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PREFACE

The Arab Council for the Social Sciences (ACSS) is
pleased to be collaborating with Rusted Radishes: Beirut
Literary and Art Journal on this publication produced
by the ACSS working group on “Ethnography and
Knowledge in the Arab Region.”

ACSS working groups aim at bringing together

Arab scholars from the region and the diaspora,

across generations, disciplines, geographies, and
methodologies to explore themes and topics that open
up new research agendas that help us better understand
the Arab region. The working groups also encourage

the design of innovative and diverse outputs targeting
different audiences within the region and beyond.

The Ethnography and Knowledge Working Group was
launched in 2019, aiming towards understanding
how ethnography can counter dominant regimes of
knowledge about Arab countries and produce a more
nuanced understanding of the Arab region today.

The “Ethnographic Diaries” is a true embodiment of
ACSS’s mission as an institution. This collaborative
work did not only allow the researchers to network
effectively and share academic knowledge, skills, and
experience, but it also encouraged interdisciplinary

INTRODUCTION

The morning of August 4, 2020 started out as another
day in the capital. We were oblivious to the catastrophe
that would come to be.

Within a few months, the reverberations of this
devastating event—coupled with the spread of a global
pandemic, successive lockdowns, and the collapse of

the economy—amplified the overwhelming sense of a
downfall and collapse. The haunting aftermath of Beirut’s
explosion exacerbated people’s embitterment towards
an unbending ruling elite whose only consistency was
the service of their own interest at the expense of the
country. An intense year of hopeful protests instigated by
the October 17 Uprising had amounted to little change.
Most of us were fatigued, some nursing their defeat

and battling numbness, and yet others yearning for the
next moment of protest that would, in the least, sustain
remnants of hope towards change.

As two anthropologists familiar with Lebanon through
our professional and personal lives, we wanted to

create an ethnographic record of the intricacies of the
turbulent times we were living. We wanted to focus

on people “living in” (Moghnieh 2017)* the crisis and
privilege their voices and experiences. But how to
capture extraordinary moments when we are in the eye
of the storm, consumed by fixing facades of broken glass
and managing life with everyday power cuts?

Our project aspired to chronicle the fluctuating textures
of everyday life before our experiences became too
routine to deserve attention, blending into Lebanon’s
sea of troubled normality. In “Ethnographic Diaries,” we
sought to provide a space in which we could share our
individual accounts and process, together, the events
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HNOGRAPHIC DIARIES
CAPTURING THE EVERYDAY IN CRISI

research and built a
community of twelve
writers. The space
thus created proved
to be therapeutic

for those involved, a
space to work on their
writing and reflect during
turbulent and highly
charged times.

This project reflects the
importance of ethnography
in our times as a writing
style and a methodology that
allows us to better analyze the
knowledge transformations and to
foresee a better future, especially during
crisis and uncertainty. The collaboration with Rusted
Radishes provides a link to an audience other than social
scientists. The times we live in require conversations
and debates that break and cross boundaries. We hope
that this publication provides a step in that direction.

Jana Chammaa
Senior Program Officer
Arab Council for the Social Sciences

unraveling around us. We hoped that this exercise would
ultimately construct a broader story that would resonate
collectively as we and others read our diaries; that they
would serve as a point for future contemplation and
comprehension. As researchers who have been using
ethnography within the confines of academic writing,
we were keen, through our collaborative project, to
explore ethnographic writing as a means to transcend
the divide between academic and non-academic forms
of knowledge production, and to tap into ethnography’s
potential for alternative and creative ways of writing. We
are delighted, therefore, that our diaries found a home in
Rusted Radishes: Beirut Literary and Art Journal.

Apart from a few people who knew each other through
their professional circles, the twelve writers had

never met. They were residents of different cities
across Lebanon and comprised ten women and two
men; Lebanese, Syrian, and Egyptian nationals; ages
ranging between early 20s and late 40s. Michelle co-
coordinated the project from the UK, where she was
spared the everyday anguish of living in Beirut but was
still consumed by the concern for it, and supported

the process of writing. Our group wrote and spoke in
Arabic (both standard and colloquial) and English. We
explored how the shift in language opens up at times and
closes at others, also affecting form and tone. As project
coordinators, we were open to interpretation when we
asked our writers to observe and document everyday
life around them. We invited them to be attuned to
space, materialities, emotions, interactions, journeys,
ambivalences, absences, and presences.

The task of writing for a group of strangers was
intimidating at first. The everyday we were hoping to

pin down seemed too broken to simply reconstruct in a
diary. A sense of bewilderment hindered our ability to
make sense of the moment. In the midst of collapse, the
act of writing, even for some of us who wrote for a living,
appeared too challenging. Was writing a privilege? Was it
a luxury that transcended Lebanon’s violent reality and
the hold that its chaos had on our lives? Could we proceed
without guilt over such an indulgence when we were
surrounded by despair and death?

As members of the group read each other’s diaries, our
relationship to writing morphed. We found that writing
allowed us to face our own internal turbulences, to open
up and to find relief in expression. Pascale Ghazaly felt
that “writing is a desperate act and a glorious one at the
same time. It is like when everything blurs out and we
take roughly-made torches to discern where we are.”
Zainab Chamoun realized that “writing is a right, not a
privilege. Whoever you are and no matter what skills you
have, you have the right to put your thoughts into words
and experiment with language. In such turbulent times,
the least we can do is write.” Writing peeled away some
of our inhibitions as we delved into the murky depths

of what it means to live through destruction and what

it takes to reconcile with complex layers of loss and the
estrangement we felt towards our upended social world.
Our writing helped us survive; in a landscape of wounds,
it was a “construction of the soul, so it recovers from its
pains” (Matar 2016).

As we talked about our diary entries in our bimonthly
meetings, we found solace: We were not alone in our
vulnerability. Our stories connected, our observations
aligned, and as our worlds shrank to the confines of
our isolated bedrooms and corners of our living rooms
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during two lockdowns, our introspections resonated.
Through small screens, power cuts, intermittent WiFi
and frozen faces, we found intimacy and friendship. We
expressed frustration and loneliness at our isolation.
We shared anger at our politicians. We lamented the
sudden exodus of people we knew, desperately seeking
safer pastures and a more predictable life outside of
Lebanon. We shared our acquired survival strategies to
secure daily services and discussed how these practices
invoked war-time memories we thought we, and our
parents, had forgotten. We alerted each other to spaces
of beauty, hope, and imagination that chose to persist
in our surroundings in spite of the overbearing sense
of melancholy. And we found humor in the absurdities
of re-learning what we once took for granted: filling the
car with fuel, withdrawing money from the bank, or
expecting an item in a shop to retain its price from one
day to the next. Our individual experiences and affects
began to draw together a collective picture.

The extracts presented in this issue, while they comprise
only a portion of the wealth of entries from our writers,
speak to these themes. Accompanied by a timeline that
contextualizes the events taking place in Lebanon through
the period of the project (November 2020-February 2021),
the diaries, we hope, will shed some light on everyday
experiences in extraordinary times.

