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Ownership patterns and the
transformations of Mar Mikhael, Beirut

Mona Fawaz, Marieke Krijnen @ and Daria El Samad

This paper explores the relationship between property and gentrification, building on a case
study of the neighbourhood of Mar Mikhael (Beirut, Lebanon). First, we discuss the ways in
which the distribution of property ownership shapes processes of displacement. We then
investigate how property is made and reorganized through processes of gentrification,
arguing that the mechanisms through which gentrification occurs in Mar Mikhael are inti-
mately connected to the very logic in which land is conceptualized and managed as property
through the ownership model. A dominant logic of managing the city as the sum of privately
owned property lots dictates the necessity to streamline and clarify property titles, empow-
ering developers who can forcibly acquire lots even when other property claimants are reluc-
tant to sell. We further argue that a proper assessment of the role of property in gentrification
processes can only be made in relation to the larger regulatory framework in which land is
imagined and managed (e.g. as shelter, as asset), and that facilitates or limits gentrification
by creating the financial incentives for developers to activate the legal property framework
in different contexts. The logic of private ownership has dramatic effects on the ability of
neighbourhood residents to resist gentrification, particularly because it imposes an individ-
uated process of negotiation and a limited ceiling for what one can reclaim, ultimately pre-
cluding the possibiliry of claiming one’s right to the city both within and outside the property
framework.

Key words: Beirut, Lebanon, gentrification, property, land, right-to-the-city

‘Michel, a 58-year-old antique shop owner,
is faced with the reality of having to leave
his parents’ apartment in the neighbourhood
of Mar Mikhael after having lived there for
most of his life. Although Michel is widely
perceived in the neighbourhood as a
“property owner”, he only owns a few
hundred shares in the building where he
occupies an apartment. Built by Michel’s

© 2018 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

grandfather and his partner, this multi-
storey apartment building is now divided
among more than twelve grandchildren
(from two families) who disagree about its
future. The problem is further exacerbated
by the fact that these heirs do not own the
same number of shares and some of them
have been out of the country for over a
decade. The heirs of his grandfather’s
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partner are using a legal device that favours
the streamlining of property titles and the
centralization of the 2,400 shares to force
the sale of the rest of the shares and finally
sell to a real estate developer.

Michel never thought it possible that his fate
would be the same as that of his friends, old
tenants in the neighbourhood who had been
forced to leave their homes one after the
other as the buildings where they dwelled
were sold to developers. Yet now, having
received a court order to accept the
subdivision process and pay what constitute,
for him, prohibitive legal and registration
costs, he grapples with the possibility of
having to look for another home for his
family. Despite his attachment to a building
that he grew up in, Michel will soon be
forced to cash out his shares and watch as the
67-year-old building is demolished to make
way for another high-end residential
development.’

1. Introduction

ichel is one of dozens of individ-
l\/l uals, mostly elderly men and
women, who in the past few

years have been forced to leave the neigh-
bourhood of Mar Mikhael where they
have dwelled for several decades, many for
all their lives. Indeed, a process of renewed
investment has turned this once aging,
middle and working-class area into a
trendy experimental hub where creative
classes and upscale restaurant and pub
owners rub shoulders (Ashkarian 2012;
GAIA Heritage 2015; Krijnen and De Beu-
kelaer 2015; Bonte 2016). Once occupied by
car mechanics, small-scale industrial facili-
ties, and local grocery stores, the ground-
floor level of the neighbourhood’s streets
rapidly turned into a hub of bars and res-
taurants with ‘creative industries,” includ-
ing small-scale designers and art galleries
invading the secondary streets of the area.
Mar Mikhael’s transformation is residential
as well: over the past five years no less than
eleven construction projects have been
launched, causing the destruction of

seventeen buildings, while at least another
dozen have been emptied and are awaiting
demolition.

Stories that detail this kind of transform-
ation abound in the field of urban studies
(Zukin 1982; Smith 1996; Ley 2003; Lees,
Slater, and Wyly 2008). Typically described
as ‘gentrification processes’ (Glass 1964), the
‘transformation of working-class or vacant
areas of the central city into middle-class resi-
dential and/or commercial uses” (Lees, Slater,
and Wyly 2008, xv) has indeed preoccupied
scholars for several decades, as they have
documented the processes through which
neighbourhoods become susceptible to
renewed capital investment in their land and
housing markets. These studies have been
important in documenting and analyzing
processes of urban change. They have also
shed light on the role of the state in creating
the conditions for this transformation to
occur, by issuing zoning and building regu-
lations that influence the level of potential
ground rent, widening the gap between
actual and potential ground rent (Smith
1979; Hackworth and Smith 2001; Visser
and Kotze 2008). Such studies have also high-
lighted the role of financial institutions in
channelling credit and investment towards
specific areas and social groups (Smith
1979), as well as the role of cultural capital
mobilized by artist pioneers in valorizing an
area prior to gentrification (Zukin 1982; Ley
2003). They have, furthermore, shown the
role of structural changes in the labour
market in creating a pool of potential gentri-
fiers (Ley 1980). Finally, they have elo-
quently illustrated the dire consequences of
these urban changes for displaced middle
and low-income city dwellers (Marcuse
1985; Newman and Wyly 2006).

