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Beiruté 

What kills you is no longer the shattering shells of the rifleôs rapid rattle. 

No longer is it the searing sounds of shells shattering on the streets. 

Nothing happens now. 

  

Yet wearied we keep awake, tormented by thought. 

The night is silent. 

What are we doing here? 

What do we search for in this city of scars? 

   

We attempt to walk the walk, talk the talk, 

Still we hear the echo of a rapid rattle of construction. 

Fumes, a black veil which covers the urban, 

Fills every crack of this dense city. 

  

Melancholic, nostalgic, it wears us down. 

Life has returned, 

Yet, nothing happens now.  

 

- Bob Rehorst 
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Introduction:  
Mees Hehenkamp & Bob Rehorst

 
 

ñFor fifteen years Lebanon endured a civil war that transformed its capital city, 

Beirut, from the óParis of the Mediterraneanô to a bloody battleground of rival 

sectarian factions. More than a decade after the civil war, Beirut is in the final 

stages of a multibillion-dollar reconstruction effort that has attempted to recreate 

the óoldô cosmopolitan Beirutò (Nagel 2002, 717). 

 

The Lebanese civil war came to an end in 1990 and little was left from the once cosmopolitan 

city of Beirut. The physical damage was thusly large that the reconstruction could not be 

financed by the government. When foreign investors like the IMF and World Bank refused to 

provide financial support for political reasons, the decision was made to let the reconstruction 

of Beirut be executed by one company, namely, la Société Libanaise pour le Développement et 

la Reconstruction de Beyrouth (Solidere) (Mango 2003, 47-48; Nagel 2002, 717). Solidere 

aimed to resurrect Beirutôs former cosmopolitan identity and saw its mission as providing ñ... a 

therapeutic role by founding the city on a sort of salvation-like amnesia that would protect it 

from the old ghosts which caused its destructionò (Haugbolle 2010, 86 in Nagle 2017, 158). 

Indeed, Solidere appears to favour a narrative of amnesia, where the more recent violent past 

of Beirut is purposely being neglected in order to establish a ónewô urban identity. The 

reconstruction process of Beirut carries with it a large set of complications for both state and 

society due to different interpretations and representations of the collective memory in Beirut 

society. Moreover, the differing interpretations and representations of collective memory result 

in Beirutôs urban identity being constantly negotiated. As such, the city represents a battlefield 

in the struggle over urban, and per extension, national identity (Nagel 2002, 724).   

Criticism on Solidere appears to manifest itself throughout wide opposition, such as 

activist movements aiming to preserve, narrate and display parts of Beirutôs heritage which 

Solidere seems to discard. We argue that, due to the complications surrounding collective 

memory representation within the reconstruction process of Beirutôs urban landscape, a 

polarisation emerges between Solidere and those who oppose the companyôs practices. In 

creating a deeper understanding of the controversy, we have identified three major theoretical 

lenses through which the context of contemporary Beirut can be studied, namely, Halbwachsô 

(1950) collective memory, Lefebvreôs (1968) óright to the cityô, and Osler and Starkeyôs (2005) 

conceptualisation of citizenship. In doing so, we propose a combined theoretical framework 
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aiming to argue how politics of memory plays a large role in the construction and contestation 

of citizenship and identity within the urban context of Beirut. Collective memory, being the 

central overarching theme of this thesis, can be studied in the context of Beirut as a crucial 

dimension of the reconstruction in a society which has suffered from a violent past. Namely, as 

Szpocisnki (2016, 248) claims, urban space óshould have something to say about us.ô In other 

words, from the citizenôs point of view, the ability by the state, or in this case Solidere, to 

accurately design and represent collective memory within the cityscape in an inclusive, rather 

than an exclusive manner, largely defines its legitimacy amongst citizens (Meyer in Young 

2010, 176).   

Contemporary literature regarding Beirutôs reconstruction, memory representation and 

Solidere, largely focuses on the narrative of Solidereôs opposition (Nagel 2002; Nagle 2018; 

Hermez 2017; Mango 2003). The critique is predominantly built around the notion that Solidere 

seems to implement a policy of amnesia in creating a new urban identity. However, what we 

aim to achieve, as a new and relevant insight for contemporary literature in this thesis, is to 

generate a dual narrative; illustrating both sides of the controversy. Following Sami Hermezôs 

(2017, 22) notion that ñéacts of war generate acts of narration, and every narration needs to be 

namedò, this research has as objective to give voice to both sides of the polarized controversy 

on the representation of the past in the contemporary urban landscape of Beirut. Therefore, we 

ask the following main question:  

 

ñHow does the controversy of post-war reconstruction between Solidere and its 

opposition manifest itself in the context of memory politics and urban 

citizenship?ò  

  

In answering this question, the focus revolves around Solidere and its opposition, their practices 

regarding to claims made to the óright to the cityô and their goals for representation, narration 

and display of memory within the reconstruction process of the new urban landscape of Beirut.  

This thesis is conducted by two researchers whom have resided within Beirut for a 

period of three months. The empirical gathered data has been acquired through means of 

participant observation and in-depth interviews. In researching the formal institutions illustrated 

in this thesis, we predominantly conducted semi- or unstructured interviews. The lesser formal 

conversations that were documented most commonly took place in one of the many cafés and 

bars in Beirut. Participant observation was performed through walking interviews where we 

accompanied multiple participants through Beirut Central District (BCD) as we followed them 

in their daily practices. The emphasis on semi- or unstructured interviews was chosen to allow 
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for serendipity. This proved fruitful  throughout our research since the established knowledge 

of Beirutôs controversies before our arrival did not include the controversy surrounding 

archaeology. Furthermore, in our experience, we found it to be useful to position ourselves in 

the field in a more informal manner. By this, we mean that we identified most commonly as 

two young students researching for ómerely a bachelor thesisô. As such, we believe that the 

common perception of us as researchers was deemed harmless. This perception enabled us to 

be able to make appointments with more reclusive authorities such as the Mayor and the 

Governor of Beirut, as well as notable high-level representatives of Solidere. Moreover, the 

holistic approach of semi-structured and unstructured interviews in combination with the 

perception of us being merely bachelor students, lowered the threshold for discussing sensitive 

topics. Our position in the field resulted in a fast establishment of rapport with most of our 

participants which, in turn, led to numerous stories regarding sensitive topics like expropriation, 

silencing and traumatic memory narratives.  

