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 “It is surprising to see how speedily the cool, invigorating air of the mountains will revive not only the little 
sufferers, but also the emaciated victims of the malignant Syrian fevers. Lebanon is destined to become erelong a 
favourite summer retreat for invalids and for those who occupy the sultry valley of the Nile, the sear board, and the 
hot plains around the eastern end of the Mediterranean” 

W. M. Thompson 1886 (quoted by Khalaf 2006, p. 49)  
 
 
BACKGROUND 
The end of the civil war in Lebanon in the 1990s witnessed a growing inclination of the state towards 
neoliberal politics and the concomitant abandonment of the state as the protector of social rights and 
public interest. More recently, large-scale neoliberal development is increasingly targeting Lebanon’s 
scenic countryside. Sannine Zenith and Cedar Island are two such large-scale projects, respectively in 
mountain and coastal landscapes, conceived by international real estate holdings to benefit investors 
with little regard to the human, cultural and natural context. Public opposition to these projects cite the 
privatization of public and/or state owned land, wasteful use of natural resources, adverse 
repercussions to marine and terrestrial ecosystem and the unjust exclusion of the communities whose 
land is appropriated. The Lebanese State not only fails to uphold legalarticles that protect public rights 
to land and natural resources but in addition facilitates conditions for investors and property developers 
by easing property laws, alleviating taxations and encouraging land speculation (Krijnen and Fawaz, 
2010).  
 
This chapter explores the discourse of landscape which has so far been absent from public opposition 
to these two projects. This is partly because the concept of ‘landscape’ is new to Arab Culture, the 
layered meaning of the English word absent from Arabic translations that strictly imply natural scenery 
(Makhzoumi, 2002). Planning policies that recognize and protect the cultural landscape are also absent. 
Landscape architecture is a new profession in the Arab World, its perception generally limited to 
beautification of contemporary urban settings. These factors combine to undermine the potential of 
‘landscape’ as, the very resource that attracts tourism and realty developers to the country. Defending 
mountain and sea scenery, valued as they are to the Lebanese, are nevertheless seen as trivial and 
subjective in comparison with more rational and objective scientific, legal and socio-economic 
arguments opposing neoliberal transgressions of public rights. Taking the Sannine Zenith and Cedar 
Island projects as case studies, this chapter introduces and explores the landscape dimension of 
neoliberal politics in Lebanon. Beyond environment and social injustice, , I will argue that ‘landscape’ 
broadens the debate of public rights by introducing intangible social and cultural values associated with 
natural scenery, a collective heritage that is integral to Lebanese national identity. I will conclude that 
‘landscape’ is a powerful medium for contesting public rights because scenery of mountains and sea 
are admired and valued by all and as such empowering politically and more likely to spearhead the 
discourse of public rights in Lebanon.  
 
 
THE DISCOURSE OF LANDSCAPE IN NON-WESTERN CULTURES 



In the course of its development, the word ‘landscape’ evolved to hold multiple meanings accumulated 
by disciplines that came to use the word. In art, the visual meaning prevails, equating ‘landscape’ with 
countryside and natural scenery. In geography ‘landscape’ relates to the tangible character of place as 
shaped by people in a specific time and region. In science, ‘landscape’ is the outer expression of 
‘ecosystems’, a holistic entity that embraces physical setting and its inhabitants, embracing visible 
outward expression and invisible natural and human processes that regulate and sustain it 
(Makhzoumi, 2002). The layered meanings of ‘landscape’ preclude a universal definition but encourage 
use of the concept across disciplines and also in bridging theory and practice within the same 
discipline.  
 
In this chapter ‘landscape’ implies at once tangible, physical setting including natural and cultural 
components and intangible cultural management and valuation of that setting together. Tangible outer 
expression, landscape scenery, and intangible cultural values and valuation are equally a collective 
heritage. And because the idea of ‘landscape’ is a ‘quasi artifact’, in part nature and in part culture 
(Tilley, 2006), the collective heritage is at once natural and cultural, intertwined with belonging and 
identity. The European Landscape Convention is but one formalized demonstration of ‘landscape’ as a 
collective heritage and a basis for a shared heritage and identity 
(http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/cultureheritage/heritage/landscape/default_en.asp ).  
 
