduce those conditions. It is the 

combination of the accumulation of stench and health hazards on the one hand, and this 

insight that its cause is not located in the past but in the current government, on the 

other hand, that stirred the residents of the area around the Naameh landfill to finally 

oppose the landfill’s overuse. 

As a result of the blockade of Beirut’s most important landfill, garbage started to 

pile up in the streets of the capital. Beirut’s inhabitants became physically aware of the 

vulnerability of their environment and their bodies, and were outraged by the way in 

which the government let these be exposed to the hazards posed by unmanaged 

garbage. As always, this exposure was differentially distributed. Garbage was removed 

from certain upper class areas and dumped in lower class areas, and the well-to-do are 
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better equipped to protect themselves from getting in touch with garbage. However, the 

garbage was visible, and more importantly smellable, to all, provoking a strong physical 

response of repulsion. 

 In the second chapter, “The Disposable City,” I argued that the concept of 

disposability makes a strong connection between disparate imaginaries of Beirut, which 

together foreground the precariousness of the urban environment. Beirut’s ruins and 

debris inspire imaginaries of past or imminent erasure. In contrast, by viewing them as 

part of the city’s geography of disposal, some artists and authors imagine a precarious 

city in which the built environment is continuously exposed to harm. The indeterminate 

nature of waste, moreover, shows that absolute erasure is impossible. If its leakage 

constitutes an abject transgression, it also resists easy narratives of rebirth, perhaps 

even more so than traces do. The example of the garbage crisis, during which waste 

contaminated air, water and land throughout Beirut’s geography, shows that this 

indeterminate nature not only leaks through attempts to erase the past, but also 

through the carefully crafted surface appearance of politicians and businessmen held 

responsible for the crisis. 

 Hence, the response of abjection to the garbage was instantly directed towards 

the government leaders who, at the time of writing, have largely failed to deflect the 

outrage towards the sectarian other. At the same time as the Naameh blockade, the 

contract that the government had with the waste management company Sukleen 

expired. Sukleen, known to be run by friends of the Hariri family, had exclusive rights to 

garbage collection in the country since 1990. Again initially a temporary solution to the 

immediacy of the post-war city, this contract was extended several times, despite 

complaints of excessive pricing. While the Naameh landfill closed, Lebanon’s 

government failed to come to an agreement over the waste bidding. The decision-

making seems to have been delayed by personal financial interests, as well as by the 

increased tensions between various parties since Hezbollah’s interference in the Syrian 

conflict (e.g. Ali Nayel, 2015). 

 In short, conflicted interests, combined with fundamental disagreement on 

Lebanon’s political role in the geopolitical conflicts of the region, caused national 

governance to become dysfunctional. This mostly meant a continuation of post-Taif 

politics. Since 1990, the government has failed to provide basic public services such as 

drinkable tap water and uninterrupted electricity, which disproportionally affects the 
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poor, who cannot afford to buy filtered water and generators. However, as Rami 

Khoury, director of the Issam Fares institute for public policy and international affairs 

points out, “the gaps left by the central government contribute to Lebanon’s dynamism” 

(cited in Hubbard, 2014). If the relative lack of state control means a whole range of 

inconveniences, it has also allowed a culture of entrepreneurial, intellectual and artistic 

initiatives to flower. I have argued that the relative lack of economic restrainment and 

policing of such initiatives has produced an exceptionally fast cycle of creative 

destruction, which produces the suspended now. The liveliness of private initiatives, as 

well as the desire invested in practices of squander, may serve as a source of solace in a 

precarious environment, even if at times complicit in its continual reproduction. This 

ambiguity, expressed by Rami Khoury above, has also been expressed by the works of 

artists like Rayyane Tabet, Mazen Kerbaj and Zena El Khalil discussed in this thesis. The 

garbage crisis stimulated people to reflect on the ways in which an environment of 

provisionality may allow room for creativity, but also exposes people to harm. 