Despite the proliferation of studies on gen-
trification, few scholars have looked at the
effects of property on this process (but see
Lees 1994; Engels 1999). More specifically,
and although gentrification typically occurs
through property exchanges and can only be
explained through an understanding of land
as property, few scholars have looked at
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how the ways in which property is conceived,
distributed, and managed affect processes of
gentrification. This is what this paper aims
to do. Building on a case study of the neigh-
bourhood of Mar Mikhael (Beirut,
Lebanon), which has undergone rapid gentri-
fication over the past decade, the paper first
explores the ways in which the distribution
of property ownership—meaning who owns
property in the neighbourhood, and in what
forms—shapes processes of displacement.
The paper then departs from this ‘static’
reading of property to investigate the ways
in which property is made and reorganized
through processes of gentrification. Our
argument is that the mechanisms through
which gentrification occurs in the neighbour-
hood are intimately connected to the very
logic in which land is conceptualized and
managed as property through the ownership
model. We show processes of gentrification
to be facilitated by the dominant logic of
managing the city as the sum of privately
owned property lots, a logic that dictates
the necessity to streamline and clarify prop-
erty titles, favouring a conception of each
building and/or lot as a well-bounded entity
clearly claimed by one or several individuals.
While this representation of urban land is
often depicted as ‘natural’ or ‘inevitable’, its
possibility rests on the existence of a legal
system that facilitates the materialization of
a restrictive understanding of freehold as the
only possible model for claiming and/or
managing the city. This legal system, we
show, empowers developers to forcibly
acquire a lot once they have secured a few
shares in the property, even when other prop-
erty claimants are reluctant to sell their
shares. We further argue that a proper assess-
ment of the role of property in gentrification
processes can only be made in relation to the
larger regulatory framework in which land is
imagined and managed (e.g. as shelter, as
asset), which facilitates or limits gentrifica-
tion by creating the financial incentives for
developers to activate the legal property fra-
mework in different contexts. We conclude
by showing that the logic of private

ownership has dramatic effects on the
ability of neighbourhood residents to resist
gentrification,  particularly  because it
imposes an individuated process of nego-
tiation and a limited ceiling for what one
can reclaim, ultimately precluding the possi-
bility of claiming one’s right to the city
both within and outside the property frame-
work. This argument is significant because
it connects critical studies of gentrification
processes, which emphasize the importance
of examining how the state influences the
rent gap (Smith 1979; Slater 2017), to contem-
porary critical discourses about the nature
and effects of property. By making this con-
nection, the paper sheds light on the inter-
twined processes through which property
and the city are made and remade, in this
case in the forms of gentrification.

1.1.  Methodology

In order to build our arguments, this research
relied on crossing several joint and individual
research experiences that have traced pro-
cesses of urban change in Beirut (Krijnen
and Fawaz 2010; Fawaz 2014, 2017a, 2017b)
and more specifically Mar Mikhael (Krijnen
and De Beukelaer 2015), providing the theor-
etical backbone around which this study is
articulated. Building on this earlier foun-
dation, particularly Krijnen’s PhD disser-
tation (2016b) and a workshop she led with
AUB students in Spring 2015 (Krijnen
2016a) as well as El Samad’s master’s thesis
work (El Samad 2016), the research involved
a set of 34 interviews conducted with resi-
dents and developers in the neighbourhood,
and surveyed and reviewed the property
titles of 86 buildings in the same area. Prop-
erty titles were used to trace historical
changes in patterns of ownership including
inheritance and sales, to trace conflicts and
court cases as well as tax arrears and other
constraints placed on property owners. We
also looked at the distribution of ownership
shares over time and correlations between
this  distribution and  processes  of
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gentrification. Additionally, we surveyed the
neighbourhood, located all new projects,
identified buildings where apartments are
held under rent control, where dwellers
were being evicted, as well as owner occupied
units, units held by absentee owners, and
units where property records indicated con-
flict over inheritances. Finally, interviews
were used to learn about individuals’ residen-
tial trajectories, on-going negotiations about
eviction and compensation, family disputes,
and perceptions of change.'

2. Property forms/ gentrification
patterns: a brief literature review

In recent decades, critical discourses in the
fields of anthropology, geography, and legal
studies have questioned the widely accepted
‘ownership model’ where the natural and
built environments are considered as divided
into clearly delimited, ownable parcels, with
individuals holding the right to use and trans-
mit or bequeath them (Singer 2000; Blomley
2003). Instead, a consensus has emerged
about the need to understand property as
relational, meaning that an ownership claim
over a particular parcel of land materializes
in the right to exclude or include others
from a land parcel, not merely a relation
between an individual and the parcel itself
(Singer 1997, 2000). In the words of Christ-
man (1994, 16), ‘ownership is a relation
between a person and all other persons in
regard to some (tangible or intangible) thing.’

Moreover, scholars have shown that while
the ownership model typically assumes a
clearly delineated ‘tangible or intangible
property” where boundaries and claimants
can be easily identified, the reality of prop-
erty consistently involves diverse and
entangled forms of ownership and enmeshed
landscapes where boundaries are multiple
and hard to delineate (Varley 2002; Blomley
2004). The assumption of clarity upheld in
the ownership model nonetheless translates
into the workings of public land registries
and, more generally into the institutional

structures that manage the natural and built
environments, including planning agencies
that produce property systems around rep-
resentations of the landscape as a property
grid in processes that scholars have described
as ‘performative’, in the sense that they create
the world in their image rather than merely
representing it (Mitchell 2002; Blomley
2004; Fawaz 2014, 2017b; Porter 2014).
Through acts of surveying, recording, arbi-
trating conflicts and allocating ownership,
these institutions invest the labour required
for the simplification of claims and forms of
ownership, often with dire social conse-
quences for those who actually dwell in
these landscapes (Porter 2014). This is
perhaps best exemplified in the ‘regulariz-
ation” or ‘titling’ projects that are typically
implemented in lower-income countries to
integrate informal settlements within the
property grid of the city (Durand-Lasserve
and Royston 2002) but they can also be
visible in post-war reconstruction projects
(Moumtaz 2012; Fawaz 2014) and/or urban
renewal interventions (Karaman 2013)
where planning typically begins by a ‘clarifi-
cation’ of ownership, a process of simplifying
and limiting the scope and number of claims
that can be made over a certain area. In
sum, rather than a stable and pre-existing cat-
egory, property is ‘produced’ through a con-
tinuous labour of representation and
enactments within the context of specific
institutional and social realities.

