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NOTE ON TRANSLATION AND TRANSLITERATION

This lexicon is published in two versions: English and Arabic. 
All but three texts were originally written in Arabic and then 
translated to English. The lexicon’s introduction, “Haircut”, and 
“Silos” were originally written in English and then translated 
to Arabic. Translation has raised important questions on how 
to retain the broader or nuanced meanings expressed in the 
original language. To convey the singular significance of certain 
terms and carry the world that contains them, we have chosen 
to retain Arabic or English transliterations. To that end, three 
entries to the lexicon have been transliterated: “‘Arsat”, “Hair-
cut”, and “NGOs”. “‘Arsat” had no direct equivalent in English 
while “Haircut” and “NGOs” circulated in the English language 
in Arabic popular discourses and debates. Whenever appli-
cable, transliterations have been simplified and usually follow 
common and popular spellings. 
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Omar El-Ghazzi

FOREWORD

Lebanon is a country in collapse, undergoing an unprecedented 

economic, political, and social crisis. 

This sentence may appear basic and self-evident, but if we take a 

closer look at its words, we will notice a contradiction in them, which 

might not necessarily express what is happening in the country.

While the word “collapse” suggests a fall and a state of dissolution, 

the word “crisis” evokes a limited period of time that brings up the 

image of a tunnel at the end of which there is inevitably a light. Can 

we really consider this crisis unprecedented? Is such a consider-

ation possible in a country whose history can’t be worked out on 

the basis of crises, while its whole history is nothing but a crisis?

This book, and this foreword, attempt to address these questions. 

Many social and cultural theorists have advocated the study of lan-

guage, not only in terms of grammar but also as a tool of power and 

control. French thinker Michel Foucault argued that the way knowl-

edge is produced–and language in general–indicates that centers 

of power are dispersed in society. Marxists, on the other hand, con-

sidered language a fundamental tool within the class struggle. From 

that standpoint, British Marxist theorist and writer Raymond Wil-

liams introduced the concept of “keywords.” Williams considered 

language as a live entity that should be examined and understood 

within the context of social and class relations. If the meaning of 

words are the result of social struggles, then they must be chang-

ing and transforming. The language we speak and write has a dou-
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ble power: On one hand, it reflects the reality of society, but on the 

other, it also impacts it by proposing an alphabet of daily life. 

These keywords, therefore, have the power to open ideological locks. 

That’s why I think studying them is an important task, in the current 

political stage, for reasons that are both international and Lebanese.

First, the current global stage is characterized by a decline in the 

popularity of political affiliation to declared beliefs and ideologies. 

Politicians and analysts cling to words, as if their use of certain 

terms can dispense them from thinking about and tackling the 

structural relations that prevail in society. Words attract the mass-

es, without necessarily translating into a clear political program. 

With words of such polarizing power, ruling authorities in several 

countries have started relying on language that includes the con-

cepts of victimhood and marginalization. The right has adopted the 

vocabulary of the left to attract the working class, in a seeming-

ly systematic process to empty words, which are not favored by 

those in power, of their meaning.

Second, there is the issue of the spread of digital culture on the 

Internet and social media. In an era of abundant media, we cannot 

limit analysis to the production of language, we must also pay atten-

tion to the spread and flow of language through visual, audio, and 

digital media. As an audience, we receive and understand words 

based on our knowledge of who is reading them to us, on which 

television station, and in the introduction of which news bulletin. 

We also use and participate in the production of media, by trans-

forming the meanings of certain words and placing them within 

the contexts that we create for them. For example, on Twitter, a 

word becomes a “hashtag” that is constantly copied, moved, and 

modified. We may include an image or a “meme” with the hashtag. 

We may change its meaning several times, as we move across plat-

forms and from one account to another.
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In Lebanon, the meaning of language is scattered due to the ab-

sence of the state, educational institutions, and unified academic 

curricula, including a consolidated history curriculum. Meanwhile, 

the power of sect leaders to define new borders for words within 

their criteria and according to their own vision and agenda is bol-

stered. We know, almost instinctively, the difference in the mean-

ing of the word “resistance,” if it is used by Lebanese Forces leader 

Samir Geagea, or Hezbollah’s secretary-general Hassan Nasrallah. 

And one can measure accordingly many words that are widely 

used in the political sphere, such as martyr, nation, sovereignty, 

and independence. 

There are other words, attached to a bygone political project or 

past political period; for example, the word “future” and how it re-

lates to the project of former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri. In the 

1990s, the word “future” was inextricably linked to Hariri, as if 

there were no future without him. 

After Hariri’s assassination in 2005, the word “truth” dominated 

the political scene. Despite its intensive political exploitation at the 

time–exclusively linking the discovery of the truth of who assassi-

nated Hariri with the international investigation and using it as a 

demand and a symbol to changing the regime of Syrian hegemo-

ny over Lebanon–the word’s momentum faded over time, with the 

weakness and weakening of Hariri’s project.

We should also not forget, in this context, words that we use and 

consider normal, although they sound strange to non-Lebanese 

ears. Words that constantly occupy the foreground or background 

of political conversations in Lebanon: presidential vacuum, dia-

logue table, the three heads of state, (religious) coexistence, civil 

peace, goblin’s palm, and others…

In regular times, the meanings of words change gradually and over 

the years. But in exceptional times, such as uprisings and revolu-

tions, the pace of change speeds up. That’s what happened when 

FOREWORD
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the revolution broke out in the streets of Lebanese cities and 

towns in 2019. When people gathered in the streets and occupied 

the squares, the context of words changed. Exchanges took place 

between large groups of people who would have never met had 

the revolution not broken out. The impact of words in street pro-

tests differed greatly from their previous impact. On the street, 

our words fuse with the interactions of bodies, adrenaline levels, 

a sense of belonging to the group, and fluctuating feelings of love, 

fear, and enthusiasm.

The revolution introduced new words to the Lebanese political 

lexicon. Some were feminist terms, such as “sexist.” Others were 

street words, such as “square” and “tent.” Even others were im-

proper, like the chant “hela hela ho.” In return, some more obso-

lete words were revived, such as “revolution.” Indeed, many of the 

“revolutionaries” insisted on its use, chanting “our revolution is not 

a movement,” thus expressing their conviction that the protests 

were part of a historical event that represented a clear break 

from what was before and what was to come, and therefore was 

not fleeting. When “revolution” is chanted in the street, it is mixed 

with cries, sweat , the smell of tear gas, and shortness of breath. 

The compound meaning of this word, however, has a limited time 

scope. Accelerated events quickly referred the word “revolution” 

to the past. The word was a harsh reminder for those who believed 

in it of a time whose every second and minute was filled with life, 

and carried a vision for the future, but today is gone.

When it broke out, the revolution coexisted with the idea of a loom-

ing collapse, but when the economic and political collapse, with its 

severe manifestations, finally arrived in Lebanon in 2020, the word 

revolution itself collapsed and gave way to the emergence of dif-

ferent words and conversations.

In an attempt to understand the word “collapse,” we will start by 

deconstructing modern everyday language, which is accompany-
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ing the deterioration of the economy and the infrastructure. 

First, it is impossible to overlook the painful vocabulary linked to 

the explosion that destroyed large swathes of the capital Beirut in 

the summer of 2020, including: silos, ammonium nitrate, and mar-

tyrs’ families. These were also linked to psychological terms such as 

trauma, panic attacks, insomnia, and shock. People rejected slogans 

that always lurk from one crisis to another, such as the phoenix that 

emerges from the ruins, or statements that celebrate reconstruc-

tion as if it were an integral part of Lebanese life and identity.

General conversations, especially when checking up on family and 

friends, now begin with: How is the electricity? How is the water? 

How much do things cost? These questions precede: How are 

you? Or how’s the weather?

Daily life eats away at Lebanese residents until it dominates their 

ability to complain or express themselves. The collapsing lira occu-

pies people’s lives, and the inevitable daily question becomes: How 

much is the dollar today? Every day, people track the currency ex-

change rate, whether or not they own “dollars.” It’s as if the answer 

to this perpetual question can quantify the crisis, and every drop 

in the currency rate reflects the gravity of the situation, whether 

material or moral.

The dollar has different temporal and physical types: “fresh,” “lol-

lar” (originating from a Dan Azzi article originally published in 

An-Nahar on December 31, 2019, where he talks about dollars 

locked in banks as Lebanese Dollars, i.e. Lollars) and the “1,500,” i.e. 

the pegged exchange rate since the 1990s. The 1,500 now evokes 

nostalgia for a past currency and bygone days.

There is a broader vocabulary stemming from the banking system, 

which describes the consequences of banks looting the money of 

the Lebanese. Demands for due rights come from the standpoint 

FOREWORD
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of defending “small depositors,” i.e. people with smaller deposits 

in banks who lost their money because of the state’s monetary 

policies, as if this word replaces the word “society” or the term 

“social classes.”

There is a renewed language describing how one deals with the 

collapse of the infrastructure inside the home, which builds on 

a long history. Here, we note that the daily conversations taking 

place within homes reflect the family’s political and income sphere 

par excellence. For example, the daily question in the homes of 

what remains of the middle class: Is this state or subscription 

electricity? There are also things that take on starring roles in the 

stories of Lebanese households and impose themselves on daily 

conversations: The overly sensitive electrical circuit breaker that 

cuts the current if we overload the circuit it, the empty water tank, 

and the heavy gas canister. In financially comfortable homes, there 

is a new character, the battery, which extends the life of electricity 

by minutes or hours, according to one’s financial means. This failing 

infrastructure creates conversations, for example, about coordi-

nating bathroom use among family members: When are you going 

to take a shower? Conversations between neighbors also changed 

the more they coordinated to address the lack, scarcity, and high 

cost of everything that the state cannot secure, including electric-

ity, diesel, and water.

This is our collapsed lexicon. Residents in Lebanon find themselves 

picking up words to express a daily life whose harshness tran-

scends even the most pessimistic visions. Patriotic words are los-

ing their meaning day after day, as the vocabulary of collapse ex-

pands. Part of this collapsing language was directed, like arrows, at 

the most marginalized communities in Lebanon, including foreign 

workers, and Syrian and Palestinian refugees. However, despite 

the collapse in the infrastructure and language, analysis should not 

be limited to the words that dominate daily life and the collective 

imaginary. Rather, one must also critically examine the relation-
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ship of words to the instruments and centers of power in society, 

including how this relates to class struggle. Which words are im-

posed on us? Which of them can confront power? Which of them 

express the middle class exclusively? Which of them can attract a 

wider segment of society? Which of them reinforce the sectarian 

system of the ruling class? And which of them disrupts it?

Perhaps this lexicon of the collapse will draw the reader to think 

of words not as received language, but as part of a strategy of 

political and social conflict, that we must master and control. In-

terpreting and thinking about words is an endless project. British 

thinker Raymond  Williams deliberately left blank pages in his book 

on keywords, implying that it is impossible to complete any analy-

sis of terms and languages that emulate life and the ever-changing 

struggles of society.

References: Williams, R. (1975/2014). Keywords: A vocabulary of culture 
and society. Oxford University Press.

FOREWORD
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Cynthia Kreichati

INTRODUCTION

Language gestures towards all that is humanly possible. Words and 

images draw the contours of the evolving world in which we live. In 

turn, the world structures, shapes, and reshapes speech as well as 

the fragmented, oft-inarticulate, imagistic expressions of what we 

feel and think about ourselves and our relations to others. The occa-

sional failure of our forms of knowledge to apprehend a reality that 

is far too great, catastrophic, or banal to be named is likewise revela-

tory. If it is symptomatic of a breakdown in meaning, such failure also 

speaks to the ways in which language, human creativity and finitude 

are tethered together on personal and collective levels. 

Our interest in this lexicon project stems from a shared curiosity 

for the potential of images and words to address Lebanon’s dev-

astating societal transformations starting 2019. We resorted to 

a collaborative and participatory approach to source the words 

and entries featured here. Using various communication tools, 

from face-to-face conversations to social media posts, we asked 

people to contribute with words —in either Arabic, English, or 

French— that have lost, shifted, or acquired new meanings since 

the Lebanese economic collapse. We compiled the terms we re-

ceived and shared them with a list of potential contributors and 

invited them to select one keyword entry they would like to write 

about. Contributors who responded then wrote reflection essays 

which reflected on the terms they had respectively chosen, not 

in the form of a definition from the dictionary, but rather in such 

a way that, in their view, captured or illuminated the contested 

meanings of contemporary lived experience in Lebanon as well as 

the social, political, and economic factors that have shaped it. The 
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omissions, repetitions, emphases, and perspectives presented in 

this lexicon are thus tightly linked to this methodological process. 

Signaling the beginnings of a deepening multidimensional crisis, 

2019 might at first seem like an arbitrary cut-off date for such an 

undertaking. On the one hand, Lebanon’s recent history has been 

rife with social, economic, and political disasters with countless cit-

izens and non-citizens living in increasing pauperization, disenfran-

chisement, and marginalization. On the other hand, there’s a tacit 

yet shared recognition that the active use of words and images is 

always already in constant change, both modulating and modulated 

by the ways in which we make sense of our lives and the world that 

contains them. But 2019 has also come to be widely recognized as a 

watershed and emblematic year —of uprisings and downfalls— whose 

felt effects would be exacerbated by other subsequent events and 

their repercussions, namely the COVID-19 pandemic, the Beirut port 

explosion, and the unfettered and ongoing devaluation of the Leba-

nese currency. 