Outside of academic circles, the complexity inherent in the English word is generally absent from 
everyday use and equally when ‘landscape’ is introduced into non-Western cultures. To most people 
the visual meaning of ‘landscape’ prevails implying a view of natural or rural scenery, a composition of 
natural components (mountain, sea, woodland) and human-shaped features (field, orchard, settlement) 
that combine to contribute to the character of place and region. The visual meaning is that adopted by 
most Arabic translations of the word ‘landscape’ (Makhzoumi, 2002). Accepting that landscape is more 
than ‘beautiful scenery’, the visual meaning nonetheless is extremely significant for several reasons. 
More than any other, it is the visual meaning of ‘landscape’ that is readily appreciated by everyone, be 
they professional, academic or lay. The visual meaning in addition has value in that it embodies 
collective sentiments of belonging and the shared sense of country and homeland that are inextricably 
intertwined with landscape (Matless, 1998; O’Shea, 2004; Olwig and Lowenthal, 2006).  
 
The perception of landscape, however, varies within a specific culture just as it does across time and 
place. Prevailing consensus of the visual meaning of ‘landscape’ doesn’t preclude different ways of 
seeing landscape which far from being universal, are culturally determined. Bender (1995) differentiates 
between perceptions of landscapes in contemporary western societies and non-western ones. 
Contemporary western perception is typically ego-centric, perspectival, a way of seeing which has the 
viewer at the point from which the ‘seeing’ occurs. Within this totalizing perception, landscape is a 
series of views and vistas that concern predominantly the surface of the land. Alongside this 
‘privileged’, distanced way of conceptualizing ‘landscape’ is another where surroundings are 
experienced, lived-in and worked just as they are appreciated as places of identity and belonging. 
Bender attributes the western way of seeing to the original coinage of ‘landscape’ within “the emergent 
capitalist world of western Europe by aesthetes, antiquarians and landed gentry…. (by) those with 
power (who) can use the language and image to conceptualize and naturalize a particular, and in this 
case, deeply unequal way of relating to the land and to other people” (ibid pp. 1-2).  
 
I would like to propose that the two ways of perceiving ‘landscape’ are simultaneously occurring in 
Lebanon today1. On the one hand, there is a privileged, totalizing perception of the Lebanese 
countryside generally by neoliberal politics whereby land and scenic landscapes are conceived as a 
resource to be used for economic profit, ‘colonized’ for the enjoyment of a privileged few. On the other 
hand are perceptions of the Lebanese public where mountains and sea are integral to Lebanese 



national identity2. These two fundamentally different ways of perceiving the same landscape underlie 
the contestation of public rights to state and communal landscapes in Lebanon, the subject of this 
chapter.  
 
Kenneth Olwig offers an alternative intellectual take on these two ways of conceptualizing landscape 
(see Olwig’s chapter in this volume). Perceptions that build on the ‘land’ in ‘landscape’ that generally 
relate to qualities of property defined in space he proposes elicit a discourse that “revolve(s) around 
individual property rights, territorial rights, ownership rights and economic value”. Alternatively, 
perceptions where ‘land’ in ‘landscape’ relates to place and setting as shaped and used by individuals 
and communities shifts the discourse of rights towards ‘customary’ use rights, written and unwritten 
vernacular practices rather than cadastral ownership (see also Olwig 2002).  
 

Village communal land in Lebanon (Arabic mashaa’) is one example of contested public rights. Ruled 
by customary rights, mashaa’ lands were managed by the community under Ottoman rule to ensure 
sustainable and equitable use of woodland resources and for pastoral uses. Although French Mandate 
authorities planned to eliminate communal land in what can be described as the first step towards the 
“abstraction of land into property”, customary use rights continued to be practiced in most villages. As a 
result, the present status of mashaa’ land as an independent category in the land registry is not clear, 
they are state owned lands with varying degrees of control by village municipalities3. War, civil strife 
and rural abandonment have invariably undermined value of mashaa’ lands for traditional, pastoral 
uses. In a small, highly populated country, mashaa’ lands are under growing pressure from realty 
developers as landscapes with exceptional scenic value. Their contested land registry status becomes 
an added asset, a legal loophole, seized upon by neoliberal politics to acquire prime landscapes for 
large-scale development. With rural economies failing, especially in marginal landscapes, village 
communities are persuaded, or coerced, to relinquish their customary rights.  
 