In cases that ask for a cohesive national response, such as the accommodation of 

more than one-and-a-half million Syrian refugees or national waste management, 

entrepreneurial activities cannot patch up the gaps left by government failure. Moments 

of acute crisis caused by these failures show how the two chronotopes distinguished in 

this thesis are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Under extreme conditions, many 

respond to the needs of others in mutual solidarity and resilience, while also eagerly 

awaiting a resolution to the crisis. 

Another example of a combined chronotope can be found in some progressive 

narratives, such as the catabasis trope in Jaber’s Beyritus (2006) and Tabet and 

Greenberg’s story for 1998 (2012), which work towards a redemption that only exists 

ambiguously in the recognition of an imperfect world – a position that belongs to the 

precarious city. Nevertheless, it is worth distinguishing between the chronotope of the 

city in transition and the chronotope of the precarious city, not only for hermeneutical 

purposes, but also because the chronotopes differentially structure the possibilities for 

human action – albeit not in absolute ways. 

Indeed, I argue that the protests that ensued after the garbage crisis were shaped 

in part by the insight that the waste was not produced by a single historical anomaly, 

but was the inevitable outcome of structural harmful politics. Under the slogan You 

Stink, people of all sects and classes took to the streets to demand a proper response to  



239 

Figure 5.1 “Leader = garbage” 

Figure 5.2 Political leaders disposed of in garbage bags. 
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the immediate garbage crisis. This demand was quickly followed up by demands for 

functional electricity and safe tap water, and subsequently for the fall of the government 

and an end to the sectarian political system. On 29 August 2015, Beirut witnessed the 

largest demonstration since March 8 and March 14, 2005, and several smaller protests 

continued throughout the fall of 2015. 

These popular demands were expressed in creative and playful ways, alongside 

more serious modes, as the examples of hunger strikes and self-immolation show. From 

the start, the movement reversed ideas and practices of disposability. If the stench in 

Beirut emanates from municipal garbage, the movement claims that the real stench 

comes from the government leaders (see fig. 5.1 and 5.2). Their carelessness for the 

environment – couched in a rhetoric of survival in the neo-Darwinian competition of 

global capitalism – is the outcome of a culture that renders all that does not serve the 

interests of the ruling class disposable, that is, exposed to harm. To suggest that these 

dynasties are disposable, rather than Beirut, is to demand ethical accountability in the 

present. 

Chapter three, “Surface City,” showed that the suspended now is often given 

meaning as the direct result of Beirut’s supposed superficiality. This superficiality is 

interpreted in various, often intersecting ways: as an imitative and immature identity, 

as an artificial disguise covering over historical evidence, as the disorienting emptiness 

laying bare after erasure, or as the fetishized image of a polished urban environment 

from which large parts of the city are excluded. I have argued against those 

understandings of superficiality that strive for a purer and more authentic city, and in 

favour of those that seek to defetishize the superficial image and expose it as something 

that is continually reproduced by dynamic social, economic and political relations. The 

latter approach allows subjects to navigate the urban environment more confidently 

and possibly inscribe their presence on surfaces from which they feel excluded. 

As the stench of rotting garbage seeped through the cracks of the impeccable 

façades that the political and business leaders had carefully erected around themselves, 

the demonstrators proceeded to catalyze this process by tearing down this disguise. The 

protesters were met with various forms of violent police repression, mostly by tear gas, 

water cannons and violent arrests by riot police. On August 24, a concrete wall was 

erected around the seat of government in Beirut’s Central District, in an attempt to keep 

the protesters at bay. Artists and activists quickly seized the opportunity to ridicule it by 
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Figure 5.3 Beirut wall. 

painting its surface. Some of the graffiti gave new meaning to the materiality of this 

surface, not only by the practice of writing or painting itself, but also by its content, such 

as the phrases “you’re not preventing us from entering, you’re merely isolating yourself 

in there” (fig. 5.3) and “thank you for offering this opportunity to express ourselves” 

(fig. 5.4). These phrases used the materiality of the surface to challenge exclusionary 

politics and reinscribe the presence of the excluded others in urban space. 