A Collapsing Lexicon interrogates the political character of words 

and images by exploring language’s entwinement with Lebanon’s 

ruination, whose falling point of inflection is commonly attributed to 

the eventful month of October 2019. This work then is premised on 

questioning the fraught relations between language and collapse in 

the specific context of Lebanon. Collapse is taken here to be both 

material and discursive, empirical and methodological, literal and 

figurative. It is intimately tied to a “politics of value” whose most de-

finitive stakes, as the anthropologist David Graeber asserts, are not 

“the struggle to appropriate value” but rather “the struggle to estab-

lish what value is.” One way to think of value under capitalism is to 

understand it as something that is realized primarily in the form of 

money. Amal Taleb’s entry “1500,” the equivalent in Lebanese liras of 

one US dollar prior to the crisis, is a harangue that deplores this loss 

of, and in, value. Taleb sees something else and something more in 

the “1500,” a manner of being in the world perhaps. On the curren-



21

cy devaluation and the losses it entails, she writes: ‘Soon, 1,500 will 

be nothing more than a bad joke that makes no one laugh, a story 

which —if told to future generations— will be considered a lie or a fab-

rication.’ The link between money and value thus brings Lebanon’s 

currency devaluation under a different light: as a structure that has 

also produced a crisis in our ability to actively use language to de-

fine what matters and highlight what is important. This breakdown 

in meaning meant that we needed terms and images with which to 

properly account for our dilapidating situation: from the difficulty of 

constituting a coherent political and politicized discourse during the 

protests that began in October of that year to the impossibility of 

ascribing a name to the crime of the port explosion in August 2020 

or the continued, deepening, problem of social inequality. 

A breakdown in meaning might often sever the connections be-

tween utterances and their purported connotations, between 

forms of representation and the meanings they carry. Many 

words might become hollow containers, what semioticians call 

empty signifiers devoid of specific meaning. Who or what is meant 

by “the people” الشعب? Other terms might transform into mere 

placemats failing to point to specific objects, like “كلن يعني كلن” (all 

means all) the protests’ most popular slogan or “السياسية  ”الطبقة 
(the political class) which references the alleged, yet vague-

ly identifiable, culprits of the country’s ailments. Depositors” is 

another term gesturing towards a vague meaning. While it usu-

ally refers to people who are banked (meaning who own a bank 

account), it took on more ample meaning as the social and eco-

nomic crisis deepened. In her entry on “Depositors,” Viviane Akiki 

resituates the term in relation to Lebanon’s economic structures 

and relations and shows how its widespread use has had the ef-

fect of reducing the crisis to one primarily affecting banks and 

their depositors. Akiki contends that the country’s state of col-

lapse has affected broader segments of society — the unbanked 

who account for more than half the people living in Lebanon, as 

well as the younger, future generations. 

INTRODUCTION
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In places and times where reality was far too abject to comprehend, 

images forcefully replaced words. In her entry “Silos,” Sara Mourad 

references the slogan graffitied on the cement roadside divider, 

separating the highway from the Beirut port. “My government did 

this,” she writes as a “kind of caption to the apocalyptic scene of 

devastation in its background.” Read together with the devastated 

landscape that offered itself behind the roadside barrier, the cap-

tion established the conditions of possibility for certain meanings to 

emerge even if “this” remained difficult to capture. Alaa Mansour’s 

provocative contribution to this lexicon operates on a similar regis-

ter. Her work —a carefully curated selection of visuals, screenshots, 

and photographs— responds to the keywords of this lexicon. They do 

not serve to illustrate contributors’ different texts but are rather an 

intervention mediated through the work that images can and must 

do in the production of meaning. From photographs illustrating the 

interwar devaluation of the German currency to social media cap-

tions, Mansour’s work draws attention to the way images displace, 

transform, condense, and represent the manifold meanings that 

might elude words. In his written commentary on the brokenness of 

reality, Hassan AlSahily also enlists images to illustrate how futurity in 

Lebanon becomes foreclosed. His imagistic writing on “Future” coun-

terposes the utopian temporalities of the October 2019 protests —

where for a fleeting moment everything seemed possible— with the 

dystopia of the crumbling months that followed. “People today think 

of the future as individuals, whereas they only think of the past as a 

group,” he concedes. But AlSahily’s most poignant image is found in 

the paradoxical future anterior portrait he draws of his mother, who 

traveled to the Soviet Union as part of a scholarship program led 

by Soviet astronaut and first woman in space, Valentina Tereshko-

va. Though she excelled in her work, AlSahily’s mother would even-

tually abandon her studies and return to Lebanon to fight alongside 

her comrades in the struggle for a more secular, socialist future — 

a choice which, as AlSahily explains, she now condemns. Similarly, 

Hashem Adnan’s written discussion of “Arsat” (pimps) offers us a 

sound image. The repetition of the term “Arsat” throughout Adnan’s 
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text propels its meaning onward like an obsessional force. On one 

hand, it emphasizes the political connotation of cursing as a trans-

gressive act and as a willful refusal of polite conversation. On the 

other hand, it embodies the political predispositions of the October 

2019 protests that reduce contentious political practice to the re-

jection or endorsement of specific ethical and moral positionings. 

Beyond the breakdown of meaning, the country’s societal transfor-

mations prompted the circulation of words like crisis, collapse, cor-

ruption, or embargo (حصار) which offered a particular conceptual 

frame through which to make sense of reality. The meanings carried 

by these terms are learned connotations inscribed in specific ideo-

logical discourses hinging on ethical and political perspectives. While 

these terms circulated in various popular discourses as unproblem-

atic empirical observations, what they denoted were diagnostic and 

political claims. Illustrative of that is the popular chant “ثورتنا مش حراك” 
(our revolution is not an uprising or movement), a dichotomous view 

which Omar Al-Ghazzi briefly addresses in the foreword to this lex-

icon. In her entry “Collapse,” Sahar Mandour walks us through the 

temporalities of collapse. Hers is a tapered portrait of the recursive 

dynamics of ruin. Mandour’s concluding remarks are an arresting 

indictment of this diagnosis of the present: “We lived and are living 

the collapse while its engineers are experiencing another word (…) 

organized robbery; re-allocation; or modernization to keep up with 

the times; or perhaps the phoenix.” Though it expounds on collapse, 

Mandour’s entry also questions the very notion of crisis as diagnosis. 

While crisis implies a malfunctioning or a departure from norms, the 

structural dynamics that engineered Lebanon’s collapse suggests 

that the country’s current predicament is the result of everything 

working as it should. Likewise, Fawzi Zabyan’s entry “Victory,” ex-

plores the term’s relation to a contemporary state of humiliation and 

defeat. In Zabyan’s view, the word “victory” has become an almost 

nonsensical noise. While he situates “victory as an echo of defeat” 

within the political register of Hezbollah, his resounding analysis 

demonstrates another meaning of collapse—one that illustrates the 

INTRODUCTION
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ultimate stakes of politics. This antithetical sense (of words that also 

encapsulate their antonyms) is indicative of a political discourse and 

practice where partisans become mere customers in what Zabyan 

describes as “a huge supermarket of resonant words”. 

Language’s entanglement with Lebanon’s collapse also manifested 

itself materially, in how the country’s broader infrastructural fallout 

has inscribed itself onto language and vice-versa. As private genera-

tors replaced an already unreliable public provision of electricity, the 

term “subscription” became ubiquitously used to refer to electric 

energy. In her entry “subscription,” Chrystèle Khodr uses the equa-

tion “State electricity ≠ Subscription electricity” to account for the 

ways in which the very availability of electric energy has become de-

pendent on the negation of the state itself. Sarah Kaddoura’s entry 

on “NGOs” is likewise evocative. Kaddoura demonstrates how what 

counts as politics or as political work is transformed through NGOs 

which have become the providers of jobs, goods, and services that 

no longer fall within the purview of the state itself. In the same vein, 

Serge Harfouche’s expressive three-step manifesto on “Subsidies” 

is at once: an interplay of the etymological senses of the word which 

signifies both subsidy and support in Arabic; a commentary on the 

state’s pursuit of absurd policies that prioritize the subsidy of items 

such as imported cashew nuts over period pads and tampons; and a 

call to turn towards the building of a broader movement of solidarity. 

Reflecting on the term “Subsidies” as both state subsidy and mutu-

al aid and support, Harfouch poignantly reclaims “Love, food, water, 

justice for all. Land for those who till it” as the only way to confront 

this “time of monsters”. 

A Collapsing Lexicon is thus a collective exercise in political imagina-

tion, an effort to fix that which seems unfixable. It is a reflection on 

how both roles —to establish meaning; to repair— are played by differ-

ent terms in the construction of certain narratives, and on the kinds 

of work underlying the construction of the terms themselves. Con-

ceived of as an intervention in the problem of meaning, it prompts us 
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to take neither words nor their meanings for granted and to think of 

the terminologies we use as non-neutral descriptors of reality. Vac-

uous words, for example, are open to different interpretations. They 

form an invitation to play what the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein 

has called “language games” and to embed words in actions which 

then endows them with meaning. Writing about “Panic” but also its 

corollary, fear, Masad Asaad constructs different tableaux in which 

these terms become significant. From watching Michael Haneke’s 

film Caché (Hidden) at the French Cultural Center in Damascus, to 

the Lebanese Minister of Health’s statements on the coronavirus 

pandemic and the port explosion, Asaad shows how the meanings 

of those words are interwoven with their opposites. “For every mo-

ment of panic in Beirut, there is a moment of intimacy created by 

loved ones, friends, and kind passers-by, and they are so many!” he 

concludes. Rima Rantisi’s entry “Haircut” builds on the dual mean-

ing that the term acquired as the liquidity crisis began to materialize 

and commercial banks restricted depositors’ access to the money 

in their accounts. Rantisi’s interplay on the word haircut and its em-

beddedness in various social acts of everyday life (such as getting a 

literal haircut) is evocative. Rantisi shows that if getting a reduction 

on the value of your assets and getting your luscious locks cut bear 

a certain overlapping similarity, the meanings inferred could not be 

more divergent. Instead of painless haircuts, Rantisi suggests that 

“everyone else had their limbs amputated”.

Together, the entries in this lexicon explore how neologisms, images 

and existing words condense the policies, practices, and politics that 

have become part of the warp and weft of everyday life in Lebanon 

since 2019. More broadly, the different entries illustrate how an at-

mosphere of crisis might structure the development of critical or 

non-critical thought and how it might shape subsequent intellectual, 

cultural, economic, social, spiritual, and ideological activities. Naim 

Halawi’s entry “Son-in-Law,” for example, speaks to a concern with 

the ways in which Gebran Bassil, son-in-law of former president of 

the republic Michel Aoun, former minister, current member of par-

INTRODUCTION
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liament, and leader of the Free Patriotic Movement, became the 

emblematic easy mark and chopping block figure of the uprising. As 

a practice, the extensive naming of the “Son-in-Law” condenses pop-

ular conceptions of the relationships between kinship and political 

power. As language is always an incomplete process, we also con-

ceive of this lexicon, and of language’s relation to practice, as a meth-

od that fosters further research. If Halawi’s comprehensive over-

view of the list of epithets attributed to Gebran Bassil shows how the 

“Son-in-Law” became one of the most hated figures of October 2019, 

it also obliquely invites us to broaden the scope of inquiry to explore 

how such meaning is produced. This necessarily incomplete lexicon 

is but an esquisse, a trial, and an attempt at documenting the residual 

and emergent words and images of the past few years’ monumen-

tal transformations. Its primary aim: to interrogate the structures 

of power implicated in the production of myriad forms of violent in-

equality and that are also mediated through the terms and terminol-

ogies of a new language.

A COLLAPSING LEXICON
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Hashem Adnan

An introduction entitled #‘arsat 
(courtesy of Twitter)

You think it too much to give a sergeant of 
the Republican Guard a kilo of tea, ‘arsat
What revolutionaries, ‘arsat, hosted by 
bootlickers who stole people’s deposits? 
NGO revolutionaries, it’s time to stop your 
nonsense and your clowning around  By 
God, they made us doubt ourselves at the 
end, the ‘arsat
But no one talks about who nominated them, 
gave them the vote of confidenceand se-
cured diesel to light up the UNESCO Palace 
for parliament’s confidence session, ‘arsat
Threats, pressure, American filthiness, and 
Lebanese ass lickers, ‘arsat
We should not only insult you and spit on 
you… We should trample your hearts as 
well, ‘arsat
Today, you want to convince us that capital 
controls benefit the depositors, ‘arsat
He celebrates his son Rasheed’s birthday, 
and the cake is a jar full of dollars, ‘arsat
‘Arsat of my country
You consider stones more dangerous than 
militia arms, ‘arsat

A nation of ‘arsat
A nation where people hate each other,  
‘arsat
Fuck them and whoever still defends them, 
‘arsat
Where’s the electricity, ‘arsat?
Where are the food stamps, ‘arsat?

Where did the money disappear to, ‘arsat?

‘Arsat, the beginning
‘Arsat, plural of ‘ars (pimp). The word is 

characterized by the letter s in the mid-

dle, like the middle finger on the hand. 

Take that you ‘ars! Take that, ‘arsat!

It was used as a term of endearment be-

fore the crisis: Where are you, ‘arsat? I’ve 

been waiting for a whole hour! Or for ex-

ample: My friends are a bunch of smart 

ass ‘arsat! etc…

The word had a special presence in the 

world of ears and hearing, eyes and sight, 

* ‘Arsat: Bloody pimps

‘ARSAT
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before the “upcrising”1 and after it.

The NGOs / hold the country’s 

money / the NGOs / what they give they 

take away / the organizations / ‘arsat of 

the nation / man, the people are dying…

That’s how in 2009 Katiba 5, a rap band 

from Burj al-Barajneh camp in Beirut, 

first made ‘arsat legendary while criti-

cized “NGOs” at the same time. 

As political opposition gained strength 

in Lebanon, in the period between 2011 

and 2015, amid the murky rejection 

and/or exaltation of insulting the regime 

and its symbols, the word ‘arsat gained a 

firm footing against the attempts to dis-

cipline and tame the uprising. 

The uprising had many beginnings be-

fore its popularly acknowledged start 

on October 17, 2019, but we won’t get 

into these beginnings, to avoid going off 

on tangents that could distract us from 

some ‘arsat and highlight others. 