And yet, I have argued elsewhere that ‘landscape’ can serve as a powerful arena for advancing socially 
and economically just development for the rights of marginalized communities (Makhzoumi, 2010) and 
as a medium for representing local community conceptions of natural and cultural resources 
(Makhzoumi, 2009). Taking Sannine Zenith and Cedar Island, projects as examples this chapter is the 
first of a series of investigations of the potential of ‘landscape’ in discoursing public rights in Lebanon 
vis-à-vis neoliberal politics. The focus here is on the level of politics and intelligentsia, the discourse of 
the powerful. The perspective of local communities, inhabitants of the villagers whose lands are 
appropriated, is in progress but not complete to include in the present chapter 
 
 
Sannine Zenith and Cedar Island as embodiment of Neoliberal Politics  
Land and people in Lebanon are products of mountain and sea. Though a small country (10,400 square 
kilometers in area), Lebanon has a 225 kilometers long coastline. The country boasts two mountain 
chains with peaks as high as 3000 m.a.s.l. The proximity of mountain and sea make for an 
exceptionally picturesque landscapes and a diversity of habitats that house the country’s outstanding 
heritage of wildlife4. The rural landscape is typically Mediterranean, a rich mosaic of woodlands, 
degraded maquis scrubland, terraced agriculture and arable farming. It is a managed landscape 
sustained by traditional silvi-agri-pastoral practices. Apart from the capital Beirut and large cities, all 
located in the coastal plain, the countryside is blanketed by an extensive network of villages and towns.  
 
Modern Lebanon developed as a free-market, service-based liberal economy highly dependent on 
permanent inflow of foreign capital generated in oil economies in the Gulf (Makdisi and Marktanner, 
2008) and remittances of Lebanese nationals working abroad. The period of prosperity preceding civil 
war, did not benefit all Lebanon evenly; the economic growth was rapid and lopsided, resulting in 



uneven social, sectoral, and regional development. The Lebanese civil war (1975-1990) encouraged an 
informal economy and the accumulation of internationally invested profits, which pitched the county into 
the present phase widely associated with the neoliberalization (Krijnen and Fawaz, 2010). Heavy 
investments in the public infrastructure of highways, a new international airport and port and eventually 
reconstruction of the capital, Beirut (http://www.solidere.com/project/beirut.html), set the precedence for 
large-scale development projects facilitated. The latter was achieved by state planning that encourages 
investors and property developers through an easing of property laws, alleviating taxations and 
encouraging land speculation (Krijnen and Fawaz, 2010). Established patterns of mountain and sea 
summer tourism, interrupted by the civil war, came to be replaced under neoliberal state politics with 
large-scale realty speculation which threatened to colonize scenic locations outside the capital. 
 
Broadly speaking, ‘neoliberalism’ is a set of economic policies that seek to transfer part of the control of 
the economy from the public to the private sector. Since 1970s, the newly emergent doctrine has 
become dominant in both thought and practice (Harvey, 2005)5. As the state forfeits its role as a 
protector of social rights, while environmental resources and scenic landscapes are slowly converted 
into marketable goods, appropriated to serve the economic interests of privileged elite. The Sannine 
Zenith and Cedar Island exemplify neoliberal politics in Lebanon. Conceived by regional realty 
developers targeting oil-rich investors and/or buyers –Gulf Finance and Al Salam Holding in the case of 
the former (http://www.alsalamholding.com/), Noor International Holding in the case of the latter 
(http://www.noorih.net/), these projects are ruled by profit, as declared in the mission of Al Salam 
holding, their aim is to secure ‘innovative financial services’ by creating ‘strong and steady business 
growth while safeguarding the interests of its shareholders’ (http://www.alsalamholding.com/).  
 