Muzna Al-Masri and Michelle Obeid
Coordinators and Editors of “Ethnographic Diaries”
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DEAR REEM,

Greetings from Beirut.

Yes, I finally visited Beirut
again on Thursday. It took

me a lot of time to plan and
negotiate my full-time job and
curfew hours. It was raining
heavily all the way on the
highway. We even had floods
yesterday! Nothing new,
right? Excuse my complaints
so early in the letter, but I'm
challenging the system. I'm
now complaining regularly
because this is what people
normally do in such uncertain
times. Complaining needs to
be normalized again in the
face of toxic positivity.

You left almost three months
ago. You traveled all the way
to London, our spirit city. Like
many young Lebanese, you
chose to leave. How does it
feel starting a new chapter?

You forgot your books in the
backseat of my car. You got
five used books from that
small bookshop we drove to
in the village above Batroun.
Remember how far that

bookshop was? It was during
our last road trip together
before you traveled; and our
last one before the explosion.
The bookshop was the
highlight of our day; but other
than that, everything around
us was uncomfortable. I can
still remember how dim Beirut
was, with its frequent power
cuts, monopoly over fuel and

generators, turned-off traffic
lights, the speeding reckless
cars, and numerous thefts.
Beirut resembled Gotham
City—gloomy, chaotic and
hazardous. We were already
living on the edge of tragedy,
wondering if things could
get any worse. The explosion
answered that question.

Reem, these days, my mother
rushes to the gas station to fill
up all our cars. “I don’t want
you to suffer,” she says. “We
experienced the hardship of
diesel cutoffs during the war; I
don’t want you to live it again.”
Is she being manipulated by
the news, by a government
disseminating false alerts and

claims about our basic needs
being threatened? Maybe she
is, [ don’t know anymore.

We are just desperate to
remember what a decent life
looks like. How did a walk in
Gemmayze used to feel?

The other day, I went
there for a cup of

coffee with Caroline.

I parked my car and
walked. There was

still rubble on the

street. Some buildings
were covered with gigantic
announcements with the
names and logos of the NGOs

. . p

in charge of reconstruction. -

Others were left alone to

collapse—if not today, in a 5w
few months. Everything was ) w

closed, but Sip never shuts
its doors to loyal customers.
We grabbed a latté and a
cappuccino and sat on the
edge by the shop’s front.

I was facing the stairs of
Saint Nicolas. Remember the
Coffee Room? That cozy coffee
shop halfway through the
stairs? It’s not there anymore.
Aaliya’s Books, as well, is not
there anymore. I remember
the last Persian poetry night
we attended there.

Do you think we will ever
enjoy those small moments
or host those kinds of 3
events anytime soon?
Everything sounds luxurious
now. Going out is luxurious.

I lost the ability to imagine a
simple future.

All T know is that the heart
is so heavy, and we are not
ourselves anymore.

Best,

Zainab | December 2,

Adapted from “Case 1” by Charbel Al Khoury
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Like a shadow, this feeling of impending doom
accompanies us. As though everything is in this slow,
incomprehensible process of collapse. But maybe it’s
not so slow. It’s at a strange speed—somewhere between
the steady crumbling of an old house over time, and

the sudden destruction of a building because of an
earthquake. Everything is falling apart, but not too fast
that it takes us by surprise, and not slow enough that we
can do anything about it.

Muzna | November 16, 2020

There is a common phrase reiterated at the end of every
conversation: “It will only get worse from here—l s

% lgias.” This phrase seeps through the cracks. As
fhough everyone, but me, has seen this horror movie
before. They know how it ends while I scream, out loud,
the moment someone tries to open the closed door.

Bottom line: You cannot hide from the crisis.

mber 2, 2020

Watfa | De

.

I was stress-shopping last night, minutes before the 5
p-m. lockdown curfew. Soon after I'd paid for my goods,
my hands, in a swift and clumsy jolt, failed me. I heard
a soft smash and looked down at the carton of eggs on
the ground. I picked them up, one by one. They had all
cracked. Their yolk spilled onto my fingers through the
jagged cracks trailing the circumference of the eggs.

Since August, my brain has felt foggy. My reactions

often feel suspended in slow motion. I looked around
helplessly, and the young man who stocks the shelves at
the grocery shop—the one who often greets my dog by
name every time we walk by—was peering at me. “Quick,
take it home,” he said. “You can salvage the eggs if you
cook them now, haram to throw them away.” I stood there
with the yolks of six eggs dripping down my hand, an
inner conversation simmering: Yes, it is haram to throw
away food, but I cannot walk home like this. Is cooking it
unhygienic? How will I even carry them home?

Amid the looping thoughts, I turned from him, opened
the trash, threw the slimy package in, and walked away,
ashamed to find his eyes again.

Aida | November 16, 2020
o

Today I bumped into a friend. In previous years, I would
see her exercising every single day at the AUB Greenfield,
and always wondered how she had so much free time.
While catching up, I asked how she was managing
without exercise and she said she spent her time
worrying. I told her I did quite a bit of that too. And from
one thing to the next, we began to talk about access to
money in the bank.

She said, “I had to go back to exercising. I couldn’t take it
anymore. All I did before was think of my daughter. She
was a mistake, you know. I had the first two and thought
that was it but then the youngest came along and since
then we have had surprise after surprise with her.” She
no longer knew what to do. She worried because her
daughter, who was graduating from AUB, was applying to
universities abroad.

“What if she gets into an excellent university?” she asked
me. “What do I tell her? Sorry dear I can’t pay for that, I lost
my life’s savings?” At this point in the conversation, she
began to cry softly under her eyeglasses.

“What should I tell her? You can’t continue your studies? or
Your dad and I are too old to emigrate and find a job? If my
husband could work abroad, even part-time, then at
least we would make some fresh dollars. What options
do we have? Ask my sister for money? Ask my sister-in-
law for money to pay for an MA program? Those are not
good options. How would we ever be able to repay them?
We keep saying hamdillah we are better off than others;
but tell me, Livia, how will I face my daughter if she gets
those acceptance letters?”

AT A

Livia | November 13, 2020

A Syrian camp in Tripoli has been burned down to
ashes. What a tragedy. One that announces, loud and
clear, that our lives in Lebanon—whether refugees or
host communities—is cheap. More than 300 refugees
were forced to flee because of a personal clash between
a Syrian and a Lebanese. This is collective punishment;
it is simply incomprehensible that the refugees, the
victims, are being blamed.

Zainab | December 27, 2020
- -_”wr""y 4

I glimpse an odd familiarity through my neighbor’s door.
Hints of daily life suddenly halted; a broken place where
layers of dust and abandonment accumulate. There is

at once a sudden interruption, and an ongoing sense of
continuity. This is how the rest of the city feels. A cafe
closes down on Hamra Street. The chairs and tables

are neatly tidied up inside, as though it is closing for

the night only. But it won’t reopen tomorrow. The dust

@

AR

will accumulate on the chairs. Passers-by will throw
garbage on the terrace. Even garbage ages. Another
shop that sells silver jewelry has now been closed for
several weeks. But I am waiting for it to reopen to try the
earrings in the left corner of the window display.