The claims made throughout this thesis are a result of a culmination of theoretical 

analysis and ethnographic field research. The personal accounts provided in this thesis are 

illustrated in a narrative format in order to visualize the stories told about Beirut. In some cases, 

the participants are referred to by a pseudonym which will be illustrated by means of a ó*ô (See 

Appendix A). The reason for our use of pseudonyms is to protect the identity of our participants 

as some information provided is of a rather sensitive nature. In discussing such sensitive 

information, we assured informants that we would respect oneôs request for anonymity as well 

as delicacy with the information given to us. In the cases in which real names are used, informed 

consent has been established and permission to reveal these names was given. In all cases, we 

welcome comments or objections to our mode of identity processing.  

What follows in chapter one, is a theoretical framework elaborating upon the three major 

theoretical lenses; (1) Collective memory, (2) the city: as a place for contestation of 

representation, and, (3) urban citizenship and identity. Thereafter, one will read an elaboration 

on the context of Beirut in relation to the theoretical framework in chapter two. In order to 

generate a deeper understanding of this idea for a dual narrative, we will illustrate two separate 

narratives in chapter three and four. Chapter three is about the narrative that is favoured by 

Solidere and its proponents and chapter four argues against this narrative. Finally, through this 

research we argue how the absence historical hegemony and divisions between chosen memory-

narratives set the stage for an increasingly polarized society. Furthermore, we explored in what 

manner this is reflected through citizenôs narratives and the cityscape.   
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Chapter One: Theoretical Framework 

1.1: Collective Memory: Practices and Contestation  

Bob Rehorst 

__________________________________________________________________________  

Memory has been extensively researched by social thinkers ever since the Greeks, yet it was  

Hugo von Hofmannsthal in 1902 who first explicitly used the term ócollective memoryô as a 

reference of a distinct social perspective of memory (Schieder 1978, 2 in Olick & Robbins 

1998, 106). However, when one describes the application and practices of collective memories 

in society, the term is usually ascribed to the sociologist Maurice Halbwachs as one of the, if 

not the, major thinker in this field (Vromen 1975, 510; Storey 2018, 102-103; Olick & Robbins 

1998, 106). Halbwachsô initial thoughts on collective memory stemmed from a rejection of the 

Freudian notion of memory being an inherently individual matter (Olick & Robbins 1998, 109):  

  

ñThere is no point in seeking where memories are preserved in my brain or in 

some nook of my mind to which I alone have access: for they are recalled by me 

externally, and the groups of which I am a part at any time give me the means to 

reconstruct theméò (Halbwachs 1950, 38).  

   

As such, to remember, one needs others. According Suzanne Vromen (1975, 511), for 

Halbwachs theory, the group to which one belongs as an individual serves as a system for 

recalling, recognizing and ensuring the continuity of collective memory. This rejection of the 

individual practice of memory is the first of four claims that Halbwachs makes in relation to 

the process of collective memory.  

Halbwachs (1950, 51) second claim is that memory as collective property is never a 

resurrection of a ópureô past, but a reflection of memory reconstructed under pressure of society. 

As an extension, Storey (2018, 103) argues that collective memory is a continuous communal 

practice of reconstruction and representation. This can be considered an extension of his first 

claim in the sense that our confidence in the accuracy of our memory is strengthened when we 

no longer reconstruct it alone, but through the eyes of another as well (Halbwachs 1950, 22). 

As a result, Pierre Nora (1989, 8) adds, memory remains in a perpetually evolutionary state, a 

process open to the dialectic of remembering and forgetting.  

As third claim, Halbwachs argues that remembering is always a practice which occurs 

in the present. He claims that ñéa remembrance is in very large measure a reconstruction of 



 
13 

the past achieved with data borrowed from the presentò (Halbwachs 1950, 69). According to 

John Storey (2018, 13) By this, Halbwachs means that memories do not make us revert to the 

past, but rather, it is the practice of remembering which brings the past into the present. This 

idea of remembering being a practice of reconstructing the past can be considered closely 

related to the notion of nostalgia. While nostalgia was originally considered a debilitating 

medical affliction in the 17th century in relation to soldiers longing for home during warfare, it 

has now developed in a more general and abstract definition (Hirsch & Spitzer 2002, 257-258). 

Since there is no possibility to return to the past, recollecting the past actively in the present 

generally includes a yearning for it; a pursuit for a óvanished world of yesterdayô (Spitzer 1998, 

144; Boym 2001, 13ï14 in Hirsch & Spitzer 2002, 258). Therefore, to study memory and 

collective memory specifically, ñ...is not to study the past, but the past as it exists in the presentò 

(Storey 2018, 103). Consequently, Olick and Robbins (1998, 133) argue how memory is a 

central, if not the central, medium through which identities are constructed, including a shared 

sentiment of nostalgic memory. This shows how the active practice of remembering is an act 

that, not only takes place in the present, but largely defines present identities as well.  

His fourth and last claim is regarding the question of how collective memory is 

embodied in society including place and materiality. Halbwachsô (1950, 222) argument states 

how memory is an explanation of the creation of Holy sites through communal remembrance 

ascribed to such sites. In addition, Storey (2018, 104). concludes that embodiment of memory 

in a modern society manifests itself primarily in mnemonic artefacts such as shrines, statues 

and memorial sites.  

