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CONCLUSION 

ETHICS IN THE PRECARIOUS CITY 

THE CASE OF YOUSTINK 

 

 

With the stench of garbage comes a breeze of hope. 

- Marina Chamma (2015) 

 

The city of Beirut has been in constant flux between 1990 and 2015: the locus of 

tumultuous manifestations of political contestation and change, transformed by 

dramatic urban renewal projects, and shaken by war and other forms of violent conflict. 

This research project has sometimes downplayed the historically specific contexts of 

these various events, in order to present a more general experience of time and space 

that runs through these different episodes. In the latter half of 2015, another series of 

events unfolded in Beirut that reached the international press. The following conclusion 

reprises the main concepts and arguments of this thesis in light of Beirut’s 2015 garbage 

crisis and the ensuing protests.  

 The first chapter of this thesis, “Beirut’s Suspended Now,” developed the 

suspended now as a temporality of a stretched-out present, lived from moment to 

moment. An unresolved space of experience and a volatile horizon of expectation 

“constitute a temporal difference in the today by redoubling past and future on one 

another in an unequal manner” (Koselleck, 2004: 263). As a result, the past seems 

unavailable even as it leaks into the present, and a radically uncertain future can only be 

anxiously anticipated. Across the diverse cultural objects under study, I distinguished 

two frameworks of understanding, which attempt to grasp the complex entanglement of 

this suspended now with Beirut’s material and imagined environment. The first is the 

chronotope of the city in transition. In this understanding of time and space, a rupture 

in the past has marked the contemporary city. In most cases, this rupture is constituted 

by the civil wars (1975-1990), but sometimes the same understanding applies to the 

2006 war, to Solidere’s demolition or to a mythical event. The urban geography is 
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marked by traces of this rupture, which can be visibly present, concealed or erased. 

Whether manifest, latent or completely lost, these traces point to the unresolvedness of 

the traumatic event.  

 This unresolvedness, moreover, serves to explain the volatility of the horizon of 

expectation, because the lack of a resolution implies a lack of control, and with it 

potential imminent eruption or escalation. The chronotope of the transitional city 

implicitly or explicitly suggests that once the past rupture has been resolved, the 

present will find its natural place in the linear course of time, and the future can again 

be confidently envisioned. Such a resolution is often articulated in terms of 

psychological healing, but can also take the form of legal justice, a political 

breakthrough, economic recovery or a dramatic apocalypse, possibly followed by a pure 

rebirth. The suspended now, in this narrative framework, is suspended because it is a 

temporary transition. If the suspended now is an experience of time that resembles 

waiting by its very nature, the chronotope of the transitional city gives meaning to this 

waiting by promising future release. Even those narratives that are mainly oriented 

towards the past – particularly those framed by the discourse of trauma theory – do so 

in anticipation of a retrospective resolution located in the future. 

 The Naameh landfill offers a telling example of the sense of unresolvedness of 

Beirut’s suspended now. On 17 January 2015, residents of villages near the landfill, 

located south of Beirut, blocked its entrance to protest the stench, heavy traffic and 

health hazards caused by the garbage dump. They pointed out that the site was 

appointed as a temporary dumping site in the context of post-war reconstruction efforts 

in 1997. Exceeding the six year agreement by twelve years and working at a reported 

500 percent of its capacity (Fernandez, 2015), the residents of the area demanded its 

closure. The fear among residents that the uncontrolled build-up of methane gas in the 

landfill might erupt in a dramatic explosion, whether justified or not, resonates with the 

idea of unresolved issues that have been discarded and concealed, but which continue 

to be present under the surface. 

 When the landfill was established, the precarious conditions in Lebanon were 

naturally understood to be produced by the war that had just ended. Presented as a 

temporary measure on the road towards a flourishing post-war society, the landfill was 

accepted by surrounding residents as a necessary solution, until more durable waste 

management facilities would be in place. For many years, the residents waited for the 
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promise of better facilities to be met, but the temporary measure was stretched to its 

absolute limits in the mismanagement that continued throughout the following decades. 

As I have argued in this thesis, more and more Lebanese have come to realize that 

precarious conditions today are not – or no longer – the result of the devastation of war, 

but are continually reproduced by contemporary power structures. This is the second 

framework of understanding the suspended now, through the chronotope of the 

precarious city. 

Gradually, over the 25 years after the Taif agreement, it has become clear that 

the resolutions envisioned for the city in transition need the precondition that, in 

Adorno’s words, “the causes of what happened then are no longer active” (Adorno, 1986 

[1959]: 129). Unfortunately, the causes for what happened then – during the wars of 

1975-1990 – are still in place in 2015, even though they have evolved over time. Hence, 

the sense of unresolvedness and volatility continues. The chronotope of the precarious 

city makes available to perception the continual reproduction of Beirut’s suspended 

now by social relations, something that the narrative of a latent and unresolved past 

obscures. The city’s precarious time-space, in this view, is constituted by political 

relations, rather than caused by a progressive linear history or defined by a cosmic cycle 

of destiny. 