2020

Muzna | November 8, 2020

I read somewhere that the price of 20 liters of gasoline,
which is currently around 25,000 LBP, will increase to
70,000 LBP. This means that if I want to go to the South
to see my parents, as I usually do every weekend, I will
have to pay around 300,000 LBP per month for gas,
excluding my daily trips to work or anywhere else. The
circulated numbers must be less than what the actual
cost is going to be, no? This calls for a feasibility study—
but I am going to put it off until the inevitable hits.

While writing this, I received a text message from
Lebanon Taxi reassuring us, the customers, that
“Despite what will happen, despite what has happened,
we will not change our prices.” The message went on

to say that they will be keeping the same fair prices

in order to “meet our brothers’ and Lebanese sisters’
budget and satisfaction.”

This reminded me of the ads that stores used at the
beginning of the financial crisis: “{J.J 10-- w lic j¥gull

dyg9 Wipd,” “The dollar is at 1,500 Lebanese Pound. The
Lebanese Pound is strong!” Well, we all know how long
that held up. Let us wait and see how long this one will last.

Watfa | December 10, 2020

Our contracts will end at the end of the year. Till now, we
have no idea what is next. Will they renew our contracts?
If yes, whose will be renewed? What is certain is that
not all of us will be retained. We are awaiting the
funders. Although we had always been aware that our
contracts were temporary, we had hopes of renewing
them. Everyone in this room is concerned and stressed.
Losing this contract is another crisis in the list of crises.
Everyone in this room is struggling.

Sherin | December 18, 2020

I work more than ten hours a day. I open my eyes in

the morning to this fact; my anxious palpitations are a
reminder that this is wrong, unhealthy, odd. Does our
new economic reality justify such working conditions?
Am I simply whining? I think I am; at least, this is how
society might describe me. Who could complain about
work in such a brutal economic system, in the middle of
a global pandemic?

Ilove my job, but I despise the system. I'm not happy with
the chronic body aches at the age of 26. It was never the
norm to work from bed. But the system is pushing us to
normalize what has never been normal.

Zainab | Novermber 25, 2020

Tripoli is in the headlines as protestors take the

streets. The demonstrations turn violent, and the army
interferes to brutally attack protesters under the pretext
of protection from vandalism. Protestors are angry
because of the socio-economic situation. Some TV
stations insist and report that it is a politically driven
show, that it is instigated by external parties. I talked to
a friend from there; she maintains the protests are not
“normal.” I was somewhat glad that, finally, anger and
the refusal of injustice is manifesting. But now what?

Zeina | January 26, 20271

In the spring of 2020, I started hearing about colleagues
leaving too. With the devaluation of the Lebanese Lira,
AUB employees, both faculty and staff, lost a significant
amount of their purchasing power.

The upper administration received their large salaries
(even in comparison to US standards) in US dollars and
with the devaluation, they gained purchasing power.
Faculty often talked about the widening inequality
at the university. The gap between upper i
administration and faculty and staff was
widening. Employee rumors had
it that the upper
administration
made “fresh -
dollars” while
other rumors
had it that some upper
administrators were paid in
“fresh dollars” and others,
like the deans, were paid

in “lollars.” I don’t think we
will know which of these is
true. But in any case, the upper
administration’s salaries were gaining value relative to
what they were before the collapse and relative to faculty
and staff, and this was always in the background of any
discussion at the university.

Over the summer, AUB fired 800 employees, mainly staff
at the University Hospital. With every passing month,
administrators presented the worsening financial
situation of the university. “Maybe we will have to close
programs,” they said. Those programs that faculty,

staff and students had spent decades building, piece

by piece. No wonder faculty were resigning or taking
leaves without pay. In addition, with the university’s
pandemic containment policies, including the shift to
online teaching and meetings, AUB was losing its role
as a dynamic institution that brought people together

at conferences, lectures, exhibits, and memorials. Then
in the summer of 2020, AUB announced that it would
pay full-time faculty $20,000 for the year 2020-2021 in
a bank account abroad. And increased staff salaries by
about 400,000 LBP. At the same time, they announced
to faculty that this was a one-year plan and that in the
future faculty needed to apply for grants and cover parts
of their salaries. Those parts would be paid in fresh
dollars. This was a reinvention of the role of faculty.
This increased the pay gap between full-time faculty
and part-timers and staff. And faculty worried about the
wide range of reforms the university would implement
during the crisis.

Livia | January 7, 20271

My generation does not have the luxury of time. Today, I
was struck by the notion of temporality: We are not at a
critical juncture, this is not an interim. We are burdened
with daily crisis management, figuring out how to
respond to the different realities we are submerged in.
The repercussions of Lebanon’s crises will last years,
even if we start rebuilding the economy as of now. I know
this, I have always known this, but when I read today’s
article in the newspaper, I was startled, as though I

were waking up to an unbearably loud alarm. The
article noted that it would take thirty years to build an
alternative economy. I will be my mother’s age, and my
daughter will be my age. Thirty years. That is double the
duration of Lebanon’s Civil War.

Zeina | January 7, 202

Two days ago, I was calculating
the end-of-year building
expenses with my elderly
neighbor. She is seventy-

seven, and still the person ;ﬁ
in charge of managing &
the finances. She writes
everything in two
tiny little copy books.
Those two books
carry over ten years
worth of data on our
eight-story building.

The concierge’s
salary is a recurring
expense; the water
and municipal tax
are yearly; and the
contract for the elevator
maintenance is paid bi-
annually (up from 250,000 to
600,000 LBP every six months).
We should have regular electricity bills,
but the electricity company has not been
collecting. We used to pay 400,000 LBP for a generator
subscription for the building—it would have been over
a million per month now, one that operates the elevator
and the water pump when there are electricity cuts, but
we did not have the budget for that and stopped early in
2020. In total, our budget is between 15 and 18 million
LBP a year. In dollars, a little over a year ago this was
something between 10,000 and 12,000 USD. Today it is
no more than 200 USD. Same happens with the salary of
the concierge; it used to
be equal to 400 USD
a month, now it is
about 70 USD.

Muzna |

January 7,

2021

I have
been trying to
distract myself all
day. I play solitaire. My
nerves are stretched. I am

scared. I don’t know if crying
helps. I feel lonely, numb. Today,

after arriving home, I ate and tried to
sleep. I could not because of the sound

of airplanes. I haven’t slept well in the past
two days.

Rumors say there will be another lockdown.
We should buy food before that. I cannot adapt
to this. How are people adapting? I feel too soft, almost
like snow. I feel weak, I feel resistant to any coping
mechanism for this economic collapse.

And what scares me most is the fact that I will look back
on this day, months from now, and think of how lucky I
was back then (now) because things have gotten much,
much worse.

Pascale | January 10, 2021

The World Bank is lending Lebanon almost $250 million
to be used as cash assistance for the poor. But the poor
will get the money in Lebanese Pounds at an exchange
rate below the market rate by at least 40%. The dollars
will be kept with the Central Bank, and the Central Bank
will use them to subsidize basic goods (which will not
necessarily benefit the poor). This will last a few months,
no more. The cash assistance in Lebanese Pounds to

the poor will contribute to weakening the pound; the
subsidies will ultimately be removed, and the World
Bank assistance will be another debt to pay off. This is
Lebanon’s social protection system. And we are not even
really sure what exactly the Central Bank is doing with the
dollars, as it continues to do accounting tricks to cover its
losses. The commercial banks are doing the same. The
result: the poor are getting poorer with no resistance and
the rich are prevailing and escaping the situation!

