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Following a fifteen-year civil war (1975-1990), Lebanon found itself in social and spatial 

ruin. As overt distrust persisted among the country’s 18 officially recognized ethno-

religious affiliations, the Lebanese political elite grappled with how to encourage citizens 

to engage with the reconstruction of the country and its national identity. Mobilizing 

images of cosmopolitanism and diversity in order to thwart the divisions that many felt 

had led to the war, Lebanon’s government awarded the task of rehabilitation to private 

corporations. The most notorious example of this took place in downtown Beirut, an area 

that had once housed a popular market. The task was allocated to Solidere, a company 

founded by late-prime minister Rafic Hariri. The former working-class area was 

transformed into an upscale district constructed to emulate the neighborhood’s pre-war 

aesthetic. Today, Beirut’s downtown is promoted as an example of how Lebanon has 

moved beyond its civil war and entered into the global markets of tourism, investment, 

heritage preservation, and diversity; the neighborhood, however, remains a site of leisure 

for myriad Lebanese citizens, who enjoy the neighborhood’s cafes and open spaces. 

In the midst of this project stands Wadi Abu Jamil, the city’s only Jewish neighborhood. 

Lebanese Jews, numbering 14,000 before the war, have all but disappeared having 

settled, like many of their compatriots, in the diaspora. The crown jewel of the 

neighborhood, the rehabilitated Magen Avraham synagogue, remains indefinitely 

shuttered to visitors. With no organized intent of a Jewish return, the synagogue and 

Wadi Abu Jamil serve solely to enhance an infrastructural aesthetic that projects an ethos 

of a unique, cosmopolitan, and globally-minded Lebanon moving past its war-time 

horrors through the commoditization of its history. 

I analyze the mobilization of a Lebanese-Jewish past in the context of the post–war state 

and the way Beirut’s developers construct a narrative of Levantine cosmopolitanism 

through the branding of minority history. The positioning of Jewishness as representative 

of national tolerance, given the miniscule active Jewish community remaining in 

Lebanon, influences concepts of belonging as understood by the Lebanese public. By 

examining the commoditization of Jewish spaces within broader post-war reconstruction, 

I consider the projections of Lebanon's history of diversity as it is utilized to position 

Lebanon in both economic and cultural markets. How is the multi-sectarian nature of 

Lebanon—in this case, with a focus on the Lebanese Jewish community—once 

considered the impetus for the so-called Balkanization of the region, utilized in its revival 

for purposes of strategic marketing? And, most importantly, how do the narratives of 

difference as represented by Jewish terrain construct a space in which the Lebanese 

public grapples with concepts of belonging? 
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