Sannine Zenith project is located on Mount Sannine, a prominent mountain in the Lebanon Range with 
peaks at 2,628 m.a.s.l. that occupies the geographic centre of the country (Figure 1). A prominent 
landmark from the coast and equally from inland rural surroundings, Sannine represents an iconic 
landscape that is cherished by the Lebanese and figures in folk songs and in everyday parlance 
(Figure 2). Snow caped in the winter, bare and desolate in the summer, the landscape of Sannine caps 
the second largest aquifer in Lebanon. The Sannine Zenith project site, 9600 hectare in area, is proudly 
declared as constituting 1% of Lebanon’s surface area (http://www.alsalamholding.com/). The project 
site straddles the municipal boundaries of four villages, Kaa Al Rim, El Mtein, Bednayel, and Slouki, by 
consolidating large portions of their communal, or mashaa’ lands. The project aspirations are as grand, 
claiming “to position Lebanon as the ultimate holiday destination” and as a “world class” season resort 
that boasts “one of the most extensive recreation, sports and business facilities” in the region (ibid). The 
planning and architecture is generic emulating high-end tourist resorts elsewhere in the world. Project 
components include several 4- and 5-star hotels, condominiums, private residences, commercial & 
recreational facilities including sports grounds, hiking, mountain climbing, camping, 2 golf courses, 
skiing and a heliport. 



 
 
Figure 1: Map of Lebanon showing location of Sannine Zenith and Cedar Island projects. Drawing by Jala 
Makhzoumi. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
Figure 2: The snow capped twin peaks of Sannine viewed from the Mediterranean coastline of Beirut (a) and 
from inland, typical Mediterranean rural surroundings (b). Photos: Wassim Turk. 
 
   
Cedar Island is planned off the Coastline of Damour, 20 kilometers south of the capital Beirut (Figure 
1). Perched up on the Lebanon Range foothills, the town of Damour (25,000 inhabitants) overlooks a 
wide and fertile plain, one of two remaining coastal enclaves still under extensive cultivation (Nasr and 
Padilla, 2004). Apart from two small beach resorts the coastal landscape is still undeveloped. The 
scenic view from the motorway of verdant banana plantations against the Mediterranean Sea is 
evocative of traditional coastal landscapes in Lebanon before they were fragmented by piecemeal 
unregulated development (Figure 3). Cedar Island is parachuted onto the scenic landscape of Damour, 
conceptualized and marketed by Al Noor International Holding as a redefinition of luxury living and 
maritime experience, the ultimate destination and a haven for tourists and vacationers 
(http://www.noorih.net/). Inspired by a similar project, Palm Island off the coast of Dubai, Cedar Island 
reclaims the sea through extensive landfill that is shaped to mimic the outline of a cedar tree, the 
national symbol of Lebanon. In terms of scale, the base of Cedar Island is 3.5 kilometers its extension 
into the sea 2.5 kilometers, the approximate sea surface reclaimed 3312 hectares (Figure 4). 



 
Figure 3: View of the pristine Damour coastland set against the highly urbanized silhouette of Beirut in the 
distance (above) and view from the village to the Mediterranean overseeing the verdant landscapes that 
characterize the Damour coastal plain (below). Photos: Jala Makhzoumi.  
 



 
 
Figure 4: Schematic plan and aerial views of Cedar Island based on images advertised by the project website 
(http://www.noorih.net/). Expanses of land reclaimed from sea will serve as prime real estate with the following 
facilities. Drawing by Jala Makhzoumi. 
 
 
Although neither project has been implemented, land for Sannine Zenith has already been 
appropriated. Construction was to commence in 2004 but has been delayed, mainly for political reasons 
(http://www.1stjordan.net/actuuk/archivesuk/resultat.php?id=773&debut=0). The Cedar Island project 
too is stalled, pending state approval of the project. Regardless of implementation, the two projects are 
clear demonstration of the neoliberal agenda and its blatant disregard to public rights.  
 