How does this reading of property inform
our understanding of gentrification? Gentri-
fication is linked to a struggle over property
(Blomley 2004), a struggle that occurs
within the institutional frameworks where
property law is defined and organized
(Mitchell 2002) but also through the individ-
ual and group struggles to define the signifi-
cance and value of land. Indeed, before
gentrification can take place, an investor
needs to acquire and have some margin of dis-
position over a piece of land or a building.
This process of acquisition is mediated by
the form in which land is conceived and
claimed in a particular social and institutional
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context. This is where the conception of
property is critical: Will the property frame-
work weigh in to recognize the value of
land as an exchangeable asset or as the
grounds for shelter? Such a framework, in
turn, produces ‘undeniable material conse-
quences’ such as evictions, wealth generation
and speculation and furthermore shapes
‘subject positions’ in the form of, for
example, ‘renters’ versus ‘property owners’
(Blomley 1997, 192) in ways that largely
determine the form and speed at which pro-
cesses of gentrification can occur. How do
the different categories in which city dwellers
occupy housing units (as owner-occupiers,
tenants and absentee landlords, tenants with
present landlords, landlords, etc.) affect
their relative ability to put forward claims
that variously resist and foster gentrification?
Which modes of claiming land will be recog-
nized and enforced and which will not
(Verdery 2003; Blomley 2004; Porter 2014)?
Will tenants, for example, be able to claim a
right over an apartment on the basis of past
use? How will the legal and regulatory frame-
works through which land is managed (e.g.
zoning, building regulations, and other con-
straints on property that are the prerogatives
of planning agencies) affect property values
(Lees 1994) and hence the likelihood of gen-
trification? Will urban tax regulations limit
the margin of speculation, reducing potential
rent gaps? Will the social value of land trump
its exchange value? Are there regulatory fra-
meworks that curtail evictions and limit the
speed at which population changes can
occur?

Despite the centrality of these questions,
planners and geographers have frequently
omitted the importance of conceptions of
property in studying gentrification. Yet, the
few studies that have looked at the intersec-
tion of gentrification and property have pro-
vided powerful insights into how patterns of
who owns property but also how they own it
within a legal framework influence patterns
of gentrification and, more generally, urban
change. In the remainder of the paper, we
explore these elements further in the context

of gentrification processes in Mar Mikhael.
In the next section, the paper adopts a
‘static’ understanding of property to analyze
the relations between who owns, how they
own, and its effects on the likelihood of gen-
trification. The paper then moves to unpack
further how we think of property, outlining
the relations between gentrification and
property making. The paper’s final section
explores ways in which neighbourhood
dwellers formulate their claims and how
these intersect with the dominant modes of
conceiving and managing the city.

3. Patterns of property ownership: who
owns and how?

The most typical question raised by research-
ers connecting property ownership to gentri-
fication investigates the relation between who
claims property in a specific area and the
speed at which gentrification occurs. ‘Neigh-
bourhoods” [gentrification] potential is sig-
nificantly dependent upon the prevailing
pattern of property ownership within that
locality” (Engels 1999, 1478). This pattern
indeed largely defines whether capital will
be able to circulate through the neighbour-
hood and how this circulation occurs. More
specifically, gentrification researchers have
commonly distinguished between absentee
and present landlords, finding that properties
claimed by absentee landlords are more likely
to gentrify. For example, in a case study con-
ducted in Glebe, Sydney, Engels (1999)
showed that gentrification was initiated and
sustained by absentee property owners but
slowed by the fact that a large section of the
housing stock in the neighbourhood was
owned and occupied by working-class
families. Similarly, looking at a case study in
the southern United States, (Rivers 2007)
observed that absentee owners, typically
heirs of a first generation of property clai-
mants, were more likely to sell their proper-
ties to developers than were resident
landlords. In that sense, who owns, whether
they are absentee or present landlords,
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mattered powerfully to whether gentrifica-
tion occurred or not.

These findings echo our findings in Mar
Mikhael where the prevalence of absentee
owners appears to have precipitated the
process of gentrification. Records indicate
that, over the past decade, more than two-
thirds of building developments in the neigh-
bourhood were initiated in properties
claimed by absentee owners, supporting this
correlation between absentee ownership and
the likelihood of neighbourhood gentrifica-
tion. However, gentrification, it should be
pointed out, does not occur only through
the exchange of property titles. Indeed,
Engels (1999) found that gentrification
occurred in Glebe when absentee landlords
began to rent out their properties to wealthier
tenants, changing the profile of neighbour-
hood users without modifying the ownership
map. Similarly, in Mar Mikhael a substantial
number of the new bars and restaurants that
are replacing older shops are rented out by
absentee property owners, triggering a first-
stage gentrification process through the
transformation of commercial rather than
residential activities (Krijnen 2016b). Given
that they do not live in the neighbourhood,
absentee owners are not disturbed by the
noisy nightlife, nor are they vulnerable to
the social pressure of neighbours who suffer
the consequences of nightlife activities in
sleepless nights and dirty streets. In sum,
whether renting out or selling, absentee land-
lords were more likely to be involved in pre-
cipitating commercial and  residential
gentrification in Mar Mikhael.

