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Abstract
Thedestruction of Beirut’s port and large areas of the inner city following theAugust 2020 explosionoccurred amid (andhas
exacerbated) an unprecedented national economic and social crisis portending another potential phase of urban “recon‐
struction” and a national political revolution. Critical scholars have highlighted the shortcomings of urban planning and
governance in the city after the Lebanese civil war, particularly in terms of housing, infrastructure, and social inequalities,
especially between the urban core and periphery. Beirut’s post‐war reconstruction(s), guided by blended‐scale governance
(i.e., public/private, confessional/political, national/local) and a real estate‐oriented growth model have neither managed
to completely restore nor efface the city’s erstwhile status as an entrepôt of regional and international economic, cultural,
and political importance but have instigated processes of rapid urbanisation and uneven development. These processes,
historical trajectories, political and socio‐economic dialectics, and shifts in urban political economy render Beirut relevant
to the nascent empirical category of “relational cities,” i.e., cities whose geographical‐historical profiles position them as
urban nodes connecting regional‐global‐national systems of flows under globalised capitalism. This article positions Beirut
in the context of the debate on relational urbanisation for empirical exploration, and also points to the evental possibilities
for alternative geographies that flow from the October 2019 protests.
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1. Introduction

This is the troublewith the Lebanese. The [reason the]
Lebanese people are so inventive and so adaptable is
that they adapt to situations, they make the best of a
bad situation in fact. This is why they never could do
a revolution, we should have done a revolution many
years ago here. The people should rise up against
their governors…but unfortunately…even the young
Lebanese people are very traditional in their thinking.
They only elect the same people, the same families,
the same feudal lords and so on. (Roderick Sursock
Cochrane on The Beirut Banyan, October 2019)

The recent urban history of Lebanon and its primate
capital city, Beirut, is punctuated by both endoge‐
nous and exogenous events overlaying an unrelenting
shift in the control of processes of urbanisation and
urban planning from public to private hands. What
distinguishes the protests in October 2019 in several
Lebanese cities, centred on Beirut’s Martyrs’ Square as
a reclaimed public space, from previous Lebanese polit‐
ical events is that they reflected less a specific, singu‐
lar occurrence, and more a “general crisis of the State”
(Gramsci, 1971, p. 210) reflecting discontent with the
post‐war settlement.

This is evident from the quoted statement, a call
for revolt against Lebanon’s ruling class from an unlikely
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source, the heir of Sursock Palace in Acrafieh, Beirut,
which at that time of recordingwas the residence of a cel‐
ebrated personification of the positionality of the city’s
international bourgeoisie held before the Lebanese civil
war. Lady Yvonne Cochrane Sursock, Roderick Sursock’s
mother, was one of more than 200 people killed as a
result of the 4 August 2020 explosion in Beirut Port,
succumbing to injuries received in the palace in which
she had lived for the entirety of the Lebanese civil war
(Jansen, 2020).

International media and academic indexes for frag‐
ile states have increasingly described Lebanon as a fail‐
ing state, or a failed state in the making (The Economist,
2021). The available economic and social evidence seems
on one hand to corroborate such a position: a third
of the population in extreme poverty, with blackouts
affecting telecommunications and hospitals arising from
non‐payment of energy production fuel bills, a chronic
devaluation of the Lebanese pound, and dearth of incom‐
ing dollars to underwrite expenditures. Meanwhile the
Panama Papers contemporaneously reveal large extrac‐
tions of capital to offshore tax‐havens by members of
the Lebanese ruling class. Yet, on the other hand, these
extreme conditions have not yet posed any direct threat
to the ruling class as constituted in the centralised
sectarian‐confessional national system of government
(Salloukh, 2019). While the present iteration of the
Lebanese state is regarded as having failed its 4.2 million
citizens and 6.8 million residents, the notion of a “failed
state” remains something of a misnomer until the ero‐
sion of the state’s authority reaches a stage well‐beyond
the present atrophy. The pragmatic reality for the
Lebanese ruling class is that their strange resilience rests
on the continued agreement, entre eux, of a collective
monopoly of centralised, shared power with the capac‐
ity to operate as a “weak state” (Fregonese, 2012) inter‐
facing with the international institutions and interests
which prefer its continued control of Lebanon to any of
the envisaged alternatives.