 
Neoliberal Politics and the Discourse of Public Rights  
Public objection to Sannine Zenith and Cedar Island followed media advertising of the projects. 
Rendered perspective images and photo montage of both projects for the purpose of marketing provide 
explicit visual portrayal of the immense scale and commercial nature of these projects. The reaction to 
the advertised images was more pronounced in the case of Cedar Island partly because the project 
was launched several years after Sannine Zenith, because coastal projects are more ‘visible’ than 
those inland and because public awareness of the piecemeal privatization of coastal landscape is 
increasing6. Academics and professionals joined NGOs and the press in voicing their opposition to the 
project. Their concerns can be grouped into four broad categories (AUB-IBSAR, 2009): environmental 
and ecological; legal; socio-economic and planning;. The following is a brief discussion of these 
arguments7.   
 



Environmental repercussions of the projects include disruptions to natural processes and wasteful use 
of natural resources. While artificial islands such as Cedar Island change longshore sea currents and 
impact marine life8, Sannine Zenith will invariably disrupt recharge of the Sannine aquifer. Then there is 
the strain caused by excessive water and energy requirements of large-scale luxury resorts and the 
pressure for quarrying building materials, stone and sand, required in construction. Ecological concerns 
relate to the destruction of terrestrial and marine ecosystems and wildlife habitats. And because 
Sannine lies on the path of migratory birds, the threat to wildlife extends beyond local flora and fauna. 
The waste generated by the projects, be it grey and black water discharge, solid waste or air pollution 
from traffic, will be considerable. Lebanon is already suffering from a shortage of sewage treatment 
plants, considerable shortages in energy supply and few remaining sites for dumping solid waste. In a 
small country where land is at a premium and natural resources a key economic asset, responsible use 
and sustainable management is the only alternative to secure continued use and enjoyment by future 
generations.  
 
Responsible management is clearly stated in Lebanese laws and regulations protecting collective rights 
to land and natural resources. Public interest is similarly evident in the wording of the law which states 
that “The National Territory is the Lebanese people's common heritage. It is the duty of every Lebanese 
generation to hand it over, with all its richness, to future generations. This involves the rational use of 
the land and its development through ways that would not alter its character or the potential that it 
represents”9. Decades of war and civil strife and equally the shift in state politics towards neoliberalism 
combine to undermine enforcement of these laws. Legal violations to state owned coastal lands were at 
the forefront of public contestation of the Cedar Island project. The arguments cite decree No 144/S, 
10/6/1925, that defines maritime as public domain, and decree No 4809, 24/6/1966 clearly states that 
the Lebanese coast, defined as the waterfront land including the seawaters, is a public inalienable 
property, which means that the Lebanese coast is a public property that cannot be sold to anyone, and 
cannot be modified or reshaped  (Al Akhbar, 2009). By reclaiming the sea, disfiguring the coastline and 
denying public access, Cedar Island is clearly in breach of these legal articles. In the case of Sannine 
Zenith, large portions of the communal lands, mashaa’, of four villages were purchased. With the 
general decline in traditional rural lifestyles and pastoral activities, local communities are less likely to 
relinquish ownership of the village communal lands10.  
 
The economic benefits of Sannine Zenith and Cedar Island are also questionable11. The fact that both 
companies are non-Lebanese implies capital networks investment and financing that do not necessarily 
benefit the local or national economy. In terms of job generation, project construction will invariably 
require highly skilled engineering expertise and non-skilled manual labour neither of which will be 
recruited from Lebanon. Nor will the projects benefit local communities, for example inhabitants of the 
four villages whose mashaa’ land was acquired by Sannine Zenith or to the population of Damour. At 
best, these villages will serve as a show case to add local flavour to what is otherwise commercial style 
planning and architecture. 
  
The generic, formalized approach to the planning and design of both projects is typically contrived, 
disassociated from the local context, both environmentally and socio-culturally. The cumulative 
aesthetic impact of such large-scale projects is no less disturbing than the piecemeal, unregulated 
development that is presently destroying the coastal landscape in Lebanon. Furthermore, default social 
exclusion and the fact that prospective investors/buyers are transient, will invariably prevent the two 
projects from developing a boisterous social and economic dynamic civic life that animates ‘real’ towns 
and cities12. They will remain depoliticised, mammoth ghost towns that colonize scenic Lebanese 
landscape.  
 
