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Introduction to and Background of the
Reconstruction of Downtown Beirut

Sixteen vears of civil war left lithe of the
once-pulsating Lebanese capital, The batiles
gradually Brooght any economic activity in
the city centre to a standstill, Banks, offices,
institutions, and trade moved away. Mearty all
the inhabitante left the doomtown arca, where
most of the fighting took place. In order to
establish military positions, many vacant
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buibdings were barricaded, For the people of
Beirut, the twwn was bordered by large sand
and st walls, blocking off the former main
access roads jo the eily cenire (Hanf 1993),
Afber 16 years of war, the younger pencration
had no idea of what the city centne had looked
Like before; jusi like the “ather side™ of town,
it was largely ferra fncogwita for both Enst
and Wiest Beirut (Saliba 1991 Khalaf 1993,

Since the war the process of shaping
Beiruts cenite has been the focus of great
capectations on the part of its popalation.
After all, the Lehaness pqril:ni symbolizes
both the peaceful coexistence of the various
denominational groups in the pre-war pervosd
and the massive destruction and battles of the
civil war. Thus its reconstruction has a
coasiderable significance, not only for the
economic future of the country, but also for its
domestic policy.

In 19491 a first plan for the reconstruction
of the city centre, which hod been pre-
financed by the foundation of the Lebanese
businessman Rafiq al-Harr, swas revealed.
This proposal provided for preservation of
barely 2% of the original fabric. In addition,
it recomsmended the reconstruction of the
entire city centre with a modern “global
architecture”™ adapicd from Western models
(Figure 1}, Moreover, the tetal anea of the city
centre was to be extended by one third and the
tofal floor space tripled through new develop-
ment and further deposits onto the already
existing seaside landfill. For the successful
implementation of e econstruction it was
suggested that & private real estate company
should be established, functioning as a trostes
for the required dispossessions, The claims of
the previows owners and {enants were te be
settled by giving them shares in the new
company. On top of that the sale of further
shares to interested investors was planned in
order to finance the actual reconstruction
(Solidere 1993, 2001 ),

This planning of what itz imitiator
himezlf called the "Hong Kong of the
Mediterranean” trggered a very conlmover
sial public debate, described as “the firsi

public debaie since the begimning of the war,
and the first on urban matters in Lebanon's
histary™ (Beyhum 1992, 50). Opposition and
achon groups arose, repressnfing predomi-
nantly the former owners amd tenants of the
city centre, of course, bul also intelleciuals
amel town planners.

Dhespite this criticiem, the final recon-
struction plan, passed by a decree of the
Councal of Mindsters in 1994, closcly resem-
bled these original ideas. Very lintle of the
archileciural eritictsm was adapted, while the
concepd of o real estote company and exten-
sive expropriation was adhered to. As
planned, the joint-stock company Solidere
(Bogigté Libannise pour le développement et
la reconstruction du centre-ville de Beyrouth)
ws foundesd in 1994 to carry owt the works,

Theoretical and Methodological
Background

The rmeconstruction of Helru's city centre
represented to some extent an “urban devel-
apmeant under stress™ (Mutz 1998, 25-26),
Expectations exeried consziderable pressure
om the cormmercially organized project, which
demanded swift planning and implementa-
tion of the reconstruction works by those in
charge, Conflicts of interest were not solved
in & long process but were suppressed by a
speady decision making that depended on the
different influences and power of the protago-
nists involved.

For the current study, the conflicts resuli-
ing from the process of reconstruction were
the subject of &n action-onented politissl
geographical anabyses that particularty tried to
re- nnid deconstruct the different perspectives
of the protagonisis. A reflexive and condtruc-
tivisd approach, as well as an action spproach
based on the “Theory of Structuration™ by
Anthomy Giddens (1984) and the “Social
Geography of Everyday Regionalization™ by
Benno Werden { 1995; 1997) were part of the
analysis, Combining these snth a construc-
tivist theory of action, a normative, middle-
range concept was created to make possible
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FIGURE 1
“Hong Kong of the Mediermnean*=llustrations trom tha fist masier plan
Sounca: Gevin and Malu 1586, 54