As one of the world’s most urbanised nation‐states,
and arguably one of the most administratively cen‐
tralised, the social scientific literature on Beirut neces‐
sarily foregrounds the urban across several disciplines.
As with other relational cities, the mode of urban plan‐
ning has been a central, transversal factor of the devel‐
opment pattern and political economy of the state (Akar,
2018). For Beirut, this has been as true from the first pub‐
lic masterplans under Michel Écochard in the 1940s at
the end of the French colonial mandate to the developer‐
led ad‐hoc development following the development of
the Solidere district. The mass exodus of Beirut resi‐
dents during the civil war from the inner city to the sub‐
urbs intensified after the war ended, when the politi‐
cal economy of the country turned towards financialisa‐
tion of real estate the mode and role of urban planning
shifted accordingly to become purely a facilitator for
private development. Urban planning practices often
described as “unplanned” development is more accu‐

rately described as a mode of governmentality in which
developers and the local and national state operate at
“blended scales” to facilitate ad‐hoc suburban develop‐
ments at the same time as speculative inner‐city projects,
without commensurate consideration for infrastructure,
utilities, and transport planning (Verdeil, 2005).

This article argues that this moment of strange
resilience, in preparation for national elections in May
2022, is more usefully regarded in Gramscian terms as
an organic crisis of the Lebanese state, permitting the
protests which started in October 2019 to be tenta‐
tively regarded as having an evental wake (Badiou, 2007)
capable of producing a rupture with the present gov‐
ernance paradigm, producing terrain for reflection on
possible alternatives. It is argued that such alternatives
are imaginable via a consideration of Beirut’s urbanisa‐
tion through a relational lens, that is, seeing the city
as being constituted and produced through relations
and flows (material, capital, social, informational, cul‐
tural) from the local to the global levels, which can then
be used in tandem with territorially‐embedded urban
perspectives towards developing alternative trajectories.
As such, Beirut will be considered conceptually as a “rela‐
tional city,” and the relevant aspects of the relational
urbanisation attendant to such a description will be iden‐
tified as areas for future empirical study.

2. Beirut in Urban Literature

Looking beyond the modern era, the history of Berytus,
the ancient city on the site of the modern Beirut, was
that of a Roman and Byzantine settlement rendered as
“the jewel of Phoenicia” owing to its maritime impor‐
tance as a base for the Roman fleet in the Eastern
Mediterranean, as well as a centre for the codification
of laws under the Justinian law school (Jidejian, 1973).

In Beirut a case in point emerges prima facie in the
sense of the city(‐state) being constituted in the 19th cen‐
tury as a relational confluence of regional migration
flows and maritime trade which acted as a magnet for
commercial and financial activity, which in turn led to
the foundation of academic and cultural institutions of
international significance. With the bringing into exis‐
tence of the Lebanese state, this gave Beirut an addi‐
tional role as a capital city of a small postcolonial state
and an increased prominence as a maritime hub follow‐
ing the Suez crisis. Urbanisation continued apace, mainly
along the coast to the north and south of Beirut, before
and during the 1975–1990 civil war and the subsequent
postmodern reconstruction of the inner city connected
with the neoliberal turn towards financialised real‐estate
urban growth. This reversed the previous modernist
designs ofMichel Écochard aimed at integrated, planned
suburban growth.. This development pattern was by no
means unique among cities in the Arab world (Verdeil,
2018), and the urban planning principles in play com‐
ported to a large degree with other (arguably relational)
urbanisations which have been hitherto described in the
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literature as “spectacular cities” (Koch, 2018) owing to
the particular fabric of their transformations. Essentially,
the historical constitution and profile of Beirut has been
primarily relational, the legacy of colonialism in the
region limiting the industrial development and capital‐
isation of Lebanon while several prolonged phases of
related migrations flowed into, and out of, Beirut from
the second half of the 19th century to the present day.