 



Landscape and the Discourse of Public Rights  
Though implicit to the environmental, legal, social and economic arguments, the landscape perspective 
was conspicuously missing from the discourse of public rights. The reasons lies partly in that landscape 
architecture is a new profession in Lebanon and the Arab World, its contribution as an expansive 
medium for community inclusive development and as a framework for sustainable management of 
natural and cultural resources is still in the making. The absence of a word in modern Arabic language 
that corresponds to the complex and layered meaning integral to the English ‘landscape’ is another 
obstacle. This in turn impacts prevailing perception of ‘landscape’ that continue to be associated with 
beautification of contemporary urban sites rather than with traditional landscapes and the Lebanese 
countryside.  
 
Beyond the infringement of collective rights to land, water, air and biodiversity, Sannine Zenith and 
Cedar Islands invariably replace existing landscapes and destroy valued landscape scenery, 
respectively mountain and coastal landscapes and seascapes. The extensive scale of the projects 
similarly amplifies their visual impact far beyond the physical boundaries of the project site. Cedar 
Island will mar the horizon to the Mediterranean from the foothills and screen the view to sea and 
coastline from the motorway for several kilometers. Sannine Zenith on the other hand will destroy 
pristine mountain landscapes, blight serene rural and pastoral settings and defile view of this iconic 
mountain. The landscape in these two strategic locations are enjoyed and valued by the public as 
remaining vestiges of nature and rural landscapes. In addition, they are of value as collective heritage 
in their own right but also as tangible expressions of less tangible natural heritage for example clean air, 
water, biodiversity and ecosystems.  
 

 
 
Figure 5: Conceptual diagram of the discourse of landscape and public rights in Lebanon. 
Drawing by Jala Makhzoumi. 
 
Landscape scenery therefore is more likely to serve as an all embracing framework for the various 
arguments voiced in defense of collective rights because unlike abstract concepts such as ‘ecosystem’ 
and ‘biodiversity’, it is appreciated and valued by all, professionals and layperson, academic and 



administrator. The potential of landscape scenery as a basis for contesting collective rights is all the 
more potent in Lebanon in view of its exceptional aesthetic quality, its ecological value and its 
contribution to local/national economy, albeit from tourism. Here the prevailing Arabic meaning of 
‘landscape’ as ‘natural scenery’, through limited will suffice. As such, ‘landscape’ broadens the 
discourse of public rights to include less tangible rights, for example shared identity and valued natural 
and cultural heritage as signified by landscape scenery. The ‘landscape’ perspective as such adds to 
public contestation of these projects in different ways. If by despoiling environmental resources the 
neoliberal agenda undermines the right of the public to healthy environments, clean air and water, and 
physical wellbeing, if by disrupting natural and rural ecosystems it deprives the public of the spiritual 
benefits of accessing nature then the destruction of scenic landscapes undermines the tangible 
foundation of what constitutes homeland and serves as a basis for Lebanese national identity (Figure 
5). 
 
Accepting that landscape scenery is a valuable resource, one worth protecting, and that landscape is 
indeed successful as an arena for discoursing the public right, the challenge remains: how to assess 
and evaluate landscape scenery? Whereas, the environmental, legal, social and economic arguments 
rely on ‘objective’, recognized tools of assessment, methods for the appraisal of landscape scenery, the 
despoliation of landscape character are not as structured. In fact the complexity of the word ‘landscape’ 
as discussed earlier warrant a diversity of assessment tools. The aesthetic quality of landscape 
scenery, for example, is assessed through Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment (Wilson, 2009; 
Shetland Island Council, 2006). Viewshed analysis is another tool for designating and protecting 
landscape scenery from new building development (Scottish Natural Heritage, 2009). Additionally, 
qualitative surveys complement assessment of the physical setting by gauging public appreciation of 
landscape setting and the collective value of landscape scenery and how it relates to local/national 
identity construction. The diversity of landscape assessment methods are not yet common practice in 
Lebanon, but are nevertheless necessary tools that contribute to the public appreciation of ‘landscape’ 
as a collective heritage of the Lebanese and also in mobilizing the public to contest transgression of 
collective rights.  
 