the annlysis of conflicts nnd the deconstruc-
tion of the dispuies about the reconstraction
of Beirut's city centre (of, Reuber 1999,
Based on a listory of the conflict, the maimn
topecs amd the key profaponists were estab-
lished and the mdividusl goals and motiva-
tions of those imvolved were also determimed
The analyses of the structural components,
which—according fo Giddens {1984 )—repre-
sent the medium and the cutcome of practiees
they recursively onganize {dunlity of struchare),
were carried out by clarifying the rules and
resources of the process of reconstruction.
Here, the auwthoritative and allocative
resourees, mopartcular, were made the focus,
in order to examing the potentials for power of
the different protagonists that, as struciuml
componerts, not only regabate but also enable
particular action, On the basis of the structural
componeris, this was folloewed by an imvestiga-
tion of the different strategies of action,
Through 8 companson of the different
perspectives of the prftagomists, a hermensmstic
re-interpretation of the individual patterns and
arategies ol achion could be achieved,
Different meeanings and interests dhat Lay
behind superfictal arguments and “stratepic
truths™ could therchby be amalyvesd. When
decodimg these strategic truths on a theoretical
basis, acconding 1o Jacgues Derrida (1995), @
i fiecessary Lo establish a reflexive level, based
on & permanent change in perspectives, in

order bo enable an imtersubjective hermeneuiic
re-interpretation, Tlis was partscularly impor-
tamt for the deconstruction of the strategic
vigsons of reconstrsction used os actson strabe-
gies by the prodagonists to achieve their goals.

This reflexive approach also ensired the
application of 'Western research methads in
the culteral context of the Middle East,
although this was 8 miner problem in
Wedtern-orented Besmut, The methodsea
implementation of the theoretical back-
ground was done by gualitative and—io o
lesser extent—quantitatiee methods (for the
integraton of qualitative and guaniitative
miethesds, see e.g., Miles and Huberman 19%4;
Tashakkori and Teddlie 2002), Fifty-five
semi-stnectured, qualitative interviews were
carried out with representatives of all the
groups imvolved: cwners amnd tenamts, plan-
ning professionals, intellectuals, religious
foundatsoms, refupee  families, political
parties  {including Herbollah and  Amal),
advisers and confidants of  al-Harin,
miiistries, planing agencies, and Soliders.
The interviews wene organized in different
sessions, o thal some of the represemistives
were questionad several times. liems such as
newapaper articles and other information
matenial were presented fo the protagonists,
but a dialectical confromfation with sate-
ments of the other protaponists was also
ofganized fo obtam further mformation and
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statements, For the interpretation of the imer-
wiews, the material was first transcribed, pora-
phrased, and categonzed, In the context of a
gqualitative content analysis {Mayring 2000,
this was followed by an explication with acddi-
tional material and a strocturing of all nder-
wiews, The postulated change in perspective
was integrated into the interpretation of the
different levels of meaning, by comparing
and contrasting the opinions and views of the
different profagonists and groups,

In addition, a quamtitstive survey was
carried out with 6} persons in Beirut, in
order to imvestigate public opinion and the
influgnce of the media regarding the Saliders
project, as well as the efficiency of the strate-
gie visions used by the protngonists. This
survey was undertaken by means of 8 ques-
tiononire in all the districts of Betrat, 1aking
imter sccowt Muslim-Christian distribution,
as well as other demographic characteristics.
The nnnlysis of the gquantitative data was
mainly sccomplished by wial- and bivariate
statistics. The results were also integrated as
imgualses into the qualitative imterviews (cf.
Schmid 2002 ).

Imieresis nnd Potentinds for Power of the
Different Protagonisis

Which interests undlerlay this very dmstic
concept of reconstruction? Who were the
protagonists and what roles did they play? By
answering these questions it was possible to
determine the key protagonists, their main
goals and mothations, 85 well as their
resources and potentials for power as strac-
tural components of the process of recon-
atruction,

Without doubt, the driving force amd
miain prodagonist of the process of reconstroc-
thom has been the Lebanese mult-billionaire
Rafig al-Hariri, who exerted substantial influ-
ance as prime minister from 1992 unil 1998,
He influcnced the most crucial institbutions in
the process of reconstruction, the stafe-run
Couneil for Development and Reconstruction
{CDE), and above all, the privaie real esate

company Solidere, In 1991 Parliament and
the government of Rashid al-Solh were still
irvolved in the legal establishment of the
process of reconstruction, yet their actions
increasingly revealed a transfer of power in
frvour of al-Harin, Because the stale was
wieak amd Anascially overtaxed, with an imef-
ficwent admministration, his planning proposals
were convenient at that time.