Another critical distinction among land-
lords that shapes their willingness to sell or
rent to ‘gentrifiers’ is these landlords’ relation
to the neighbourhood, their levels of individ-
ual investment in Mar Mikhael, and whether
they have lived in the neighbourhood,
simply inherited shares in one of its proper-
ties, and/or bought a housing unit relatively
recently. Those landlords we interviewed
who have lived in the neighbourhood for
many decades consistently construct their
relation to their property within a wider set

of relationships that connect them to the
neighbourhood, its communities, spaces,
and struggles. Their resistance to selling is
typically framed less in relation to the par-
ticular apartment where they have dwelled
for decades than in their relations to their
neighbours, the shared memories of the foot-
ball team comrades with whom they still
meet to reminisce, and the specific social
spaces where they continue to congregate,
but also the history of collective mobilization
through which they had succeeded in secur-
ing electricity, water, or other basic necessi-
ties during the years of civil war. Many also
associate their presence in the neighbourhood
with their economic activities, typically as
shop owners who live and work in the same
area. This was the case, for example, of
Salwa, who is married to the inheritor of a
property in the neighbourhood and has
lived with her husband in this area for
several decades. Faced with the threat of
seeing one of the property heirs with whom
they share the property sell his shares to a
developer, Salwa and her husband rushed to
assemble the money needed to acquire the
majority of property shares and stop the
sale. “We stood in the face of the sale,
Salwa explained emphatically. “This was
especially my husband [...]. He works here
and lives right above his shop [...]. He was
raised here; he is familiar with everyone [in
the neighbourhood]. He doesn’t want to
leave’. While Salwa is not immune to the
risks of a property sale that would force her
to pay expensive legal and registration fees,
her relatively well-off standing enabled her
to purchase a sufficient number of shares to
secure at least the apartment and store she
claims in the event of a forced property sub-
division; a security well beyond the means of
most of her neighbours. Marie, another resi-
dent property owner, echoes Salwa’s attach-
ment to the neighbourhood: ‘I am often
approached by developers but my sisters
and I don’t want to sell [...]. This home is a
memory from my grandmother and grand-
father who were living here before we were
even born.” Conversely, Tony who moved
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here during the last years of the civil war,
seems less attached to the area. Since the
arrival of developers to the neighbourhood,
he has worked as a realtor and sought oppor-
tunities to sell units for profit, securing his
own margin on the basis of which he has pur-
chased an apartment in the area. As a land-
lord, Tony is more invested in the real
estate value of the property and the conven-
ience of the location, in line with larger devel-
opers, than in the social and cultural identity
of the neighbourhood. As a resident-land-
lord, his case invites us to go beyond the dis-
tinction between present and absentee
owners to look in more nuanced ways at
the different relations landlords forge with
the area.

The last characteristic that frequently
determines whether who owns will influence
whether gentrification will happen or not is
the financial status of landlords. In Eastern
European contexts, it has been observed
that owners or heirs of restituted property
or tenants who were able to buy their apart-
ment (in the public housing marketization
schemes that followed the fall of Commun-
ism in 1989) often moved away and rented
out or sold their properties to higher-
income residents. They did so because their
restricted financial means prevented them
from maintaining or renovating typically
dilapidated properties. In other words, land-
lords with poor financial means are more
likely to facilitate gentrification, irrespective
of whether they live in the area or not
(Sykora 2005; Chelcea 2006). This obser-
vation was also true of Mar Mikhael, where
several landlords who reside in the area
recognized that their limited financial means
led them to consider a land sale they would
not otherwise have imagined. This was par-
ticularly the case when these landlords were
faced with decaying properties and the
pressure of municipal taxes and/or warnings
about their housing conditions. Nadim, a
long-time resident in the area, complained:

“Ten years ago, I would have never imagined
that I would be negotiating the sale of this

home. [...] I am however retired and my
income is very limited by what my brothers in
law share with us. [...] The municipality sent
a warning that I need to maintain the building
around three years ago. How am I supposed
to afford that, it costs $20,000 and my
brothers-in-law should not have to pay for
this. [...] Selling and leaving to another
cheaper area may be the only solution for us
but we will do all we can to resist it.’

In sum, our findings in Mar Mikhael fit the
common expectations of the gentrification
literature. Owner-occupiers tended to be
less likely to sell the property than absentee
owners, as long as they could secure sufficient
shares and/or capital to resist a developer-
provoked sale. Moreover, owners who have
personal life investment in the neighbour-
hood as residents and/or shop owners were
less likely to sell. Finally, poorer owners
who struggle with the degradation of their
properties and limited financial means to
restore them were more likely to sell. While
these findings are telling, they need to be
complemented with further nuance about
the structures of property ownership and
how these affect the ability of some owners
to retain their property or not. This is what
we turn to next.

4. Making property/fostering
gentrification

A more critical outlook on property, as out-
lined in the introduction, questions the cat-
egories of ownership discussed in the
previous section further by showing that,
rather than a fixed and well-defined map,
ownership should be seen in terms of a
process in construction that works in
tandem with processes of gentrification and
within a particular legal framework. In
other words, rather than understanding own-
ership as a fixed map of clearly delineated
units, one can look at the property map as
the fixed representation that conceals the
more dynamic processes of ‘making prop-
erty’. Such processes include both legal and
institutional property mechanisms as well as
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policy decisions, popular mobilizations, and
other forces that affect how land is perceived,
valued, and managed. By unpacking these
processes of property making, and building
on the Mar Mikhael case study, we aim to
show how the making of property actually
affects and s, in turn, affected by gentrifica-
tion processes.

4.1. Property realities: between the law and
reality

In order to understand the process of ‘making
property’, we first need to look beyond who
owns an apartment and/or a piece of land to
ask how a property is held, given the particu-
lar legal context of property ownership in
Lebanon. Since the French Mandate, land
ownership in Lebanon is held under a
system that allocates 2,400 shares to each
property, irrespective of its size and location.
Property law allows these shares to be
claimed in whole or in part by an unlimited
number of shareholders, allowing for a multi-
plicity of ownership. Often referred to in
Lebanon as a ‘commons’, this multiplicity
of ownership typically arises as a by-
product of inheritance: a multi-storey build-
ing owned by a single individual or two
business partners is eventually bequeathed
to children and grandchildren who each
hold a percentage share of the overall con-
struction. In more complicated cases, each
of the apartments in a building is bequeathed
to multiple shareholders. This multiplicity of
ownership is reflected in the property records
we analyzed where we found that only a
handful of buildings, typically those pur-
chased recently, were owned by a single clai-
mant, while others were claimed by over 30
property owners.