1 Upcrising: uprising + crisis that came to the 
surface in Lebanon in 2019.

After the crisis, the word ‘arsat was ex-

clusively used to defame and discredit 

the ruling oligarchy. 

Here we recall the chant: Parliament of 
‘arsat / Yu ya yu ya yu ya yuuuu / Yu ya yu 
ya yu ya yuuuu / Salameh’s a ‘arsa / Yu ya 
yu ya yu ya yuuuu
‘Arsat is also characterized by its first 

two letters.

‘Ar. Like in ‘ard (honor). Damn your hon-

or, ‘ars.

‘Ar. Like in ‘arsh (throne). High and 

mighty on a throne of water and sand. 

‘Ar, like in ‘Arab. Arabs are raving about 

the World Cup. 

‘Ar, like in ‘armout (fish filet). Fried fish is 

tastier than raw or grilled fish! Turns out 

you care for your tummies, ‘arsat, and 

have specific tastes as well, even during 

an upcrising!

Who else can be on this list?
Economic organizations
The mob of bank owners

Leaders, officials, commanders and thugs 

of the Lebanese system’s ruling parties
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Hezbollah officials

Exclusive agents

Migrant worker recruitment agencies

Commanders and directors of security 

apparatuses

Successive ministers of energy

Successive ministers of finance

How could this list of ‘arsat end? 

Human trafficking networks

Every Lebanese who employs a Syri-

an refugee for peanuts, and demands 

every day that refugees be deported 

The nation’s members of parliament 

The parliament speaker

The nation

The richest of the rich of Lebanon, the 

region, and the world

Who else is on this list?

Fuel distribution companies

Monopolists and stockpilers of fuel, 

starting with that Lebanese Forces Sakr 

(hawk of hawks) and others

How could this list end?

An outburst of anger, indignation, insults, 

passion, emotions, hatred, and the de-

sire for quick revenge. ‘Arsat is the of-

ficial colloquial insult of the October 17 

uprising. It ushered in the age of insults, 

with insults as the only solution in the 

face of impossibility. It is the conclusive 

evidence of the limited use of swearing. 

‘Arsat. We keep saying it, repeating it, 

but the economy does not change, the 

regime does not fall, and thuggery and 

systemic killings do not stop. 

‘Arsat, ‘arsat, ‘arsat, fuck you, ‘arsat. 

I say and repeat it, and repeat and say 

it, feeling both anger and pleasure. The 

ultimate objective of insulting is feeling 

the emotion. The emotion that it brings 

in that moment. Anything else you bet on 

would be an illusion. Repeating ‘arsat mil-

lions of times will not prevent the ‘arsat 

from conducting their business as usual. 

Does it tarnish their aura? Undoubtedly. 

But does their aura collapse? No.

The ‘arsat club of Lebanon has room enough 

for all, and every now and then, new nota-

bles and people of stature join its ranks.

‘ARSAT
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‘Arsaaaaaat, the voice
‘Arsaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaat 
‘Arsaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaat 
‘Arsaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaat 
The voice said, then ran towards the wall. 

A wall of people. A human barricade. A 

fence of dollars. A class of diverse special-

izations and religious, ethnic, affiliations. 

Men to whom are attached a community 

of women, children, young women and 

men, artists and charitable associations. 

A symphony of notable people with stat-

ure, and yachts, skyscrapers, five-star 

spending, wages for labor that wasn’t la-

borious, tourist resorts built on rocks of 

the coasts of Lebanon, and the diaspora. 

A wall of people closely stacked together, 

as our grandparents stacked stones when 

building terraces for grapes and fig trees. 

A wall waiting to witness the end of life.

We presented to you: 
Lebanon’s great ‘arsat club

You were watching: The greatest of Leb-

anon’s ‘arsat

The ‘arsat leader presents: The leader’s 

‘arsat are screamers

The Sheikh of the young ‘arsat presents: 

without delay

The ‘arsat gathering in Rabieh presents: 

The greatest ‘arsat of the regime, and the 

‘arsat union of the Litani river

The regime of great ‘arsat presents: the 

lawyer of ‘arsat, the accountant of ‘arsat, 

and the ‘ars of law and accounting

It is the age of ‘arsat, and the lowest of 

the low has hung himself!

The end. 
I am trying to remember when I first 

came across this word. When its letters 

gathered in my ear for the first time. The 

absence of a memory necessitates the 

fabrication of a story. Setting the scene. 

Writing up the insult. 

I was 11 years old. We were five kids, going 

with my uncle and his wife to the movies. 

There was no movie theater in our village, 

so we had to drive down to Beirut. We got 

there in my uncle’s Dodge, and parked the 

car by the sidewalk of Piccadilly Theater. 

We went down and looked at the posters. 
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What were we going to watch? We had 

three choices: ‘Arsat and Rabbits, ‘Arsat 

at the End of Time, and the last movie, 

Get Up Already You ‘Arsat.

What do you want to watch? my uncle 

asked. 

We answered unanimously without hes-

itation or prior agreement: ‘Arsat at the 

End of Time.

We bought the tickets and the popcorn, 

and we went in.

The correct linguistic breakdown of the 
word ‘arsat
The a: like albacore

The r: like ride

The s: like soil

The at: like attitudes, attendants

Conclusion
To end the text on a good note we say: 

The word ‘arsat, then, is part and par-

cel of our oral knowledge inventory in 

Lebanon. It’s a word that summarizes a 

nation. A word that is the size of a man, 

a man the size of a nation, a nation the 

size of planet Earth and the seven seas, 

a planet the size of a galaxy wandering 

in the universe of seven stones.

‘ARSAT
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To talk about this word, I first need to 

understand it, and understand my/our 

position vis-a-vis it. But to do that, I must 

distance myself first. I should disconnect 

from the reality it denotes, and it should 

disconnect from me. We are still tied to 

the collapse, although we’re far enough 

to look at it without the mad impulse of 

action and reaction. So let’s get to know 

what we have experienced and come to 

know as “the collapse.”

I’ll let the free flow and sequence of ideas 

lead me through the waves of the col-

lapse to the shore. I’ll begin with myself.

 

Every time that a product disappears 

off the market, that prices go up, and 

that the lira “collapses,” I remember 

the 1980s. I was a child then, but I was 

fully aware.

In the 1980s, people experienced the 

news at the same heady pace they ex-

perience it today. Back then they said, 

“the dollar plays around.” The currency 

collapsed, depleting purchasing power, 

and all our powers along with it. Meats 

became cherished guests at the table, 

food cans that entered homes grew 

in size, local, artisanal cheeses were 

replaced by huge chunks of available, 

cheap, processed cheese that “doesn’t 

require refrigeration,” mortadella came 

in tin cylinders longer than a child’s arm, 

clothes came from the most local of 

markets, under our house, while Arab 

and foreign food aid packages proliferat-

ed in every household.

However in the 1980s, we experienced 

it all in isolation, without social media, 

live streaming, smartphones, and even 

without landlines. Our interaction with 

the calamity, when it was embodied, 

took the shape of a heart attack at 

the bank. Heart attacks at banks. He 

lost his life’s earnings, she lost all her 

retirement money, they lost today and 

tomorrow, as if they hadn’t all worked 

so hard yesterday to secure their to-

day and tomorrow.

Sahar Mandour

COLLAPSE
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The 1980s came at the heels of a long 

civil war during which heroic headlines 

flourished, before ending up in the sewer 

of days and dumps on the road. People 

were exhausted and slogans had fad-

ed, when the 1980s came along. Back 

then, every failure and devastation was 

ascribed to the war without anyone 

taking accountability. Silent deaths at 

banks were reported on the radio, and 

might be reported on television, whose 

broadcast in homes started at six in the 

evening (provided there was electricity 

or its primitive alternatives). Otherwise, 

nights would be spent amid the com-

pulsory romanticism of candlelight. The 

candle was the light at the end of the 

tunnel of the 1980s.

Amid such conditions, the “collapse” 

struck like beating a dead horse. It im-

poverished many and enriched a select 

few, as usual. Economic classes collapsed 

in the blink of an eye, while people were 

too busy worrying about their lives and 

the lives of others, from the danger of a 

stray bullet or a car bomb. Okay… I think 

the picture of the 1980s is clear now, I 

will stop here to avoid drowning in unhap-

py memories. 

Fast-forward to the past few years:

In 2019, when we took to the streets, 

we were not emerging from a 10 year-

war but from the peace of 1,500 (ex-

change rate) that was interspersed 

with military or quasi-military unrest, 

such as Israeli attacks, street clashes, 

and the glorious May 7 battles. Though 

the situation remained tense, and 

bloody, of course, there was at least 

hope that life would continue the way 

we know it. It was not all destruction, 

bombing, sniping, and continuous in-

discriminate shelling. Roads were (rel-

atively) open and lit, there was buying 

and selling, planned get-togethers, 

work, sports, nightlife, meetings, con-

ferences, natural deaths, demands, 

classes, graduation ceremonies, birth-

days, weddings…
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When we took to the streets in 2019, 

we suffered from mismanagement and 

fear of the unknown. When the decision 

came to tax the free WhatsApp, as part 

of an  additional tax package that was 

the only official initiative in paving the 

way towards the unknown, we took to 

the streets, shouting at the top of our 

lungs, our fists raised, angry. We did not 

run back home every day out of fear 

of militias lurking in the dark and roads 

were not riddled with shells or fenced up 

with garbage. 

In short, we had the power to rebel and 

confront, pick up a tear gas canister 

and throw it back at those who lobbed 

it at us. 

The first signs of the second collapse 

appeared when banks stopped convert-

ing Lebanese pounds into dollars. That 

happened at the end of 2019, before the 

authorities’ thugs came down to beat us 

and the gang leaders continued to ignore 

us, before the Covid pandemic spread 

and connected us almost exclusively 

virtually, and before the Beirut port ex-

plosion. The culmination of those events 

felt like another great catastrophe. The 

exchange rate of the dollar became the 

clearest indicator of the collapse of the 

situation, of people’s lives, of purchasing 

power. Eventually, processed cheeses 

made their way back into our fridges. 

Now that some time has passed, we 

can try to distinguish the three stages 

of collapse.

First, there was surprise, wonder, expec-

tation, and then confirmation. We went 

from “no need to panic,” “the lira is good 

shape,” or worse even, “the lira is in very 

good shape1” to “Mom, we’re heading to-

wards a collapse. We still had a sense of 

humor, albeit a dark one, because if we 

didn’t know what awaited us, we knew 

that it contradicted everything that the 

1 Comments repeatedly issued by Lebanese 
Central Bank governor.
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gang ruling us said. We were still in the 

middle of the confrontation, confident of 

our credibility, and certain they were be-

sieged internally and internationally.

The second stage saw us lose that light-

ness. The collapse had become a fact 

and weighed us down, a reality to which 

the pandemic added a suffocating note. 

Fortunately for us and by the kindness 

of fate, our collapse coincided with the 

spread of a global pandemic. We were 

not “isolated” in our tragedy, the whole 

world was quarantining at home. Who 

(other than Michel Hayek2) could have 

imagined that a pandemic would strike 

the planet and stop it in its course, and 

that the inhabitants of the “goat pallet”3 

would be able to connect to the world 

thanks to it? 

2  Famed Lebanese astrologer and media 
personality.

3 Lebanon, as described in a noted Lebanese 
saying, “Lucky is he who has so much as a goat 
pallet in Mount Lebanon.”

Consequently, during this phase of the 

past few years’ Iliad, we did not live the 

collapse in isolation, but in harmony with 

the catastrophe that struck the world. 

It was a stage of incredulity about how 

deep the collapse was, what a bad state 

the lira was in, how long electricity could 

be out, how fragile everything we experi-

enced was, as it eroded daily before our 

eyes until it disappeared. It was the stage 

of collapse with the feeling of free fall.

Since a large segment of the current 

population experienced the 1980s and 

is still alive today, the fall was accompa-

nied by an acquired expertise in survival. 

And because we were not coming out of 

a war, we had more stamina and open 

minds to march through. As such, quick 

initiatives to form safety nets were acti-

vated, localized fits of fury and rebellion 

in banks, media efforts to name things, 

document corruption, and report the 

situation 24/7… In this phase, black com-

edy died down, whereas the levels of an-

ger, frustration and helplessness rose. It 
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was also a stage that witnessed our first 

steps toward technical modernity and 

ecological awareness. While the rest of 

the planet was adopting solar power to 

keep up with modernity and progress, 

we introduced solar power to the coun-

tryside, even before the city, to keep up 

with the collapse. After we developed our 

knowledge of viruses and bacteria during 

the Covid pandemic, we became experts 

on solar power and the UPS battery that 

extends its life and ours, before walking 

into the third stage of the collapse. 

The third stage of the collapse is where 

we’re at now. Here, things look a bit clear-

er. We now have figures and budgets, 

we have news of gains, exchange rates 

and transfers that go into the pockets 

of those who manage them. We have the 

ability to see what we have been through 

for the past two years as context, not as 

random bombardment. On the one hand, 

there is a hidden and yet organized con-

text of those in power. On the other hand, 

there are the people whose strikes and 

demands to adjust wages are spreading 

and becoming more organized. Today the 

collapse appears to be preconceived.  

The balance of profits and losses in banks 

is accurately reflected. The unofficial 

haircut on bank accounts is now law after 

lining up the pockets of capitalists from 

the pockets of depositors. The Central 

Bank governor’s performance no longer 

looks random, we can now read between 

the lines of his decisions and circulars. 

We now have context.

The streets went dark suddenly, but we 

were not at war, they went dark after 

the hustle and bustle of life. But here 

they are, getting lit up again. We even 

see commercial projects and restau-

rants getting ready to open, although 

we don’t understand why and how. 

Some people get crushed while others 

live extravagantly, each of these groups 

at a polar extreme–which again brings 

to mind what happened in the 1980s, 

when processed cheese first made an 

appearance on our tables while the 
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most glamorous evenings took place at 

the Casino du Liban.