At first, an economid inberest might be
suspected, bearing in mind that ol-Hariri is a
building contractor  and  businessman.
However, this economic motive {8 clearly
outweighed by power mobives, as well as by
the wish to go down in the anmals of history as
the “man of reconstruction.” One should not
overlook a cerfain degree of pairiotism and
idealisrm, because al-Harin's fimancial partici-
patien in the reconstruction was only to tha
benefit of his charitable al-Hariri-Foundation
(K. Oussama, opposition writer, 16 June
1998, 5, Marwan, opposition architect, 11
May 19499, 8. Mabil, advisor of al-Harir, 19
May 19981

Substantial puthoritative and allocative
resources were at al-Hann's disposal and
were used by him 1o extend his power consid-
crably. By his strong commitment to the
mecomstruction  of  Beint—emphasized
wlresudy during the Lebanese civil war by his
private company Cger-Liban and by his
successlial efforts o achieve the peace agree-
ment of Taef—al-Hariri was able 1o establish
himeelf a5 a new political leader amd was
already considered & (potential) prime minis-
ter by the end of 1991, He was able to ocoupy
the top position in the important state-run
CDR with one of his emmgloyees. 18 was, there-
fore, possible w implement the beginning of
the reconstruction according to his plans.
Later, as prime minister, e put his people into
all rebevant state instiations for the recon-
strection and established an actual decision
manopsly (Eddé 1997} The ownership and
shareholding of variows media enterprises
!'q:ﬂ't.'s.l:d:l.li:d fusrther allocative resources of al-
Hariri. In a sense, these enferprises were the
maithpiece amnd mediator for al-Harir's
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vizions and were wsed by him as a vehiele for
public relations measures,

Several protagonists opposed al-Hariri:
different action groups of the expropriated
owners and tenants, o group of academics and
planning professionals, an organization for
the pratection of historical monurments, mde-
pendent politicians and opposition splinter
parties, and in addition intellectuals, writers,
and artists. The different religions founds-
tions and institetions represented in the city
candre, a8 well as the Shi‘ite parties Hezbaollah
and Amal, were also actively imvolved as
representatives of the mainly Shi‘ite refluges
families who had found sccommodation in
the deserted city centnz, Sinoe the presenta-
tion of the first reconstruction plan in June
1991, these groups had tred to mfleence the
further planning of Beirut's downtown. But
the interests and potential for power of the
protagonists imaolved proved to be decisive.

In face of an mpending expropriation,
the main interest of the Christian and Muslim
foundations was o mantain o symbolic
representation of their religion in the city
centre of Berrut, in addition fo the mosques
and church buildings, From an ecomomic
point of view, the religious foundations were
interested n optimizng the rental incomes of
their properties, which so far had been used
1o support charitable matiugions. As a resull
of the inflaton induced by the war and a
restrictive rental law, these revenues had been
drastically reduced so that the religioss
foundations had an interest m terminating the
old tenancy agreements (¢.g., B. Saad, Greek
Orthodon foundation, 25 June 1998), Due to
their considerabde potential for power, the
interests of the Chrstinn and Muslim founda-
tions could hardly be ignored in the process of
recomstruction, as they could rely on strong
sociopolitical support. Furthermore, the land
owned by the foundations was considersd, at
least for the Muslims, o be inaliensble,
meanimng it wis an eminent taboo for the plan-
piers. With regasd to the reorganization of
Beinat’s city centre duning its reconstruction,
the far-scattered and fragmented estates of the

Sunni Awgaf Islamia and Magessad, the
Maronite, Greek Orihodox and Greek
Cathoelic foundations formed a rather restric-
tive and persistent obstacle (Figure 23, As
allocative resources, the land owned by the
foundations created a favourable comdition
and a considerable power of veto for the reli-
gious foundations in the process of recon-
struction,

During the cvil war many Shi‘ife
refugees from South Lebanon and the eastern
parts of Beirut had already foumd sccommo-
datiom, mainky in the Western, “MMuslim™ pari
of the city centre. Afier the ceasefire more
buildings close to the demarcation line, seme
of them damagesd, were taken into possession
b this group. Being maknly supported by the
Shi‘ite poarties Hezbollah ond Amal, these
refugess represented a very powerful group in
the sensitive domestic climate of post-war
Lebanon, The Shi‘ite parties, for their part,
were very popular in the Muslim and
Christian community because of their strug-
itle against the Ismaeli occupation in South
Lebamon.  Furthermore, Hesbolluh  was
supported by Iran and politically backed by
ik Sytan government, Thersfore, the Shi'de
parties and the refugees could have blocked
the project of reconstruction, They thus had
tremendous podential for power and a large
seope for action at their dispesal.