Zeina | January 25, 2027
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I hope that no matter what they do—no matter the
trauma, the pain, the destruction—we can continue to
imagine the possibilities. To dream. To bring to life new
worlds, worlds we are deserving of.

Aida | January 26, 2021

The more stressed I am, the more attentive my gaze
becomes. I search for the tiniest manifestations of
nature in my periphery. This is how I survive the daily
wounds of this city.

A red dragonfly on a car’s license plate. A tiny lizard
crawling the sidewall in the parking lot. A Palestine
sunbird feeding off my balcony’s flowers.

I am begging Beirut to hand us beauty so we can survive.

Muzna | December 1, 2020

On Friday, the last day before the total lockdown, I

drive to work. On the way there, I look closely at the
other drivers, mainly because I need to predict their
moves. Will they stop for me or keep going? But it’s also
because I enjoy observing people and trying to guess
what they are thinking. This is the best and only form of
entertainment today. Morning radio is too depressing,
and I am almost never in the mood to listen to music.

A woman near me drives a Toyota. I see her stop and

wait for the traffic light to turn green. This traffic light

has been off for weeks now. I feel bad for her; she seems
confused. Probably hoping that the light will somehow
work and save her the risk of crossing on her own. I

think, deep down, she knows it will not. After a couple of
minutes, the other drivers start honking at her for holding
up the traffic. Angry drivers shout, Wiok yalla, khalsina! Oh
come on, enough! T admit I sometimes am one of those, but
only when I am late for work.

The sound of the horns grows louder, and she suddenly
moves forward. Come on, go for it, 1 silently encourage her
in my head. The commotion of repetitive horns, I think,
can spike sudden courage in people—or is it fear? Forced
to cross the road, she moves forward slowly, carefully
checking the intersecting road, hoping the traffic from
the other side will simply slow down. And then she starts
honking too, signaling to the other cars: I am coming
through, please stop!

Watfa | Novernber 23, 2020

My kids, amused, break the news of the Baabda prisoner
escape to me.

My immediate thought is: I feel sorry for those killed in
the accident. Some have been °
jailed for months with no trial.
What are their stories? Where
do they live? How are their
families dealing with this?
Where are they going? What
are their hopes and dreams?
Hiding (after their pictures
were disseminated warning
against them)? I cannot
incriminate them. I cannot
see them as harmful. I see
them as victims.

Zeina | November 21, 2020

These older buildings down
the street often house South
Asian migrant workers. The
workers hang out on the large
sidewalk below the buildings
and shop in the small stores on
the ground floor of residential
buildings. The stores sell
phone cards, change money,
and repair phones and small
hardware products. There is an "]
Ethiopian hairdresser. There is .
a new small grocery store with
pickles and olives. I hear the
shopkeepers talk about how
much cheaper the rental of
commercial space has become.
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Livia | November 25, 2020

In times of crisis, how and why
is real estate still promoted as
an “investment”?

While looking on Facebook
for a place to rent, I found
an advertisement for a new
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property in Beirut. It made me question the ways in
which real estate is promoted worldwide as investment
while I tend to think that it is a myth.

Mennatullah | November 25, 2020

My mother calls me on Thursday to remind me to fill my
car with gas, ¢g=hdi b J, to not run out. I had not planned
to leave the house that day—I was definitely not prepared
to deal with long queues of cars outside the gas station.

But the station in Ain Mreisse only has a couple of cars.
No queue, nothing unusual. Maybe my mom’s WhatsApp
rumors are not true after all. At least for now. This phase
of rush-to-the-gas-station, though, will probably return
soon, and it won’t be a rumor.

I pay 38,000 LBP for the gas and 2,000 LBP to the man
who cleaned my windshield. Do you wonder if it is
enough to give 1,000 or 2,000 LBP as tips anymore?
What do they buy these days?

Well, these thoughts do not seem to stick for too long.
I convince myself that 048 ¢ dao 2=lg JS, everyone has
their own problems. I have a full tank now. Mission
accomplished. Time to go home.

Watfa | December 2, 2020

While driving through Kantari, [ am suddenly met with a
crossroad. The one with the traffic light that has been out
of service since—hmm, I'm actually not sure when. I am
deeply disturbed. How can I cross? When? Will I be hit by
the cars rushing from the intersecting road? At the same
time, I feel somehow normal, if not matter-of-fact. Of
course there are no traffic lights; this is a failed state, and
everything is falling apart. Why should anything work?

I cross through. I manage.

This makes me think of all the major events over the
past few months. Moments when I thought well, then,
this is the end of our road. But then, somehow, the
incident was normalized and we adapted and carried on.
Is this resilience? Or are we just numb?

Watfa | November 23, 2020

If you take the steep hill towards the top of Koreitem,
you can see the trees creeping down the edge of Hariri’s
palace. There are barely any guards outside the palace
anymore. Maybe one guard sits at the front of it. The
Saad Hariri poster is torn. Some of the glass windows are
broken. The palace is abandoned.

Co9

Livia | November 25, 2020

It’s Saturday! Our first cuadl 859955, Saturday cruise, after
the lockdown! People who have visited Nabatieh before
know how important and symbolic this event is to the
people of the area—at least to our generation. A generation
who grew up on the songs of Hamada Hilal, Hani Shaker,
and Mustafa Amar echoing in Nabatieh Square every

... Saturday afternoon. Such a desperate generation!

The starting point of the kazdoura is near Hassan

" Kamel Al-Sabbah’s statue at the entrance of

" Nabatieh, right next to Janoubi Coffeeshop. You

“can see tens of people in their cars driving slowly,
repetitively, with weird smiling facial expressions.

Many faces, silent looks exchanged with fellow
drivers. Saturday after Saturday, and you would be

able to tell a loyal Saturday rider from a fake.

Espresso kiosks are spread on the street’s
sidewalk, left and right. Over the years, the
kazdoura has become a speed-dating event.
Ladies and gentlemen have been seen
exchanging mobile phone numbers on a small
piece of paper from the windows of their cars.

My friends and I usually drive in rounds;
we always stick to a three-round kazdoura.
Anything more than that, and we might ruin
our reputation in the town. Ayb, shame.
Rumors follow women who regularly
partake in the kazdoura. In other words,
ey Cuandl 8)9358 € Ll Jiiiy b cidl,
The girl who takes her car down for a
Saturday cruise is often named and
shamed. My friends and I don’t
- really care, but we still stick to a
. three-round kazdoura only so
that our cars and faces are
not memorized by the
“gentlemen” chilling
with their arguilehs
on the sidewalk.

I like to think of the
kazdoura as a social
event that brings

419

people together at a time when human connection is
predominantly virtual. With so much unpredictability,
Kazdouret El-Sabet is one of the few constants. If you
want to visit Nabatieh, make sure it’s on a Saturday.