In response to the complaint of a businessman that the protesters were 

“cheapening” Beirut Central District, the movement organized a market, called ’abū 

ruḵūṣah – a name derived from the word “cheap,” following the pattern of nicknaming 

used mainly by the working class. The market, full of makeshift stands and handwritten 
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Figure 5.4 “Thank you for giving us the opportunity to express ourselves” 

placards, offered free bags of crisps, a cheap haircut, and other sorts of second hand 

objects and cheap services. The market thus contested the exclusionary politics that 

have turned BCD into an empty and alienating urban space, as described in chapter 

three. Some argued, however, that the event traded on nostalgic sentiments and turned 

poverty into a spectacle. Either way, it succeeded in reinvigorating the debate around 

the right to the city and the utter disconnection from the social and spatial environment 

experienced by people in BCD. 

In chapter four, “Excavation and Mourning,” I argued that excavation in Beirut is 

imagined as a practice that works against the disposal of traces and the concealment by 

surface appearance. It seeks to provide depth in the face of shallowness and replaces 

emptiness by loss. In the latter sense it is closely related to mourning. Mourning is often 

constructed as a practice through which loss can be overcome. In contrast, Judith Butler 

and Walid Sadek propose to tarry with loss, without seeking resolution to it. Such grief 

may open up a sociality based on shared vulnerability and the acknowledgement of 

unequal suffering. You Stink’s strategies to remove the decent disguise of politicians and 

businessmen and expose them as deeply corrupt, could be seen as a form of excavation, 

even though most people would have been aware of this reality behind the surface 

appearance for a long time. Within the emotional outrage and the drive for 

revolutionary change, this practice has not yet instigated more contemplative 
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engagements with loss.  

 It remains to be seen how these events will develop. At the time of writing, video 

footage is circulating the internet, showing toxic rivers of rainwater dotted by garbage 

bags making their way through the streets of Beirut. This transgression demands 

immediate action towards a viable resolution. At the same time, the crisis has instigated 

previously unthinkable alliances and demands. Considering the enormous pressure on 

all material and immaterial infrastructures in Lebanese society since the influx of Syrian 

refugees started in 2011, and considering the divisive party politics which have been 

reinforced by the Syrian war, the movement’s alliance across these divisions against the 

carelessness for social space displayed by a self-enriching ruling class is hopeful. Their 

demands, moreover, are not framed by redemptive narratives of future release, but rely 

instead on relational notions such as care and sustenance, dignity and accountability.  

 In conclusion, this thesis has explored the ways in which the suspended now has 

marked urban imaginaries of contemporary Beirut. I have compared the chronotope of 

the transitional city and that of the precarious city as two different frameworks for 

understanding how the suspended now relates to the urban environment. The analyses 

were ordered around four key concepts: disposability, superficiality, excavation and 

mourning. The summary above shows that these concepts are valuable tools for the 

analysis of more specific cases, such as the 2015 garbage crisis and the ensuing protests. 

Tracing the two chronotopes throughout these four conceptual categories in this thesis, 

I found that a number of recurring narratives can be distinguished. 

 Narratives of urban erasure are central to the chronotope of the transitional city. 

Imaginaries of mythical rebirth see a regenerative potential in erasure. It creates a 

blank slate – an empty surface, upon which the city can be reborn. Apocalyptic fantasies 

fear and desire an imminent erasure that is more complete than the partial destructions 

of the past. Such desires often construct the city as imitative and promiscuous. Its 

superficiality is envisioned as a lack of roots and as a mirror reflecting an elsewhere. 

There is hardly or no room for excavation and mourning in the narratives of the 

Phoenix and the apocalypse, because these practices establish relations across historical 

discontinuities, which redemptive narratives construct as absolute ruptures. 