The most important goal of the refugees
facing evacustion was f0 gain alternative
housing space of sufficient fimancial compen-
gation. The Shi‘ite parfies, however, were
mainly imterested in mobilizing future volers
and in working as an effective opposition 1o
al-Hariri and his government (£ All, Political
Oiffice Hezbollah, 22 June 1998; K. Ghalib,
MP Amal, 14 October 1998).

The expropriated cemers and tenants in
the city centre formed the most motivated
group of critice and protagonists. Their
number had dsen to over 120 000 property-
right holders, due fo the fact that the desths of
many owners had led 1o their estates” being
divided up among their heirs. Although not all
of the exproprinted people opposed the
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FIGURE 2
Propsaries of religicus foundations bedon and after ihe expeopriation
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LZolidere project, a large number poined
tngether in different committees. Mostly split
inte groups of tesants, owsers, or shopkeep-
ers from the different areas, thess commitiees
had orpanized themselves in an umbozlla
organization called the Beirut Commercial
[Dhstrict Property-Right Owiers Association,
A part from the categonical rejection of the
praject of recomstruction, the main goal of
this organization was the retraction of the
expropriations or at least an improvement to
the insdequate compensation,

But the attempts of these expropriated
groups o fight the project in the courts mainly
failed, becouse of an affinity of the judiciary
wiith the government. The success in nfluenc-
ing public opimion was also rather limited, as
the committees of the expropriated found it
hard 1o work, with their himied budgets,
gpainst the financially well-off real esfate
company and its public relations department,
The scope for action of those expropriated
was considerably limited, due io the resiricied
potentials for power and the lack of mfleence
af this group,

Momiore objective and wdealistic stand was
adopred by the group of academics and plan-
ners pnd also by some arfists and intellectuals,
as well as by the organization for the protec-
tion of historical monuments, APSAD. Their
COnGEmm was fo ensure the preservation of the
historic buildimgs and to revive the city centre
as a place for communication among and co-
existence of the different religions and social
classes. This groop gained influence and
power mainly by the effective presentation of
their ideas in the media, but not by a direct
influence on the public decision makers.

Action Strategies and Decision Making

Conflicts between the protagonists of a
“misdern” reconstruction and the critics ond
opposition  groups ipnited at the poims
“expropriation of the former owners and
tenants,” “expropriation of the religioss foun-
dateens,” “evacustion of the cvil war
refugees,” and “moderation of the conflict

with the mtellectunl and profiessional critics
of the Lebanase civil society” In all cases, al-
Hanm proved fo be a clever strategist and
superior tactician, understamding low o use
has resources and power (o resolve the conflist
in his way. The following points of view,
aCtion strategies, and decisions are significant
here:

Creation af the Lepal Backgromnd

Passing  the law on  reconstruction  m
Parliament and getting the Coumcil of
Mimisters to adopd o valid master plan ensured
that two of the most important decisions for
reconsiruction were made i favour of al-
Hariri even before he became prime minister
in 1993 The ppTHu'r:I.m:'nl of ElnTlll.'I]I'ﬂ:E and
confidants of al-Harin to imporiant decision-
making positions, for example of the national
CDR, was a strategic decision, as well a8 a
creation of influence and power. By offering to
carry owt the reconstruction throagh o private
compary and without any means from the
siate, al-Hariri achieved an indincct transfier of
power from & stabe that was bankrupt and
hardly capable of acting, The opponents of the
project could not courerbalance this strategic
tkegwer of public decision-making positions.
They were too late in organizing their resist-
ance—al & time whe al-Harin % miluence and
position were already established.

Stilement of the Claims of Religious
Frutndations

Following the establishment of a neal esiate
company, the new planning concept, and the
extensive expropriations, the religious foun-
dations were supposed to give up their posses-
sipns in the city cenfre as well The
foundations defended themselves to different
extents: While the Sunni Awgaf [slamia
declined an expropriation for religious
reasoms, the Chrstian foundations were
apainst an  expropriation  because  they
supparbed seme Chnstian leaders in their
general opposition to e pooject.
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In oader ko overcome this resistance, al-
Hariri recruited supparees among the respec-
tive religious foundations or within the
denominationn] communities, Representa-
tives wha, as building contractors, were biver-
asted in the reconstruction were found
primarily within the big, influential Greek-
Orthodox and Maronite clan families, They
had a strong mfluence on the religious desi-
sson makers of their denominations and were
able to break up the sesistamce, o thal al-
Hariris imbedding strategy was successful,
Later some of the supporters were elected to
the board of directors of the real estate
company or privileged by the placing of
construchion onders.