Zainab | December 5, 2020

My thoughts are interrupted by the time I reach the
airport tunnel. (Do people who, like me, were not raised
in Beirut, perceive the tunnel as a symbol of the capital?).

A woman in the car next to me is listening to Julia
Boutrous’ “Bukra Shi Nhar.” 1 hate Julia; I love the song.
The woman and I exchange looks.

We are so close, I can’t stop myself from telling the
woman, “Nice song, which radio channel is it on?”

“99.9 Fame FM,” she responds, laughing.
The cars start to move.

“Yen ‘ad ‘layki,” happy holidays.

“Yen ‘ad ‘layki,” happy holidays.

Zainab | January 26, 2021

P

There is a small lot next to Fouad Siniora’s house. It has
recently been fenced and paved over in asphalt. My now-
cosmopolitan Lebanese street dog Goobi and I spent

our first days in Lebanon, after returning from the U.S.
in September 2019, looking for tiny bits of grass or dirt
where she could (politely) go to the bathroom.

In Ras Beirut, we found two spots—one of which was this
lot next to Siniora’s house. It was one of the only plots of
land that was not paved, and that actually had some sort
of sand/earth/dust for Goobi to get to her business.

Almost every night, we would walk there, and Goobi
would do her thing. At the height of the protests, I even
called it my everyday act of resistance, muttering curses
in the direction of Siniora’s apartment and the police
who protected his building.

But a couple of weeks ago, with that lot paved (another
piece of dirt taken away from public use) and a huge
fence protecting it, I saw Siniora walking laps in there.
He was flanked by a bodyguard who just walked in
circles around this small lot, and an unusually big army
of cops standing outside the fence, suspiciously eyeing
everyone who walked by.

He looked ridiculous to me, and on the inside, I laughed.
I knew that Fouad Siniora, a corrupt member of the elite,
was walking on mounds of dog shit.

Aida | December 5, 2020

e

My father has a new hobby: gardening. Every day, while
he works in the backyard, he knocks on my window to
chat. Since the pandemic, my dad—and many other men
from his generation—has found more time for himself.
He’s built three small agricultural tents in the backyard
and has planted beans, lettuce, broccoli, potatoes and
more. He’s even built a house for our outdoor cats.

Zainab | January 26, 20271

Lately, as someone who is locked down in a rural area
and not in the city, I'm finding tranquility in nature.
Here, in Nabatieh, the lockdown is not as strict as in
Beirut. We don’t feel very isolated or lonely. We go for
walks in the empty streets and picnic between the olive
trees facing my house.

Zainab | January 25, 2021

There is so little access to nature in Beirut. The
first lockdown made this starkly clear. The seaside
corniche, the only space we have to breathe, was
closed off to pedestrians.

I went on urban walks with my two children,
maneuvering through garbage bins and tiny pavements
taken over by parked cars, vegetable shops, and men
with nothing else to do but smoke arguileh. We
invented makeshift playgrounds, in parking lots
and outdoor shopping centers, but the city still felt
tight. The parking lot is too small for their energy.
I advise them to run in a spiral, from the center
outward to allow them a longer run.

Like Alyssa of Carthage, who founded an empire
on a piece of land that can be encircled with

an oxhide, I reinvent the tiny parking lot into a
stadium for my boys.

Muzna | December 1, 2020

And somehow there are still small, daily acts of
resistance by this city’s superheroes. The woman who
jumped over a railing of the first-floor, walking the edges
of a balcony, to save a terrified cat. The person/s putting
up wheat-paste artworks to depict the struggles of
people. The women of Egna Legna Besidet who organize
and mobilize non-stop. Even me. Though I often feel
passive, when I take walks and drop into a conversation,
something simmers underneath my skin. When I look at
an empty parking lot, I imagine in its place a mini park
between the buildings. Our dreams, they matter too.

Aida | December 10, 2020

Unpopular opinion, but I like getting stuck in traffic.

I perceive it as a sign of life—a collective social
experience, something to share with strangers on a
regular basis. What if we enjoyed our time on the road
more, what with all it has to show and tell? But I must
say, today's jam is a deadly one because of the holidays.
Hundreds of cars are going now, with me, to the South.

Zainab | January 26, 2021

Last year, [this street] witnessed people marching
and chanting for change—a very daring movement
in Nabatieh. People were literally saying, “Harameh
Harameh, Nabih Berri Harameh,” Nabih Berri is

a thief, a thief, in the heart of Nabatieh. Also,
this time last year, the street witnessed
Nabatieh protestors being threatened and
beaten up by the we-know-who thugs.
It also witnesses, on a daily basis, the
many ladies visiting the famous
Fou-Bijoux Hassan to get makeup, . '
perfumes, accessories and much i
more. It’s a trademark in :
Nabatieh. When you
reach the finish line

in Kazdouret El-
Sabet, you can see
a poster of Nabih
Berri, slightly
torn from

the corner.
The poster
happens

to cover
another older
poster of
Nabih Berri,
covering
another older
poster of
Nabih Berri,
and so on.
There are .
layers of Nabih . s
Berri all over
the city that
lives under his
shadow.

Zainab |
December 4,

2020
202U

I think of some animal lovers in the city. The man feeding
the pigeons in downtown Beirut, the lady who attends to
the kittens next to the Zoukak el-Blatt mosque. They are
perceived by many as wacky, but I can feel them.

We long for nature. We monitor the spring flowers, and
gaze at the bougainvilleas that bloom in our neighbor’s
abundant garden. Our neighbor is a politician. We
attempt some gardening on our balcony. Little survives;
the water from the well has become too salty. Our
neighbor on the rooftop does a better job. His little forest
compensates for our wilting flowers.

Muzna | December 1, 2020

I stand on top of Caracas and breathe in the wind
and the crisp clean sea air at the top of this hill.
This sloping hill is overgrown with varying types

of grass, bamboo, bushes, bright yellow Homeida
(Sorrel) flowers. The storm has finally quieted down
in the last couple of days of full lockdown, and the
morning arrives with a few minutes of sunshine.

The Mediterranean Sea spreads out and I allow my
imagination to roam. Iimagine a park. A green
park in each of the hill’s three lots, where people
can sit, lie, have picnics, lean on a tree and read

a book, sit on benches and talk, feed pigeons and
stray cats, hold outdoor events, and all of this in
Beirut. Imagine.

Imagine if we had just a little bit of space to breathe
in this city. To run and exercise without worrying
about traffic (especially traffic of the rule-breaking
variety: cars speeding the opposite way on one-way
streets, motorcycles zipping up and down from
every direction, vehicles that have their exhaust
pipes adjusted so the owner can make the loudest
bang in town).

Imagine a playground for children (imagine if 7 had
grown up somewhere with a public playground?),

, with slides and swings and flooring that would be
soft enough to catch their inevitable falls.

Imagine a dog park, where dogs could actually

. . socialize with one another, so they don’t turn into
: barking, anxious disasters each time they see
another of their species.