 Trauma narratives view superficial urbanism as a second instance of erasure 

after the traumatic events of war violence. The alienation felt in this environment is 

understood to be caused by the disruption of social relations and historical roots. 
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Traces, such as those exhibited by ruins, are valued as surviving witnesses of previous 

instances of erasure. Excavation is aimed at bringing to light such latent traces. These 

supposedly allow for a process of mourning, after which the city will be able to come to 

terms with itself and complete its lacking, or aborted, identity formation. Despite the 

differences between these three narratives – the Phoenix, apocalypse and trauma – 

erasure is a focal point, around which desires for future resolution are articulated. 

 In contrast, the chronotope of the precarious city relies on narratives of 

continuous disintegration and reconstitution, which do not alternate cyclically but 

unfold simultaneously. This perpetual provisionality exposes the environment to harm 

and creates frictional tensions, but it also inspires creativity and an ecstatic frenzy. 

Rather than a post-traumatic withdrawal, it may be the blinding proximity and 

instantaneity of this frenzy that make past and future unavailable to the suspended 

now. Some opt for an ambiguous embrace of this imperfect but exhilarating present. 

Others seek to expose the structures that condition it, by defetishizing surface 

appearance and reinscribing the presence of excluded others in space. Yet others seek 

to excavate those documents or objects that allow us to tarry with loss, in pensive 

silence or uneasy conversation. 

 I argue that understanding Beirut’s suspended now as caused by the 

precariousness of the urban environment creates more possibilities for ethical action 

than its construction as a city in transition. Even if this chronotope does not allow a 

blueprint of a better future – or perhaps precisely because it does not do that – its 

possibilities for action may effect structural change. It inspires relationality and 

solidarity across differences and inequalities, and consequently demands ethical 

accountability of the self and the other. While post-1990 Beirut’s suspended now is the 

subject of this thesis, this understanding of time and space is relevant on a global scale. 

Whether in the Middle East, Europe, Asia, Africa or the Americas, we face a pressing 

demand for a response to the needs of others, in a historical period of increasing 

economic precarity and a growing sense of exposure to terrorist violence and natural 

catastrophes. 
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ENGLISH SUMMARY 

 

Beirut’s Suspended Now: Imaginaries of a Precarious City. 

 

This thesis shows that a significant number of cultural objects which engage with the 

city of Beirut in the period 1990-2015 express an experience of time which I call the 

“suspended now,” a stretched out present that seems to be disconnected from the 

natural course of time. “Suspended” combines the idea of a now, dangling in a void, with 

the meaning of postponement. The experience is characterized by the sense of an 

unresolved and inaccessible past and a radically uncertain future.  

 The thesis investigates the way in which this temporality is inextricably 

interwoven with the spatial experience of the city, and how this time-space is given 

meaning. A history of violence and a reputation of cultural liberty have produced 

imaginaries of Beirut as a disposable and superficial city – a promiscuous city of 

imitation and instant gratification that has been unable to develop an authentic identity. 

In response, critics have often attempted to reveal what lies beneath the surface or 

excavate what has been discarded, both literally and metaphorically. The thesis analyses 

objects such as pictures of construction site pits, stories of underground journeys, and 

martyr posters. They show that the desire to excavate what remains disclosed is often 

an attempt to make room for a process of mourning. 

 The thesis distinguishes between two dominant frameworks for understanding 

the suspended now. The chronotope of “the city in transition” gives meaning to this 

experience as a period in expectation of redemption. Beirut is often imagined as a city 

that repeatedly has been completely erased, and always rose again like a phoenix from 

her ashes. The transition between such an absolute rupture (the civil war) and the 

imminent rebirth creates the experience of a stretched-out present. Critics maintain 

that the city has been struck by a trauma, the traces of which have not been erased at all. 

They call for an engagement with the violent past, lest it returns in distorted ways to 

possess the present city. This critique views the suspended now as a transition too. 

When the past has been resolved, it is suggested, the future can again be confidently 

anticipated. 