These four claims made by Halbwachs allow us to reconsider memory and its meaning, 

representation and manifestation in a more theoretical way, which holds with it the function as 

a therapeutic alternative to historical discourse (Klein 2000, 144). Klein (2000, 140) refers to 

this óreturn to memoryô as a result of two reasons stated by Dominick LaCapra. Firstly, that 

ótraumatic eventsô of recent history have reignited our attention to memory as a discourse 

through transference; the most prominent example being the holocaust (Bonder 2009, 63). The 

second is that the interest in Noraôs lieux de mémoire has increased the attention to memory 

studies, because according to LaCapra, these sites of memory are generally also ósites of 

traumaô (Klein 2000, 140). As a result, this obsession with memory can be argued to originate 

from our own guilt of destroying it with historical consciousness (ibid.). Klein argues here in 

accordance with Nora (1989, 7), because such sites of memory are largely explained and 

defined as Lieux de Mémoire. His central explanation for the existence of sites of memory is 

because there are no longer milieux de mémoire; real environments of memory. These sites 
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emerge because there is no spontaneous memory, one must actively create spaces like archives 

and memorials because such memory activities no longer exist since there is no longer a milieu 

de mémoire (ibid., 12). It is because these sites are created by people, and therefore embedded 

in the culture that they have ósomething to say about usô and it is their very presence that invokes 

a sense of the past. All the while generating a sense of emotional connectivity with those that 

the individualôs memory ascribes to the place (Szpocinski 2016, 248).  

For Nora (1989, 19), the main goal of a lieu de mémoire is to ñ...stop time, to block the 

work of forgetting, to establish a state of things, to immortalize death and to materialize the 

immaterialò. However, the timeless character of these sites originates from their capacity for 

social metamorphosis in the sense that an endless recycling of their meaning and variation in 

ascription occurs to whom these sites belong (ibid.). Such ascribed meaning to a place of 

memory originates from the collective memory and is therefore prone to contestation. On 

nostalgic memory ascription, a positivist and negativist narrative can be argued. Critics of 

nostalgia literature often argue that such feelings are often associated with looking back with a 

bitter-sweet and positive relationship, expressing a contrast between the ónowô and óthenô. In 

this narrative, the latter is considered somehow simpler and better, less fragmented and more 

understandable than the former (Hirsch & Spitzer 2002, 258). The positivist point of view, 

argues how nostalgia can function as a resistant relationship to the present, a ócritical 

utopianismô which holds with it the imagination for a better future (ibid., 258-259).  

So far, we have established that memory, according to Halbwachsô first and second 

claim, is a communal practice which is ongoing and continuously reconstructed in society. The 

contestation of this reconstruction of memory in a society is, at an international level, discussed 

in the context of transitional justice (Meyer in Young 2010, 173). In this regard, contestation of 

memory is a dimension of reconstruction in a society which has suffered from a violent past 

and requires a confrontation of the past as a precondition for functioning political systems (ibid., 

174). As a result, the legitimacy of a political system, such as the state, is largely defined by its 

ability to address the past in a manner that is compliant to the way memory is reconstructed 

amongst the society it aims to govern. Therefore, following Olick and Robbinsôs (1998, 133) 

idea that a collective memory is perhaps the most important medium through which collective 

identities are constructed, the contestation of memory lies in the process of the state and its 

citizens both competing for the hegemony of discourse and interpretative patterns (Meyer in 

Young 2010, 176). In the next section, we will explore how this discourse of memory practices 

regarding place-making, manifests itself in an urban context. 
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1.2: The City: A Place for Contestation of Representation  

Bob Rehorst  

___________________________________________________________________________  

ñThe city is óManôs most consistent and on the whole, his most successful 

attempt to remake the world he lives in more after his heartôs desire.ô But, if the 

city is the world which man created, it is the world in which he is henceforth 

condemned to live.ò (Robert Park 1967, 3)  

   

Parkôs idea of the city as a place where óman remakes the world he lives in after his heartôs 

desireô is an illustration of Lefebvreôs (1968) idea of óthe right to the cityô where he states that 

this right is more than simply accessing the resources a city has to offer. Rather, as Harvey 

(2008, 1-2) argues, this right is a collective right since ómakingô the city is an act of collective 

power laying claim over the processes of urbanization. In investigating the concept of the city, 

we understand it ñ...as constituted by its inhabitants through ongoing acts of making placesò 

(Lefebvre 1996 (1968); in Till 2012, 6). Lefebvreôs right to the city, from a citizenôs-rights-

point-of-view, is not a normality, rather, it is a manifestation, the result of a long-term political 

struggle in which collective claims were posed by groups of mobilized citizens (Purcell 

2014,146).  

As such, individualsô realization of their agency grows and they begin to see themselves 

as capable of managing on their own (Lefebvre 2009, 147). Lefebvre argues that, as a result of 

this self-realization, institutions of control such as large corporations and the state begin to 

wither away (ibid.). Following this idea, Harvey (1973, 314) calls for a ógenuinely humanizing 

urbanismô, a form of urbanism no longer based on exploitation, but rather is appropriate for the 

human species. Pinder (2002, 231) argues that such urbanism should be understood as a mode 

of óutopian urbanismô. His critique entails that the very essence of utopian urbanism as the 

ñ...the capacity to imagine and conceptualise social transformation and different urban 

futureséò, is thrown into question due to the rising influence of big corporations and money 

interests (ibid., 232). In other words, there is an increasing level of distancing through multiple 

modes of defamiliarization in the population in the sense that, opposing Lefebvreôs ideology of 

self-realisation, grass-roots influence by citizens is being shot-down by the forces of capitalist 

modernity (Gardiner 2004, 232). With this critique in mind, the notion of ógenuinely 

humanizing urbanismô, as the inclusion of citizens in the decision-making process of urban 

construction, appears to be more of an ideology rather than a practicality. In reality, citizens 
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rarely play decision-making roles and are, at the very best, providers of feedback and 

suggestions (Brenner et al. 2009, 2).  