What is happening now evokes what 

happened in the past, and the antici-

pated “birth” reminds us of the speech-

es of the 1990s. One can’t help but link 

this to that, especially when life goes on 

with almost all the same people: Berri, 

Jumblatt, Aoun, Geagea… Since they are 

almost all the same, how can we ignore 

the fact that they lived through this ex-

perience in the 1980s, that they saw the 

dollar jump from three Lebanese pounds 

to three thousand, before being pegged 

at LBP 1,500? They saw the dollar multi-

ply a hundred-fold, so why wouldn’t they 

also engineer its/their reality when it is 

multiplied by fifty? They smuggled ap-

proximately USD 8 billion abroad right 

before the collapse was declared, thus 

accelerating its occurrence. We, in re-

turn, withdrew our dollars at the rate 

of LBP 8,000, while the dollar’s black 

market rate laughed with them at us. Of 

course, prices go up at the pace of black 

market dollars, not at the pace of bank 

rates. They all live in the parallel market 

and thrive, except for us with our dollars, 

processed cheese, and milk. How could 

we not see a “tango” in this restructuring 

of accounts?

As such, it’s inevitable to draw compar-

isons with the 1980s, and ask: is this 

gang having mercy on us this time, when 

it is subjecting us to a restructuring of 

accounts and quotas, without gunfire, 

smoke, indiscriminate bullets, or car 

bombs? Did it content itself with painful, 

hurtful blows that weaken us from time to 

time? Or did it not find money to finance 

the war and kept it “clean” instead? 

Also, what is going on now? Are we still ex-

periencing a collapse? Or are we moving 

towards a new reality with the same old 

people? (protected by their Lord for all 

time4)...

4 A line from the Lebanese national anthem.
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I can’t help but feel that what we went 

through was planned. The collapse was 

implicitly planned, while it appeared to 

us like a freak of fate. The Central Bank 

kept printing bank notes, which required 

the approval of the three heads of state, 

and the three heads of state signed off 

on it–including one head of state who was 

actively bewailing the Central Bank and 

protesting against it, and the ally of anoth-

er head of state who kept summoning an-

gels, demons, and flocks of birds against it.

What happened was organized, and we 

felt its organization. We got glimpses of 

it, when explanations proliferated, of the 

type: “Banks are reducing the number of 

depositors,” and “the bank is trying to take 

dollars out of homes”... it was the plan of 

a gang, not the plan of major administra-

tions or great conspiracies. The word “col-

lapse” suggests a certain randomness. It 

presupposes that there was a structure, 

which suddenly crumbled. Or that there 

was a port, which suddenly exploded. But 

the political and financial collapse came 

about very gradually, it was rationed to us 

even before 2019. We lived on its edge for 

years, until expressions like “[the country] 

is in a goblin’s palm”5 just made us laugh. 

Today, we have a date for the last stage 

of the collapse, and it’s the end of 2019, 

or even March 2020, when they default-

ed on the payment of international debt. 

Will we get a similar date that declares 

the end of the collapse? Or will it keep on 

growing lighter and lighter, with prices ris-

ing higher and higher, until we get an illu-

sion of prosperity as we did in the 2000s, 

before a return to tension, agitation, and 

a new cycle of collapse, and a new date to 

default on payments?

What is happening now is neither ran-

dom, nor emotional, nor spontaneous. 

So what is it?

The Lebanese pound is still crumbling, like 

our nerves, and likely to deteriorate fur-

5  A Lebanese expression meaning balanced on a 
razor’s edge.
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ther, like our nerves. It has yet to “rest on 

a “stake6” just like us. However, there is 

talk of correcting salaries and minimum 

wages, there are strikes in different sec-

tors… News of this no longer hits us like a 

slap in the face. The surprise/shock hap-

pens when the Lebanese pound reaches 

a new “decimal”: The dollar is now forty 

thousand, now seventy thousand… As I 

write these lines, three new decimals 

shined in the lira firmament: The dol-

lar is eighty thousand, now up to ninety, 

now back down to seventy thousand… Of 

course, the collapse of the lira goes on, 

often strange and inexplicable: The lira 

depreciates on holidays and Sundays, it 

depreciates over political news, or over 

no news at all. It collapses on Tuesday 

morning, and Thursday past midnight, 

without providing us with any justification 

or logic that we can follow. Our collapse 

has trained us to think beyond the mech-

anisms of causality, and has launched 

6 A Lebanese expression getting screwed over 
(literally impaled).

us into the world of the unseen, where 

cause and effect must not be connected. 

While the collapse of the lira has severed 

its connection to logic, it has maintained 

its most painful tie to prices. Every day, 

everything becomes more expensive. 

Even “fresh dollars” imported from 

abroad can’t secure basic household 

goods. If the rate of the lira is a farce, its 

repercussion on the prices of everything 

is a tragedy. Prices go up when the dol-

lar goes up, but do not decrease when it 

goes down. They just keep rising higher 

and higher, like an inverted logic of the 

collapse. We fall down while prices soar. 

We grow poorer while others grow richer. 

Perhaps the decision of our exceptional 

Minister of the Economy, Mr. Amin Salam, 

whom fate bestowed upon us after seven 

lean years, best encapsulates the tango 

between poverty and riches, when he 

explains that our current collapse has 

achieved what the 1980s couldn’t: Pric-

ing food and consumer goods in dollars. 



45

After the collapse of the lira, let’s con-

template the collapse of electricity. 

In January 2023, there was an official life 

buzzing around electricity supply, although 

there was no electricity to speak of. Like a 

mirage in a desert, a crisis broke out when 

the Prime Minister called for a meeting 

about electricity. And like a mirage in the 

desert, the fee collector appeared at our 

door, although electricity itself had not 

appeared. They issued many statements 

about electricity, about tariffs, and about 

consumption, on the basis of eight to ten 

hours of power supply daily. It was as if the 

routine came back, but without its con-

tent. But lo-and-behold, in mid-February 

2023, electricity started making a come-

back. Four hours per day, half of what they 

promised or less, but it was a start! It was 

more than we deserve, to be honest. Did 

the electricity come without a catch, and 

did people celebrate its arrival as they 

did in the 1980s? No. People bemoaned 

their luck. Because we still relied on pri-

vate generators, and their fees. Now, we 

also had to pay tremendous sums for four 

hours of electricity, which will not stop us 

from going hungry. The price of electricity 

was multiplied by one thousand!

What happened to electricity, also hap-

pened to medicine. Shortages, then out-

cries, then finding individual importers, 

then the suitcases of traders, then the 

lifting of subsidies, then the intermittent 

availability of everything… We couldn’t 

curse the prices of medicines, fearing it 

would threaten their availability on the 

market. And so, medicines appeared, but 

at one thousand times their price. Just 

like electricity. And just like when our 

money appeared in the banks, one thou-

sand times less than its real value.

The collapse of public administration 

is the closest, in shape and content, to 

our collapse as people. We, in theory, 

resemble the state, i.e. the public sec-

tor, i.e. parties who are not profiting 

from the collapse, whose assets are at 

risk, and whose losses (and not gains) 

COLLAPSE



A COLLAPSING LEXICON

46

have been multiplied by one thousand. 

In practice, however, the gang is smiling 

at every crossroad. The ruling gang has 

planted a “black market” in every sector, 

to dominate it and profit from it –it’s a 

gang that prospers with every crisis. 

Tools that guarantee control and the 

maintenance of “power.” Thus: no pass-

ports (but an appointment is possible if 

you know so-and-so or pay in dollars), 

no civil registry documents (unless you 

pay ten times the price and get them 

outside the official building), no gaso-

line in employees’ cars (but at least one 

sectarian party secures several gallons 

of fuel per month for its followers). As 

is the case with the rest of society, the 

“black market” is not “everyone” and 

does not serve “everyone.” It will not act 

as a state even if it controls it. Ergo no 

heating in schools, no teachers in public 

schools, no gasoline for students’ buses. 

There are no solutions for all that. How 

did people like us in the public sector 

adapt to all this? With shock, then still-

ness, then with demand strikes, and ra-

tioning: You get a passport appointment 

albeit after a year, public departments 

work one day a week, and the civil reg-

istry has a god who protects it. 

The engineers of the collapse, i.e. those 

who wield power, capital, and decisions, 

i.e. the members of the ruling gang since 

the 1980s collapse, did not experience 

the previous years as a collapse, but as a 

restructuring and redistribution of quo-

tas, the reallocation of private money in 

public spaces, and the repricing of every-

thing without the subsidies that the state 

provides to protect the purchasing pow-

er of people to access everything… Addi-

tional financial engineering, not funded 

by Paris I, II, II and IV7... but by the earn-

ings of people during the “paradise of the 

LBP 1,500 exchange rate,” when the gang 

took advantage of popular obedience to 

reap the money from donor summits. 

We are still in the midst of the collapse, 

7 Paris I-IV, summits held in Paris to secure 
international aid for Lebanon.
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of course, adapting to its developments 

more and more, while hoping for change 

less and less… This current reality is not 

temporary, but consecutive steps in the 

path of collapse. We follow the path but 

have no say in it. We fall apart economi-

cally, administratively, and psychological-

ly, while the engineers of the collapse do 

not crumble, neither psychologically, nor 

partisanly, nor economically.

To summarize this unhappy sequence 

of thoughts, which has caused its writ-

er even more ache, we can propose a 

definition of the word “collapse”, that is 

double-faced just like a theater mask, 

offering a tragic face to its recipients 

and another smiling one to its engi-

neers. We lived and are living the “col-

lapse,” while its engineers are experi-

encing another word, which could be 

“organized robbery,”, or “reallocation,” 

or “modernization to keep up with the 

times,” or perhaps the “phoenix”… that 

bird that burns and then rises brilliantly 

from its ashes.

Sad how this bird has been humiliat-

ed. It is the child of a legend that talks 

about the hope of a beautiful rebirth, 

amid tremendous difficulty, tragedy, 

and self-sacrifice. Our ruling gang, how-

ever, has turned it into a dish on its din-

ing room table, the “grilled phoenix,” a 

“combo” with fries and a coke. As soon 

as it rises from its ashes, it is surprised 

by the mouth of a ruler getting ready to 

bite its head off. 

COLLAPSE
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Viviane Akiki

DEPOSITORS

Basics
We must start off with basic principles:

First, capitalism in theory, is based on 

the principle of non-intervention in or-

der to preserve “fair competition.” In 

other words, if an investment fails, it 

drops out of the market and the state 

does not intervene to bail it out.

Second, society is composed of differ-

ent classes and categories that are in-

evitably unequal. Therefore, each class 

or category will have interests that 

may conflict with the interests of one 

group and coincide with the interests 

of another.

Third, policies adopted during moments 

of crisis cannot serve the interests of 

society as a whole. Determining policies 

is subject to a balance of power. The 

more unbalanced policies are, the more 

violent they are toward weaker groups; 

and the more balanced, the more mod-

erate the policies.

Fourth, public interest conflicts with 

unconditional interest. Public interest 

is the interest of the majority, and yet 

cannot satisfy everyone or secure their 

unconditional interests.

Community of depositors
“Depositor(s)” has perhaps been the 

term most often used since the start 

of the crisis in Lebanon until now. This 

is understandable, seeing that the bank-

ing sector was four times larger than 

the size of the economy before it went 

bankrupt, and the nature of the local 

economy made it so that the largest 

percentage of investments in banks 

came in the form of deposits.

Nevertheless, one should not reduce 

the crisis to banks and their depositors, 

particularly since the repercussions of 

the collapse affected several different 

segments of society. The hardest hit 

are people who never had bank ac-

counts in the first place, more than half 
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of the Lebanese population, as well as 

future generations who will pay now 

and for years to come for choices they 

did not make.

In fact, according to 2018 World Bank 

figures, only 45% of adults in Lebanon 

have bank accounts; 62% of which are 

accounts for domiciled salaries with 

a value of no more than $3,000, ac-

cording to early 2020 Banking Control 

Commission figures. Moreover only 1% 

of accounts exceed $1 million, 37% of of 

which have deposits ranging between 

$3,000 and $1 million. If we exclude 

domiciliation accounts, which constitute 

28% of adults, depositors (i.e. those with 

$3,000 or more) make up 17.5% of all 

adults–while those who have $1 million 

or more do not exceed 0.5% of all adults. 

Therefore, when we talk about depos-

itors, we are in fact discussing a small 

percentage of society, and when we lim-

it the crisis and its solution to the bank-

ing sector, we are effectively ignoring 

83% of society. 

Application of basic principles
A populist narrative prevails over pop-

ular discourse that absolves banks of 

their responsibility towards their cus-

tomers, and calls for  society as a whole 

to pay the price.

All that is being said is that banks squan-

dered depositors’ money and deposi-

tors should claim their rights from bank 

owners and directors, from bank own-

ers’ and directors’ personal accounts 

and properties, and from banks’ assets.  

In response, people accuse the banks of 

lending the money to the State and to 

the Central Bank, therefore it is up to 

the state to pay it back. However, if we 

apply the basic principles mentioned at 

the beginning, these claims can easily 

be refuted.

First, if someone decides to invest their 

money in a project that ends up failing, 

according to capitalist logic, they exit the 

market and the state does not intervene 

at all to bail them out. In this context, 
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Lebanese banks are no exception. They 

decided to lend money to the state and 

the Central Bank, and they risked their 

investments hoping for high-interest re-

turns, at the expense of the depositors’ 

money, which they squandered.

Second, the state is a cumulation of its 

taxpayers, the rich and the poor, the old 

and the young, men and women, citizens 

of the country and foreign residents. 

Therefore, policies adopted in the pur-

suit of “public interest” should not bur-

den all segments of society and absolve 

banks of obligation. Furthermore, since 

1993, the state, i.e. taxpayers, have paid 

approximately $82 billion in interest to 

banks and their major depositors in re-

turn for public debts borrowed by the 

government. They paid this price in re-

turn for the right to access and benefit 

from public services such as electricity, 

free medical care and others, which the 

state was unable to secure, because the 

interest of public debt accounted for 

approximately half of state revenues.