Following this insight, the sense of waiting that the suspended now instils is 

deflected into a sense of resilient tarrying under wretched conditions. Inhabiting the 

precarious present without waiting for a future resolution brings into view a shared 

vulnerability and an unequal exposure to harm, stirring subjects to demand 

accountability from those who continue to reproduce those conditions. It is the 

combination of the accumulation of stench and health hazards on the one hand, and this 

insight that its cause is not located in the past but in the current government, on the 

other hand, that stirred the residents of the area around the Naameh landfill to finally 

oppose the landfill’s overuse. 

As a result of the blockade of Beirut’s most important landfill, garbage started to 

pile up in the streets of the capital. Beirut’s inhabitants became physically aware of the 

vulnerability of their environment and their bodies, and were outraged by the way in 

which the government let these be exposed to the hazards posed by unmanaged 

garbage. As always, this exposure was differentially distributed. Garbage was removed 

from certain upper class areas and dumped in lower class areas, and the well-to-do are 
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better equipped to protect themselves from getting in touch with garbage. However, the 

garbage was visible, and more importantly smellable, to all, provoking a strong physical 

response of repulsion. 

 In the second chapter, “The Disposable City,” I argued that the concept of 

disposability makes a strong connection between disparate imaginaries of Beirut, which 

together foreground the precariousness of the urban environment. Beirut’s ruins and 

debris inspire imaginaries of past or imminent erasure. In contrast, by viewing them as 

part of the city’s geography of disposal, some artists and authors imagine a precarious 

city in which the built environment is continuously exposed to harm. The indeterminate 

nature of waste, moreover, shows that absolute erasure is impossible. If its leakage 

constitutes an abject transgression, it also resists easy narratives of rebirth, perhaps 

even more so than traces do. The example of the garbage crisis, during which waste 

contaminated air, water and land throughout Beirut’s geography, shows that this 

indeterminate nature not only leaks through attempts to erase the past, but also 

through the carefully crafted surface appearance of politicians and businessmen held 

responsible for the crisis. 

 Hence, the response of abjection to the garbage was instantly directed towards 

the government leaders who, at the time of writing, have largely failed to deflect the 

outrage towards the sectarian other. At the same time as the Naameh blockade, the 

contract that the government had with the waste management company Sukleen 

expired. Sukleen, known to be run by friends of the Hariri family, had exclusive rights to 

garbage collection in the country since 1990. Again initially a temporary solution to the 

immediacy of the post-war city, this contract was extended several times, despite 

complaints of excessive pricing. While the Naameh landfill closed, Lebanon’s 

government failed to come to an agreement over the waste bidding. The decision-

making seems to have been delayed by personal financial interests, as well as by the 

increased tensions between various parties since Hezbollah’s interference in the Syrian 

conflict (e.g. Ali Nayel, 2015). 

 In short, conflicted interests, combined with fundamental disagreement on 

Lebanon’s political role in the geopolitical conflicts of the region, caused national 

governance to become dysfunctional. This mostly meant a continuation of post-Taif 

politics. Since 1990, the government has failed to provide basic public services such as 

drinkable tap water and uninterrupted electricity, which disproportionally affects the 
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poor, who cannot afford to buy filtered water and generators. However, as Rami 

Khoury, director of the Issam Fares institute for public policy and international affairs 

points out, “the gaps left by the central government contribute to Lebanon’s dynamism” 

(cited in Hubbard, 2014). If the relative lack of state control means a whole range of 

inconveniences, it has also allowed a culture of entrepreneurial, intellectual and artistic 

initiatives to flower. I have argued that the relative lack of economic restrainment and 

policing of such initiatives has produced an exceptionally fast cycle of creative 

destruction, which produces the suspended now. The liveliness of private initiatives, as 

well as the desire invested in practices of squander, may serve as a source of solace in a 

precarious environment, even if at times complicit in its continual reproduction. This 

ambiguity, expressed by Rami Khoury above, has also been expressed by the works of 

artists like Rayyane Tabet, Mazen Kerbaj and Zena El Khalil discussed in this thesis. The 

garbage crisis stimulated people to reflect on the ways in which an environment of 

provisionality may allow room for creativity, but also exposes people to harm. 

In cases that ask for a cohesive national response, such as the accommodation of 

more than one-and-a-half million Syrian refugees or national waste management, 

entrepreneurial activities cannot patch up the gaps left by government failure. Moments 

of acute crisis caused by these failures show how the two chronotopes distinguished in 

this thesis are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Under extreme conditions, many 

respond to the needs of others in mutual solidarity and resilience, while also eagerly 

awaiting a resolution to the crisis. 

