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Abstract 

Heritage site management and preservation are vital undertakings that go beyond 

simple conservation work since they are intricately linked to the formation and 

maintenance of national identity (Zeayter et al. 2017). This is never more apparent than in 

Lebanon, a nation with a rich cultural past that is still attempting to reconcile the 

intricacies of a fractured sense of national identity. It is critical to comprehend how 

national identity and heritage sites interact as Lebanon navigates the difficulties of 

historical contradictions and political unrest. In an effort to shed light on how heritage 

sites and their management affect Lebanon's national identity and the lack of a collective 

memory, this thesis proposes to unpack this complex connection. Conflict, foreign 

interference, and internal differences have all characterized Lebanon's historical 

trajectory, which has contributed to the disintegration of the country’s collective memory 

and national identity. Lebanon's cultural environment has been permanently shaped by 

the legacies of colonialism, civil wars, and geopolitical conflicts, which have shaped both 

past and contemporary narratives.  

Using multidisciplinary viewpoints from history, anthropology, archaeology, and 

heritage studies, this thesis proposal seeks to offer a thorough understanding of the ways 

in which cultural sites shape Lebanon's sense of national identity. This research employed 

a case study approach, focusing on the National Museum of Beirut as a symbolic site of 

colonial heritage in Lebanon. I used collection of artifacts, such as pictures of major 

monuments and maps as well as observation logs as the major data collection techniques. 



Due to the political conflict in Beirut that ensued at the time of the study, the study 

context was limited to the National Museum of Beirut.  

The National Museum of Beirut stands as a symbol of Lebanon’s fragmented 

identity. Established under the French mandate, it is shaped by colonial narratives and 

designed to emphasize the country’s Antiquity heritage. Moreover, the Lebanese civil 

war transformed the museum into a battleground both literally, as it stood on the Green 

Line, and figuratively as the work it took to retore it post-war became part of the 

country’s larger fight to reconstruct its fractured identity. Despite its reopening and 

restoration, the museum still faces major challenges in curation such as a real inclusivity 

in its representation of Lebanese history, as well as a more chronological and objective 

historical display. The museum should rise above its storage like display in order to 

present a more balanced and nuanced narrative. 
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

Lebanon, located in the center of the Middle East, is endowed with a plethora of 

historical artifacts that represent its unique cultural past, formed by ancient civilizations, 

religious traditions, and a multicultural mosaic. However, amid this rich tapestry comes a 

turbulent past defined by social differences and political turbulence, most notably the 

long-running Lebanese Civil War, which lasted from 1975 to 1990. In such a context, 

heritage places play an important role as guardians of memory, giving testimony to the 

nation's past and determining its collective identity. This begs the question: What role do 

those historical artifacts play in advancing a shared national identity in the context of 

historical fragmentation and discontinuity? Following the civil war, amid increased 

emotions of division and disparity, the importance of historical ruins, religious 

landmarks, architectural treasures, and cultural items has significantly grown. These sites, 

which act as bridges between various civilizations, represent Lebanon's diverse character 

and external contributions, including Phoenician, Roman, Byzantine, Islamic, and 

contemporary influences. This raises the questions: To what extent have the Lebanese 

civil war and other historical upheavals affected the preservation and use of heritage sites 

in connection to national identity? And how do these sites and their depiction in official 

narrative and/or public discourse symbolize Lebanon’s political, cultural, religious, and 

historical characteristics? 
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Research Problem 

This research study aims to investigate the substantial influence of heritage sites 

on Lebanon's national identity, particularly in the context of historical fragmentation and 

societal diversity. It seeks to investigate how physical vestiges of the past and intangible 

sentiments of belonging contribute to the formation of a collective national identity 

among a population with diverse cultural, religious, and historical backgrounds. 

Heritage site management and preservation are vital undertakings that go beyond 

simple conservation work since they are intricately linked to the formation and 

maintenance of national identity (Zeayter et al. 2017). This is never more apparent than in 

Lebanon, a nation with a rich cultural past that is still attempting to reconcile the 

intricacies of a fractured sense of national identity. It is critical to comprehend how 

national identity and heritage sites interact as Lebanon navigates the difficulties of 

historical contradictions and political unrest. In an effort to shed light on how heritage 

sites and their management affect Lebanon's national identity and the lack of a collective 

memory, this thesis proposes to unpack this complex connection. Conflict, foreign 

interference, and internal differences have all characterized Lebanon's historical 

trajectory, which has contributed to the disintegration of the country’s collective memory 

and national identity. Lebanon's cultural environment has been permanently shaped by 

the legacies of colonialism, civil wars, and geopolitical conflicts, which have shaped both 

past and contemporary narratives. In this regard, I argue that heritage sites provide 

windows into Lebanon's rich cultural legacy and contentious identity narratives, acting as 

physical representations of the country's complicated past.  
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Using multidisciplinary viewpoints from history, anthropology, archaeology, and 

heritage studies, this thesis proposal seeks to offer a thorough understanding of the ways 

in which cultural sites shape Lebanon's sense of national identity. By synthesizing 

theoretical frameworks such as Bruce Trigger's critiques of archaeology, Maurice 

Halbwachs' collective memory, Tim Ingold's embodiment of memory, and Anthony D. 

Smith's nationalism studies, this proposal aims to develop a comprehensive analytical 

framework for analyzing heritage management practices in Lebanon. The ultimate goal of 

this thesis proposal is to advance academic research and policy discussions by providing 

insights into the difficulties of heritage management and how they affect the development 

of national identity in Lebanon. The target is to guide methods for heritage preservation, 

reconciliation, and identity-building in a nation struggling with historical separation and 

political conflicts by clarifying the complex relationship between cultural sites and 

national identity. 