This debate between utopian urbanism and the corporate reality of capitalist modernity 

raises the question of who claims the right to the city, and what this claim entails? Karen Till 

(2012, 6) explores this idea in the context of what she calls ówounded citiesô. Her argument fits 

within cities which are harmed by physical destruction, displacement and collective traumas 

experienced by its inhabitants. Cities that have experienced such destruction reignite the 

struggle for the right to the city because reconstruction is imminent. Moreover, wounded cities 

are inseparably linked to a violent past and as such, reconstruction requires the inclusion of 

memory-work (ibid.,8). Memory work, that is, the presence of the past in a present that 

supersedes it, but still lays claim to it is, according to Jean Starobinski, the essence of modernity 

(Augé 2008, 61). Modernity, as an ideology, relates closely to the notion of utopian urbanism 

since in a modern city, everything is combined, and everything holds together. The observant 

of a city following this modernity sees a combination of the old and the new, the past interwoven 

with the present (ibid., 89). On the other hand, however, the capitalist-fuelled reality of 

urbanism relates closely to what Augé calls supermodernity. In representing the past, 

supermodernity makes the old into a particular spectacle, it exoticizes fragments of the city, and 

these presentations of curiosities are rarely well-integrated (ibid., 89). As such, supermodern 

places do not integrate in the context of representing the past, they do not relate to the 

surroundings (ibid., 63). As a result:  

   

ñSupermodernity cannot aspire to the same ambitions as modernity, since non-

places are the space of Supermodernity. When individuals come together, they 

engender the social and the organize places and give meaning. But, in the space 

of Supermodernity, it is inhabited by its contradiction: Namely, this space deals 

only with individuals.ò (Aug® 2008, 89).  

   

Supermodernity therefore takes a more exoticizing approach in memory-work in the 

sense that it focuses on the presentation of historical curiosities instead of an integrated 

representation of the past. The increase in non-places of supermodernity is closely related to 

Guy Debordôs immense accumulation of spectacles in societies where modes of consumption 

prevail (Elsheshtawy 2008, 166). According to Elsheshtawy, Debord defines such a ósociety of 

spectaclesô being formed through places that are transient which contributes to a sense of 

alienation amongst the population (ibid.). In Elsheshtawyôs analysis of Dubai, he describes a 

global city with its spectacles such as shopping malls and a general design for capitalist 
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consumerism. The non-place is otherwise defined as transitory space, a space in which one 

stays only briefly, discouraging unnecessary lingering and hence attachment (Elsheshtawy 

2008, 985).  

Such a city, with a seemingly commercial character as Debordôs society of the spectacle, 

demands an attitude from its population of passive acceptance. In cities conceived as such, 

ñ...there are no real people - merely passive consumers following the dictates of global 

capitalismò (ibid., 968-970). In the case of memory-politics, according to Augé (2008, 89), a 

supermodern reality results in an absence of historical synthesis; historical curiosities designed 

to address memory are not integrated with anything for they merely bear witness to coexisting, 

but unconnected individualities. From the citizensô point of view, there is often a demand for 

public visibility and ógive voiceô to the past, especially a violent past. As such, the right to 

represent the past in an integrated manner, can be considered a right to the city (Till 2012, 8) 

since the stateôs ability to accurately design and represent the cityscape in an inclusive, rather 

than an exclusive manner, largely defines its legitimacy amongst its citizens (Meyer in Young 

2010, 176).  
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1.3: Citizenship: The Pursuit of Urban Identity   

Mees Hehenkamp  

  

The controversy within memory politics and the way it challenges statesô legitimacy through 

sites of memory and, consequently, the right to the city, is a narrative intertwined with 

citizenship because memory, according to Olick and Robbins (1998, 133), plays a large role in 

the construction of individual identities. Citizenship symbolizes the relationship between the 

nation-state and its citizens (Lagassé 2000; Simpson & Weiner 1989; Koopmans 2005 in Banks 

2014, 129) and is further explained by Koopmans (2005 in Banks 2014, 129) as ó... the set of 

rights, duties, and identities linking citizens to the nation-stateô. Citizenship can be seen as a 

process of reciprocity between the state and its citizens, since they are obliged to honour certain 

obligations like paying taxes and in return the state provides protection and basic utilities.  

Moreover, Marshall (1964) states that citizenship is an evolutionary concept that 

symbolizes the ongoing process of realizing the utopian notion of equality within society 

(Banks 2014, 130). Therefore, the interaction between both the nation-state and its citizens is 

essential, because both derive their legitimacy from the recognition of the other. As such,  

Benedict Anderson (2006, 7) argues how the nation represents the community with all its 

inequalities and exploitations as  ña deep, horizontal comradeshipò (ibid.). Without this 

comradeship, the other can be viewed as illegitimate, which affects the responsibilities of both 

state and society.  

To understand the complexity of memory politics and the effects it has on citizenship, 

and per extension, urban identity, Osler and Starkeyôs (2005) conceptualisation of citizenship 

will be followed due to the comprehensive inclusion of social sentiment. According to the 

authorsô bottom-up conceptualisation of citizenship, it is made up of three essential and 

intertwined dimensions which are identified as status, practice, and feeling (2005, 10-16). 

Regulated through law, citizens obtain status through rights if recognized.  

