
  

When I arrived in Beirut more than three months ago, the first thing I did was take a walk 

along the corniche. Coming from the bitter cold January winter in the northeast part of the U.S., I 

was eager to feel the warm air and sea breeze. When I got down to the promenade, I was met by 

many other people making the walk and enjoying their Sundays. There were many families strolling 

along the corniche, groups of young men playing football down closer to the water, and clusters of 

older men drinking argileh posted up on the rocks by the sea. I could tell that this location was a 

popular congregating spot for many Beirutees, and this is shown in the photo. If you look closely you 

can see people on the rocks, walking the corniche, enjoying their time. I remembered this day a few 

weeks ago in Sea and Society when Abir Saksouk-Sasso, a member of the Dictaphone group came to 

give a lecture. The Dictaphone group is Lebanon-based “research and performance collective that 

creates live art events based on multidisciplinary study of space” [1]. Abir came to discuss how her 

organization conducted this research on space and what conclusions they could draw from it. The 

process for conducting the research was multi-stepped. First the group would look at the history of 

the space, then they’d look into the consequent laws that were created for the space, and they would 



of course conduct interviews with locals about how they interacted and viewed the space. This last 

step is what I found most interesting. Abir said when asked, families would site public spaces as 

places they would go with food to have picnics, bring instruments, argileh, etc. These families had 

cultural connection to the public space. She also mentioned that it was common for migrant workers 

to gather in public spaces on their day off, to socialize and relax. And most of these public spaces 

were located within close proximity to the sea. There is something about the ocean that people find 

so endearing. It’s comforting in its ceaseless movement and promise of life. For Beirut specifically, it 

makes sense that people like to hang out right by the sea since that’s the only way they can see them. 

As shown in the picture, there are a bunch of high-rises along the coast that block the view of the sea 

from further inland. It’s all at once sad, predictable, and frustrating that companies would do this to 

the city’s most precious and communal part. They saw the appeal of the waterfront, companies have 

learned how much people appreciate being by the ocean and they decided to claim the land and profit 

from it as much as they could. And what is equally frustrating is that the people let this happen. 

Something Abir touched on towards the end of her talk which I found to be relatively weighty was 

how public space is never valued collectively. Individuals have their own personal relationship with 

these spaces but do not feel real ownership of it so do not feel responsible for it. This is what leads to 

unfortunate heaps of trash to fill the space and allows land reclamation, etc. I must say that although I 

have learned a lot in this course so far and I am better for it, in some ways ignorance is bliss. 
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