In many cases, however, the distribution of
property in shares does not reflect the reality
of inhabitation. Hence, a son or daughter of a
property owner who has lived abroad for
several decades and holds more than half the
shares in a building may not be claiming
any of the apartments, sometimes not even

revenues. Conversely, a grandchild who was
born and raised in that same building may
be widely acknowledged as the ‘owner’ of
an individual apartment while he/she holds
only a minority of shares that are distributed
among several grandchildren and do not
amount, in legal terms, to the size of the
apartment he/she claims. In fact, many resi-
dent-owners share the ownership of the
apartment or the building where they live
with an array of family members and/or the
descendants of former business partners.
More generally, property ownership in Mar
Mikhael exemplifies well the complexity of
property claims and the imbrication of
formal titles with stories of inheritance,
family arrangements, and other ways in
which city dwellers claim and occupy space.
By crossing field observations, resident nar-
ratives, and the analysis of property titles,
we find that the map of residents rarely
reflects the actual ownership map and that
most  resident-owners we interviewed
among the older generations do not possess
a clear-cut title for the apartment where
they dwell. Take, for example, Thérese, a
55-year-old woman who used to work in
the family’s sanitation company nearby.
Thérese explained eloquently that the way
she and neighbours own the apartment
where they dwell is ‘local and popular’, a
Lebanese saying that indicates that agree-
ments rely on common understandings
rather than strict rules: “All the residents of
this building own the building in a “local”
and “popular” form (ahaliyyeh mahaliyyeh).
I won’t sell, I won’t leave.” She recognizes
that she does not hold solely the property
of the apartment, indicating that she can
only claim some of the shares distributed
across the buildings, but dismisses quickly
the possibility of being displaced based on
the fact that some of the other shareholders
have no stake in moving her out. ‘My daugh-
ters who also own this building live outside
Beirut, each in her large villa... but I live in
this building. It might crumble over my
head, but I will still never leave.” Looking
more closely at the record, one learns that
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the building where Thérese dwells is not sub-
divided into individual apartments and that
she and her neighbouring residents, among
whom are several tenants, could hardly
claim actual property ownership. Rather,
Thérese’s assertiveness rests on the tacit
agreements that have connected the building
residents and their wider families over
several decades. It also rests on a form of
claiming that is clearly not reflected in prop-
erty law, one that understands one’s position
and location in the neighbourhood in relation
to neighbours, as a collective act. This is in
contrast with the way property law fixes
property individually to specific owners
who negotiate separately their spatial
allocations.

While property law allows for a mult-
plicity of ownership, legal regulations
favour the streamlining of property owner-
ship by easing the consolidation of an indi-
vidual property title in the hands of fewer
owners. This is because, a leading judge on
property issues explains, ‘the multiplicity of
ownership can limit incentives for property
owners to invest in their assets’ (Chamsed-
dine 1993, 3). Two legal measures are note-
worthy: The first, known as the ‘dissolution
of common ownership’ (izalat shuyu‘, Law
82/16 of 1982), allows for the partition of a
property if one or several property holders
sharing the same title choose to do so.
Often implemented in the context of legal
court cases, this measure allows co-owners
to force all other co-owners in the same prop-
erty to partition the asset, if technically poss-
ible, in the form of individual titles,
irrespective of whether s/he holds a majority
of shares or not. The outcome is the indivi-
dualization of the exact ‘material asset’ that
each shareholder holds, allowing each of the
stakeholders to register her/his property indi-
vidually and to take decisions (e.g. sell,
bequeath) about his/her now independently
owned property without consulting any of
the previous stakeholders. In the process,
those holding smaller shares that do not
materialize in the ownership of a full asset
(such as an apartment or a buildable lot) are

typically paid compensations. In its eagerness
to facilitate the process, the law furthermore
allows for a shareholder facing difficulties in
allocating individual lots among each other
to initiate a subdivision process, without the
necessary consent of all co-owners, and
request the subdivision of the lot and the allo-
cation of individual owners through lottery.
(If the lot may not be technically divided,
this process introduces mechanisms of
public auctioning.) The law also provides
the option to create a real estate company
between these stakeholders and manage the
property as a financial asset. Furthermore,
the law specifies delays and requirements of
notification imposed on a court conducting
such a subdivision process, as a strategy to
safeguard the rights of all co-owners,
especially absentee owners, and facilitate the
dissolution of the commons (Chamseddine
1993, 4). The second legal measure is the
right of pre-emption, or haqq il shaf a, that
allows the co-owners of the same property
title to claim the right of first purchase
when other co-owners opt to place the land
on the market. While no legal requirement
explicitly forces a shareholder to sell her/his
share to another shareholder in the lot, the
costs of lot subdivisions (set at 1%) and regis-
tration frequently result in forced land sales
to a developer who has already acquired a
few shares, is forcing lot subdivisions, and
can claim the right of first purchase.

As a legal measure, the dissolution of
common ownership is frequently activated
in Lebanese courts. It has been used, most
notoriously, for the formation of the real
estate company Solidere that undertook the
task of turning the entire historical core of
the city into a single real estate entity where
all property ownership was dissolved into
shareholding, despite the resistance of many
property owners (Hourani 2012). This had a
dramatic effect, facilitating the transform-
ation of once bubbling, socially mixed areas
into a high-end urban development separated
from the rest of the city, as well as in turning
spaces typically associated with religious and
communal  meanings into  fungible,
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exchangeable assets held by religious auth-
orities (Moumtaz 2012).

In addition to property law, urban and
zoning regulations heavily affect processes
of lot subdivision when the shared property
is a building lot. It is indeed within zoning
regulations that we find the guidelines for
the size and shape in which lots can be subdi-
vided, dictating the minimum size and shares
that can be allocated to a single claimant,
affecting how property distribution will
occur. This factor is less decisive in Mar
Mikhael than in other contexts because the
most typically subdivided property in the
area is an already developed multi-storey
apartment building.