Moreover, the interaction between state and citizens refer to a performative nature of 

citizenship, which is described as the dimension of practice. Practice does not merely refer to 

the legality of citizenship, but rather to the way status is perceived in daily reality (Osler & 

Starkey 2005, 14-16). The concept is linked to the basic conception of entitlement to human 

rights and democracy from which individuals continue to exercise their agency in pursuit of 

equality as a practiced norm instead of equality being merely constitutional (ibid., 14-16). In 

this understanding, we follow Marshalôs (1964 in Banks 2014, 130) idea that citizenship is an 
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evolutionary process and therefore the practice dimension can directly affect oneôs feeling of 

status. However, Banks (2014, 11-14) argues that in order to deeper understand this ófeelingô, 

one should understand that citizenship is subject to contestation and thereby leads to different 

expressions of feeling of belonging to the nation as a community of either inclusive 

comradeship or a distorted society of exclusion.  

Therefore, either inclusive or exclusive, oneôs citizenship is perceived as homogeneous 

in relation to the state. In understanding Andersonôs (2006, 7) idea that the nation is considered 

ó... a deep, horizontal comradeshipô we see that this refers to the idea of homogeneous 

citizenship. However, we argue that, instead of considering citizenship as homogeneous, the 

meaning of citizenship is subject to contestation due to Holston and Appaduraiôs (1996, 189) 

idea that there is a fundamental difference between the citizenship ascribed to members of a 

nation-state and how citizenship manifests itself within the nation-state. Holston and Appadurai 

explain this idea by drawing a distinction between individuals living in a large city and those 

outside of it. An example they illustrate is that ñ... London today is a global city in many ways 

do not fit with the politics of the United Kingdomé.ò and ñ... Los Angeles may sustain many 

aspects of a multicultural society and economy at odds with mainstream ideologies of American 

identityò (Ibid.). In other words, large cities form a stage where the feeling of citizenship 

challenges the homogeneous perception of citizenship. Moreover, it is argued that homogeneity 

in this regard is not merely challenged by the city versus the nation, but rather, that citizenship, 

as a homogeneous pursuit of equality (Marshall 1964 in Banks 2014, 130), is also challenged 

by a growing pursuit of individual authenticity (Holston and Appadurai 1996, 194).  

   

ñAs Taylor demonstrates, the argument from authenticity leads to a politics of 

difference rather than to a politics of universalism or equalization of rights (1992, 

3-73). It results in a claim upon others to recognize special qualities and to accord 

them rights on that account which will ensure their survival and well-being. 

Although this kind of demand would seem contradictory and incompatible with 

citizenship as an ideology of equality, there is nevertheless a growing sense that 

it is changing the meaning of equality itself.ò (Holston and Appadurai 1996, 194-

95).  

   

This individual pursuit of authenticity results is a type of identity politics which has a 

major impact on the erosion of formal citizenship. For if we accept that identity is not merely 

the answer to the question; óWho or what are you?ô (Demmers 2012, 20).  It also symbolizes 

the social relationship with its environment through the process óbeingô and óbecomingô 
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(Jenkins 2014, 18-19). In understanding this fundamental conceptualisation of identity as a 

process of being and becoming, we argue that, in accordance with Holston and Appadurai 

(1996, 195), the pursuit of individual authenticity is a major determinant in the construction of 

urban citizenship as the notion of an óindividualô pursuit can be practiced through groups of 

people struggling for similar identities. Therefore, referring to Osler and Starkey (2005, 11-14), 

we argue that the dimension of feeling ascribed to oneôs citizenship, represents the subjective 

nature of the pursuit of oneôs identity. This becomes apparent when we analyse this dimension 

through the means of memory theory. 

We have established how memory plays a crucial role in the formation of both individual 

and collective identity. One can understand how oneôs status as citizen can be considered 

contested when the stateôs ability to represent collective memory is perceived as inconsistent 

with individual and communal feelings. This inconsistency with the collective feeling of a 

society is usually argued through the way citizenship and statehood is practiced. Since 

individual feelings of status are subject to perception and interpretation, so is the practice of 

identity. This becomes more apparent when individuals aim to exercise their agency regarding 

their narrative of the representation of memory. These dialectics of space, citizenship and 

identity refers to a notion of spatial citizenship (Perdue & Sbicca 2014, 310-311). As we 

established in the previous section, a space, such as a city, should have a created space that has 

ósomething to sayô about its citizens through means of memory (Szpocinski 2016, 248). 

Moreover, we noted how Till (2012, 8) argues that there is often a public demand by citizens 

to give voice to the past in the context of the city as a means of representation of the individual 

or collective memory. Their sense of óselfô leads to a contestation between citizen and state in 

their competition for hegemony of discourse and interpretative patterns (Meyer in Young 2010, 

174-176). In our analysis, we contend that the competition for the interpretation and 

representation of memory through the construction of identity between state and its citizens are 

undeniably intertwined. As such, the politics of memory can be considered a cause of 

citizenship being contested. We aim to illustrate this framework through the context of Beirut. 

In order to do so, let us first explore the series of events that transpired in Beirut.  
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Chapter Two: Beirutôs Dance: 

Contextualizing Urban Beirut   

Mees Hehenkamp & Bob Rehorst  

   
 

Caroline Nagelôs (2002, 717) description Beirutôs transformation in the introduction tells the 

story of a city which underwent drastic changes over the course of a relatively short period of 

time. Beirut was once a playground for the elite of the Arab world, until the civil war started. 

Before its collapse, Beirut was known as a hub for intelligentsia, journalists, and elites with a 

liberal attitude not normally found in most Arab cities. However, under this mirage of the 

cosmopolitan surface raged decades of intercommunal hostilities amongst its society regarding 

the views on Lebanon being an independent state (ibid., 719).  

 

  

Figure I: Hajj, J. La Ligne Verte. 2017. Online Image, 624×374 pixels. Festival de Géopolitique de Grenoble. 