Lebanon has, since its emergence as a distinct colo‐
nial state in 1920, and an independent republic in 1943,
undergone an enormous process of urbanisation, the
vast majority of which has occurred in what is now some‐
what nebulously referred to as “Greater Beirut” (Khuri,
1975). From the basis of a town which in 1840 had
around 16,000 inhabitants, Beirut became a regional
entrepôt in the course of the 19th century, developing an
international footprint with the establishment of several
universities in the city, including two American universi‐
ties from the 1860s onwards (Kassir, 2011). The greater
city until 2019 represented approximately a half of the
country’s 4.2 million population, based on an economy
which is 80% service sector led by banking (against a
national picture of 60% service industry) having exponen‐
tially sprawled out into the surrounding Mount Lebanon
region in the course of the 20th century. While the city’s
population sawa significant reduction during the 15‐year
civil war from 1975–1990, urbanisation occurred on the
periphery and the greater city has recently exceeded its
height at the start of the conflict.

Temporally, city profiles of Beirut (Hanssen, 2005;
Khalaf & Kongstad, 1973; Krijnen, 2016; Tabet, 1991;
Yassin, 2012; Zaarour & Voiron‐Canicio, 2020) present
a wildly varying picture of a city undergoing a complex
and relatively rapid urbanisation process in the midst of
civil war, an epicentre of a turbulent and interdependent
(inter)national geopolitical context, and most recently
following a radically problematic neoliberal post‐conflict
inner‐city transformation. Rapid change occurs in paral‐
lel with old sectarian certitudes and the resulting para‐
doxes of uneven development mushroom in scale as the
city is estimated to now have above 2 million population
(the last censuswas in 1932). Thismakes for an extremely
rich empirical footprint in the social sciences extensively
covering the city’s role in Lebanon’s intricate consocia‐
tional (that is, mandatory, sectarian, power‐sharing) sys‐
tem of national government, the neoliberal urbanism
of the private‐capital driven reconstruction of the city
and its social effect, and Lebanon’s unique “in‐between’’
geopolitical and cultural position crystallised by the
porous divisions of its capital city.

Beirut’s impact on the Lebanese national economy
is currently at its historic height, driving most of the
national GDP growth in the post conflict period with an
initial peak following the first materialisation of recon‐
struction in the late 1990s. Since 2000, GDP has more
than doubled, at $52 billion, or $8,532 per capita in
2017. Currently, however, the country’s sovereign debt
is among the highest of any in the world, and a recent

downturn in USD in‐flows triggered a foreign cash crisis
in the country which has spiralled into hyperinflation for
the Lebanese Lira. Foreign in‐flows have long been a spe‐
cific feature of the Lebanese economy reflecting the size
of Lebanon’s western and Gulf diaspora and its capac‐
ity to send remittances to family members still in the
country (this accounted for more than 30% of USD in the
Lebanese economy in 2019), but it more worryingly por‐
tends a property‐finance and affordability crisis where
heightened rents and urban land prices cannot be ser‐
viced by domestic production.

While the threat of austerity measures and tax
increases on consumptionwere the short‐term causes of
the 2019 protests, deeper causes reflect a long‐term dis‐
satisfaction with the post‐war readjusted sectarian sys‐
tem of national government, centred in Beirut, members
of which are domestically regarded as having benefited
lucratively from the reconstruction boom while inequali‐
ties soar, particularly on Beirut’s periphery.