4.2. Property and gentrification

How does the legal framework related to
property making affect processes of gentrifi-
cation in Mar Mikhael? As noted above,
property ownership in Mar Mikhael is fre-
quently held in shares among heirs who do
not necessarily know each other, or at least
do not share a stake in the building’s future
and its value as home or asset. In many
cases, entire buildings rather than actual
apartments are owned in shares, meaning
that none of the property holders can actually
claim ownership of an individual apartment
or space. As a result, even when a multi-
storey apartment building is occupied by
families and/or individuals called ‘landlords’,
the latter are typically only a small fraction of
the actual property claimants and the units
they occupy do not correspond to the actual
share of the property they legally claim on
the property title. This is likely to elicit ten-
sions between property claimants, but even
in this context, residency patterns typically
remain stable owing to decades of inhabita-
tion and the fact that the legal costs of a lot
re-subdivision and registration tend to be
prohibitive for most property owners, as
would be the costs of displacing old tenants.

Things change however when a developer
shows interest in the property, offering to

pay the legal costs to one of the aggrieved
claimants, sometimes enticing an absentee
owner to engage in the land transaction, at
other times intervening between siblings
who have conflicting interests in order to
convince one of them to threaten and/or
proceed with a lawsuit. Once activated by a
developer who is looking to purchase a build-
ing, legal measures such as ‘registering inheri-
tance’ or ‘dissolving a common property’
displace informal arrangements among clai-
mants, replacing them by a strict regulatory
framework that heavily biases the streamlin-
ing of property and its consolidation. In the
early stages of the land transactions, property
titles and legal records frequently conceal the
presence of the developer who is intervening
only by financing the initiation of a lawsuit to
subdivide an inheritance. However, our field-
work indicates that through personal inter-
actions with one or several shareowners,
typically heirs residing outside the neigh-
bourhood, a developer may provide sufficient
incentives (such as covering legal fees and/or
directly providing legal counsel) to encourage
a first recording that will enable him to begin
to acquire shares in the property. Moreover,
since property claims often produce conflic-
tual scenarios and divisions among family
members, the option of a lawsuit presented
by a developer can be a welcome measure to
those who feel aggrieved by a loss of property
and/or other family decisions. In case after
case, property records in the neighbourhood
reflected this reality: a process of property
registration initiated through the courts is
followed within months by a first property
transaction where a private development
company acquires shares in the property
gradually, purchasing shares one after the
other, often relying only on the deterrence
power of the threat of a lawsuit rather than
the actual legal process.

In initiating these subdivisions, a developer
is not only providing financial incentives to
cover the subdivision costs. He is also provid-
ing the promise to cover compensation to
long-term sitting tenants who until 2014
were protected under the framework of an
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out-dated rent control law requiring property
owners to pay compensations for tenants if
they were to displace them, and further
limited the conditions for displacement to
two conditions only: (i) a building demolition
project or (ii) the need for one of the owner’s
children to occupy the house. In this process,
property owners are not on an equal legal or
financial footing in facing the threat of displa-
cement. Indeed, those who are poorer are
more likely to be forced out because they
cannot afford registration costs and other
legal fees. Smaller shareholders are likely to
receive financial compensations rather than
a property title, since their shares will not
equate physically to a proper housing unit.
This is the case even if a shareholder has the
ability to purchase a larger share and
reclaim a lot she/he may have inhabited for
decades, since a sharcholder loses her/his
right of pre-emption once a subdivision case
is filed. Moreover, tenants who have
dwelled in an apartment for decades can
only claim financial compensations, a right
that was furthermore challenged in the
recent revision of the rent law. In sum, the
share of the property owners in the future
development shrinks, bringing most property
owner claimants to the same position as
tenants. Ultimately, both property owners
and tenants are likely to come out with finan-
cial compensations rather than a foot in the
neighbourhood.

The case is somewhat classic. Scholars have
indeed found that shared ownership,
especially when in the form of multiple
heirs, often results in conflicting claims that
encourage the sale of properties to develo-
pers. In the southern United States, for
example, many large tracts of land are held
as heirs’ properties. An interested third
party such as a developer can buy a share,
or offer to pay for legal costs, and sue the
remaining shareholders to force a partition
sale, leading to the unwanted loss of the prop-
erty (Gilbert, Sharp, and Felin 2002; Rivers
2007). In this way, ‘the greed of one heir
can contribute to the loss of land among all
rightful heirs” (Rowland 2011, 18). Similarly,

in Lebanon, once a developer has acquired
shares and become an ‘insider’ to a lot
owned in shares, he can rely on the legal
system—frequently in fact on the threat of
the legal system- to force the sale of the
remaining shares by forcing a lot subdivision
process that will incur unaffordable costs to
most other shareholders. This will have the
outcome of displacing property owners such
as Michel who in the opening vignette
decried his inability to resist a sale that will
reduce his right to the neighbourhood to
mere financial compensations. In other
words, the legal property framework pro-
vides a valuable entry-point for developers
who can force a process of land sale, even
when a majority of the property owners
would prefer to resist it. Given the state of
the market, this ‘entry point’ eventually
becomes the trigger for gentrification, as
every new acquisition materializes in the
development of high-end buildings that will
be unaffordable to the current residents.
Thus, while developers, policymakers, and
Lebanese lawmakers often describe the mul-
tiplicity of ownership as a break on a direly
needed ‘development’, reality requires a
more nuanced assessment whereby such
common ownership, in the presence of
specific legal tools, may also produce scen-
arios that facilitate the acquisition of property
by developers and incur long term losses to
neighbourhood dwellers.

Conversely, it is the process of gentrifica-
tion itself that triggers, in the first place, a re-
imagining of the landscape as clearly owned
and delineated along the simplified ownership
model. Indeed, and as indicated by numerous
developers, it is the attraction of a large rent
gap in the neighbourhood that brings the
developers to the area (Krijnen 2018). We
turn to this in the next section.