Third, significant sums of money were 

extracted from society as a whole and 

transferred to banks and their large 

depositors through a debt mechanism, 

some of which were government offi-

cials, prominent sectarian leaders or 

capitalists associated with these enti-

ties. Of course, not all depositors ben-

efited equally, some had no choice but 

to place their money in banks. But in 

all cases, depositors have the right to 

demand their money back from banks, 

which have been trying to evade their 

responsibility towards them. Indeed, 

society cannot compensate depositors 

for the money that banks transferred 

to their owners, directors, and large de-

positors through the debt mechanism, 

instead of compensating depositors 

from their own properties and assets, 

as stipulated by existing laws.

Fourth, there is evidently no public in-

terest in making all of society and fu-

ture generations pay for choices they 

did not make and did not benefit from. 



A COLLAPSING LEXICON

54

There is no public interest in nationaliz-

ing banks or having the state bear the 

cost of accumulated losses from public 

funds. There are those who have ben-

efited by stripping society of its wealth 

and resources. If the depositor commu-

nity does not join forces with the rest 

of society to recover this wealth from 

those who stole it, the result will be 

more haircuts on smaller depositors, 

and more misery, poverty, and emigra-

tion for society as a whole.
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 Hassan AlSahily

FUTURE

Everything was possible. What was im-

possible weeks ago had become evident-

ly possible. And our distant salvation was 

now clearly visible on the horizon. 

We used to feel like we were a group like 

any other. We had an active will and a ca-

pacity to provide security for each oth-

er, whether in public squares, tents, on 

Facebook, or WhatsApp groups.

I know people who took days off from 

work, and who flew in from abroad to 

take part in the uprising. They felt that 

the city that had kicked them out years 

ago was welcoming them back. 

A friend of mine, who had planned to 

move to Germany to pursue her stud-

ies,  for example, decided, to cancel her 

trip and stay in Lebanon when the pro-

tests started. 

It was possible to ignore one dream for 

the sake of another. Even though they 

were different. The uprising is a collec-

tive utopian dream, while emigration is 

an individual pursuit. Lebanese people 

today think of the future as individuals 

and of the past as a group.

Except, perhaps, for March 14, 2005, 

when the whole population, with all its 

sects and parties, dreamed of an in-

dependent country, the day the Syrian 

army withdrew to the sound of protests. 

However, it soon became clear that the 

dream was also synonymous with civ-

il war, that there were other Lebanese 

in opposing squares who had their own 

definition of independence.

In the end, the future dream turned into 

an endless series of assassinations and 

explosions that concluded with the semi-

coup of May 7, 2008 which wiped out the 

last trace of independence. 

At some point, during the October 17 up-

risings, we had to step back and ask our-

selves: Which group are we? What kind 

of future do we dream of?
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It was not easy to answer these questions. 

Whereas some people had a clear vision, 

others were more muddled. Within weeks, 

however, the squares that welcomed us 

were slowly emptied of protestors. Then 

came the panic of the collapse/pandemic, 

which was the only possible answer.

Later, with the August 4 explosion, the 

catastrophic future completed its re-

birth, getting rid of any trace of the sin/

hope it had produced a year earlier.  

Dystopia, which we had only come to 

know in sci-fi movies had become our 

inescapable reality.

Before the collapse, we kept saying 

that we lived on borrowed time, be-

cause catastrophe was always looming 

large, and everything could change at 

any moment. These same words were 

repeated over the period of a decade 

and a half of sharp polarization be-

tween the nihilistic future promoted by 

Hezbollah and its allies, and the sectar-

ian neoliberal future endorsed by such 

parties as the Lebanese Forces and the 

Future movement.

Following October 17, when catastrophe 

was once again the only horizon, we spoke 

again of living on borrowed time. 

The future we had weaved for ourselves 

was nothing but an optical illusion, and 

the utopia, which we glimpsed fleetingly 

on the horizon, was in reality a dystopia.

The Arab Spring was another illusion. The 

revolution in Syria turned into mass scale 

war, similar to Libya and Yemen. As for 

Egypt, it morphed into an even more bru-

tal dictatorship than the past. 

Older generations had lived through the 

same thing, big dreams that turned out to 

be nightmares. But would it have changed 

anything had they warned us?

In 1973, my mother went to Moscow 

to study nursing on a scholarship from 

the Committee of Soviet Women, head-

ed at the time by Valentina Tereshkova, 
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the first woman in space. 

The program ended a few months after 

the start of the civil war in Lebanon, 

which many considered an armed revo-

lution. My mother spent two years study-

ing nursing and reading about Karl Marx 

and Lenin. Then, instead of taking advan-

tage of another scholarship to finish her 

medical studies, she decided to return to 

Lebanon. She was overly excited about 

what was going on in the country, de-

spite the pessimistic outlook. In her view, 

it was still revolutionary violence and a 

struggle for change. 

The dream was to build a secular, socialist 

system that was fairer to the lower class-

es, and a Palestinian resistance that was 

capable of confrontation and liberation.

Upon her return, however, she realized 

that there were no more roles for wom-

en to play and had to content herself with 

being a nurse in first aid centers near the 

Green Line. 

A student who was with her on the course 

later told her that Valentina Tereshkova 

inquired why she didn’t stay. We don’t 

know what the student answered, but my 

mother would bring up that detail in the 

story time and again. The famous cos-

monaut must’ve known her if she asked 

about her. My mum was one of the distin-

guished students of her class. 

One year after returning to Lebanon, 

she moved to the village with my father, 

fleeing the war. There, they opened a 

pharmacy, where she worked for several 

years, before closing shop to become a 

full-time housewife. 

Today, my mother never tires of recount-

ing the same story of Tereshkova, who 

asked why she never completed her ed-

ucation. She then curses the foolishness 

of dreams, which materialized into misery.

Sometimes, I try to imagine what could 

have happened if she had stayed there 

and not rushed back. How can dreams 

cost so much? 
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Rima Rantisi

HAIRCUT

On the morning of October 17, 2019, my 

then three-year-old son Leo and I got 

haircuts. He had a break from school. 

It’s a ritual we have: Every few months, 

we head to the narrow streets of Burj 

Hammoud and take turns in Rino’s 

chair. On that day, my hair was chopped 

into short layers with a funky fringe of 

bangs. Rino and I were spitting nails 

about the absurdity of Lebanon’s pol-

iticians in between decisions of bang 

length and blow-dry. We talked about 

the impending doom of the economy, 

but that hair stylists wouldn’t be hit as 

hard because people always need a 

haircut. Leo got a clean fade and asked 

that his bangs not fall too low on his 

forehead anymore. After his haircut, he 

helped sweep away the layers of our 

mixed hair off the floor. Before the eco-

nomic collapse, top Lebanese hairstyl-

ists would take around $80 or $100 per 

cut whereas Rino would charge $33 for 

me and $20 for Leo, and his cuts were 

perfection. As haircuts do, they left us 

feeling new that day. On our way out, 

Rino held out a bejeweled hand full of 

colorful candies for Leo.

•

My mom is a hairdresser, and she’s been 

cutting my hair since I was eleven, which 

means two things: I’ve paid for very few 

haircuts in my lifetime, and I’ve had plen-

ty of experimentation done on me. She 

started working when my little sister 

was finally in school. Having raised my 

two siblings and me, it was time for her 

to get out of the house, to start a career 

for the first time since she moved from 

Lebanon to Illinois in 1978. She started 

working in the early 90s, when the Civil 

War in Lebanon came to an end. I was 

one of her first guinea pigs. I’ve had red, 

orange, and blond-streaked hair. Short 

hair, bobs, shaves, and asymmetrical 

‘dos. There was even one early unfortu-

nate mushroom cut that evoked regular 

dreams of my past long hair. But inevita-

bly, haircuts grow out, and I would start 

over again with a new one. I distinctly 

remember life becoming better after 
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my mom started cutting hair and mak-

ing her own money. She seemed happi-

er – more talkative, more open. As for 

us kids, we too were happier with our 

mom’s new attitude – and we reaped 

the bounty of the extra income. 

•

The economic term “haircut” entered 

our collective consciousness in Leba-

non early into the October 17 Lebanese 

Revolution. I had never heard of it in an 

economic context before, but suddenly 

the word was popping up in interviews 

with economists, analysts, revolution-

aries, and in casual conversation during 

a time where our collective future hung 

on every word, every act. 

We began listening to trustworthy 

economists who explained the different 

mechanics of “debt haircuts,” which ba-

sically meant someone had to pay for all 

the mismanagement of people’s cash 

deposits, and that someone would be 

the depositors who’d kept their dollars 

in the banks. Being a primarily importing 

country with very little local industry, 

Lebanon needs dollars to pay for every-

thing from fuel to medicine to tooth-

paste. At first, the talk was all about 

how haircuts would be given to mil-

lion-dollar accounts, which would have 

been relatively painless for the wider 

economy. Then they said they’d skim 

some cash off deposits over $100,000. 

I didn’t have that kind of money in the 

bank, but my mom did. She had savings 

from the many haircuts she had given 

over the last thirty years. She’d been 

keeping that money in Lebanon for the 

future she imagined she’d have when 

she’d return part-time, to live out some 

of her retirement here and make up for 

all those lost years. 

While debates abounded about how the 

haircuts would be undertaken and who 

would get them, they began to shape 

our lives. Soon, our dollars in the bank 

– kids’ college funds, savings, life insur-

ance plans – were converted into lira 
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(under the codename “lollars”) while 

outside the bank, the money exchang-

ers were controlling the value of the 

currency and hyperinflation had taken 

hold of the economy. We bought meat 

and cheese less often; we drove less, 

dreamt less; family and friends left, un-

able to handle the stress, their years 

of labor down the drain; we sat in the 

dark and the heat more often. Needless 

to say, these haircuts did not make us 

feel new. Instead, they felt like a series 

of hideous haircuts that ended with a 

shave after having painstakingly grown 

out your hair for years.

The irony is that banks are usually the 

ones who take haircuts, not depositors. 

If they feel they may not get the full 

amount from the creditor or borrower, 

they take a percentage of the original 

full value and cut their losses. We slowly 

understood, as we emerged from the 

solitude of the coronavirus lockdown, 

and the lira lost more of its value, that 

the implementation of the Lebanese 

haircut would be multi-pronged and 

insidious. We soon could not withdraw 

any dollars from the banks. Chop. Then 

when we could only withdraw lira, it was 

at a fraction of the market lira to dol-

lar rate. Chop. Then our credit cards 

stopped working. Chop. Checks were 

no longer accepted for deposit. Chop. 

The unofficial exchange rate climbed 

and in tandem our deposited bank/

fake dollars were spit out only in lira, 

costing us double, then triple the offi-

cial amount as the central bank failed to 

change its rate for months. Chop. Then 

the central bank created its own paral-

lel exchange rate called sayrafa to buy 

our real dollars from the banks, which 

was “based on the [black] market rate” 

and to help importers; by this time, our 

money in the bank had devalued by 75%. 

Chop. Devaluation has now surpassed 

95% since the beginning of the collapse. 

Chop. 

So, the conclusion of infamous, endless 

haircut debates – who would pay the 
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price? – was to make all the depositors 

and lira-earning non-depositors pay, 

with the heavier burden on small and 

mid-sized depositors. Since those with 

the multi-million-dollar accounts were 

the members and cronies of the ruling 

elite who were making the decisions, 

everyone would have to pay, not just 

them. So rather than relatively painless 

haircuts for the 6%, everyone else had 

their limbs amputated. Between mul-

tiple exchange rates and the central 

bank’s “creativity,” the strands of losses 

are impossible to ac/count. People like 

my mom and Rino would never recuper-

ate all those haircuts. 

•
I took a selfie of Leo and me on the way 

home from Rino’s that fateful day. I took an-

other selfie five months later, our hair hav-

ing grown out over our ears and eyes. So 

much had irrevocably changed in the spac-

es between revolution and corona and col-

lapse. We wouldn’t know much about what 

the future held, not even how long it would 

be before we would get another haircut, or 

when we would feel new again.
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NGOs

Sarah Kaddoura

A COLLAPSING LEXICON

There are over ten thousand non-govern-

mental organizations (NGOs) registered in 

Lebanon. Relative to the small size of the 

country, the concentration of these orga-

nizations is among the highest in the world. 

NGOs abound in countries where the state 

and the government do not provide ade-

quate services and a decent life for citi-

zens and residents. The prevailing model of 

a functioning state, notably welfare states, 

depends on residents paying their taxes. 

In return the state provides basic services 

such as health, education, transportation, 

and investment in infrastructure, i.e. the 

basic requirements of a decent life.

In Lebanon’s case, taxes are paid in a way 

that punishes the poor and promotes 

rentierism and exploitation. In return, 

inefficient services (if any) are provided 

through a network of corrupt relations, 

while remaining services are privatized. 

In theory, NGOs fill the role of the absent 

state, and draw their funds from dona-

tions of individuals and institutions within 

Lebanon and abroad.

NGOs first emerged in the United States 

of America; they were active in Lebanon 

during the Civil War. Their role centered 

on the distribution of aid and relief, to al-

leviate poverty and the effects of the war. 

Since then, NGOs have proliferated, with 

multiple characteristics: Some are reli-

gious and linked to sectarian institutions, 

while others are established by capitalists, 

companies, and banks to whitewash their 

image (and perhaps launder their money). 

Among them also are “civil” organizations 

that focus on various human rights issues, 

services, or knowledge. There are sever-

al reasons for the multitude of NGOs in 

Lebanon, one of which is how easy it is 

to register a non-governmental organiza-

tion, thanks to an Ottoman law that only 

requires the submission of a “declaration” 

to relevant authorities.

In Lebanon, “NGO” means different things, 

depending on the speaker. If we look at 

articles and investigative reports of plat-

forms such as al-Manar, al-Mayadeen, 

and al-Akhbar, we encounter a negative 
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characterization of NGOs where they 

are pictured as the arm of U.S.-Zionist 

imperialism (some of them actually are). 