The urbanisation of Beirut is best understood in five
phases (Yassin, 2012), with a nascent sixth stage emerg‐
ing since about 2017, and open to radical reorientation:

Phase 1 (1850–1920): The growth of cosmopolitan
Beirut as a gateway to the Levant;

Phase 2 (1920–1958): The Frenchmandate, early inde‐
pendence, and “building” a mini‐Paris;

Phase 3 (1958–1975): Rapid urbanisation, urban
sprawl, and the misery belt;

Phase 4 (1975–1990): Violent urbanisation and civil
war;

Phase 5 (1991–2016?): Post‐war reconstruction and
neoliberal peace.

Some recent empirical observations (Fawaz, 2014;
Krijnen, 2016; Naeff, 2017) portend a sixth phase ema‐
nating from a tangential expansion of the finance‐
property economy in the city as a function of the
financialisation of housing globally, resulting in a new
revanchism (Smith, 2005) protruding outwards from
the city and prioritisation of the maintenance of urban
inequalities between the city’s rich inner core and persis‐
tently impoverished outer periphery.

The most recent urban transformation of Beirut is
usually framed around Lebanon’s encounter with neolib‐
eralism following the changing geopolitical scenery from
1990 onwards in the Middle East and in the national
context of the enduring consociational (sectarian) sys‐
tem of governance begun under the French Mandate
from 1920 onwards (Krijnen & Fawaz, 2010). Perhaps
as a result of this, its positionality is often framed
as a multi‐cultural confluence in a geopolitical context
in which Lebanon plays less of a critical role in its
own affairs than its neighbours and allies of its various
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social sects. This refers firstly to the major role Syria
played in Lebanese internal affairs up until 1990, despite
being the economic and structural opposite of Lebanon
as a quasi‐secular Arab republic with an economic
model based on Soviet‐influenced command economy
principles rather that Lebanon’s longstanding laissez‐
faire economic liberalism and Beirut’s trade‐port status.
Secondly, a more symbiotic relationship flows from the
Israel‐Palestine conflict, in which Beirut found itself par‐
ticularly entangled as amajor site of coordination for the
Palestine Liberation Organization, the Popular Front for
the Liberation of Palestine, and other Palestinianmilitant
groups and some 300,000 refugees.

Yet, while Lebanon has typically been a price‐taker
in these wider developments, it is also because of them
that Beirut emerged as the pre‐eminent trade port in
the region in the mid‐twentieth century following the
decline of neighbouring Haifa’s maritime trade impor‐
tance. Additionally, major events from the 1950s to the
early 1970s, including the Suez and oil crises, benefited
Beirut in removing its competition as an oil and goods
port for the region (Huybrechts, 2002).

The civil war also interrupted a certain process of
transformation in the decolonisation period from 1943
onwards, on the basis of two masterplans in 1943 and
1963 for Beirut involving French architect and urban plan‐
nerMichel Écochard. This process foresaw a “Paris of the
Middle East,” in which the religious and linguistic diver‐
sity of Beirut would play out on small squares and streets
with open cafés, accentuating the universities and insti‐
tutions based in the city (and its likeness to the former
colonial power). A national law on banking secrecy was
the starting point in 1956 for a structural shift to a service‐
based economy in Lebanon, firstly in banking (six interna‐
tional banks set up their headquarters In Lebanon imme‐
diately upon this development) and alongside the devel‐
opment of a free zone at Beirut’s port, and a heightened
tourist and office space offer via a construction boom
(Corm, 1998).

In the Chehabi period from 1958–1964 this was
boosted through the establishment of a raft of public
and private institutions, including a central bank, replac‐
ing the informality of the first iteration of consociation‐
alism with a focus on aggrandising Beirut’s profile as a
hub of enterprise and banking in the region. The eco‐
nomic growth that accrued from these interventions was
decisively lost in the civil war, which destroyed much of
the inner city’s built fabric. This growth plan, however,
hugely underestimated the population rise that would
be precipitated by migration in the wider region before
the civil war and resulted in what became known as
the “misery belt” around the city, an unchecked rapidly
accumulating sprawl of informal housing. The civil war
from 1975–1990—itself a complex product of these fac‐
tors and others among which the Maronite (Christian)
sect’s dominance of the sectarian governmental system
at the expense of the Sunni, Shia, and Druze groups fea‐
tured prominently—brought huge destruction to Beirut

and instigated the city’s erstwhile division into East and
West Beirut (Fisk, 2001).