Far better compensation was unofficially
granted 1o the religious foundations than to
normal owners, anyeay, Simultanecusly, the
areps around the places of worship were
generously restored, i order to emphasize
symbolically the role of the foundations inthe
city centre. On top of that, some buildings
were given back 1o the foundations. Through
these privileges, agreements  with  the
Christian foundstions amd with the Sonn
Makassed were made, The resistance of the
Sunni Awqaf Islamia, howeser, could am be
broken as easily, because of continuing reli-
gious considerations. Al-Hariri tried to inter-
vens again through ntermediaries but could
nol overcome the religious misgivings., To
solve the problem, instead of an expropria-
tion, a “reallocation of land"™ was carried out,
thst iz, by combining severn] shares in differ-
énl properties into one new property (.
Maosser, Awqafl [slamis, 16 June 1998; 5,
Mohammad, sdviser of al-Hariri, 7 May
1999} The way for a radical reorganization of
the city centre was free after the mimber of
propertbes of the religious foundations had
been dromatically reduced {Figure 2).

Evacuation of Civil War Refigess
Finding a solution for the problem of the

refagees was not as simple. The real estaie
company had fo give up initial stempls o

force an evacustion by culting off supply
lings, emploving noise disturbance, or actu-
ally causing damage 1o buildings, fellowing
pressune from the Shaie partics Hezballah
and Amal.

Simce the real estate comparny and al-
Hariri had proposed n fast reconstruction,
which was now blocked by the refuges famid-
lies, they were in a difficult position, The
resistance was fimally broken only by wery
high financial compensation, in which the
Shi'ite partics Hezbollah und Amal, os nego-
tiaors for the refugess, played a central role.

The official rate for the compensation of
refugee families was fixed ot USSE G000 and
$12 (K} by the state, but for the city centre,
these moies were hopelessly  nsdeguate,
Bargaining about the payments befween
Solidere, which had to pay for the compensa-
tiom in the city centre, and the Shi"ie parties
quickly developed, The refugess used the
appertunsty io nchieve higher payments from
the financially well-off real estate company,
The clearing measures progressed building
by building and lasted more than two years,
primarily in the western part of the toen
cenire, because of the difficult and long nego-
tations. Since the remaining refugees
adapied their demands o the sums already
paid for compensation, the paymenis
increased continuwously with the progress of
the clearing, and at sorme kecations climbed fo
5 10 000 per refugee family.

The handling of evacuation and payment
was usually organized by self-appointed
brokers, who partly come from the Shi‘ie
parties, For the official balance of the
ocHnpensation payments, which on average
were about four times the original amount,
the brokers simply organized further identity
cards for other refuges families from outside
the city centre, By this informal system,
Solubere officially had to raise compensation
for over 21 (M0 refugee families, although
only 5 000 to & 000 families had Ffound
accommiodation in the city cenire, Thus, albo-
geiber, the real estate company paid more
than £300 million for the relocation of the
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refugees, almost half of its cash capital (A.
Mohammad, Political Office Hezbollah, 5
Junee 1998; K, Ghalib, MP Amal, 14 October
1998; F. Samir, Solidere, 15 October 19498},

I the end, Solidere virtually bought the
city centre emipty, in order to start the demaoli-
tiom of the buildings after the evaceation. Any
other strategy was inconceivable, i view of
the politically explosive nature of the refuges
topic—particularly gince a return of the
refugees, who often came from the arcas in
South Lebanon occupied af that time by
larael, was ot possible.

Like the question of the expropriation of
the religious foundations, the refuges fopic
was &0 delicate that neither Solidere, the
Shi'ite parties, nor the sate-run Nabional
Furd for Displaced People at first wanied to
make any official statements or give answers
1 my questions, Only through several, alier-
nating informal interviews amd through a
dialectical confrontation with the statements
of the other protagonists—a methodical
implementation of a (permanent) chonge in
perspectives, so to speak —was the analysis
of the different levels of meaning and the
interpretation of the individual patterns and
strategies of action possible. In the end, all the
protagonists gave informal insights imo their
points of view and pattems of action,

The Margimalized Interests af the
Expropriated Tenans amd Ghemers

The exproprated owners and tenants organ-
izedl themselves in different committess and
tried o prevent the reconstruction project by
mmumerable court proceedings and a contin-
uous presence in the meda, Mestings,
demonstrations, leaflet campaigns, discus-
sions with political and religious leaders, ns
well as press conferences were organized
(Figure 3). For their ideas, the exproprinted
people—as o strategy of action—skilfully
ndophed the views of the opposaition academ-
ics and planners amd demanded the preserva-
tion of the old Beinst, although they were not
completely opposed 1o a financinlly lucrative

new development of the city centre,

The commitiees of the expropriated
people could only mobilize a small fraction of
the more than [20 000 former owners and
tenanis of the city centre, 5o that their public
sctions failed to take the moasses 1o the streets,
They had neither access to the public deci-
siom-making positions nor the backing of amy
strong political or religious poswer, so their
positeen wis quite weak.