Source: https://www.festivalgeopolitique.com/jimmy-hajj- (accessed on November 15, 2018). 

https://www.festivalgeopolitique.com/jimmy-hajj-
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1.1: Urban Separation; The Division of Beirut 
 

According to John Nagle (2017, 152), Beirutôs divided society can be traced to the mandate 

implemented by the French in the 1920s, when a constitutional division was enforced which 

ensured a Christian majority over Muslim sects. This already fragile establishment was 

distorted when the neighbouring Palestinians started using Beirutôs Palestinian refugee camp 

as a base of operations in the early 1960s. Many Muslims supported the PLOôs cause and many 

Christians formed armed militias in order to protect themselves for, in their view, the coming 

change in political governance. With Christian militias armed, long-standing resentment 

between them and the Muslims and Druze escalated throughout the country (Harik 1999 in 

Nagel 2002, 720).  

Not long thereafter, nearby foreign powers such as Syria, Iran and Israel, aiming to 

exercise their own political agendas, joined this conflict by arming factions and deploying 

intervening forces throughout the 1970s. As a result, for fifteen years, ranging from 1975 to 

1990, the country was torn between areas ruled separately by warlords, and there was a growing 

divisiveness between the populations, many of which were once neighbours (Nagel 2002, 720-

21). According to Nagel, the most potent symbol for this social polarisation was the Green Line, 

a no-manôs land of damaged and destroyed buildings which divided East and West Beirut. A 

óno-manôs landô demarcated a 

sectarian separation where the 

Christian East and the Muslim West 

was enforced with the Green Line 

itself as óGround Zeroô where most of 

the destruction had taken place (Ragab 

2011, 109). The emergence of the 

óGreen Lineô is an illustration of how 

political violence city shapes urban 

space within a city, a process that can 

be identified as urbicide (Fregonese 

2009, 311).    

In other words, understanding 

urbicide and its resulting redefining 

characteristics of territoriality, one can 

understand how such violent 
Figure II : Chalandon, C. 2017: a "ligne verte"ôno man's land dividing 

the Christian and Muslim quarters of Beirut during the war. 

489×683 pixels 
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divisiveness had a large impact on contemporary identity formation in Beirut. What often 

happens in such violent divisions is that identity, once being a fluid and dynamic continuous 

construction, becomes solidified in times of conflict amongst groups. This óthingificationô of 

identity through conflict has come to be known as the Reification of Identity (Demmers 2012, 

29; Brubaker 2004, 37). It is significant how this played a part in the increasing polarisation of 

Beiruti society (Khalaf 1994, in Nagel 2002, 721).  
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1.2: Peace and Reconstruction 
 

According to Nagel (Nagel 2002, 721),  the civil war ended more from war-exhaustion than 

from a decisive victor after the signing of the Taôif Peace accord. The accord, named after the 

Saudi resort, where it was signed in October 1989, ushered in a period of reasonable stability. 

It was signed by the remaining survivors of Lebanese Parliament, 58 out of 70, that were elected 

in 1972 (Leenders 2012, 1-2). The agreement was adopted and consisted multiple constitutional 

reforms that were officially implemented in September 1990. It had the ambition to reconcile 

its society and furthermore to legitimize the state and its institutions. However, in contrast to 

these aims, it reconfirmed the former power sharing structures among the religious communities 

originating from the constitution of 1926 (Karam 2012, 36). As such, it did not break the cycle 

of sectarianism being entangled with state structures. 

In line with the Taôif accord, Sami Hermez (2017, 4-5) explains the additional 

implemented policy of óNo Victor, No Vanquishedô which ensured amnesty for all factions 

related to the war. This policy carried with it the implication that no party could eliminate the 

other, but also that none were ever sanctioned or punished. This idea that no winners or losers 

emerge from the conflict could imply that no reconciliation can be reached, and Hermez 

predicts that this feeling of unresolved past political violence carries a danger of being reignited 

in the future (ibid., 6).  

The damage created by the civil war was estimated between fifteen and nineteen billion 

U.S. Dollar (Mango 2003, 40). However, foreign investors were largely uninterested in 

involvement due to the lingering instability of the country, and the IMF and World Bank 

insisted on political reform before helping, which the Lebanese government failed to consent 

to (Mango 2003, 40; Ragab 2011, 109). Therefore, Beirutôs reconstruction could impossibly be 

financed by the government. In order to circumvent this issue, the reconstruction of Beirut was 

to be executed by one company, namely, la Société Libanaise pour le Développement et la 

Reconstruction de Beyrouth (Henceforth referred to as Solidere) (Mango 2003, 47-48). Solidere 

was founded on May 5th, 1994, following the visions of former prime-minister Rafiq Hariri, 

under the authority of the Council of Reconstruction and Development (CDR). To ensure 

Solidere was legally possible, multiple new legislations were issued, the most important of 

which is óLaw 117/91ô which grants the possibility for Solidere to buy reconstruct 180 acres in 

exchange for shares in the company (Mango 2003, 49-55; Nagel 2002, 722; Ragab 2011, 109-

10).  
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With the sole-right to reconstruct downtown Beirut, Solidereôs aim was to return the 

cityôs cosmopolitan identity, that is, pre-war Beirut (Nagel 2002, 722-23). Moreover, Solidere, 

quite enthusiastically, aims to reconstruct the authentic public spaces in Beirut and, in 

supermodern tradition, prominently display ancient monuments from, for instance, the 

Phoenician and Levantine eras (ibid.). Solidere, as a real-estate company, is a unique case not 

only due to their remarkable interest and investment in the archaeology of the city but also 

because of their decisiveness in the matter. Caroline Sandes (2009, 102) concluded in that 

ñéthe political and social issues surrounding the archaeology and the conservation, Solidereôs 

and the governmentôs roles, and the whole urban context of Beirut, are extremely complicated, 

very sensitive and a situation that is in a perpetual state of flux. In that sense it represents the 

socio-political situation throughout much of the Middle East today.ò 

 Besides this rather subjective representation of history, Solidere also launched a large-

scale campaign of ócleaning upô the city (Makdisi 1997, 667). Makdisi explains how certain 

remaining buildings from the war are destroyed to make way for a modern process of rebuilding 