The bones of the reconstruction after the civil war
can however be seen in these earlier developments
in the city, although the scale of post‐war transfor‐
mation could scarcely have been anticipated. This was
partly a reflection of the post‐1990 environment of foot‐
loose monetarism and enthusiastic IMF prescriptions to
impose neoliberal “openness” on developing economies
throughout the world (particularly those the Cold War
had hitherto precluded it from reaching), and partly by
design through the inner city transformation plan driven
by a public‐private body, Solidere, in amire of clientelism
and with a focus on building a property market based
on high‐end developments in Beirut’s city centre (Nasr
& Verdeil, 2008).

3. Global Cities, Relational Cities

Beirut’s inclusion in the 2020 update of the Globalization
and World Cities Research Network index as a “beta+”
city, alongside much larger and more economically inte‐
grated agglomerations such as Barcelona and Houston
and despite the failure of the post‐war reconstruc‐
tion period to reconnect Beirut to regional circuits
(Huybrechts, 2002), sits somewhat uneasily alongside its
virtual non‐inclusion in global production network (GPN)
analysis. Beirut can therefore be considered as a case to
explore current contentions within the theorisation of
global cities (Sigler et al., 2021), and serves as terrain
for reflection on the empirical application of relational
urbanisation and the relational city as category.

Research on relational cities is a relatively nascent
categorical theme in urban geography typified initially
by studies of offshore financial centres (or tax havens)
which have developed as nodes between the regional
and global economic scales under financialised capital‐
ism, extracting extraterritorial gains at odds with their
normative geographic scale and playing a geo‐economic
role based on “borrowed size” (Alonso, 1973; Hesse,
2016). Rooted in the global geography of capitalist
flows and with relevance to the shift in production
towards GPNs, advanced and professional service indus‐
tries, and financialisation, the category includes the
types of cities and city‐states which can hope to
achieve relational positionality and the urban forma‐
tions which emerge from transformation towards this
“small‐but‐global’’ configuration.

Theoretically grounded in the arguments for a rela‐
tional view on space (Massey, 2005), its principal concep‐
tual implication for urban studies is that the “container
view” of cities as bounded territories in which processes
unfold is eschewed for a relational lens which sees cities
constituted as “dense bundles of social relations and
power infused interactions that are always formed out
of entanglements and connections with dynamics at
work in other places, and in wider regional, national and
transnational arenas” (Hart, 2002, p. 297).
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The relational lens on cities is an important aspect
of the debate in postcolonial urban studies about the
applicability of urban theory from the Global North in
Global South urban contexts, where its methodologi‐
cal import is deployed variously as a means of disman‐
tling constructs such as “global cities” in favour of an
“ordinary cities” approach (Robinson, 2006), or seeing
cities embedded in a world of relations (Söderström,
2014). This approach has arguably given the relational
lens a certain global portability and potential to over‐
come “comparative gestures” (Robinson, 2011) when
applying urban theories to cities in different regional
contexts, although its theoretical application is currently
couched somewhere between the ubiquitous level of
all cities being relationally composed and the specific
level of cities being categorically “relational” owing
to their geo‐economic positionality. At the analytical
level, Söderström points to the relevant way of seeing:
“[A] relational analysis of cities requires that we abandon
abstract conceptions of relations as ‘swirls of flows’ to
consider them as historical products, moored in material
forms and generating change through power‐mediated
processes” (Söderström, 2014, p. 3).