Imagine a small part of this lot as a community
. community-supported agriculture projects, and

teach ourselves and the kids in our lives how to
plant (not just on balconies) but in the soil.

Imagine.

Aida | January 26, 2021

Adapted from “34.5531° N, 18.0480°
E 1,2,3,4” by Lara Atallah

) garden, where we could provide fresh produce with
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A friend recently told me that the choice between staying
and leaving is the choice between hell and purgatory. It
resonated. Hell is here; purgatory is elsewhere, somewhere
in between, never fully belonging, alienated and in limbo.

I don’t want to live here. Where the large pink clouds at
sunset, setting behind the buildings on Sidani Street,
give me flashbacks. Where I feel guilty because I turn
away from a person begging (and have you noticed how
the number of beggars has increased, how they keep
getting younger and younger by the day?). Where I worry
about doing laundry because the water might run out.
Where I spend more time waiting and hoping we will
revolt again, without actually doing anything about it.

And at the same time, here there is a collective. Here

is where you overhear three men on the street below

you trying to help someone park their car (a favorite
pastime). Here is where the two drivers of the water
trucks fight. Here is where the vegetable grocer jokes
with you and others in the neighborhood, shouting out to
the two women rolling their suitcases down the streets,
“You're leaving the neighborhood?” Here is where they
respond, “Yes, because you keep raising your prices!”
Here is where you have drawn out conversations with
the guy who makes your coffee, here is where he tells you
about the dogs he grew up with in a shepherd family in
Syria. Here is where you encounter the Iraqi woman who
feeds cats on the streets and leaves some for your dog.

I mean to say: Every day this week I have dwelled on the
question of leaving.

Aida | December 2, 2

When I arrive at the General Security Office in Sodeco,

I ask the General Security Officer if this is the right
building. This is the first time I leave the house in six or
seven days, but for some reason, it feels much longer.
Maybe because it is raining. This is the first time it rains
this month and after a long summer of confinement, I feel
as though I am stepping out into a new season.

“It depends,” he responds. “What is it that you want to do?”

We chat about the weather, he makes a joke, Ilaugh, and
then I walk in. It is the right building.

The other GS Officer inside asks me what I am here for,
and I say I want to pick up my passport.

“You are very late! Everyone already left the country
after the explosion; what were you waiting for?”

I pause. I don’t want to say I'm not leaving; I feel this may
disappoint him. So, I jokingly respond that I am hoping
the situation will get better. We both laugh. We know this
is a ridiculous thing to hope for, to even say.

Will I be able to chat, or crack a joke about this horrid
reality, with police officers in a foreign country if I
actually leave? Why I think about this now, I do not know.

Watfa | December 2, 2020

Suzanne comes for a visit. I haven’t seen her in two
months. We go for a drive. We don’t talk. We just listen
to music and sing along. We park next to a pineland

in the El-Rihan area. In the past, the field would’ve
been crowded. Today, it is almost empty, like every
street we’ve crossed. There is just one group of friends
chilling under a tree, listening to Marcel Khalifeh’s Enni
Ekhtartuka Ya Watani. I imagine it as a scene from a non-
existing film titled, The Day Before Independence.

Tomorrow is Lebanon’s Independence Day and the mere
thought of celebrating is both hilarious and tragically
absurd. But I'm grateful for this day. Not for any sense

of “pride” in our independence, but for the unexpected
holiday on a Monday. Suzanne and I recall where we were
this time last year. She was in Italy, I was in Budapest. We
contemplate where we will be this time next year. She will
be in Spain, I will be in the UK—hopefully.

Lebanon does not make it into the plan.

Zainab | Novermber 25, 2020

The sunset from this pine field is magnificent. But we
are surrounded with garbage—tissues, cans, dirty plastic
plates, packets of chips. I always wonder where such
destructive behavior comes from. Why would people
ruin the only beautiful thing we still have—nature?

I am becoming increasingly aware of the grudge I hold
towards the country. I don’t want to help make things
better, because I know they will only get worse. If I clean
the field today, I will come and find it dirty tomorrow.

It feels as though we are destined to fix what they have
destroyed, both the government and the people. To be
independent now is to leave. To let go of their disastrous
negligence. To not feel responsible for what I can’t
control. To not feel guilty about what I didn’t mess up. To
not see a car with armed men, explicitly showing their
guns from the window on our way back home.

Zainab | November 25, 2020

Adapted from “Dissolve Series 2018”

This sense of everyone leaving was already hovering in
September and October 2019, but as something quite
distant. I read about it on social media. High ranking
bankers and ministers are fleeing, the WhatsApp
messages said. Then in February or March, during the
first corona lockdown, the departures became closer.

An acquaintance who worked for a European embassy
had received the message about the upcoming COVID-19
lockdown closures and in two days had packed his things
and left the country. That was one day before the airport
closure. My daughter in the eleventh grade started
coming maybe once per week with the news that one of
her classmates was leaving: Jad, whose father was an
employee at a cultural center and mother was a school
teacher, went to boarding school in Paris. Karma, whose
parents were divorced and whose father had a medical
equipment import business, moved to a town in Normandy
where her uncle lives. Nadim, the student with the highest
average in their class, who plays guitar and lives in a new
building in Achrafieh, left for France with his family too.

Every few weeks, when I would bump into a colleague,
we would ask each other, “So, have you heard of new
departures?” and then we’d add to the list.

Then there was the explosion and its waves of departures.
Some of my colleagues who had children my daughter’s
age had sent them to boarding school in Canada. A friend
IThadn’t seen since October 2019 informed me one day

in September that her sister and brother-in-law left for
Canada. They had always been a part of the Ras Beirut I
knew—and they left. I bumped into a famous surgeon at
the hospital. He was leaving too with his family. “One-
hundred-sixty doctors are in the process of leaving,” he
told me. I wondered at that number. How many are there
in total?

The phone man I visit every month or
so because of a broken phone screen
or computer that needs fixing told me
in December, “Yes, hamdillah, the store
is now surviving because we have loyal
customers, but we don’t know what comes
ahead, we are trying to get papers to go to
Canada.” One of the two Syrian concierges
in my building told me after the fifth school
closure of the year, that he was now working

on leaving to Italy. “Our countries can’t care

for us any more,” he said, “My children may not
learn how to read if we stay here.”

Today, my teenage daughter tells me after I
arrive home, furious from a visit to the bank,
“Why don’t we leave? Why do you want to
stay?” I'm not sure how to respond to that.
But her questions weigh heavily on me.

Livia | January 7, 2021

Every time Iwould sit with the r
generation of skaters I grew ) 7
up with, I would feel heavy— '
burdened—with their
despair. There is deep
stagnation,

a sense of
hopelessness
and despair that
is interrupted by
momentary joys,
such as when we
cruise the cityon -
our skateboards.
Listen. For young
people, one of
the only options
left is to leave.
The longer I stay
here, the more I
understand this.

by Maria Kassab
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It’s a complete lockdown again. I spend my days on
Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. I view stories, read
tweets, scroll, repeat. Fascinating and depressing how
we end up spending hours—more than half a day—on
social media. On each platform, it feels as though I
am wading through a crowd. I can sense the presence
of everyone behind their screens scrolling too: a
community of social media addicts.