 The chronotope of “the precarious city” gives meaning to the suspended now as a 

condition of exposure to harm which is continuously reproduced by social structures. In 



 

 

269 

 

this perspective, which gradually gains ground, the cause is not historical but political. A 

variety of cultural objects present a city that is structurally exposed to harm, from glass 

swings, which seem to crash against each other at any moment, to real estate 

advertisement that excludes large parts of the urban environment. Still, the liveliness of 

consumption under political tensions gives solace to the characters of some novels and 

a sculptor shows how the disintegration of the urban environment also opens up 

possibilities for creativity. 
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NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTING 

 

Beiroets “suspended now”: verbeeldingen van een precaire stad. 

 

Dit proefschrift laat zien dat een groot aantal culturele objecten die zich verhouden tot 

de stad Beiroet van de periode 1990-2015 uitdrukking geeft aan een bepaalde 

tijdservaring die ik het “suspended now” noem, een uitgestrekt nu dat losgezongen lijkt 

van het natuurlijke verloop van de tijd. Het Engelse “suspended” verenigt daarbij het 

idee dat het heden in het luchtledige hangt met de betekenis van uitstel. De ervaring 

wordt gekenmerkt door het gevoel dat het verleden zowel onafgerond als 

ontoegankelijk is, en de toekomst uiterst onzeker. 

 Het onderzoek richt zich op de manier waarop deze tijdsbeleving is vervlochten 

met de ruimtelijke ervaring van de stad, en hoe aan die tijd en ruimte betekenis wordt 

gegeven. Een geschiedenis van geweld en een reputatie als culturele vrijplaats hebben 

geleid tot verbeeldingen van Beiroet als een oppervlakkige wegwerpstad; een 

promiscue stad van nabootsing en onmiddellijke bevrediging die geen authentieke 

identiteit heeft kunnen ontwikkelen. In reactie daarop proberen critici vaak bloot te 

leggen wat zich onder de oppervlakte bevindt of op te graven wat is weggegooid, zowel 

letterlijk als figuurlijk. Het proefschrift analyseert onder meer foto’s van bouwputten, 

verhalen van reizen door het ondergrondse, en posters van martelaren. Daaruit blijkt 

dat het verlangen om bloot te leggen wat wordt onttrokken aan het oog vaak een poging 

is om ruimte te bieden aan rouwverwerking.  

 Twee dominante raamwerken worden onderscheiden waarmee het “suspended 

now” in Beiroet wordt begrepen. De chronotoop van “de stad in een overgangsfase” 

geeft betekenis aan die ervaring als een periode waarin men in afwachting is van 

verlossing. Beiroet wordt vaak verbeeld als een stad die herhaaldelijk volledig is 

weggevaagd, en steeds als een feniks uit de as herrees. De overgangsfase tussen zo’n 

absoluut breukpunt (de burgeroorlog) en de op handen zijnde wedergeboorte creëert 

de ervaring van een uitgestrekt nu. Critici stellen dat de stad geteisterd is door een 

trauma, waarvan de sporen allerminst zijn weggevaagd. Zij roepen op tot een 

verwerking van het gewelddadige verleden zodat het niet op verwrongen wijze 

terugkeert en de stad in zijn greep krijgt. Ook in deze kritiek wordt het “suspended 

now” als een overgang gezien. Immers, wanneer het verleden kan worden afgesloten, zo 
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wordt gesuggereerd, kan de toekomst weer vastberaden tegemoet worden getreden. 

 De chronotoop van “de precaire stad” geeft betekenis aan het “suspended now” 

als een toestand van blootstelling aan geweld die voortdurend wordt gereproduceerd 

door maatschappelijke structuren. In deze visie, die geleidelijk aan meer bijval krijgt, is 

de oorzaak niet historisch maar politiek. Een uiteenlopende verzameling culturele 

objecten toont een stad die structureel aan geweld wordt blootgesteld, van glazen 

schommels die elk moment tegen elkaar kapot lijken te kunnen slaan tot 

vastgoedreclames die grote delen van de stedelijke ruimte uitsluiten. Toch putten 

romanpersonages ook troost uit de levendigheid van consumptie onder politieke 

spanningen en een beeldhouwer toont hoe het uiteenvallen van het stedelijke landschap 

ook mogelijkheden opent voor creativiteit. 
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