4.3. Rent control, understanding property
making and other market forces

The knowledge that the legal framework that
is currently activated to displace a large
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number of tenants and property owners from
Mar Mikhael has been in place for several
decades, but has only come to affect the lives
of neighbourhood dwellers in recent years,
requires us to analyze processes of property
making beyond property law. Indeed, we
know from other cases that only when a devel-
oper perceives sufficient value in the land will
he be convinced to go through with the
expensive process (Rivers 2007) of taking
over and redeveloping a lot. So while property
law and urban regulations facilitate, as we saw
above, the process of ‘making property’, we
need to look further into the factors that
make this process possible. To this end, the
on-going transformations of Mar Mikhael
should be placed within the larger context of
Beirut’s urbanization, most notably the ways
in which the value of land as a financial asset
has come to trump its social roles, particularly
its role as shelter. To understand this process,
we need to look at a bundle of regulations that
organize the housing market, heritage preser-
vation, and urban development more gener-
ally. These regulations indeed produce what
(Smith 1979) called a ‘rent gap’, the difference
between the actual ground rent or income a
property owner can reap from her/his prop-
erty at a given time and the possible income
s/he can make should s/he choose to transform
it. While mainstream economics may depict
this as the outcome of supply and demand
forces, the ‘rent gap’ that entices a developer
to cover the costs of streamlining property
into individual titles is in reality largely the
product of a set of politically and socially pro-
duced forces that affect the demand for this
form of housing. Such forces mould the
policy framework that determines the levels
of actual and potential ground rent in part
by legislating around rental agreements and
construction capacities and permissions.

To understand better the forces affecting
the widening of the rent gap in Mar
Mikhael, let us look at the rent control legis-
lation in place. First introduced in 1940, rent
control has been the subject of a strong
mobilization movement that reflects the dire
housing needs of large groups of low and

middle income families who struggle to
maintain a foothold in an otherwise unafford-
able city (Bekdache 2015). In the context of
large social mobilization, the law was main-
tained in place but since 1992, it only
applies to those units that were held under
what is now considered the ‘old rent law’
while all new rental contracts abide by a
liberal version of the law that limits consider-
ably the duties of tenants and landlords vis-a-
vis each other. Conversely, the ‘old rent law’
imposed very strict conditions on property
owners. To begin with, the rent term was
indefinitely renewed, virtually removing any
restriction on the duration of the rental con-
tract. A landlord can only reclaim her/his
property in the event that s/he demolishes
the building and/or looks to allocate the
unit to one of his/her children. Furthermore,
under these circumstances, the landlord is
still required to pay tenants a compensation
fee that reflects the years of inhabitation.
Moreover, increases in rental rates for apart-
ments held under this law were until 2014
extremely limited, so that a tenant could be
paying a legal yearly rent of US$120 when
the market rate in a neighbouring building
was at least a hundred times higher (Krijnen
and De Beukelaer 2015). While rent control
is typically introduced as a measure to limit
gentrification (Ley and Dobson 2008), the
impact of this regulation in Mar Mikhael is
more complicated. On the one hand, rent
control has undeniably allowed a large
number of now elderly individuals to stay
in Mar Mikhael despite their limited financial
resources. On the other hand, the widening
rent gap has provided significant incentives
for developers to intervene and take over
the property from disempowered property
owners who lack the financial means to
recover an asset of increasing market value.
These issues are further exacerbated by chan-
ging urban and building regulations that
allow developers to build higher and larger
buildings (Krijnen and Fawaz 2010), ineffi-
cient heritage protection frameworks, incen-
tives for investments in real estate put
forward by the Lebanese Central Bank that
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encourage developers to demolish existing
buildings and replace them (Hourani 2012;
Krijnen 2016b), and regional and global
capital flows that encourage the Lebanese
diaspora to invest in Beirut’s real estate
(Krijnen, Bassens, and Van Meeteren
2017)—all factors that precipitate the finan-
cialization of land and have trumped its
social value. As the value of property
rockets in Mar Mikhael, differences ulti-
mately shrink between old-time residents:
both old-term tenants benefiting from rent
control contracts and old-time property
owners who can now only claim a small
number of shares in the apartment buildings
where they were born. Even those tenants
who could afford to purchase the apartment
that they have rented have no framework to
force the landlord to sell to them and find it
impossible to negotiate in the face of a devel-
oper attracted by the potential gain he can
make from demolishing the building to
replace it with a high-rise. As for resident
landlords, they are increasingly unable to
resist the looming threat of displacement
since they cannot cover the costs of register-
ing inheritances and new properties once a
lawsuit is issued. Nor can these dwellers
cover the costs of building repairs. Faced
with the threat of lawsuits, most will only
get compensations and likely none will be
able to retain the framework of livelihood
to which s/he is attached. In sum, the insti-
tutional framework of property management
and market forces have had considerable
effects on transforming the reality of owner-
ship from the imagination of ‘frechold’ as the
full dominion of property claimants over
land. It shows that a private claim over prop-
erty always exists within an institutional
structure that places certain constraints on
its use, but also provides incentives for its
profitable exploitation. This significantly
influences the ways in which gentrification
processes can take place (Lees 1994). In the
context of Mar Mikhael, this has materialized
in the disempowerment of the majority of
property owners and the transfer of property
to a handful of developers who are rapidly

gaining a legal, financial and physical hold
over the neighbourhood. Property hence is
not simply ‘remade’ in the same shape: as it
is streamlined and cleared, so is the profile
of those who can claim it.

