Traveling workshop to unravel recent cultural legacy of the Levant

Researchers from 4 countries study dynamics of heritage definition, its connected p ublic, actors, networks
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AMMAN: A group of re-
searchers from four countries is
studying the dynamics of her-
itage definition and politics of
place and their links to devel-
opment within the Levant.

The research, assisted by an
International Collaborative Re-
search Grant from the Social
Science Research  Council's
Program on the Middle Eastand
North Africa, s concerned with
socio-economic, cultural and
territorial changes in historic
and significant heritage sites
such as ncighborhoods, streets,
historic buildings and other
places of public gatherings.

The researchers embarked on
this exceptional Traveling Work-
s]mg this past winter and cov-
ered different “sites” of investi-
gation from all over the Levant,
such as the historic neighbor-
hood around Rainbow Street in
Amman; the old neighborhood
of Saruja in Damascus; the Hi-
jaz Railrad Line Stations and
infrastructure all over the Lev-
ant, and new developments and
urban regeneration endeavors
in various historic city cores of
the Levant in Tripoli, Aleppo,
Sidon and Aqaba to mention a
few. One of the main objectives
of the project was to understand
the nature and dynamics of the
various types of publics, actors,
and stakeholders - such as indi-
viduals, NGOs, families, institu-
tions ~ involved in the defini-
tion, production, and consump-
tion of heritage and to unravel
the various networks, commu-
nication structures and discours-
s operating between and with-
in such publics and actors.

In Sanuja, - a historic neig]l-
borhood in Damascus which
was severely marred by “grand
planning schemes” during the
French Mandate eraand into the
1960s and 70s - there is a “liv-
ing" and extremely significant

yet marginalized part of Dama-
scene neighborhood heritage. In
the midst of “creative destruc-
tions” of French city planning
and its poar imitation during the
post-nation state era, not only
was this significant neighbor-
hood divided by a main high-
way, but many of its houses and
alleys were rendered “slums” in
contemporary planning maps.

The entire neighborhood
had been reshaped and “mod-
ernized” on paper and was sold
to shareholders, In fact some of
Saruja’s old buildings had been
already demolished maki
way for “modemized” planne
visions of the area, The Friends
of Damascus Society has
worked hard with representa-
tives of the old neighborhood to
contest the new for Saru-
ja, which they claim has very

igh historic and social value.

While Saruja may be losing
its character to poor urban
planning, Aqaba, Jordan is fac-
ing an invasion of multination-
al companies building fancy
five-star hotels and large-scale
development projects.

The city's residents, from
taxi drivers to shop owners,
have reiterated the feeling that
“the city is no longer theirs,”

The “hot” and most desired
places on the shore, such as
popular old beach coffeehous-
es, public beaches, fish restau-
rants on the beach or even sig-
nificant low-rise hotels from
the mid-20th century, are all
being taken over by such “first
class tourism investments,” as
termed by one ity official.

Agaba’sdistinctive, yet notso
recognized heritage of the
1930s and 40s represented in
the Old Town with its residential
houses, coffee shops and open
air cinema is being completely
disguised and submerged by this
sweeping “grand planning” and
“new vision" for the city. Al-
Ihou?;l people are aware of this
translormation, the ordinary cit-

The researchers Imugll the historic district of Saruja

izen does not possess the right
tools to contest or even mitigate
such visions and investments,
In the midst of such large-
scale touristic developments
emerges a genuine and authen-
ticpartne between tourism
heritage in the Levant rep-
resented by small family-owned
hotels in Damascus, Aleppo,
Amman and Beirut, an alterna-
tive to grand luxurious hotels,
Whether it is the Al-Rabie
historic hotel located in an old
Damascene courtyard house,
or the Baron Hotel from early
20th century Aleppo, tourists
are offered a different experi-

ence, one more true fo thecity's
social realities of everyday life.

An interesting observation
related to the heritage of the
Levant is the re-emergence of
certain “notable” families from
the 19th century as active par-
tidﬁants in public life. But now,
such families are not reinstating
their status through politics but
by being the patrons of culture,
art and the intelliﬁentsia. Sidon
represents a perfedt example

ere families like Debbaneh
are restoring and adapting their
old residence into the new Deb-
banch Palace & History Muse-
um, Other families like Audi not

only adapted their old residence
into the famous soap museum
but are involved heavily through
the Audi Foundation inurban re-
generation activities in Sidon
and in promoting cultural activ-
itiesinthe city. InAmman forex-
ample, the Abdel-Hamid
Shoman Foundation not only
dal:ons_oljs intellectual and cultur-
al activities, but have been ex-
tensively involved in the conser-
vation and protection of the ar-
chitectural heritage of the city
through the Darat al-Funun Pro-
ject: an old house/complex con-
verted into a nexus of art and
culture accessible to all strata of
society. Whether it is Harir, Deb-
baneh or Audi in Lebanon; Sho-
man or Mango in Jordan; Toukan
or Husseini in Palestine; or Ayi-
di, Jabri, or Azem in Syria, these
heritage patrons are reclaiming
their position in different places
of the Levant through the ap-
propriation of heritage and
through an appeal to culture, art,
and the intelligentsia,

Dunng the Traveling Work-
shop, encounters with the public
were diverse. At the very infor-
mal level, we met individuals on
siles, like shop owners, citizens,
clientele of coffee houses or ho-
tels, other. At a more formal lev-
el, we had also the opportunit
to engage in discussions with dif-
ferent types of publics and actors
such as: NGOs & other social
groups, representatives from his-
toric neighborhoods, families
and heritage patrons, experts
and academics involved in her-
itage or in urban regeneration
g;:jccts from Amman, Aqaba,

mascus, Aleppo, Tripoli and
Sidon to mention a few. These
various encounters  created
sume sort of a connected net-
work of communications and
contributed 1o an emegent so-
cial space of public contestation
and critical debates on issues re-
lated toheritage and place, iden-
tity construction, globalization
and socio-economic change re-

gﬂ]ﬁi"ﬁ these sites. The Traveling
Workshop develops a catego-
rization and understanding of
such emerging “public(s)” in the
Levant that is intersecting, frag-
mentary, ephemeral, and/or dis-
connected. Yet,and in spite of the
lack of tools for public contesta-
tion in the area, such publics
have been very active,and some-
how successful (in m%ﬂde-
grees) in debating issues related
to the politics of heritage, devel-
opment and place which have
predominantly remained out-
side the realms of critical ratio-
nale debates and public contes-
tation in the region that is over-
burdened with assumin, l:lm
er political questions. But, still,
the vnriultife publics and social

psin ionare fo
E:)::mc murr:g’ wel]-ir:fmd.
aware, and involved in order to
be able to address and contest
such issues.

Finally, this research project
attempts to contribute to the
eritical debates on the issues
mentioned above. The project
becomes a connected network
of communications with the var-
ious publics and actors; it aims to
promote the emergence of a pri-
vate sphere in the region of the
Levant leading to the emergence
of communication structures
that facilitate the generation of a
social space hosting critical pub-
lic debate. Such communication
structures, of which this research
group is but one, might con-
tribute and enrich an emerging
public sphere within the region
thatis capable of forming a trans-
formed and critical public opin-
ion regarding issues of heritage
de[imnou,ucr e development
politics, and identity construc-
u'on,T‘hwm'm aims to inaugu-
rate an : Forum of Critical
Studies on Heritage and Place
Politics in Contemporary Lev-
ant,such an NGO might be con-
sidered a t}:msili\.'e step for gener-
ating such a social space tha
hosts critical debates,