Methodologically and empirically, a relational‐
comparative approach to urban comparison (Ward,
2010) has become established and emergent finan‐
cial hubs such as Doha were considered along with
more established tax‐haven city‐economies such as
Panama (Sigler, 2013), and then expanded to more
multi‐scalar relational comparisons including Singapore,
Luxembourg, and Geneva looking particularly at the
governance properties of city‐states of different kinds
endowed with sufficient power to direct public and pri‐
vate development and maintain a legislative environ‐
ment conducive to global business. This comparative
constellation developed the category into a process of
relational urbanisation (Wong et al., 2021), which con‐
siders the particular histories and geographies alongside
the economic, governance, urban, and spatial develop‐
ment strategies employed by cities and city‐states to gain
relational positionality in global flows and their atten‐
dant development patterns (Figure 1).

In situating Beirut in this literature, the purpose is
to synthesise both the generalising and specifying log‐
ics of these approaches in a complementary way which
utilises the explanatory power of relational urbanisation
to describe processes of reterritorialisation in a wider
range of locales which, while transformed relative to
their previous scale and orientation in pursuit of rele‐
vance to contemporary flows under global capitalism,
are not key nodes in GPNs or have otherwise notable
“small but global” characteristics, but nonetheless rela‐
tionally play some regional connecting or primate city
role historically and currently. In addition to a wider
empirical applicability of relational urbanisation there
may be scope in applying this lens to Beirut to alter
the operational definition of relational urbanisation to
describe less the outcome of the process in terms of posi‐
tionality and more in terms of the shape and extent of
reterritorialisation engendered by the process. For the
category of relational cities, using this definition of rela‐
tional urbanisation it may be apposite similarly to reori‐
ent the operational definition to refer not to all cities
or a small subset of global performers, but to those
agglomerations where relationality is the principal his‐
torical driver of development, as opposed to, e.g., urban‐
isation around shifting or emerging industries.

4. Beirut’s Relational Urbanisation?

But what makes this urbanisation specifically relational?
How does relational urbanisation specifically manifest
and present itself in Beirut? How, and where, do the
spaces and flows of Beirut as a relational city emerge,
and where are they interlinked?

The argument that Beirut’s history is an example of a
city principally constituted as a function of its relations,
positionality, and its ability to use its introverted conso‐
ciational governance system to extroverted effect is
straightforward beside the argument that its current con‐
stellation still exhibits relationality. The unfolding crisis
emphasises hitherto the embeddedness and resilience
of the Lebanese political system in struggling not to
reform itself regardless of the externalities it imposes

FLOWS

Historical Trajectories

Posi�onality
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• Scale
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Governance

Figure 1. Cities seen through a relational lens. Source: Hesse and Mei‐Ling (2020).
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on the population and diaspora (Verdeil, 2018) and the
failure of any pretentions towards the beta+ “global
city” status given by the Globalization and World Cities
Research Network. What was previously a “Switzerland
of the Middle East” banking hub became a mere “capital
sink” (Krijnen et al., 2017) before succumbing to a finan‐
cial crisis and hyperinflation since 2019.

But since the argument is that relational urbanisation
is about processesmore than positionality, and the reter‐
ritorialisations and reorientations produced by urban
change towards shifting global and regional flows, it is
necessary to look beyond the headlines to see relational
urbanisation at work. A proposed taxonomy of relational
urbanisation in Beirut takes account of the following pro‐
cesses, their locations, and intersections.

4.1. Commodification of Inner‐City Property and
Concomitant Suburban Growth Pattern Produced

Entrepreneurial designs on the post‐war redevelopment
of Beirut’s inner city and suburbs were already well‐
underway in the mid‐1980s when the neoliberal com‐
modification of urban land and financialisation were
sweeping major Western cities. In this sense, the con‐
stitution and commissioning of Solidere in 1994 as a pri‐
vate finance initiative to oversee the reconstruction the
inner‐city in this vein made the contours of the inner‐city
development clear. An economy which had lost its bank‐
ing hub role during the war and its ubiquitous maritime
significance owing to changes in global logistics and new
regional ports, it could be argued that a city reliant on
eking out a role as a relational intermediary had no
choice but to become magnetised towards the global
proliferation of speculative real‐estate and the associ‐
ated financial flows. The early days of the Taif Agreement