According to critics, the hidden agenda 

of NGOs ranges from dismantling the 

family to normalizing “normalization” 

with the occupying state of Israel. At the 

same time, several Christian and Mus-

lim religious parties believe that NGOs 

propagate morals that are foreign to our 

societies, such as gay rights, sexual liber-

ation for women, and basic labor rights 

for migrant workers. For politicians and 

political parties, particularly those that 

incite against Syrian refugees, NGOs 

are a cover for geopolitical elements 

that want Lebanon to fail, by flooding the 

country with refugees and giving them 

enough aid to keep them from returning 

to Syria. However, for a large segment of 

the Lebanese and non-Lebanese society, 

and amid the scarcity of job opportuni-

ties, NGOs are the only spaces in which 

many can find work, even if it’s in fields 

that radically differ from their education-

al backgrounds.

Recently, the word “NGO” has become 

tied to “fresh dollar” salaries. The eco-

nomic collapse has affected all sectors 

except NGOs, which receive their fund-

ing from abroad. NGOs concluded var-

ious agreements with banks allowing 

them to receive their funding in dollars, 

and a large percentage of them was 

therefore able to provide their employ-

ees with salaries that allowed them to 

maintain their lifestyles during the crisis–

or even accumulate some wealth at the 

beginning of it. On the one hand, NGO 

workers were saviors for their families, 

especially those who lost their savings 

or whose pensions lost their value. On 

the other hand, the class rift increased 

between many NGO employees and the 

rest of society. They were the ones who 

could afford to pay unreasonable housing 

rents, and keep up with the rising prices 

of goods, generator subscriptions, medi-

cines, and others. While some anger was 

directed at NGO employees, it was di-

rected, in larger part, at the beneficiaries 

of NGO services (notably refugees, amid 
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alarmism as to the extent they were ben-

efitting from those services).

Today, many young men and women 

dream of working in NGOs and earning 

decent salaries. This same privilege has 

exacerbated exploitation within NGOs. 

A manager can coerce his/her employ-

ees earning their salary in dollars, de-

manding that they work for extended, 

unacceptable hours and fulfill tasks that 

are beyond their job descriptions. Many 

managers, benefitting from the absence 

of state oversight, use illegal employment 

contracts that they do not disclose, avoid 

paying proper taxes or force employees 

to pay them out of their paychecks, re-

sort to arbitrary dismissal policies or la-

bor violations, and pay foreigners higher 

salaries than locals. Despite several at-

tempts, over the years, to unite the ranks 

of NGO workers into syndicates, the crisis 

has strengthened the grip of managers 

over their employees. Some managers re-

duced salaries, citing the exchange rate of 

the dollar, while others embezzled dollars 

and disbursed salaries in Lebanese liras. 

Even others took advantage of the ambig-

uous exchange rate in the black market to 

rake up profits and strike corrupt deals.

Not only do NGOs violate workers’ rights, 

but they also absorb and reorient the rev-

olutionary energy of young men and wom-

en. Much of the criticism leveled at NGOs, 

mostly from the left, focuses on the dan-

ger of transforming revolutionary and 

political issues into mere jobs, and civil 

society in Lebanon is an example of that. 

The absence of job opportunities, the 

deterioration of union work, and the bad 

experience with traditional and alterna-

tive parties have made working in NGOs 

the best option for politically and socially 

active people in Lebanon–an option that 

keeps them away from the profit-driven 

private sector on the one hand, and from 

clientelistic networks on the other. After 

years in these organizations, the issues 

and the energy needed to tackle them 

turn into a career path, often in “unreal” 

work, that does not build professional 
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experience. As a result, people remain 

stuck in the cycle of working for NGOs, 

despite the absence of legal protection, 

stability, and opportunities for develop-

ment and retirement, as most of these 

benefits depend on the priorities of the 

funders. Furthermore, this same funding 

tends to bring certain issues to the fore 

at the expense of others, and to promote 

an “activism” approach that mainly relies 

on advocacy and awareness campaigns.

There are several reasons why civil so-

ciety and alternative platforms are not 

overtly critical of NGOs. First, traditional 

parties and religious actors are so fo-

cused on demonizing NGOs, that many 

of us become reluctant to criticize their 

role —although some organizations fund-

ed by embassies and different countries 

do indeed treat people as sources of 

intelligence or as revolutionary energy 

that can be absorbed. Second, wasta 

(connections) and clientelism extend to 

NGOs and the network of relationships 

within them. Activity circles are very 

tight, which makes it difficult to criticize 

organizations without the criticism be-

coming personal. Third, the complete 

failure of the Lebanese state makes ev-

eryone worry about the possible loss 

of the few services provided by NGOs. 

Fourth, the NGO sector currently offers 

the biggest number of job opportunities, 

not only for the Lebanese youth, but also 

for refugees who are excluded from the 

labor market.

In short, the spread of NGOs is a symp-

tom of the failure of free markets and 

the state to shield society from poverty, 

and their failure to secure job opportuni-

ties and basic requirements for a decent 

life. It is not a space suited for political 

struggle, and exploitative practices with-

in it must be confronted, not normalized. 

NGO employees do not represent one 

solid social class, despite the “fresh” dol-

lars, because the high cost of living still 

impacts them and their families, and 

their fragile temporary work contracts 

leave them open to the winds of change.
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Masad Asaad

PANIC

Around 2010, I was watching Michael 

Haneke’s film Caché (Hidden) at the 

French Cultural Center in Damascus. 

In one scene, Majeed, the son of Algeri-

ans killed in the 1961 Seine massacre in 

Paris, stands before George, the son of 

bourgeois PaArisian parents, who pre-

vented his family from adopting Majeed 

when they were younger. In a sudden 

shocking move, typical of Haneke, Majeed 

takes a knife out of his pocket, raises it 

to his neck, and slits his throat in front of 

George. His blood forms a trickle of blood 

on the wall, an image which Haneke uses 

for the movie poster.

What mattered most back then was the 

reaction in the small theater room that had 

no more than fifty people in attendance. I 

remember a woman sitting in front of me 

in the theater standing up and screaming, 

and I remember feeling more empathetic 

to her reaction than shocked by the vio-

lent scene. She eventually calmed down 

after a young man sitting next to her con-

soled her by patting her shoulder.

Panic did not have the general social 

meaning back then that it has today. I re-

member that same year, returning home 

from a late-night screening at the Canadi-

an Cinema, I was walking down one of the 

old Damascus alleys I knew by heart when 

a security officer in civilian attire stopped 

me and asked me where I was headed 

and where I had come from. I simply an-

swered, “I was at the cinema.” He sur-

prised me with a strange laugh and asked, 

“Who goes to the cinema at this time of 

night?” and he let me carry on on my way. 

Fear had no place in my heart in those 

days. There was only empathy for the ter-

rified girl and the security officer standing 

outside in the cold dark night on the look 

out for some invisible threat. But things 

changed after the 2011 events in Syria, 

and I no longer know if the fear barrier 

was broken —as they say— or cemented in 

our hearts forever!

In early March 2020, the trustworthy 

Lebanese Minister of Health came out 
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and told us: “There is no need to panic.” 

His words circulated on the streets of 

Beirut following the first recorded Coro-

navirus cases in Lebanon at the time.  

Perhaps the collapse of the Lebanese 

economy, as well as the absence of func-

tional state structures capable of keep-

ing up with the world, and the lack of un-

derstanding Lebanese society (which led 

to the October 17 uprising) were greater 

reasons for the needless panic–accord-

ing to the brilliant minister–, or perhaps 

it was a myriad of other reasons that lead 

the Lebanese to repeat this word more 

than anyone else.

I have been suffering from chronic panic 

attacks for years, especially in my vol-

untary/enforced prison that was Beirut. 

However, when I heard people talking 

about panic, I went down into the empty 

streets at night and walked through them 

panic-free for the first time in ages. I felt 

that the whole city was panicking with 

me, like me, and that inspired tremen-

dous empathy in me.

Panic is not new to Lebanon and is not 

a result of the collapse. Rather, it was 

always present, but not defined in the 

same way. It was “hidden” and perhaps 

a cause for mockery among some. “I am 

panicking” or “I am having a ‘panic attack’” 

were not phrases that resonated until His 

Excellency graced us with his now-im-

mortal words.

I was depressed before the revolutions 

and wars failed. I lived in quarantine be-

fore Coronavirus. News of wars do not 

cause my panic as much as an unexpect-

ed doorbell or a call from an unknown 

number. I do not fear famine or poverty 

as much as I fear the loss of my Beirut 

friends and its many passers-by.

The collapse is when panic attacks turn 

into an addiction as time goes by. When 

sweating, sudden shivers, and palpitations 

get worse by the day. So much so that we 

now feel alienated without them in this 

city that resembles no other –this bright 

capital of the glorious East that has be-
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come a large village left without a heart, 

without a soul, without light, and without 

heritage, with nothing but some well-de-

served and yet unsolicited sympathy,.

Is it hard to write about panic while one is 

in its grips? Perhaps. But it’s even hard-

er to write about panic when one is calm. 

Words seem more sincere and more poi-

gnant when written with trembling hands 

and a pounding heart. Therefore, if we 

were to define “panic disorder” as it is sci-

entifically known, then perhaps we ought 

to define empathy. The most beautiful 

thing about Beirut, despite its cruelty, is 

its abundance of empathy. It is the city of 

absolute extremes.

I was about 500 meters away from the 

August 4 explosion, in a building overlook-

ing the port on the fifth floor. I was thrown 

five meters back and sustained light in-

juries to my face and back. I immediate-

ly left the destroyed house with a friend 

who had suffered serious head wounds. 

I took off my bloodstained shirt, tied it 

around her head, and walked bare-chest-

ed to al-Roum Hospital. There was blood 

everywhere. Cars were lining up to treat 

the injured. More blood, among amputat-

ed organs scattered around. There was 

one lone and confused municipal police 

officer, standing in the middle of an unruly 

and raging crowd who were screaming at 

him. It was complete chaos. No one un-

derstood anyone. In that moment, I felt a 

sense of belonging to and familiarity with 

Beirut. There it was, unfortunately, in its 

true form as I had imagined it: Blood ev-

erywhere, chaos and confusion.

This state of affairs is perhaps defined in 

terms of contrast: For every moment of 

panic in Beirut, there is a moment of inti-

macy created by loved ones, friends, and 

the kindness of strangers, and they are 

many! And how great is our panic and sad-

ness for a future that simple health symp-

toms of regular “panic disorder” cannot 

absorb or contain.  
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Sara Mourad

SILOS

I had never noticed the 50-year-old 

tall, white grain silos that stood by the 

sea before August 4, 2020, that is, be-

fore their partial destruction in a mas-

sive explosion at the Beirut port. What 

this means is that I had probably seen 

them so many times that they grad-

ually receded from view, becoming a 

nondescript part of a mundane seaside 

landscape of warehouses, cranes, and 

colorful metallic cargo containers.

 

The silos stood 85 meters away from 

the epicenter of the blast that killed 

more than 200 people, injured over 

6,000 others, and devastated entire 

neighborhoods. Today, their remaining, 

half-standing parts are the only thing 

I see, having trained my eye to look for 

them whenever I cross the coastal high-

way overlooking the port. The silos, we 

were told, had absorbed much of the 

explosion’s impact, sparing the west-

ern part of the city significant damage. I 

have no way of telling if they spared me 

any wounds or cuts on that day.

In the months that followed I binge-

watched videos of the explosion, ob-

sessively studying the shape, color, 

movement, and sequence of the fire 

and the clouds of smoke on my phone 

screen. Then, and for a long time, I was 

unable to look at the footage. The ex-

plosion and its moving image have a 

visceral effect. I turn my head, scroll 

down, and look away.

 

The gutted silos are a different story. I 

look at them as one looks at a work of 

art, a still life painting. Depending on 

your vantage point, the cement may 

contrast with the blueness of the sky 

and sea or else it blends into the ur-

ban background of concrete. Under a 

certain light, the columns remind me 

of the Roman temple of Baalbek. They 

look like ruins not of an ancient past but 

of a disappearing present. I can’t zoom 

in on their details through the window 

screen of a fast moving car, yet my gaze 

remains fixed on them until they fade 

from view.
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Catastrophic events create new lines 

of sight. They transform our field of vi-

sion. Invisible objects suddenly appear, 

as window panes now do whenever I be-

come conscious of standing near them, 

their sight summoning bloody images of 

skin shredded by shards of exploding 

glass. Or else they appear as silos do, as 

makeshift monuments for the undead.

 

Standing in for what remains, they are 

the plainly visible evidence of the ex-

plosion’s effect on the city. Their photo-

graphed portraits are the latest addition 

to our national iconography of survival, 

to the visual archive of disaster kitsch. 

In their present, ghostly form, the port 

silos — much like the Holiday Inn, Burj 

al-Murr, and the Egg — appear as pho-

togenic corpses, materializing the city’s 

hauntings and fulfilling our voyeuristic 

attachment to tragedy.

 

But the silos are also the public evi-

dence of a crime that everyone in pow-

er wants buried. They are a reminder 

of a before and after, the colossal proof 

that something — one of the biggest 

non-nuclear explosions in history — has 

indeed happened here. Someone spray 

painted “MY GOVERNMENT DID THIS” 

in large block letters on a roadside ce-

ment barrier facing the port, creating 

a kind of caption to the apocalyptic 

scene of devastation in its background. 

THIS designates a flat landscape of 

scorched metallic ruins where the silos 

immediately stand out as a tall mass of 

destroyed concrete, indexing the mag-

nitude of what happened.

 

With time, what happened was no lon-

ger news. Economic talk replaced explo-

sion talk, and people got too busy calcu-

lating prices, costs, and exchange rates. 

Nothing remained fixed; everything was 

in flux. The silos too were no longer still, 

becoming an almost living creature 

whose tilts signaled imminent collapse. 