Another example of a combined chronotope can be found in some progressive 

narratives, such as the catabasis trope in Jaber’s Beyritus (2006) and Tabet and 

Greenberg’s story for 1998 (2012), which work towards a redemption that only exists 

ambiguously in the recognition of an imperfect world – a position that belongs to the 

precarious city. Nevertheless, it is worth distinguishing between the chronotope of the 

city in transition and the chronotope of the precarious city, not only for hermeneutical 

purposes, but also because the chronotopes differentially structure the possibilities for 

human action – albeit not in absolute ways. 

Indeed, I argue that the protests that ensued after the garbage crisis were shaped 

in part by the insight that the waste was not produced by a single historical anomaly, 

but was the inevitable outcome of structural harmful politics. Under the slogan You 

Stink, people of all sects and classes took to the streets to demand a proper response to  
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Figure 5.1 “Leader = garbage” 

Figure 5.2 Political leaders disposed of in garbage bags. 
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the immediate garbage crisis. This demand was quickly followed up by demands for 

functional electricity and safe tap water, and subsequently for the fall of the government 

and an end to the sectarian political system. On 29 August 2015, Beirut witnessed the 

largest demonstration since March 8 and March 14, 2005, and several smaller protests 

continued throughout the fall of 2015. 

These popular demands were expressed in creative and playful ways, alongside 

more serious modes, as the examples of hunger strikes and self-immolation show. From 

the start, the movement reversed ideas and practices of disposability. If the stench in 

Beirut emanates from municipal garbage, the movement claims that the real stench 

comes from the government leaders (see fig. 5.1 and 5.2). Their carelessness for the 

environment – couched in a rhetoric of survival in the neo-Darwinian competition of 

global capitalism – is the outcome of a culture that renders all that does not serve the 

interests of the ruling class disposable, that is, exposed to harm. To suggest that these 

dynasties are disposable, rather than Beirut, is to demand ethical accountability in the 

present. 

Chapter three, “Surface City,” showed that the suspended now is often given 

meaning as the direct result of Beirut’s supposed superficiality. This superficiality is 

interpreted in various, often intersecting ways: as an imitative and immature identity, 

as an artificial disguise covering over historical evidence, as the disorienting emptiness 

laying bare after erasure, or as the fetishized image of a polished urban environment 

from which large parts of the city are excluded. I have argued against those 

understandings of superficiality that strive for a purer and more authentic city, and in 

favour of those that seek to defetishize the superficial image and expose it as something 

that is continually reproduced by dynamic social, economic and political relations. The 

latter approach allows subjects to navigate the urban environment more confidently 

and possibly inscribe their presence on surfaces from which they feel excluded. 

As the stench of rotting garbage seeped through the cracks of the impeccable 

façades that the political and business leaders had carefully erected around themselves, 

the demonstrators proceeded to catalyze this process by tearing down this disguise. The 

protesters were met with various forms of violent police repression, mostly by tear gas, 

water cannons and violent arrests by riot police. On August 24, a concrete wall was 

erected around the seat of government in Beirut’s Central District, in an attempt to keep 

the protesters at bay. Artists and activists quickly seized the opportunity to ridicule it by 
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Figure 5.3 Beirut wall. 

painting its surface. Some of the graffiti gave new meaning to the materiality of this 

surface, not only by the practice of writing or painting itself, but also by its content, such 

as the phrases “you’re not preventing us from entering, you’re merely isolating yourself 

in there” (fig. 5.3) and “thank you for offering this opportunity to express ourselves” 

(fig. 5.4). These phrases used the materiality of the surface to challenge exclusionary 

politics and reinscribe the presence of the excluded others in urban space. 

In response to the complaint of a businessman that the protesters were 

“cheapening” Beirut Central District, the movement organized a market, called ’abū 

ruḵūṣah – a name derived from the word “cheap,” following the pattern of nicknaming 

used mainly by the working class. The market, full of makeshift stands and handwritten 
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Figure 5.4 “Thank you for giving us the opportunity to express ourselves” 

placards, offered free bags of crisps, a cheap haircut, and other sorts of second hand 

objects and cheap services. The market thus contested the exclusionary politics that 

have turned BCD into an empty and alienating urban space, as described in chapter 

three. Some argued, however, that the event traded on nostalgic sentiments and turned 

poverty into a spectacle. Either way, it succeeded in reinvigorating the debate around 

the right to the city and the utter disconnection from the social and spatial environment 

experienced by people in BCD. 

