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My paper will attempt to step away from state-led urban renewal projects as described in the 
majority of the literature and look at urban transformation in two neighborhoods in Beirut, 
Lebanon. It thereby situates itself in Focus 1 of the call for papers (‘Policies and actors of 
urban renewal within a global time: a comparative approach’). I will argue that in the case of 
Lebanon, the role of the state in urban renewal processes is not clearly visible and manifests 
itself in subtle ways, involving public as well as private actors. Contrary to what has been 
described for ‘classical’ megaprojects in Europe, for example (Swyngedouw et al., 2002), and 
with the exception of the redevelopment of Downtown Beirut, there is no formal urban policy 
on a municipal or government level that actively encourages social mixing or slum clearance. 
There are no policies targeting neighborhoods deemed in need of intervention in their entirety. 
Instead, while some areas can be said to be gentrifying or transforming as a whole, urban 
renewal is spotty and uneven (but no less brutal for the residents impacted by it).  
I intend to use my case studies to make some larger points about theorizing on city 
transformations in the Global South, and respond to questions in Focus 1: What is new about 
contemporary urban renewal projects and where are the continuities with previous models of 
urban interventions? Is it possible to sketch global models and tendencies in urban renewal? 
Who are the actors driving urban renewal in the cities of the North and South? When/how do 
they intervene? What types of know-how do these mobilize? How can we compare 
experiences across national contexts? The paper will attempt to answer at least some of these 
questions by describing two case studies of gentrifying neighborhoods in Beirut and 
comparing them to other case studies from the academic literature on gentrification (and 
hence urban renewal) in the West as well as the Global South. Data on these cases have been 
collected during one year of research for MAJAL Academic Urban Observatory, ALBA 
University, and two fieldwork trips, in 2011 and 2012. Methods consisted of surveying and 
mapping the neighborhoods (looking at building height, projects under construction, building 
demolition, and comparing these where possible with data from previous years), interviewing 
real estate developers and reviewing literature on the quarters’ history and current 
developments. Insights on actors, capital and interests behind urban renewal in the two 
quarters will be shared.  
The two case studies are the neighborhood of Mar Mikhael in East Beirut and Zokak el-Blat 
South of Downtown. The first case represents a rather ‘classic’ form of gentrification where 
creative classes have moved into the neighborhood, galleries and designer shops opened their 
doors and some older buildings have been restored to house bars and restaurants. The second 
case seems to involve a more common form of real estate development in Beirut, where high 
rises have replaced older structures, implying major socio-economic change, but a change that 
is unaccompanied by the popping up of cultural and entertainment venues.  
As will be seen, gentrification processes in Beirut are firmly and historically rooted in the 
country’s political economy, that has always been open, with a dominant tertiary sector rooted 
in the predominance of Beirut port as an international center of trade in the 19th and early 
20th centuries. This led to a trading tradition with an economic system that facilitated and 
promoted foreign direct investment, let economic agents pursue their interests with minimal 
state intervention and ensured a free mobility of goods and capital. Urban change is mostly 
instigated by individual real estate developers who buy a plot of land, demolish the existing 
structure and replace it with a high rise usually containing luxury apartments. Authorities are 
implicated in gentrification processes as many real estate developers are notably connected to 



politicians or are politicians themselves. Boundaries between public and private spheres are, 
and always have been, blurred.  
I hypothesize that it is hard to ‘sketch global models and tendencies in urban renewal’ (call 
for papers) because processes are too differentiated. While we might be able to identify a 
common logic to the changes witnessed (the primacy of capital and market logic in urban 
development), I would be hard-pressed to come up with a model for a global scale. 
Comparing my findings to other literature describing urban transformations all over the globe, 
we will see that this is impossible indeed.  
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