5. Conclusions: other forms of claiming?

“Where will I go? [...] Apart from this
neighbourhood, I will die. I am like a fish; the
neighbourhood is my water. I will die if I
leave this water.” Samar, 61-year-old
neighbourhood dweller

‘T looked for a house in Mar Mikhael,
desperately, because I couldn’t imagine living
anywhere else [...] but we can’t afford it. [.. .]
I still work here and I come every day. [...] I
have lived here almost all my life; why should
I move?’ Alice, 60 years old, displaced 3 years
ago

‘T am a “specialist of eviction”. You have to
assess their needs: most tenants live without
comfort, in almost abandoned places. You
have to calculate adequate indemnities.’
Developer working in the area

Samar, Alice, and many other residents of
Mar Mikhael speak of the neighbourhood as
a tight-knit community where everyone
knows each another. Their narratives are
anchored in a number of local landmarks,
stores and/or religious buildings and insti-
tutions where old-time dwellers still meet.
Thus, many dwellers still visit the same
local market every morning to buy their gro-
ceries and the same grocer for their fresh
produce. Furthermore, men flock to the
same shops for a game of backgammon in
the afternoon while women gather over
coffee to share stories in each other’s homes
in the mornings. In describing these daily
practices, dwellers mix real tasks with the
need to catch up with neighbourhood
stories and events on the basis of a close
relation that spans several decades and
includes multiple shared narratives of
growing up together in these quarters.
These relations are further anchored in his-
tories of  social  organization  and
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collaboration, particularly in the years of civil
war, when residents had to secure collabora-
tively such daily necessities as garbage collec-
tion, electricity and water.

Embedded in those reminiscences is what
used to be a collective claim over the neigh-
bourhood that is formulated in terms of
shared memories and on the basis of an
investment in past local struggles and com-
munal agency. There is however no legal
mechanism or planning tool for the dwellers
to reclaim the neighbourhood in this form.
Through the narrow definition of property
that is imposed by the ownership model,
the right to live in the neighbourhood is
reduced to an individual right, one that is
measured by the amount of shares in a prop-
erty that one possesses and how much these
will be financially valued. This is what
Porter (2014, 397) has decried as the co-opta-
tion of communal claims into the language of
possession and the ‘narrow logic of posses-
sive individualism’ that reconstitutes and
limits ways of ‘owning” and hence claiming
the city to individual strategies formulated
through the ownership model). Thus, dwell-
ers who vocalize their right to the city in
terms of their years of dwelling in the neigh-
bourhood and their intimate relation to its
making negotiate their presence individually
through the accumulation of titles, receipts,
and other paperwork that can provide them
with the semblance of legality they need to
establish entitlement. Often caught in the
grey zones of legality where they have
rented an unregistered apartment and/or
agreed to occupy space through an informal
agreement, these dwellers look for water
and electricity bills, payment receipts, and
other forms that can help them improve
their position vis-a-vis developers who threa-
ten to evict them. What they negotiate none-
theless is not the right to remain in the
neighbourhood, but rather the compensation
for the displacement they will ultimately
undergo, whether in the form of another
apartment elsewhere (in other national con-
texts, see Porter 2014) or financial payments
(in Beirut). Indeed, in this property-led

transformation where developers encroach
on buildings one at a time, appropriating
shares and gradually building an empowering
majority, the ceiling that a resident can typi-
cally claim—whether owner or tenant—is
financial compensations. Developers are
keen on conducting negotiations individu-
ally, one tenant at a time, and refuse to meet
with neighbours together on the grounds
that the contracts are individual, and so will
the compensations be. This further weakens
the position of tenants who have no legal
channel to enforce group negotiations. In
other words, gentrification is channelled
through processes of decision-making that
provide no framework for claiming the right
to stay in the neighbourhood for those who
have lived there for decades. Instead, the
struggle against displacement is gradually
‘co-opted into the language of possession: of
reconstituting ways of owning and possessing
the thing-ness of property’ (Porter 2014,
395), while the ceiling of what can be nego-
tiated is reduced to higher compensations.
This is not to say that all channels of
communal resistance are halted. Since
1952, tenants in Lebanon have organized
under the banner of the Tenant Association
and mobilized for the maintenance of the
rent control regulation. Their mobilization
had borne fruit since the 1992 move to lib-
eralize all new rents was not able to cancel
their protection, leaving them as a limited
interest group occupying an estimated
40,000 housing units in Beirut (Bekdache
2015). Interestingly, however, only one of
the respondents we spoke to in Mar
Mikhael was involved in the national
struggle. Instead, these elderly dwellers per-
ceived their relation both in terms of the
individual = struggle with the property
owner, as framed by property law and pro-
cesses of urban change that favour nego-
tiation at the building level, and the
neighbourhood, in terms of their long
term relation to the area and its dwellers.
In that sense, it is important to dissociate
the politically organized ‘we’ of the
Tenant Association and the individual
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‘right to housing’ it upholds from a more
holistic  ‘right to the neighbourhood’
through which many of the claims are
made.

Ultimately, dwellers that often formulate
strong alternative claims to the area find
that their words fall outside the legal frame-
work and understanding of the property
model, and hence are unattainable in a
context where this model dominates the allo-
cation of urban space. Indeed, and as we have
shown in this paper, the ownership model,
which forms the basis of Lebanese property
law, encourages the streamlining of any
given property in the hands of a few, ideally
one owner, and facilitates its simplification
and clarification, thereby encouraging its
individuation. By doing so, the model
reduces the range of possible claims over
space to those of legal possession, reduces
the significance of land to that of an asset con-
vertible to financial compensations, and ulti-
mately facilitates processes of property
acquisition by developers and, consequently,
gentrification. In other words, processes of
urban change such as gentrification can only
be understood fully if we include within our
analysis a critical understanding of property
making and unravel the ways in which the
logics of property making and gentrification
work in tandem to produce displacement.
By unpacking the relation between the own-
ership model on which we have built our
understanding of the city, on the one hand,
and the forms that gentrification takes, on
the other, this paper has sought to highlight
the need to recognize a sentimental interest
in property and accept land as more than an
asset in frameworks of planning. Only then,
indeed, can we properly assess the repercus-
sions of gentrification and begin to address
it seriously through the professions and prac-
tices of city-making.
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Note

1 We note here that the absence of a census data in
Lebanon, as well as clouded property registries and a
proliferation of absentee owners, prevent the
formulation of an actual survey of the
neighbourhood.
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