In the end, the committees of the expro-
printed people were defeated by the superior
strafegies of Solidens, desprie all their activi-
ties, In contrast to the case of the refugees, the
real estnte company was able to evacuale the
few tenamts and owners still remaining in the
city centre by force (Figure 4). Moreover,
some of the tenants were even successfully
“bought out™ from the committess, with the
result that some committess  disselved
completely. Beside this, some spokespersons
for the commiiiees wers threatened, for exam-
ple, with an investigation for suspecied tax
evasion., After that, single committes
members mo longer spoke publicly against the
recomstruction project In addition, Soliders
staged the foundation of 8 counter-commines
of former owners amd tenands, which had
close links to Solidere. Maher Daouk, the
cousin of Omar Deouk—the president of the
oppositien committes of the expropriated
people—was the heavily symbolie chairman
of this counter-committes and later member
of the board of directors of Solidere. Through
all these strategies, Solidere skilfully margin-
alized the position of the opposition commit-
tees more and more, so that they were hardly
able to influence the decision making.

Many of the court procesdings initiated
by the opposition commitices were either
immediately refused or delayed for years, Al-
Hariri was nlso ncowsed of bribery and of
exercising a strong influence on the special
courts, which were set up for Soliders
matters, The validity of the reproaches
became apparent when, after the change of
government in 1998, some of the frozen
proceedings were suddenly reopened (K.
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FIGLIRE 3
“Soliders deatroys the old city centre”
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FIGURE 2
Yiolant clearing ol & budlding oocunied by lenants and owners
Source: An-hlabar 16 July 1998

Eliaz, opposition commitises, & May 1999;
M. Maher, opposibion committess, 15 May
1958).

The Isolated Group of Academics,
Architects, Planmery and Arifséy

The group of approximately 15 acacdemics
and planners were viewed by the public as
credible and independent experis. After the
presentation of the first reconstruction plan,
they succeeded in starting a broad public
debate about the goals and conlents of the
reconstruction, The first thing the experts crit-
icized was the deastic redesion of the old sty
cenitre, together with the scope of extensive
demolition (Figure 5) Secondly, they
attacked the “island chamcter™ of the plam-
ning, which disregarded an adequate struc-
tural and functiomal imbedding of the
surrounding  quarters  (Davie %L In
lectures, mestings, book publications, and
appearnces on televeson talk shows, the
group of academics and planners dersanded 2

madification of the Solidere project. Ome
result of the short-lived public indignation
was o revision of the first master plan, which
brought a number of amendments to some of
the exaggerated planning, The revised plan
was widely announced by al-Hariei as an
inclusion of the crticism by eminent people
Moreover, the opposition academics and
planners were offered—again 3  typical
“imbedding strategy™ —participation in the
project of reconstroction. Most  experts
declined this corrupting co-ppermtion, but
mevertheless, two high-profile architects were
waon over and their atiiude was proclnimed as
apprioval of the project by the opposition (L.
Robert, Solidere, |B February 10032 B
Charbel, opposition academic, 18 February
199}

The crticism of APSA ¥, the clrgun'r_za_—
tion for the protection of historical oo
ments, was skilfully deflected by Solidere.
After the extensive demolition of buildings in
the city centre, all alternative planning for o
preservative reconsinection became obsolete.
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En this situation. the APSAD organizstion was
entrusted with a preservation study in the
areas arpund the city centre. With this intelli-
fent imbedding, the attention of the APSAL
oqganization and public awarenss  were
directed away from the comtroversinl recon-
struction of the city centre (L. Rober,
Solidere, 1% February 1999 O, ZFainah,
APSAD, | June 1998). Al-Harn and Saliders
were able to limit the public criticism of the
opposition professionals and of APSAD by a
stmiegy of superficial integration. This was
done by publicly sdopting sorme of the cnti-
clam, of b distracting critics with other
controversial fopics, rather than by convine-
ing them,

“Hong Kong of the Mediterranean™ or
“Paris of the Middle Exst™? Geographical
Imaginations and the Media
Confrontation