system required “buy‐in” from erstwhile opponents, and
the commodification of the ruined inner‐city provided a
means by which the spoils of peace could be shared out.
Since 2007, real estate investments have displaced ser‐
vices as the largest foreign direct investment and expen‐
diture sector in the Lebanese economy, with proper‐
ties in inner‐Beirut representing the lion’s share of these
(Figure 2). Such a steep reorientation towards a rentier
model has in the last 15 years rendered the national
economy mostly unproductive and subject to the fluc‐
tuations of the global property market, as the already
dwindling sectors of agriculture and industry continue
their decline.

The outward use of rent‐gap creation in inner Beirut
as a means of depopulating areas of the inner city
has been well documented in the literature (Fawaz
et al., 2018; Krijnen, 2018; Krijnen & De Beukelaer,
2015), but its concomitant effect of shifting Beiruti work‐
ers to more affordable suburban towns and districts
is either only implied in the literature through indica‐
tors such as increased car‐use, or considered histori‐
cally. As gentrification of the edge of the inner city
continued, this put more pressure on the suburbs and
their lacklustre infrastructure (Basbous, 2021). But the
clearing‐out of inner‐city populations towards attractive‐
ness towards global financial flows through gentrifica‐
tion and large‐scale urban redevelopment projects and a
concomitant pressure in suburban areas has been recog‐
nised as a feature in relational cities (Hesse & Rafferty,
2020). The “unplanned” growth often ascribed to
Beirut’s suburbs is perhaps more accurately referred to
as “informally planned,” given that the hybrid sovereign‐
ties (Fregonese, 2012) which are de facto conducting
planning policy in Beirut retain control over development
in these areas (Fawaz, 2009).
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4.2. An Introverted Governance System With an
Extroverted Economic Strategy

Introverted governance alongside an extroverted eco‐
nomic orientation has been identified as an aspect of the
strategies underpinning relational urbanisation (Hesse &
Rafferty, 2020), and in Beirut the lack of a strong urban
governance and centralised power of the national sys‐
tem produces a familiar pattern to city‐state formations
able to use their “niche sovereignty” (Hesse, 2016) to
direct development through and around pliant gover‐
nance structures. A key example of this is the establish‐
ment of Solidere, using state power to create a hybrid
development organisation and make legislative changes
to laws on land ownership and rents to allow it to oper‐
ate (Krijnen, 2018).

On the other hand, Lebanon’s international orien‐
tation is avowedly extroverted, servicing and using its
diaspora and connections with international economies
through an extensive diplomatic network belying the
country’s size (Figure 3). The retention of regionally
significant NGOs, international institutions, and INGOs
with competing methods and strategies (Hamieh &
Mac Ginty, 2010), despite an overall loss in regional
economic significance as well as the maintenance of
several internationally‐oriented universities since the
19th century, demonstrates the territorialized aspect of
this extroversion.

4.3. Contradictions in Infrastructural Development and
Labour Profile

Relating to material flows, Lebanon’s severe import/
export imbalance finds only one major conduit—Beirut
port, which has waned from being a main locale of rela‐
tionality to critical global flows to being an essential life‐
line for the supply of Lebanon’s domestic market even
after its destruction in the August 2020 blast. While
the port stepped to this second‐order purpose since the
civil war, Beirut international airport’s capacity increased
six‐fold as part of the reconstruction boosterism under
Rafik Hariri, who gives it its name. Water and energy
infrastructure remain woefully underdeveloped state‐
owned utilities in Lebanon, particularly for the areas of
population growth in the suburbs and refugee camps,
where the black market is a ubiquitous supplier of these
essentials (Verdeil, 2018).