The damaged columns had long been 

tipping, their frail structure further 

compromised by fire. Left untended and 
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exposed, their grain stocks had become 

flammable in the summer heat. If the 

silos became the image of disaster, the 

fumes of burning fermenting grains be-

came the stench of its aftermath.

 

On the second anniversary of the blast, 

the collapse of a section of columns 

into particles of dust signaled the inev-

itable erasure that follows in the wake 

of each calamity. For the families of 

those who perish, to forget is to be-

tray. And so they hold on to the silos, 

calling them “The Silent Witness,” and 

they campaign for their preservation 

as a memorial site. If they survive at all 

in our world of continuous political and 

ecological upheaval, the silos will do so 

with great difficulty. Of the original 48, 

only 12 remain standing today.

 

I don’t know whose lives and homes 

were saved by the mass of concrete 

that was built to contain our grain re-

serves. The grains, now forming golden 

dunes at the feet of the silos’ skeletal 

remains, have perished. The carcasses 

of pigeons and rats lie among the debris 

at the devastated pier. For the naked 

eye, such sublime and gruesome details 

are indiscernible. I find them through 

Google searches that yield texts and 

images to feed my visual fixation, my 

craving for graphic descriptions of 

ground zero. To witness catastrophe is 

to experience the thrill and anguish of 

survival. Time chews on memory, so we 

look for matter to remember what we 

have lived through. In staring at the si-

los, I am reminded of my own mortality 

and of my desire to live.

SILOS
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Naim Halawi

SON-IN-LAW

The son-in-law is a backrest* 

Once again, political conditions in Leb-

anon, notably the developments of re-

cent years, led to the emergence of 

a new linguistic term, which joins the 

many coined words and phrases that 

spread widely.

We could probably group these words 

into a list we call “our modern popular 

linguistic heritage” because of its rich-

ness, diversity, and abundance. It is a 

thriving list that never ceases to grow in 

our country. Sometimes, it even witness-

es increased prosperity, like it did during 

the 2019 popular revolution in Lebanon. 

The list will most likely stand the test of 

time, and we will always resort to the 

terms, words, ammunition, and gems it 

carries. It will be passed down through 

time to future generations.

This time, the new term added to the list 

was a “nickname.” A very specific title, 

originally referring to a relative of the 

family known as the “son-in-law.”

This nickname has been politically linked 

to one of Lebanon’s most controversial 

and popular personalities –at least since 

2005 –a man who has so deservedly, 

strongly, uniquely, and exclusively earned 

it, so much so that it has been affixed to 

him alone. We are talking about none oth-

er than Mr. Gebran Bassil, who preoccu-

pies the world and everyone in Lebanon, 

the Levant, the diaspora, and the four 

corners of the globe.

Mr. Bassil had multiple nicknames to be-

gin with. These included complimentary 

titles given to him by his advocates and 

supporters, as well as other spiteful nick-

names bestowed upon him in popular cir-

cles or by his political opponents as well 

as his rivals in other fields. 

Amongst Bassil’s supporters, favorite 

nicknames include “the troublemaker” or 

“the headache” or “the coy one.” Some 

call him “president,” since he is the pres-

ident of the Free Patriotic Movement, 

* Lebanese proverb
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and heads the largest parliamentary bloc 

in the Chamber of Deputies, as well as 

the largest of the allied blocs, and the 

biggest MP cocktail. For his supporters, 

he is also the “president-to-be”, eternally 

suitable for the country, whether now or 

later. Of course we should not forget his 

more natural title of “former minister” 

since he ran three ministries in ten years. 

By the way, he is an expert at everything!

Mr. Bassil’s political opponents and large 

segments of the population who do not 

support him have come up with creative 

nicknames and epithets of different cal-

ibers for him. These mainly centered 

around accusations of corruption, and 

his lack of knowledge and skill in running 

the country. Some went as far as person-

ally slandering him. 

Some of the tamer nicknames we can 

mention here: He is “internationally sanc-

tioned,” “corrupt,” “the minister of dark-

ness,” “the minister of power barges,” 

“the minister of promises,” “they didn’t 

let us,” and “Therese” (from the song 

Go Kiss Therese, which Samir Geagea, 

head of the Lebanese Forces, aimed at 

Bassil in a televised interview). He is also 

the “hela ho,” a nickname derived from a 

lewd chant that protestors sang in the 

first days of the revolution. The chant 

was so often repeated that the nickname 

spread like wildfire across different me-

dia and circles. 

Bassil considered these rash attacks a de-

liberate attempt to tarnish his image and 

reputation, often repeating that they were 

“attempts at character assassination.” 

What’s the story behind the son-in-law 

nickname?

The son-in-law remains the most moder-

ate of Mr. Bassil’s nicknames. It originally 

consisted of two words, to distinguish 

his honorable person from the two oth-

er sons-in-law in the family. He was the 

“pampered son-in-law,” in other words, 

the favorite son-in-law of the General, 
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the head of the family and the father of 

the three brides.

It is said that when former President 

General Michel Aoun married Bassil 

to his daughter Chantal (Aoun at the 

time was heading the Free Patriot-

ic Movement), he discovered his new 

son-in-law’s talents in politics and in 

the partisan and national struggle, re-

spectively. He began to see in Bassil 

the son-in-law who deserved to be the 

real “backrest.” Perhaps the image of 

the popular proverb “one son-in-law 

supports your back, and one son-in-law 

brings a shovel to the grave” applied to 

him. Who knows?

Later days revealed how Bassil indeed 

acquired the traits of a brilliant, skillful 

leader. His star rose in politics and in the 

party, and more light shined on him than 

the other two sons-in-law, leading him to 

where he is now. 

Bassil was the general’s son-in-law who 

gradually took over the reins from his 

father-in-law, and triumphantly entered 

the Lebanese political arena by assuming 

various ministerial and parliamentary po-

sitions. As a result, the “general’s son-in-

law “nickname became widely used on a 

popular level, when discussing Bassil, his 

actions, and his achievements, whether 

in salons, on social media, or in the writ-

ings of analysts and observers, and even 

by his fellow politicians, especially when 

they were being critical of both the gen-

eral and his son-in-law. In this way, they 

were killing two birds with one stone, as if 

someone were saying: The apple doesn’t 

fall far from the tree.

In short, with time, the General ascend-

ed to the presidency, distancing himself, 

at least in theory, from the daily running 

of the Free Patriotic Movement and its 

affairs. At that stage, when Gebran was 

left alone to deal with party matters, and 

when he was accused of being the shad-

ow president and the ultimate authority 

in Baabda Palace, the nicknames “pam-
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pered son-in-law” or “the general’s son-

in-law” where shortened to one single 

epithet: the son-in-law.

This nickname had multiple uses, espe-

cially when critiques were harsh. It was 

an easy way to denote Mr. Bassil, for ex-

ample, without running the risk of legal 

prosecution for defamation, libel, or slan-

der. So they would write that the son-in-

law stole this, the son-in-law squandered 

that, or the faulty dam is due to the son-

in-law, etc… The same applied to people 

tweeting and posting on social media.

In conclusion, this nickname will stick, 

and will never leave the son-in-law, the 

backrest, the source of aggravation, 

unless another higher caliber nick-

name comes along to displace it, such 

as “the first Lebanese” or more, only 

God knows.
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Chrystèle Khodr

SUBSCRIPTION

I am trying to recall the first time I heard 
the word “subscription” but I can’t. All 
I remember is that I grew up with the 
word “electrical knife switch” and the ex-
pression “the circuit-breaker cut.” I also 
remember months of electrical outages, 
and the adults around me devising various 
tricks to watch television, to chase away 
mosquitoes, and to keep the fridge cold. I 
remember that sfouf dipped in molasses 
were our favorite pastries, and I just re-
cently realized why: They lacked any fresh 
ingredients that required refrigeration, or 
in modern parlance, they were vegan and 
eco-friendly. 

A more vivid memory though, is the first 
time electricity resumed after a long out-
age. I was seven years old, in the dark fall 
of 1990, and I was on a swing, on the roof 
of my grandfather’s house, which over-
looked one of the old neighborhoods of 
Antelias. Suddenly, without warning, the 
lights came on and lit up the great shrine 
to the Virgin which occupied–and still 
does–the center of the roof. Everyone 
inside cheered. Their shouts mixed with 

the happy cries of the neighbors. Outside, 
the Virgin did not cry out, did not rejoice, 
did not triumph. She stood still, arms wide 
open as if to say “it is out of our hands.” 
Indeed, the light that came on was not 
powered by state electricity but by a gen-
erator subscription.

According to the dictionary, a subscrip-
tion is a specific amount of money paid at 
agreed intervals, for a certain period of 
time, to get something in a regular or pe-
riodic manner. The dictionary offers the 
following example: “Newspaper subscrip-
tion: Subscribing to a newspaper, paying 
in advance to ensure its regular delivery.”

In this definition, “a certain period of time” 
caught my attention. Did the dictionary 
mean that this period could exceed thirty 
years? Perhaps, since the example given 
after the definition is that of a newspaper. 
And in our surroundings there are un-
doubtedly those who have been reading 
the same newspaper for over thirty years 
–hoping for good news– and who have 
paid in advance to receive it regularly. 
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Here, I can only congratulate the owners 
of the generators, and particularly those 
who categorically refuse to install electri-
cal meters for their esteemed subscrib-
ers. I congratulate them because they 
have restored the true meaning of the 
word subscription, i.e. “pay in advance to 
receive regularly.”

We should also congratulate ourselves, 
we, for whom the word “subscription” has 

become, in our collective consciousness 
and our popular language, an antonym 
of the word “state,” after we deleted the 
word “electricity”:

State electricity ≠ Subscription electricity

For what is a revolution, if not recapturing 
the meaning of words?

Cheers to us!





Dear Generator Service Subscribers

On light of the current crisis and shortage of fuel in the 
market despite our purchasing it at high prices.
We will take the following decision:
- Beginning with gradual rationing which will begin by turning off 

the generator from 1 am until 6 am as of Saturday 13/6/2020
- In case of the unavailability of fuel in the coming week we will have to resort 

to further rationing which will either increase or decrease depending on the 
situation. We are sorry for the circumstances that have led to these measures.

In hopes that the esteemed subscribers will appreciate our difficult situation
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SUBSIDIES / SUPPORT

Serge Harfouche

Important warning and disclaimer:

Everything I am about to say stems from 

my own recollections.

This means it will be full of faults, confusion, 

metaphors, projections, emotional trans-

fers, and anything else that results from re-

writing history from a very personal lens…

However, to show my good intentions, I sug-

gest that the readers and I agree on the 

following:

I pledge not to lie even if all that follows de-

rives from a personal perspective, and as 

such, is not completely identical to what we 

know as the truth. I promise to be honest. 

Honesty in itself is a good intention and is 

based on what I know so far, i.e. my account 

could also be subject to correction, modi-

fication, and development. Truth will never 

be absolute, and reality will always reflect 

different points of view. But presenting re-

ality clearly, without a stiff language, may 

help us reach a balance between what ex-

ists and what we hope may exist…

In exchange, as readers, you undertake the 

responsibility of verifying information, num-

bers and facts, should they pop up. In other 

words, what follows is an emotional/re-

search product that requires a collective, 

collaborative effort, if I may say so myself...

Step one, word inventory:

Subsidy/Support/Backing1

Backed

Subsidized

Did you get any support?

Are you getting support?

Back-up required on the Ring!

Support no longer needed at Palma!

Subsidizing basic goods

Subsidizing fuel

Economic subsidies

Supporting low-income families

He has backing and is thriving

A kafta sandwich with extra toppings

A jumbo falafel sandwich

In Tebbaneh, the building structures are 

crumbling

OK, let’s support each other

1 Daam in Arabic can be used as  
   a synonym of all these words
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Step two, details and specifics:

Economic collapse and what not —turns 

out the country is bankrupt.

The lifting of subsidies on commodities 

is necessary, and a commodity is an item 

that is bought and/or sold. It’s a term of-

ten linked to royalty and ownership, to 

one of its components, and linked to pro-

duction and consequently with tools of 

production (wink wink).

There was a big fuss about what should 

still be subsidized at the time, and what 

should be “liberated” from subsidies. Two 

commodities were an important topic of 

discussion: Gasoline and sanitary pads. 

Of course, authorities did not give the 

two issues the same attention, which is 

expected because they prioritize their 

own interests. Those interests are then 

ideologized and sectarianized to build 

an identity, which in turn is created to 

secure those same interests. The inter-

est is to take advantage of any circum-

stance, whatever it may be, to make (a lot 

of) money, always.

Authorities will subsidize the import of 

cashew nuts and leave us sick with wor-

ry about gasoline, but forget that half 

the country is bleeding, literally, once 

a month, with blood up to their knees… 

They forget or they ignore, whatever it 

is, it’s not a priority. Let women figure 

it out. If she has money, it won’t affect 

her much. After all these are goods, and 

goods are bought with money. 

But in Lebanon, many people have no 

money, many women have no money. 

There are foreign migrant worker wom-

en who don’t have money and don’t have 

their passports, there are refugees who 

don’t have money and don’t have a pass-

port, or a house. The list keeps growing, 

branches out and gets more complicat-

ed the further we move down the food 

chain, and submerge ourselves in the re-

ality of marginalized groups. We discover 

it’s all a question of subsidies!

People pay taxes, the state subsidizes 

goods, prices are reduced, and people 
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don’t get fucked over, right? Isn’t this 

the contract between the state and us? 

How come the state’s priorities —no, the 

priorities of the authorities controlling 

the state, are so different from the pri-

orities of its people, who are in principle 

the responsibility of the state that these 

authorities run?

This is why we need statistics, numbers, 

figures, to identify the extent of the dam-

age and to find a way of containing it.

What is important:

Supporting public interest 

To protect public commons

Subsidizing food, not just the shit of im-

porters and monopolists who either fuck 

the market and make gigantic profits, or 

benefit from subsidies, and make gigan-

tic sums of money, and in either case, 

people get fucked. 