 
Conclusion 
For years I had argued against narrow, visual meaning in Arabic translations of on the ground that 
equating landscape with visual scenery limits the professional and academic potential of ‘landscape’. 
Discussions preceding and following the Cedar Island public debate at the American University of 
Beirut was an opportunity to reflect on the role of ‘landscape’ vis-à-vis the increasing influence of 
neoliberal politics in Lebanon. Listening to the environmental, legal, social, economic arguments 
enabled me to reassess the visual meaning of landscape. On the one hand, landscape scenery was the 
most obvious and discernable aspect of the Sannine Zenith and Cedar Island and as such tangible, 
readily communicable embodiment of neoliberal politics. Additionally, sentiments implicit to landscape 
scenery in Lebanon are empowering politically and as such more likely to spearhead public 
contestation of the neoliberal agenda. In short, landscape scenery is of value in itself but also as an all 
embracing, tangible, physical setting for the other arguments voiced in defense of the collective right 
and as a medium for socially just economic development. And yet, the ‘colonizing’ neoliberal conception 
of Sannine Zenith and Cedar Island is far from being inclusive and just. For landscape scenery to be 
used as leverage for political action is a considerable challenge, one which is all the more daunting in 
the absence of an academic and professional discourse on ‘landscape’.  
 
In ‘right to the city’, Harvey (2008) argues that sharing of urban resources invariably invokes the 
exercise of a collective power over individual rights. Applying his argument to Lebanon, a small country 
where urban and rural lives intertwine, natural and cultural landscapes overlap, expands the essence of 



‘collective rights’ beyond the city to embrace the entire area circumscribed within national borders. 
Conceptualized as such, the Lebanese countryside serves as a convincing arena for recognizing the 
collective heritage and contesting a compartmentalized, piecemeal approach to development. The 
Lebanese people must decide collectively how best to contest the neoliberal agenda and take 
responsibility for their landscape heritage.  
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NOTES 
                                                 
1 The English word ‘landscape’ was introduced in Lebanon and neighboring Arab countries through modern 
architecture and landscape architecture. The totalizing, perspectival way of seeing as such is integral to the 
common use of ‘landscape’ and its association mainly with contemporary development (see Makhzoumi, 2002).  
 
2 The geography of Lebanon, of high mountains in close proximity to the sea, is integral to a sense of homeland 
and to the religiously diverse communities co-inhabiting the country without necessarily constituting a coherent, 
national identity. Village life in a predominantly marginal rural landscape influence local conception of identity, 
valued as an experience that constitutes the essence of ‘Lebaneseness’ (Tannous, 1949).  

3 Research on the status of mashaa’ land in Lebanon is lagging. Urban planner Mona Fawaz argues that what 
common use of the term is rooted in Ottoman law but has since been transferred to the state and is now under 
the jurisdiction of public agencies. As a result, the actual communal authority continues to be contested. 
Drawing on my professional experience, I have found that authority over village communal lands can revert 
back to the state, for example Ministry of Agriculture in the case of re-forested mashaa’ lands, reclaimed by 
village municipality after a 15 year period (see Makhzoumi, 2010).  

 

4 Lebanon is recognized as a biodiversity ‘hotspot’ (see Médail and Quezél, 1999) . 
 
5 For reading on neoliberalizm see Dikeç, 2006 and Fawaz and Ghandour (2009) for neoliberalism in Lebanon. 
 
6 Three quarters of the Lebanese population inhabit cities and suburbs in the coastal plain. 
 
7 The arguments in this chapter draw on the AUB-IBSAR organized public debate on Cedar Island but have 
been expanded to include the adverse impact to natural and human resources by Sannine Zenith. 
  
8 Nadine Farajallah argued the environmental impact of Cedar Island (AUB-IBSAR, 2009). 
 
9 Cherbel Nahhas focused on breaches of the Lebanese legal codes by Cedar Island (AUB-IBSAR, 2009).  
 
10 Considering their extreme value as wildlife habitats, non-cultivated village communal lands (mashaa’) are 
conceptualized away from traditional pastoral uses towards community based nature conservation (see 
Makhzoumi, 2010). 
  
11 Jad Chaaban questioned the claims made by the Cedar Island Project of economic development benefiting 
local communities, AUB-IBSAR, 2009. 
  
12 Mona Harb argued that the vision and physical planning of Cedar Island is socially exclusive (AUB-IBSAR, 
2009)  