Whereas the transformation towards global city is
typically marked with an attraction of expert expats and
the sourcing of a commensurate lower‐waged labour to
service the changed consumer needs of the new pop‐
ulation, Beirut’s labour profile remains peculiarly rela‐
tional even as a mere “capital sink” (Krijnen et al., 2017)
with large numbers ofmultilingual, highly‐educated grad‐
uates from the city’s cluster of prominent universities
typically seeking roles in the global and regional informa‐
tional and financial economy which connect the city to

Atlan�c Ocean

Embassy

Consulate General

Honorary Consulate

Permanent mission to an

interna�onal organiza�on

Indian Ocean

Pacific Ocean

Figure 3. The Lebanese diplomatic network at the beginning of the 2000s. Source: Verdeil et al. (2019, p. 43).
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international circuits, and feeding the “financial fix” of
a financialised version of a diaspora strategy. In‐flows of
domestic workers fromAsia and Africa on the other hand
are subject to poor conditions and clamping down on
trade union activity (International Labour Organization,
2016), while the established trade unions in Lebanon
enjoy some qualified positionality in the national politi‐
cal picture (Baumann, 2016).

Thus, the manifestations, interconnections, and con‐
tradictions of relational urbanisation can be observed
through qualitative engagement with the relevant insti‐
tutions, economic and social actors, and individuals and
groups which operate in the city and maintain its prob‐
lematic relational connection to international flows.

5. Conclusion

This exploration of Beirut’s urbanisation in the light of
debates on relational space therefore sites the city and
national footprint of urbanisation as a case of relational
urbanisation in principle, not by degree. Beirut is an
example of a relational city by virtue of its urban constitu‐
tion as a connector of systems of flows between regional,
national, and global scales. While all cities are to one
degree or another “relational,” cities with this profile are
primarily relational in their composition and reproduc‐
tion of urban space through their internal governance
dynamics and economic profile. Analytically, the rela‐
tional lens on the production of urban space is a way of
unravelling the threads of this complex case of relational
urbanisation, linking hitherto discrete strands of critical
urban scholarship on the city. For studies of relational
urbanisation more widely, this study points to a shift in
relevance of the reterritorialisation that flows from the
urbanisation process over that of the comparative eco‐
nomic positionality achieved by other “small‐but‐global’’
relational cities, thereby increasing the relevance of this
concept awider range of possible empirical urban sites of
inquiry. In Beirut, the particular blueprint underpinning
this relational urban case is experiencing an organic crisis
and is thus potentially open to alternative geographies.

But such alternatives do not arrive out of nowhere.
The revolutionary space opened up by the October 2019
protests, while still tentative in nature, demonstrated
the willingness of Lebanese citizens to discern pathways
out of crisis on the major political questions, many of
which are essentially urban in nature, with or without
the Lebanese ruling class. While shocks and crises have
intervened to contain the development of protests into
revolutionary demands in the meantime, the idea that
the Lebanese ruling class will be able to return to a previ‐
ous state of affairs seems remote. It is thus in the “even‐
tal wake” (Badiou, 2007) of the October 2019 protests
that paths towards alternatives can be discerned and
advanced by the various actors that constitute Lebanon’s
political ecosystem.

Such possible alternatives would make for an excit‐
ing future empirical exploration of what the alternative

to relational urbanisation in Beirut might involve, includ‐
ing but not limited to the following areas: (a) recov‐
ery of relationality over positionality (i.e., a rebalanc‐
ing of the focus of flows from financial to material and
intellectual), (b) urban planning as a catalyst for devel‐
oping infrastructure and a productive economy, (c) the
development of an urban economy beyond real‐estate,
and (d) a local‐national spatial politics. An expansion
of the discourse on these areas would be a welcome
departure from the normative assumptions underpin‐
ning framings of “resilience” which are frequently used
to discuss the emergence from the present compound
crises affecting the city and state. Whereas the critical
literature on urban resilience has addressed its role in
advancing policy narratives of certainty (Smirnova et al.,
2021), a relational lens on processes of urbanisation
offers a more reflexive methodology of discerning possi‐
ble alternatives without reifying the present governance
paradigm of the Lebanese ruling class.
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