The struggle aver the reconstruction of down-
town Beirst was negotinfed in large pan
throwgh the media. During this process the
different protagonists wred o convince the
public by strategic visions and geographical
imagimations {of. Gregory 19%4; 1995) To
deconstruct the visions usad by the protaga-
nisis & action strabegies, it was mmporiant to
analyse the different levels of meaning and
the interests that lay behind these visions, as
well as the mflusnce certain protagonists
exeried on the media landscape,

Al-Harn skilfully marketed his sdea of
an ultrnmasdern city centre as the “Hong Kong
af the Mediterranean™—Beirut as the new,
blossoming, intermational centre of fimance
and commerce (Figure 1), With this slogan,
al-Harir, therefore, not only legitimized the
extensive expropriations and demolitions bud
alse targeted the sccumuelated desire for
mdernization and renewal in Lebanese soci-
ety afier 16 yvears of war. He thus created &
successiul economic model] with a proosising
future, which could hardly be criticized by the
O .

The oppasition, for their part, tried 1o

promote alternative sdeas for the reconatruc-
llﬂn,b].rludng Bairiay lru.d.lHnrnlrrnn.I;:u.sm:
“Pars of the Middle East.” Thus the opposi-
tion referred skilfully to an already estab-
lished image, by symbolizing peaceful
coexistence and econamic prospenty in pre-
war Beirut, The expropristed people were
whie to effectively combine their demands for
preservation and recuperation m the shm-
mering image of pre-war Bezrut and simulta-
peously tried f0 produce an  association

exproprintion, destruction, and the
reconstruction carried out by Solidere. They
wanted the reconstruction to be stigmatized
a8 an erndication of Beimat’s history,

The strugple between al-Harri and ihe
oppasition often led o a strong conlrontation
of the strategic wisions promulgated in the
mgdia. To convines the public of the validity
of their respective ideas, the different protag-
omisis imied o publicize their sirsiege
geographical  kmaginations  through  the
miedia. The public-relations measures were
Largely intended to put pressure on the oppo-
site side by inciting the Lebaness public.

Solidere designed impressive illostra-
tions of the future city centre, for example,
with far kvwer densities than planned and also
organized a powerful media campaign inelud-
ing TV, radio, cinema, and newspaper adver-
tiging. The protgonists of the opposition
could hardly counter this expensive advertis-
ing campaign of Solidere becauss of heir
testricied financial siuation, Mevertheless,
they managed to organire ongoing public-
relations activities, such as press conferences,
newspaper articles, and leaflets. The criticism
of the opposition thus riggered a very contri-
versial public debate, which was mainly
carried out by a multi-layered reporting in the
print medin and the many emerging private
TV and radio statiomns.

Gradually, Solidere and al-Harin suc-
ceeded in exerting political and economic
pressure on the formerly open and mle-
layered media landscape. Newspapers and
TV stations that reported eritically about
Soliders were threntened with the withdrawal
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Deemedition and precandabion in dowriosn Beirut 197894

of afvertisernents, Fisally, the audiovissal
lw of 19496, which drastically reduced the
number of TY stations in Lebanon, played a
key rode because it prevented the opposition
from gaining acoess 1o the reporting. Three
TV stations with o critical atiude towards
Solidere had fo close. The result was ilat the
mosl irmporiant media became less free and
mdependent in their reporting (K. Elias,
opposition committees, | June 1998 5
Marwan, opposition architect, 11 hMay 1900,
. Fares, Soliders, 10 May 199% Dajani
2001 ; Dienoeux and Springhborg 1998,

The popularity of the Hong Kong lmage
in the public discourse was due to the finan-
cial respurces of Solidere and the incressinghy
{povernmentally ) controlled media, as well as
to the high acceptance of this image within
post-war Lebanese society. After 16 years of
civil war, with its social and economic conse-
quences, socieby was apen for such a euphoric
and dmmatic concept, In addition, there was
the fragmentation and ksck of orentation of

the different opposition groups reganding
coondimated public relotions and a stmtegic
implementation of their geographical imagi-
natiom.

Within the population, the reconstrsction
project was widely praised despite the criti-
cism of the opposition. In a quaniitsiive
survey carried oul by the suthor with 400
persons in Beirut in 1998, almost owo thirds
of the people interviewed supported the
Solidere project. Statistically, there were no
sigmificant differences throughout most cate-
gories of age and religion (Figure &), This
astonishingly pesibive  result must  be
explained by the fact that the media presenta-
tion was far mone imiportant than the religious
of demsographee factors and that Solulerse ancd
al-Harini wers & bt more successful in
promating their concept than their opponents.
In the fragmemted Lebanese post-war society,
all other factors were suppressed by the
hope of an economic wpturn initiated by the
recomstroction. Al-Hariel used this need for
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prospernity ns & stmtegy of action and created
his strategic vision of a Lebaness Hong Kong.