(ibid. 667-69). One can consider this process as Solidere laying claim to Lefebvreôs right to the 

city (Harvey 2008, 1-2). However, as we have established in the theoretical framework, such 

top-down driven urban planning has certain consequences on the urban population. Namely, as 

Szpocisnki (2016, 248-249) claims, urban space requires a sense of ascribed identity through 

memory that has óshould have something to sayô about its citizens. In other words, from the 

citizenôs point of view, the ability by the state, or in this case Solidere, to accurately design and 

represent the cityscape in an inclusive, rather than an exclusive manner largely defines its 

legitimacy amongst citizens (Meyer in Young 2010, 176). Moreover, Solidereôs focus on the 

ancient heritage was aimed in order to legitimize their authority as well as a tool for being 

identified with preserving Lebanese culture (Nagel 2002, 723-24). However, the critique on 

Solidereôs focus on the ancient lies in the idea that Solidere aims to deny or bury the countryôs 

more recent violent past.  

   

ñThe construction and reconstruction effort has aspired é to reinterpret 

Lebanonôs tumultuous past and to create a new collective memory for the nationò 

(Tarek Saad Ragab 2011, 107).  

   

This reinterpretation of Lebanonôs past by Solidere holds a central ideology where 

Solidere saw its mission as providing ñ... a therapeutic role by founding the city on a sort of 

salvation-like amnesia that would protect it from the old ghosts which caused its destructionò 

(Haugbolle 2010, 86 in Nagle 2017, 158). It appears as if both the state and the private sector, 
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most prominently Solidere, fail to address openly the memories which vivid amongst Beiruti 

citizens (Nagel 2002, 723). The contestation of memory shows a process of the private sector, 

in accordance with the state, and its citizens both competing for the hegemony of discourse and 

interpretative patterns (Meyer in Young 2010, 176). As such, the legitimacy of the state and 

Solidere is largely defined by its ability to address the past in a manner that is compliant with 

the citizenôs call for collective memory representation. Furthermore, since memory can be 

considered a cause of citizenship being contested, one can understand how Solidere, in its 

efforts to reinterpret and reconstruct a new collective memory, challenges, and perhaps 

undermines, the legitimacy of Beiruti citizensô identity in the process of Beirutôs urban 

reconstruction.  
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1.3: Modern Beirut : Resilient and Contested 
 

Efforts of memory reconstruction are undeniably intertwined with memory contestation since 

the struggle for Beirutôs legacy of the past is a necessary part of peacebuilding. This means that, 

for instance, the city centre represents a ñébattlefield in the long-running struggle over national 

identity and sectarian inequality in Lebanonò (Nagel 2002, 719). Throughout this struggle, 

Solidere was accused by activists and protestors of robbing the people of downtown Beirut by 

increasing the commercial aspects of this district, which in turn, side-lined the working-class 

markets that characterized the city centre before the civil war (Daily Star 2015 in Nagle 2017, 

165). ñWe want to reclaim Downtown Beirut for the people é the markets are coming backò 

was chanted by social movement activists (ibid.). The wider opposition of Solidere appears to 

manifest itself predominantly in grassroots activist movements aiming to preserve, narrate and 

display parts of Beirutôs heritage which Solidere appears to overlook. One major example of 

the wider opposition of Solidere ónew collective memoryô is the narrative surrounding the 

Barakat building (ibid.  161-63). This building, once a militia sniper stronghold which is 

positioned directly on the former green line, is a monument produced by the civil war.  

Initially, the structure was expropriated and scheduled for demolition by Solidere (Nagle 

2018, 382). In 2003, activists have initiated a conservation campaign for this bullet riddled 

structure to be earmarked for becoming Lebanonôs first war museum (ibid.; Larkin 2010, 424). 

Figure III : Spatari, M. 2019. Violated Architecture. The stratified architecture of the Barakat Building, first war memory 

museum in Beirut, Lebanon. Photograph, 1000×652 pixels. MichelleSpatari.com. Source: 

https://www.michelespatari.com/violated-architecture/  (accessed Juni 13, 2019).  

https://www.michelespatari.com/violated
https://www.michelespatari.com/violated
https://www.michelespatari.com/violated-architecture/
https://www.michelespatari.com/violated-architecture/


 
28 

More importantly, for Mona Hallak (in Larkin 2010, 424), the leading activist behind this 

campaign, The Barakat Building is not only a place for reconciliation, but also a space for 

memory as to not be subject to amnesia. Here we see how Solidereôs narrative of óa salvation-

like amnesiaô is not a commonly shared perception. Because when we understand memory as 

something that is constructed by and through a group that serves as a system for recalling, 

recognizing and ensuring the continuity of collective memory (Vromen 1975, 511), the question 

remains to whom this memory belongs and who constructs it? The issue in Lebanon, however, 

is that: 

 

ñUntil today é we do not have an official narrative of the civil war. Our school 

students still go and just learn that there was a war between 1975-1990, thatôs 

all. We donôt do well at that subjectò (Lisa* tour guide at Beït Beirut, tour 

attended by Author, February 27th, 2019). 

 

As a result of this lack of historical hegemony, the country is still very divided on the narrative 

of what exactly occurred where, when and by whom. According to an assistant of the governor 

of Beirut, nobody addresses the memory in order to maintain the peace (interview with Alfred*, 

March 18th, 2019). Moreover, it is often said that: ñéwe are frightened of our history because 

we are not united in our understanding of itò (Fricke 2005, 170). Consequently, memory 

narratives in Beirut are passed down within the circles of oneôs family. Memory, as a collective 

property is, following Halbwachsô (1950, 51) second claim, never a resurrection of a ópureô 

past. 