In chapter four, “Excavation and Mourning,” I argued that excavation in Beirut is 

imagined as a practice that works against the disposal of traces and the concealment by 

surface appearance. It seeks to provide depth in the face of shallowness and replaces 

emptiness by loss. In the latter sense it is closely related to mourning. Mourning is often 

constructed as a practice through which loss can be overcome. In contrast, Judith Butler 

and Walid Sadek propose to tarry with loss, without seeking resolution to it. Such grief 

may open up a sociality based on shared vulnerability and the acknowledgement of 

unequal suffering. You Stink’s strategies to remove the decent disguise of politicians and 

businessmen and expose them as deeply corrupt, could be seen as a form of excavation, 

even though most people would have been aware of this reality behind the surface 

appearance for a long time. Within the emotional outrage and the drive for 

revolutionary change, this practice has not yet instigated more contemplative 
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engagements with loss.  

 It remains to be seen how these events will develop. At the time of writing, video 

footage is circulating the internet, showing toxic rivers of rainwater dotted by garbage 

bags making their way through the streets of Beirut. This transgression demands 

immediate action towards a viable resolution. At the same time, the crisis has instigated 

previously unthinkable alliances and demands. Considering the enormous pressure on 

all material and immaterial infrastructures in Lebanese society since the influx of Syrian 

refugees started in 2011, and considering the divisive party politics which have been 

reinforced by the Syrian war, the movement’s alliance across these divisions against the 

carelessness for social space displayed by a self-enriching ruling class is hopeful. Their 

demands, moreover, are not framed by redemptive narratives of future release, but rely 

instead on relational notions such as care and sustenance, dignity and accountability.  

 In conclusion, this thesis has explored the ways in which the suspended now has 

marked urban imaginaries of contemporary Beirut. I have compared the chronotope of 

the transitional city and that of the precarious city as two different frameworks for 

understanding how the suspended now relates to the urban environment. The analyses 

were ordered around four key concepts: disposability, superficiality, excavation and 

mourning. The summary above shows that these concepts are valuable tools for the 

analysis of more specific cases, such as the 2015 garbage crisis and the ensuing protests. 

Tracing the two chronotopes throughout these four conceptual categories in this thesis, 

I found that a number of recurring narratives can be distinguished. 

 Narratives of urban erasure are central to the chronotope of the transitional city. 

Imaginaries of mythical rebirth see a regenerative potential in erasure. It creates a 

blank slate – an empty surface, upon which the city can be reborn. Apocalyptic fantasies 

fear and desire an imminent erasure that is more complete than the partial destructions 

of the past. Such desires often construct the city as imitative and promiscuous. Its 

superficiality is envisioned as a lack of roots and as a mirror reflecting an elsewhere. 

There is hardly or no room for excavation and mourning in the narratives of the 

Phoenix and the apocalypse, because these practices establish relations across historical 

discontinuities, which redemptive narratives construct as absolute ruptures. 

 Trauma narratives view superficial urbanism as a second instance of erasure 

after the traumatic events of war violence. The alienation felt in this environment is 

understood to be caused by the disruption of social relations and historical roots. 
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Traces, such as those exhibited by ruins, are valued as surviving witnesses of previous 

instances of erasure. Excavation is aimed at bringing to light such latent traces. These 

supposedly allow for a process of mourning, after which the city will be able to come to 

terms with itself and complete its lacking, or aborted, identity formation. Despite the 

differences between these three narratives – the Phoenix, apocalypse and trauma – 

erasure is a focal point, around which desires for future resolution are articulated. 

 In contrast, the chronotope of the precarious city relies on narratives of 

continuous disintegration and reconstitution, which do not alternate cyclically but 

unfold simultaneously. This perpetual provisionality exposes the environment to harm 

and creates frictional tensions, but it also inspires creativity and an ecstatic frenzy. 

Rather than a post-traumatic withdrawal, it may be the blinding proximity and 

instantaneity of this frenzy that make past and future unavailable to the suspended 

now. Some opt for an ambiguous embrace of this imperfect but exhilarating present. 

Others seek to expose the structures that condition it, by defetishizing surface 

appearance and reinscribing the presence of excluded others in space. Yet others seek 

to excavate those documents or objects that allow us to tarry with loss, in pensive 

silence or uneasy conversation. 

 I argue that understanding Beirut’s suspended now as caused by the 

precariousness of the urban environment creates more possibilities for ethical action 

than its construction as a city in transition. Even if this chronotope does not allow a 

blueprint of a better future – or perhaps precisely because it does not do that – its 

possibilities for action may effect structural change. It inspires relationality and 

solidarity across differences and inequalities, and consequently demands ethical 

accountability of the self and the other. While post-1990 Beirut’s suspended now is the 

subject of this thesis, this understanding of time and space is relevant on a global scale. 

Whether in the Middle East, Europe, Asia, Africa or the Americas, we face a pressing 

demand for a response to the needs of others, in a historical period of increasing 

economic precarity and a growing sense of exposure to terrorist violence and natural 

catastrophes. 

 

  