Diecision Making in the Process of
Reconsiruction

Undil 1998 al-Harn was able to take, directly
or indirectly, all the important decissons
regarding the reconstruction of Beinats city
centre. With the implementstion of the real
estate company Solidere, the expropration of
tenands and owners, and the far-reaching
dematition of old buldings, the process of
reconsiruction  become  irreversible.  More-
aver, in the struggbe beteeen the stratepic
concepls for the fulunz, the vison of a “Hong
Kong of the Mediterranean™ still hod the wpper

hand. Public opinion was nffected not onky by
friendly reporting of the project, but alse by a
euphoric vision of economic prosperity.
Al-Hariri was finnily able to gain accept-
ance for several reasons. Unlike most other
protegonisis, he had a number of powerful
resourees at his disposal, incieding the polii-
cal mfluence of his employess and confidants
in public decision-making positions, as well
a8 economic and fnancial power through his
severnl companies (e, construction compa-
nigs and media enterpriscs ). Al-Hariri's most
essential and, i the end, most successful
strategy of pction was, nevertheless, the
imbedding of the interests of other protago-
nists, Through the compensation of refugess
and religious foundations, the two most
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poweerful groups wers neutralized as & possi-
ble barrier to the propect, Due to contrary
mierests, the opposition to the project was too
frapmented in its power and action,

Even the election of a new Lebanese
president and a new prime minister in the fall
of 1998 could not stop Solidere’s project, Yet
s things changed: Various confidants of
al-Harin were removed from public institu-
tons and some of the lewsuils #gainst
Solidere that had been frozen were reapened
after the change of government (Haddad
1992}, The new minister of finamce, Georges
Carm, one of the former critics of the group
of academics and planners, required a posi-
tive image of the reconstruction project in
order b attract foreipn investors, since the
failure of the project would be a catastrophe
for econcmically unstable Lebanon,

But the project had alveady lost seme of
its impetus, Construction permits were given
out maore restrictively than in the past and the
ocverall unfavourahle ecomemnic comditions in
the Middle Enst ond in the global economy
had a nepative influence on the projecl
Pelitically, the slow progress of the negatia-
tioms in the peace process was a hindrance,
too; furthermore, the economic crisis in Asia
in the summer of 1998 led to the withdrawal
of some Far Engtern investors from the project
(Harvey 1998), In 1999 a new and difficuls
phase seemed to be imminent: The cost-inten-
sive infrastructure works came to an end but
had wsed up most of the investment, which
had {0 be raised again through land sales,

Another change of government and the
reappointrment of al-Harin as prime mimdsber
after be won the election in the summer of
20H) broaght an end at leass to the domestic
difficulizes of Salidere, However, the recon-
struction of Beirut still continued fo be an
infernational propect that had commutted jself
consistently to the recruitment of foreign
imwestors from the Middle and Far East, but
also from Europe and the United States. From
nn economic peint of view, this led 10 a long-
lasting dependency, which was further
mereasedd by the foiled Middle East peace

process. The realization of Beirut's futune role
a5 a regional centre for finamce and commence
is, therefore, further away than ever,

Summary

In reflecting on the conflict about the recon-
struction of downtewn Beirut, the mam
points that have been considersd are the
amalysis of the resources, the potentials for
power, and the patierns of sction used by the
different protagonists, The method of decon-
strsction served as & suitable starmg-point
for exposing mechanisms of strategic con-
strections in the form of strategic truths, geo-
graphical imagimations, and strategic visions.
This approach not only can be used for
understanding and analyzing the origmal
conflict but can also be applied to other con-
flicts with similar patterns of action, In the
face of a postulated permanent change in per-
spectives, the reader not only can reflect the
perspective of this specific research but at the
same tme con onolyze, deconstruct, and
cxpose strategic components in dure dis-
putes and conflicts. A constructivist theory of
nction can, therefore, be used a5 & pormative,
middle-range concept, especially for the
nnnlysis of different conflict  situations.
Furthermore, different strategies for de-escn-
kation and moderation of a conflict can be
presented. In a city like Beirut, where con-
flices were engaged in with weapons for 16
venrs, the fact that all the protagonisis
imvolved agreed fo a medial confronintion
and, therefore, to o debate about the recon-
struction that was predominaiely democratic
and peaceful signified remarkable progress.
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