A wave of virtual collective nostalgia to pre-pandemic
times: posts about countries people visited; old photos
from previous years; portraits of the people they miss;
past accomplishments and successes. As if time has
frozen and we are thriving on what is left.

N9
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Zainab | January 25, 20

Dad has COVID.
Sister and her husband too.
Mom is now quarantined.

The rest is details.

Pascale | December 15, 2(

Every night, the six of us gather in the living room
around the warmth of the soubya. We prepare dinner—
zaatar and cheese sandwiches—and toast them atop the
stove. The tea pot boils. The smell of melting cheese
wafts in the air. You know, if it weren’t for lockdown,

we would have been scattered, each of us in a different
place. I would have been in Beirut, with my sister.

Not to romanticize the lockdown, but these nights
are magical and rare. And they might not happen as
frequently in the coming years.

Zainab | January 25, 20271

I have not left the house in nine days. I was never an
outgoing person to begin with, but this is a whole new
level of withdrawal. I do not know how to explain this,
but I feel safer at home. Not just from the virus, but from
everything going on.

If I keep my windows closed and my curtains shut,
then perhaps the economic crisis will not hit me. Or,
at the very least, I won’t observe its impact up close. I
won’t see the businesses and shops closing, the prices
skyrocketing, the medical supplies disappearing, the
traffic lights going out of service.

Watfa | December 2, 2020

Hospitals have reached their full capacity. I am cloaked
in guilt as I write this. While I sit at home, surrounded
by family, there are others freezing. Others with no
food stored in their fridges. Others lonely, in a small
apartment, in a big city. Others stuck with monsters
inside their houses. What is this unbearable suffering
that others have to endure?

Zainab | January 25, 2021

Most countries in Europe declared a complete lockdown
after a new COVID-19 strain emerged in the UK.
Meanwhile, in Lebanon, the government insists on
ensuring that people enjoy the festive season, with zero
regulations in shopping malls, restaurants, nightclubs,
and parties. The government is so keen not to deprive
any sect in Lebanon of its religious holidays, no matter
how many lives reckless mingling will cost.

There are insane celebrations across the country, and
the Lebanese diaspora have chosen to return to Lebanon
over the holidays to go out since they’re not allowed to

in their host countries. Assi El Hallani is bragging about
his successful party on New Years Eve. Jessica Azar, the
TV presenter and Lebanese Forces candidate in the last
elections, is bullying awareness pages on Instagram for
criticizing her party with her friends after she tested
positive for COVID-19. With all of this, we were expecting
an immediate lockdown after the New Year. But, surprise!
Our loyal Lebanese government and technocrats would
never deprive Armenians of their Christmas. The
lockdown was further pushed until Thursday.

All sects are happy now, and hospitals are no longer able
to receive patients. This sectarian system Kills us, in
every way possible. It leaves us with no space to breathe.

Zainab | Novernber 26, 2020

I have an interview with the president of a local NGO
today to discuss the different roles and initiatives of
organizations in the reconstruction of Beirut after

the blast. Because of the pandemic and lockdown,
the interview is on Zoom. Once the meeting starts, he
switches off his video. This leads me to wonder—why
didn’t we simply opt for a phone call?

As soon as we start the conversation, the power turns
off, so I switch to 3G, in hopes that the power will return
before I run out of data. The interviewee, though, does
not notice my absence. Even on 3G, the connection

is terrible and I can barely hear him. But he remains
unfazed; he hasn’t realized the extent to which my
internet was connecting and disconnecting. After he’s
finished answering my last question, I wonder whether
to ask him to repeat the whole interview, or to politely
try and probe on the bits I missed.

I choose the second option. By the end of the call, I have the
data I need but even I have lost interest in the conversation.

Sherin | December 8, 2020

I'm locked in like everyone else. I only go out to check
on my elderly parents or to buy groceries. I deliberately
extend my trips to stroll around Beirut. On my trips, I
map out movement: two homeless men somehow still
surviving on Hamra’s sidewalks while others jog into
the night. These walks calm me. Beyond them, I am
disconnected from “real” life.

The only connection to the outerworld is through my
screen. But looking at what’s happening across Lebanon
is draining: There is no sense of hope for any real
change in the region.

The situation is worse in other Arab countries; even

in Tunisia and Egypt, where the revolutions did not
result in wars, the outcomes have been disheartening.
In Egypt, many activists have been tortured and
imprisoned. In Tunisia, poverty and persistent
inequalities have aggravated with no profound changes
over ten years. Tunisia actually seems to be following
in Lebanon’s footsteps, with political deadlocks and

a technocratic government in power, while activists
angrily take the streets. But ultimately, there are no
platforms or organizations that can properly direct their
cause or mobilize alternatives for change.

So, tell me, how does political change happen? And will
it ever happen during our times?

Zeina | January 27, 2021

We count the rising cases of COVID-19 in the same way
people counted explosions in the 80s. We speak of violent
incidents as though they are fun anecdotes. Hospitals are
looking more and more like war front hospitals.

And maybe we joke simply because we’ve survived.
Like last Friday, when we left the hospital after long
CPR rounds for a woman in her fifties. We were in the
hospital hallway with the woman’s family, surrounded
by other patients and overworked nurses. The woman
was announced dead shortly after.

My colleague told me, later, about her relative who had
asked him: Sox alll ¢l Is this what God wants?

He was confused about what to reply so we told him: :alild
all Lo Ul 82y Lo, I don't know, I am not God.

But really, what does one say to people gasping for air?
Hundreds of people have told us that living the war is far
beyond our imagination. I only remember some of it, but
I am sure the hospitals looked a lot like they do today. I
am sure that rescuers felt as useless as we do now. We
are no longer undergoing hard and risky missions; we
are at the point of damage control. And that’s a huge
difference. Damage will happen: regardless of who,
when, and how.

Pascale | January 17, 20271

Time flees from us through different discussions.
The masks, the hospitals, our blame-games,
the political parties, the death
tolls, the station
planning for
retentions and
sustainability.
It all feels

like a war
front. And it
is, except we
don’t know
who we are all
fighting, so
we fight one
another.

Pascale |
January 17
2021
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Adapted from “Protest by
Night - Downtown Beirut” by
. Sami Ouchane




~REDEFINING CONTINUITY:

:JlJ.Q.J—u)
- DENIAL OR ACCEPTANCE?

RAGE OR HELPLESSNESS?

-~ m’

Adapted from “Untitled” by Charbel Al Khoury |

AR

What are we going to do in the years to come? I've never
had this question be so central to life. It is everywhere.

Livia | January 7, 2021

The road to Bekaa, from Beirut, seems peaceful and
beautiful, as if everything is alright. How does the sun
rise as if nothing has happened?

The fields at the side of the roads look like they do every
year. So do the trees, and the bright green grass. It
almost feels like the other side of the story.

A peaceful calm morning can hide the hunger, the lack
of medicine, the feeling of incapacity. My high school
teacher used to say:

g [ E;"\'”9 a8l el
The sun is shining, the world is in good hands.

