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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 



80 
 

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 



82 
 

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 
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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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Figure 2.1 The Murr tower. 
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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)
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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 
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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 
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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.  




