
In November 2006, three months after the
Summer War between Hezbollah and Israel, a
small, international group of architects and urban
designers visited Lebanon. Their goals were 
to assess damage, meet colleagues, examine the
opportunities for new dialogue, and brainstorm
about the possibilities of reconstructing destroyed
cities and their public domains – despite the
seemingly unchallengeable animosities and
political deadlocks that have been part of
Lebanese life for decades.

Of course, we read about the ruptures in
social life, the aggression that may easily emerge
even in regular disputes, and the superposition 
of different worldviews within this one small
country. But we also were intrigued by reports 
of a new mutual understanding among the
Lebanese people, an integration seemingly
prompted by the sheer aggression of an outside
invader; a kind of ‘United We Stand’ atmosphere,
which social theorists call ‘negative integration’,
and which can be much stronger than any
attempt at dialogue within a group or population.

But then we were standing there, on the 
side walk some 20 kilometers south of Beirut,
facing hundreds of thousands of tons of rubble 
and debris caused by the massive bombings 
by the Israeli. Here we were with a group of
Christian and secular Lebanese architects and
students, who clearly didn’t consider this mass
destruction as part of their own plight. Within
minutes it was crystal clear that national feelings
were much weaker than loyalties to class, religion
or sect. The tragic fact emerged that, although
we kept talking about what was going on in
Lebanon as if it were happening in a single country,
the truth of the matter was that it was happening
in an area with multiple – and very different –
communities, which only shared a common name
and territory thanks to historical coincidence.

I tried to consider what it would mean to
experience a massive attack on Dutch soil, with
endless destruction, yet with people reacting 
as if it was not their war, but other people’s war.
In such a scenario, bombed bridges would cause
no outrage but only be regarded as a nuisance,
similar to other nuisances like the death of 
fellow civilians and huge economic losses. My
imagination failed me.

This profound lack of communication,
comprehension, dialogue and engagement
hasn’t stopped bothering me since. To avoid the
consumption of other peoples’ predicament as
merely an unbearable lightness of being and just
going home, we tried to set up a conversation
with designers, politicians, philosophers and
architects, in order to start thinking about projects
that would: a) break through the traditional
boundaries of the prevailing group think and, b)
reclaim common ground and public domain right
across existing cultural divisions. The results are
about to be materialized in a series of upcoming
projects, as described on the following pages.
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