The campaign for the Barakat Buildingôs preservation is not the only one of its kind. 

The campaign, known as the Civil Campaign to Protect the Dalieh of Raouche (CCPDR), is 

representative of the conservation of public space which is targeted by Solidere (Nagle 2017, 

163; Nagle 2018, 1383). The main goal of this campaign is the protection of the iconic public 

beachfront of the Dalieh of Raouche area along the western shores of Beirut (Nagle 2018, 1383). 

According to Nagle, the CCPDR consequently positions itself as a right to the city movement 

(2017, 165). These two campaigns narrate an opposing sentiment against the practices and goals 

of Solidere. As a result, a dual narrative emerges between Solidere and its opposition regarding 

the reconstruction of post-war urban Beirut.   

However, ñActs of war generate acts of narration, and every narration needs to be 

namedò (Hermez 2017, 22). As such, the current literature mainly focuses on the narrative of 

the criticizing side of Solidere. In the sense that ñ... every narration needs to be namedò one 

should take note of positivist view as well. Some scholars claim that in a post-war city such as 
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Beirut, lasting peace is largely dependent on modern capitalism economic development in order 

to generate a rapid restoration of free market institutions (Keen 2005; Hughes 2015, 912 in 

Nagle 2017, 150). In this regard, one can understand how a private company such as Solidere, 

in the context of post-war Beirut, was ónecessaryô in order to restore economic stability and 

prosperity in the city.   

   

ñDestruction was the opportunity for creation. Societies had to be rebuilt, and 

there were lots of reasons to try to build them such that they would have the 

promise of a better future. Plans for reconstruction, in short, revealed dreams of 

a better societyò (Barnett 2011, 122).  

 

Still, the main problem lies in the politics of difference and the interpretation of what a óbetter 

societyô means. As Hermez (2017, 22) states, there is still a large sentiment of unresolved past 

political violence which is still not being addressed in contemporary Beirut. Beirutôs society 

seems to prefer more ambiguous modes of remembrance according to Craig Larkin (2010, 425), 

such as the bullet-riddled Martyrs Memorial statue in 

the cityôs central Martyrs Square (See figure IV).  

 

ñéThe disfigured sculpture, originally a memorial to 

those killed in the struggle for Independence from 

Ottoman rule, now has become an unintentional 

national emblem, capturing both the shared suffering 

of conflict and yet the resilience and endurance 

endemic to the Lebanese spirit. As one student 

explains, its significance lies in its inclusive 

ambiguity, which enables óeveryone to imagine their 

own storyô and allows for multiple interpretations of 

the waréò (Larkin 2010, 425).  

 

Solidereôs attempt to construct a ónew 

collective memoryô (Tarek Saad Ragab 2011, 107) is 

a practice which can be identified as political 

memory-work (Sprenkels 2011, 18). ñPolitical 

memory work thus consists of selective and 

sometimes manipulative use of history to build 

contemporary claims by activating political identities 
Figure IV : Hehenkamp, Mees, Martyrs Statue, 

Photograph Taken by Author, 1741×3648 pixels. 
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consonant with the historical frame referred toò (ibid.). Understanding the example of Martyrs 

Square, one can see how such memory-work is subject to contestation due to ambiguous 

imaginations of personal memory. We argue that, as a result, the dual narrative between 

Solidere and the opposing factions illustrate a contemporary ongoing controversy in the 

reconstruction process of post-war Beirut. In a broader sense, it would appear from the literature 

that a societal division has developed regarding the issue of memory in Beirut. On the one hand, 

there are those that prefer Solidereôs policy of amnesia, the active forgetting of that which had 

happened during the war in order to reconstruct and re-establish the pre-war Beirut to its former 

glory. On the other, there are those that oppose Solidereôs practices of memory and amnesia 

and, either actively or passively, engage in memory-work towards generating an integrated ówar 

memoryô within the city. What follows are two empirical chapters illustrating this dual narrative 

surrounding the reconstruction. In chapter three, Bob will explain through the eyes of Solidere 

and its proponents the line of argumentation surrounding the current practices of reconstruction 

and the rationale following the mentioned critique. In chapter four, Mees will narrate the stories 

of all the Davids in this heinous battle against Goliath regarding the practices surrounding 

the reconstruction process of Beirut. 
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Chapter Three: A discourse analysis on 

Solidere and its proponentsô narrative of 

Beirutôs post-war reconstruction process.  

Bob Rehorst 

 

In order to deeper understand Solidere and the narrative surrounding its support, it is important 

to take a closer look at what happened after the establishment of the company. When the 

reconstruction process was being implemented, there is one thing that everybody in Beirut can 

agree upon: nor the government, nor the municipality possessed the capacity to take on the 

entire reconstruction process. The exact demarcation of Solidereôs BCD was determined in 

Decree 5714-2001, which illustrated the demarcation seen in Figure five below. 

 

 

Figure V: On the Left: Extract from: Defense Mapping Agency Hydrographic/Topographic Center, Washington, D.C., 

Lebanon City Graphic, 1978, 1363×1363 pixels. United Nations Library. 

On the Right: Charbel Maskineh and Nicola Santini, ñBeirut Central Districtò: Reconstruction as 

Development, September 22nd, 2014. Online article, 1000×749 pixels. Area News Agency. Source: 

https://www.area-arch.it/en/beirut-central-district-reconstruction-as-development/ (accessed June 6, 2019). 

 

According to the decree, the demarcations on the Eastern, Southern and Western edges 

of the masterplan are marked by street names. The Northern limit, however, ambiguously states 

as a boundary: óthe seaô, which allows for a more flexible interpretation of the limits. Evidence 

of which is shown in the creation of an entire new northern district of reclaimed land which 

https://www.area-arch.it/en/beirut-central-district-reconstruction-as-development/





































































