Is it? And if so, is this illusion a needed break or a
dangerous form of denial?

Pascale | January 26, 20271

g me with
different
stages of
grief that are
overlapping and
confusing. In a
conversation
with a friend,
3 three months
after the
explosion,
I am finally
able to make
a distinction
between the different
emotional layers:

1. Sorrow

I feel a deep,
overwhelming sadness
for my parents and my
friends’ parents who
have had to live the
war, over and over
- and over, along with
the financial crises.
Our parents have
} notlived a day
. in peace, with
. the exception of
that early post-
war nineties
moment, when
everyone felt
more mobile
and hopeful.
Despite all the
challenges,
there was a
sense of “el
hamdillah,”
thank God,
because the
shelling had
stopped.

2. Numbness, denial, and confusion

These were the first emotions after the blast, and the most
persisting. We belong to a generation who feels as if this
state of being will never end. There is a magnified sense
of floating in the unknown with too much anxiety about
what will come next.

3. Anger

I am enraged that the younger generation—the children,
the teenagers, the twenty-somethings—have to live with
what we thought we’d left behind.

Pascale | November 20, 2020

I do not like to see people anymore. Well, not all people.
Just those who sit in cafés or go about their days as
though everything is normal. Unaware that there are
others who can no longer make ends meet. Apologies in
advance if anyone reading this enjoys sitting in a café.
This is not against you. This is against normalizing what
we are going through until one day we no longer have
electricity or internet or food or medicine, knowing that
% ligss Lo 2=y, we still haven't seen anything.

Watfa | December 2, 2020

This afternoon, I had a long conversation with a friend.
She argued that the October 17 protests were not
radical and violent enough to impose change and that
this could be due to the attitude of the older generation
and the upper income class protestors who refused
violence. I could not argue for or against; I am not sure
if more or less violence would have made a difference.
Who has the right to decide on the nature of street mass
movements and freedom of expression? Who has the
right to decide on anything?

Zeina | Novernber 26, 2020

I am on the dark highway from Nabatieh to Beirut. My
hands on the wheel, I remember how the 2006 war
started. The bridge I am on was bombed; and it can be
bombed at any moment now.

We feel the presence of death at all times. There

is a constant state we’re trapped in—one of deep
dissatisfaction and fear. I call it the “Post-Beirut
Explosion Melancholy.” We feel nostalgic about a really
distant golden past we never lived. Dissatisfied with

an uncanny and torturous present. Anxious about an
uncertain future.

Every time, on this dark highway, I think of how much
easier driving would be if these roads were lit. Every
time, on this dark highway, I remember that there’s only
one street where one of the politicians in the South lives
that shines all the time, day and night. How humiliating!
Every time, on this dark highway, I wonder: What if we
had a train? A tramway?

But even if we had a train, I probably would never take it.
In a country like ours, the last thing I would want is to die
because of a train accident caused by neglect.

Zainab | November 16, 2020

I don’t want to write from a place of despair, but this is
where it is clearest and most immediate. How do we
cope with the anxiety of not knowing what comes next—
that even when you think it can’t get any worse, it does?

Sometimes, [ miss the insurrectionary moments under
tear gas. Where there was solidarity, urgency, the space
to scream and shout, a sense of a clear enemy.

Aida | Novermber 16, 2020

We are not budging. The economic collapse continues
to hit people mercilessly. The prices of food items have
increased in a mind-boggling manner—422% between
September 2019 to September 2020. More than 70% of
Lebanese households received a monthly income below
2,400,000 million LBP in 2018.

The rage is still there. Why are we stuck? Is this a
learned helplessness?

I have to admit: I miss the protests of last year. Though I
am sad: They raised expectations and built a strong sense
of hope, created an elusive power, and then... disappeared.

[ Tatela)

Zeina | November 25, 2020

My body crashes—with hesitation at first, then with the
weight of exhaustion, like a crumbling building. Small
signs trigger my alarmed reactions: a flickering of
light, a deep earthy sound, a shaking...they put me on
aimless alert.

On rare occasions, my memory blurts out incidents

I didn’t know I had stored from the explosion. It is as
though time was elastic on August 4, and that some
scenes play too fast while others are stuck in slow
motion. I don’t want to write another tale of that day;
there are so many testimonies, and I am nothing in the
sea of destruction. But I really just want to sleep. To
sleep endlessly, to access real rest. But the loop persists,
a tiring loop grinding future thoughts and deafening
connections to the present.

Pascale | December 7, 2020

Elias El Rahbani died. What awful news to start 2021.
My mom and I reminisced about the golden age as

we watched reports about his legendary journey. She
said people were more innocent, art more authentic,
and time slower. Isn’t it fascinating how we continue
to long for that time, this past we’ve never lived? Our
nostalgic attachment to old songs, dusty pictures of
Beirut, fading Lebanese movie posters, traditional taxi
cars, the Beirut tramway, Beirut, and Wasat El Balad—1'd
like to think this through. We think we know those
days; we tend to think that people were not politically
affiliated or that politics was not as integral to their
everyday lives. As though the 15-year civil war never
happened. You know, those times, the golden ones,
were also ridden with killings and displacement, and
the haunting skeleton of Lebanese politics.

Zainab | January 26, 2021

I've noticed, recently, that I always start conversations
or cut my rants short with el hamdillah. I was talking to
my friend about the explosion the other day; even when
I give myself permission to express my feelings, I feel
the need to balance my malcontent with an el hamdillah
every once in a while.

Pascale | November 25, 2020

I try to speak to friends and realize the gap between my
non-Arab friends and me is growing exponentially. Have
I suddenly become culturally introverted, or have the
differences between us lost gravity and are suddenly
floating in space, blurring my sight?

More and more, people outside of Lebanon seem to be
operating in a parallel universe. Wait, what do you mean
you have hot water at home? No frozen water pipes? No
carrying gallons of water home so your mother doesn’t
have to make the trip twice?

Pascale | December 4, 2020

- W,’—

Ayear ago, I took to the streets with my son every day. Why
have we not returned? Is it the pandemic and the fear of
death? Economic hardships? The lack of a political vision?
Leadership and direction? Exhaustion? Detachment?

\\\\\\\\\\

I turned the radio on once I got into the car. It was
Fairuz's birthday and most channels had her songs

on. People dialed in from across the country to talk
about how much Fairuz means to them; how much she
reminds them of the "real Lebanon," the "Lebanon we all
love." Aren't we past this fantasy? Did that Lebanon ever
exist? This lamentation reminds me of kids who believe
in Santa; and I feel old, so old, because I no longer
believe. Once that thought invaded my mind, I could no
longer enjoy Fairuz's voice, so I turned the radio off.

Watfa | December 2, 2020

This road to Beirut, from the Bekaa, is a path of and

to memories. The mountains haven’t changed much.
Some buildings also haven’t changed. I remember that
when we used to get closer to Beirut, we would begin to
see destroyed houses on the sides of the roads. Lines of
rubble and empty rooms with broken walls. My brain
paints the scene in gray, a color my brain connects with
the feeling. A city dipped in gray. [ saw a similar scene
last August. That is not a nice reminder.
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