Subsidizing food production

Create small support networks that are 

collective, lightweight and composed of 

dynamic people, girls and boys in their 

twenties, who are angry and reject hu-

miliation, emigration, and refuse equat-

ing the struggle with either travel or gun-

powder (as El Rass2 says).

Step three, manifesto:

The world we knew is gone. Over. Done 

with. Dead.

We have entered the time of monsters, 

as Gramsci says.

We have one of two solutions: Either we 

all die, by drowning and/or by burning 

and/or of thirst and/or of hunger (and 

leave Jeff Bezos and Elon Musk to die 

alone in space), or we take the brave 

conscious decision to change everything!

Starting with our own internal space, 

starting with our personal relation-

ships. Let all our relationships become 

personal and all our spaces safe, so 

that the daam (support) recovers 

throughcollective effort its original 

meanings, empowerment, protecting 

2 El Rass is a Lebanese Rapper



A COLLAPSING LEXICON

110

victims, protecting the environment, 

protecting diversity, access to land, 

knowledge and love. Cultivating the 

ways in which we defend ourselves 

and our environment. Getting rid of the 

commodification of food and housing. 

Love, food, water, justice for all.

 

Land for those who till it. 
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VICTORY

Fawzi Zabyan

Victory as an Echo of Defeat
Despite gelatinous and ambiguous ori-

gins, words have a lineage. It is insulting, 

to an extent, to turn a word into mere 

speechifying, the way the word “victo-

ry,” for example, is used by Hezbollah 

and its Secretary General in particu-

lar… Perhaps it’s the predicament of 

heroism. “Victory” in this case ceases 

to be a mere word and becomes the 

glue that holds the speech together 

every time. In this context, “victory” of-

ten takes on the features of the per-

son saying it, who, in turn, shapes other 

people’s whims and the vocabulary of 

their worldly and post-worldly lives. We 

are therefore confronted with another 

type of lexicon, in which features, tone 

of voice, and virile performance are a 

prominent part of the vocabulary.

Because of their long history, words 

often do not respond to our expec-

tations. Our relationship with texts is 

fraught with confusion, obscurity, and 

ambiguity, and this leads the text to gen-

erate a vast field of semantics. Howev-

er, this semantic diversity is completely 

negated when a word is seized or even 

assassinated, as with the word “victory” 

in the reality of Lebanon’s “resistance.” 

Everything in Lebanon resembles de-

feat, humiliation, and fracture. Despite 

this, the word “victory” keeps circulat-

ing among Hezbollah’s people, like an 

echo of defeat.

Someone once said that poems do not 

charm those who write them but those 

who need them. In this context, what 

applies to poems applies to oratory 

speeches as well. 

Oratory discourse does not draw its 

strength merely from the lexical se-

mantics of the word, nor from the 

word’s historical meaning, rather it 

derives its strength, to a great extent, 

from the orator’s performance. As 

Saint Augustine says: ‘Some words 

have one task, and that is to address 

sight and nothing but sight!’
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The word “victory” in Hezbollah’s lexicon 

is a visual occurrence par excellence, and 

perhaps this visual dimension was most 

prominently manifested in the sermon 

glorifying the aftermath of the events of 

May 7, 2008.

The word, any word, may surprise a per-

son receiving it with a meaning that is not 

completely consistent with its historical 

narrative. It may also be combined with 

a semantic field that does not conform 

to its lexical signifier. But to contradict, 

in all aspects, everything that relates to 

the word’s truth is treason, betrayal and 

humiliation even. 

Words are very arrogant, because they 

are aware we can not operate in the 

world without them. Sometimes you see 

them hiding what they want to say, and at 

other times, they are so frank and clear 

that they are crude. But often, you find 

words in shades of grey. Words are like 

birds soaring confidently, but this confi-

dence soon disappears as this word or 

that turns into prey and falls into a vicious 

trap, so that uttering it evokes all that 

contradicts its accumulated meaning. 

And using a word in a way that is at odds 

with its meaning transforms that word 

into a mere sound, a sound that springs 

from lips, a sound that is more akin to a 

mutter, a stammer, or a snarl. That is the 

case of “victory,” which is orphaned from 

any lexical root in Hezbollah’s usage of it, 

if you consider the miserable reality of 

Lebanon since these “victories” began 

accumulating in our daily lives. 

Yes, the word “victory” here has been 

degraded to just a sound, a noise, an 

absurdity like the sound of wind howling 

over a dark forest… It is Lebanon, in the 

age of victories! This is not very surpris-

ing. History often provides us with pul-

pits, where the farce of tampering with 

words plays out, instead of bowing hum-

bly to their greatness. 

I doubt that the word “victory” would 

smile upon all the forms of poverty and 
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destitution that plague the daily lives of 

the “victorious” in Lebanon. I do not be-

lieve that this time-honored word has 

anything to do with the absence of social 

safety in any society. Needless to say, this 

indecisive word does not care for a ge-

ography troubled by the collapse of the 

educational, judicial, health, and admin-

istrative institutions on top of our heads, 

just as “victory” does not bloom on a soil 

fed with wastewater, stagnant sewage 

channels, and polluted rivers.

The French philosopher Roland Barthes 

advises us to imagine a linguistic science 

whose task is not limited to studying the 

origin of words and their derivations, or 

how they spread and their different sig-

nifiers through historical periods, rather 

focusing on their radical usages with a 

strict ideological bent, leading to their 

coagulation. It’s as if Barthes invites us 

to retrace the word “victory” in Lebanon, 

where its use not only tricks the ears but 

the eyes and sight as well. Hezbollah’s 

use of this poor word is tantamount to 

structuring the entire Lebanese scene to 

suit the party’s creed. Its use aims to re-

arrange reality by effectively obscuring 

it, as contrasted with the meatiness of 

the word “victory” when it springs from 

the lips of the “sayyed of the resistance.”

Voltaire argued that it is necessary to 

prefer the reality of things over the 

pointless eloquence of language, while 

Greek sages warned rhetoricians against 

foolishly obscuring real facts under Her-

mes’s cap, because that would be an in-

sult to the Logos… As for Hermes’s cap, 

it granted its wearer invisibility (pardon 

this digression to Greece that could not 

be avoided).

There is a group in Lebanon who wants 

to put Hermes’s cap over reality, while 

they bask in the shade of the continu-

ously repeated word “victory,” and then 

amid an imaginary reality buttressed by 

a set of words, topped by the one that 

is the subject of this text. However, as 

history shows us, reality is always more 
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abundant than clamorous speeches. 

Lebanon is a defeated country, and this 

defeat has even affected the word “victo-

ry,” which drags its tail in shame, because 

of the disrespect and humiliation these 

speeches inflict on it. 

This hollow intertextuality between de-

sire and imagined reality only insults 

words, via the arbitrary references that 

tighten the structure of partisan ideol-

ogy, where the recipient is but a mere 

customer in a huge supermarket of reso-

nant words. Back to Roland Barthes: the 

pleasure of the body cannot be reduced 

to pure physiology, since the urgency of 

words over minds and feelings also gen-

erates pleasure–and here we recall the 

ecstatic features and raised fists every 

time the word “victory” reverberates at 

pulpits or on television screens.

Who said that the truth of a speech lies 

only in the words of that speech? The 

speech often echoes the whims and de-

sires of a way of existing in the world... 

But the fact remains that the world 

is not replete with the illusion of vic-

tories, but with the reality of defeat, 

which reinforces the defeat of the 

word “victory” in the discourse of the 

so-called resistance.

The victory that is the subject of Hezbol-

lah’s pulpits and its Secretary General 

has led the Lebanese people to raise a 

white flag in surrender even over cem-

eteries. This surrender reached its apo-

gee, as we submitted to the motorcades 

bellowing “Shia… Shia,” which saw in the 

constellation of Lebanese people, at least 

in the early beginnings of October 17, en-

emies of the “resistance.”

The party’s record of “victories” attests 

to the fact that it serves a criminal re-

gime. And the viciousness with which it 

faced down the Lebanese people’s de-

sire for change is nothing but further 

proof that that regime’s rightful place is 

within the pages of Hezbollah’s register.  

Out of sympathy for the humiliations and 
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deprivations suffered by the Lebanese 

people, it must be said that the Lebanese 

are subject to a different kind of occupa-

tion, in the form of not only the regime’s 

total control over the administration of 

their lives, but the destruction of their 

lives, and all of this with full support—in 

act and speech—from the party of all 

these “victories.”

Yes, they have defeated us, and our lives 

today spent monitoring news of the ex-

change rate, panting after the currency of 

Hezbollah’s “enemies,” and then tracking 

down medicines, the school year, postage 

stamps, a drop of fuel, and a trickle of wa-

ter, are nothing but the embodiment of 

the word “victory” as it is literally deployed 

in the party’s lexicon. The word “victory” 

feeds here on all forms of humiliation and 

indignity, and how could it not, since this 

word in the party’s limited lexicon never 

ceases to tickle the nostalgia of all the 

Lebanese for all sorts of defeat.

VICTORY





VICTORY
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Amal Taleb

1500

One thousand five hundred...

What is one thousand five hundred? 

For many, it is just another number, like 

six hundred and fifty, or thirty-three…

But no… Because, in Lebanon, every-

thing is different, strange, and un-

like anything else, one thousand five 

hundred is not a mere number. It’s a 

phrase that is specific to the Lebanese 

people.

Just like coffee is more than a morning 

drink, it sets the mood of the day to 

come; and just like humor is not a point 

of view, but something that you either 

have or you don’t.

So let’s cut to the chase, and zoom in 

on one thousand five hundred.

First of all, it’s not a thousand and 

five, it’s one thousand five hundred. 

Of course, there’s a big difference 

between five and five hundred in prin-

ciple... That’s if we’re talking in pure 

mathematical terms, not in a pover-

ty-stricken country undergoing an eco-

nomic collapse.

Speaking of numbers, a number alone 

is only a unit of measurement. By itself, 

it defines nothing and requires an addi-

tional descriptor…

In other words, seven apples are nu-

tritional, “seven stones” is a childhood 

game, and both differ from “seven ma-

jor sins and then some”, an Arabic idiom 

that I never understood.

In any case, seven remained seven, but 

the word following it changed.

Would you be surprised if I told you that 

one thousand five hundred is followed 

by “Lebanese pounds”?

Would you be even more surprised if 

I told you that our tendency to abbre-

viate, whether out of habit or to save 

time, turning one thousand five hun-

dred into a thousand and five, is not so 

important a reduction, or so big a loss?

Simply said, in Lebanon the difference 

between five Lebanese pounds, five 

hundred Lebanese pounds, five thou-

sand Lebanese pounds or even five 

hundred thousand Lebanese pounds is 

not so great.
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And now, we move to a Lebanese word 

that is very popular these days: Collapse.

Let me take you back to the origin of the 

number one hundred and five.

Before 2018, from the moment I opened 

my eyes to the world, one US dollar was 

equal to one thousand five hundred Leb-

anese pounds, according to the official 

exchange rate. 

Imagine what bliss we lived in.

A country that does not manufacture 

and does not grow crops, a country that 

functions –if it ever was truly functional– 

on tourism –security conditions allow-

ing–, and on banks that provided secre-

cy, interest, and more offers than shops 

and restaurants. 

In other words, what was offered for $1, 

we bought for LBP 1,500. We calculated 

the price by multiplying by 1.5…A vacation 

priced in dollars, would cost us one and a 

half times in Lebanese pounds.

We lived well, in all honesty, we lived well.

Of course, some people lived longer and 

better than others… but all of us survived.

Before 2019, bank slogans were a source 

of security, the good life, like a treasure 

chest of promises and beautiful futures.

Banks told us, with us you have peace of 

mind, and how can we help you? Banking 

without borders, we are your bank for life…

People didn’t invest their money, and why 

should they?

Money kept in banks yielded high interest 

at low risk. 

So people put their money in banks, lived 

at the 1,500 rate, and went to sleep, confi-

dent their funds were in good hands. 

And on one fateful October day in the year 

two thousand and nineteen, October 17 to 

be exact, an alarm sounded that warned 

people to shake off their blind confidence 

and wake up. The Lebanese pound is not 

fine, as you were led to believe. 

Things deteriorated so quickly that no one 

could comprehend it. No one understood 
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what happened. The US dollar climbed 

from one thousand five hundred to two 

thousand, then three, then ten thousand, 

then twenty, and to forty-one thousand at 

the time of writing… and it’s still going up.

Your money in the bank is no longer 

yours, you need an appointment to with-

draw cash, you need permission, and 

you have to declare what you need your 

money for. You also have to accept the 

circulars issued by the Central Bank and 

its governor, who deserves an award for 

“least popular person in Lebanon.”

“The Grinch” of the holidays, the banks, 

and this phase.

Any study on Lebanon and its current fi-

nancial system will show that promises 

have evaporated, deposits have disap-

peared, that peace of mind is lost, and “for 

life” ended in 2019. 

1,500 is nothing but a memory, talked 

about by those who experienced it.

We remember it, we bemoan it. We think 

that nothing is still priced at LBP 1,500 

except for the salaries of a few Lebanese 

employees, whose bosses are either living 

in a state of denial or a state of greed.

Soon, 1,500 will be nothing more than a 

bad joke that makes no one laugh, a story–

if told to future generations–will be con-

sidered a lie or a fabrication.

They kept telling us that the Lebanese 

pound was fine, until it reached LBP 

41,000… how could any good come of this? 

They also kept repeating that the Leba-

nese pound has a lot to say… To be hon-

est, the Lebanese pound has shut up and 

not uttered a peep… What could it say 

anyway, if it can’t even lift its head and 

buy or offer anything.

Should the Lebanese pound ever speak, 

however, I think it would only utter one 

sentence, a question that every Leba-

nese man and woman asks at least four 

times a day: 

How much is the dollar today?

1500
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