Purpose and Significance of the Study 

Heritage sites, cultural practices, and historical narratives can serve as common 

ground for different communities (Ingold 2021), offering opportunities to cultivate a 

collective national identity that transcends sectarian lines. Despite this potential, the role 

of heritage in shaping national identity in Lebanon still needs to be explored in empirical 

research. This study aims to fill this gap by employing qualitative methods to investigate 

how heritage management practices can contribute to constructing a cohesive national 

identity in Lebanon. By examining case studies of heritage sites and cultural initiatives, 

the research explored how various communities perceive and value these elements. 
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Additionally, surveys and interviews provided insights into the public's views on national 

identity and the role of heritage in its formation. 

This research is timely and significant considering Lebanon's ongoing struggles 

with political instability and social fragmentation. By understanding how heritage 

management could promote a shared national identity, this project has the potential to 

inform policies and initiatives that strengthen social cohesion and contribute to the long-

term stability and unity of Lebanon. Ultimately, the findings could offer valuable lessons 

for other multi-sectarian societies grappling with similar challenges. While existing 

literature has extensively documented the socio-political and economic impacts of 

Lebanon's civil war, there is a critical need for empirical studies that examine national 

identity through the lens of heritage management. This project seeks to address this gap, 

offering a fresh perspective on how Lebanon can navigate its complex sectarian 

landscape to build a stronger, more unified national identity. 

Definition of Terms 

 

Collective Memory: coined by Maurice Halbwachs, a French philosopher and 

sociologist, the concept of national identity constitutes a set of memories based on 

narratives and traditions, belonging to a shared group of individuals, and created to 

generate a sense of community. Collective memory is essentially transformed by current 

issues and understandings and is dependent on certain groups that are defined by time and 

geography (Halbwachs, 1992). To explain transpiring matters and concerns, communities 
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tend to select different memories that will help frame their social and political discourse. 

Therefore, narratives controlled by a central authority are what constitute a collective 

memory. 

Colonial Archaeology is described by Bruce Trigger (1984) as a form of archaeology 

that evolved throughout eras of European colonial expansion and were frequently used to 

legitimize the enslavement and exploitation of indigenous populations. Archaeological 

interpretations were employed to validate colonial myths of cultural superiority and the 

colonization of other nations. As a result, indigenous viewpoints and knowledge were 

ignored or eliminated, resulting in erroneous historical narratives that supported colonial 

power dynamics. 

Heritage is the legacy left behind by a community, or society, and heritage is what is 

inherited. Cultural heritage has been extensively defined in the literature. The council of 

Europe's Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society adopted 

the definition of cultural heritage as "… a group of resources inherited from the past 

which people identify, independently of ownership, as a reflection and expression of their 

constantly evolving values, beliefs, knowledge, and traditions.” In other words, “it 

includes all aspects of the environment resulting from the interaction between people and 

places through time” (Council of Europe 2005). To examine the importance of cultural 

heritage in the context of societies' specialized activities, it is necessary to consider the 

diverse types of heritages that underline this construct. For example, in addition to 

archaeological, historical, and natural heritage, UNESCO in 2003 introduced the term 

intangible heritage through its convention on the safeguarding of Intangible Cultural 



 

6 

Heritage. Hence, it is clear that cultural heritage has inherent value as well as practical 

value in every society. 

National Identity is superficially defined as a result of an individual’s relationship to a 

nation, which offers him a sense of belonging to a group sharing common experiences 

and values such as culture, tradition, language, those attributes that arguably form a 

nation. The definition of what constitutes a national identity has not always been as clear 

and pithy. Over the years, numerous philosophers, theorists, and researchers have tried to 

define what forms a national identity and yet could not agree on a clear set of definitions. 

Anthony Smith, a British historical sociologist, defined nationalism as “the ideological 

movement for attaining and maintaining autonomy, unity, and identity on behalf of a 

population deemed by some of its members to constitute an actual or potential nation” 

(Smith 1991, 73). He also provided a classification of conceptual approaches related to 

the origins of nations such as the modernists, perennials, primordialists and historical 

ethno-symbolists (Smith 1999). Seemingly, the characterization of national identity is a 

straightforward endeavor however, its definition becomes a little more complicated when 

answering the question of what forms a national identity. 

Nationalist Archaeology is defined by Bruce Trigger (1984), as a form of archaeology 

that promotes the formation of a cohesive national identity based on a chosen 

interpretation of history. Archaeological monuments and artifacts are frequently utilized 

to instill a sense of national pride and belonging while neglecting or undervaluing the 

contributions of oppressed communities. This can lead to a distorted view of history and 

the perpetuation of exclusionary myths that exacerbate societal tensions. 
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Negative Heritage: is a phrase used to redefine our concept of heritage, referring to 

locations that certain people believe memorialize war, pain, and tragedy (Rico 2010). 

Negative heritage focuses on themes of death, conflict, religious turmoil, and cultural 

division. Lynn Meskell, an anthropologist and archaeologist at the university of 

Pennsylvania defines negative heritage as contested areas that accumulate bad memories 

in the community consciousness (Meskell 2002). The debates surrounding bad legacy can 

overwhelm its fundamental cultural or historical value. 

Past Mastering is defined by Lynn Meskell (2002) as an archaeological phenomenon 

in which the past is depicted or understood in a way that is consistent with modern social, 

political, and cultural goals. It entails manipulating or selectively presenting 

archaeological material to support certain goals or narratives, frequently at the expense of 

a thorough or nuanced knowledge of the past. Past mastery might include the 

appropriation of archeological sites or artifacts to support certain ideological or 

nationalist goals, as well as the suppression or marginalization of interpretations that 

contradict dominant narratives. Meskell's notion emphasizes how power dynamics and 

vested interests may impact archeological knowledge creation, resulting in interpretations 

of the past that reflect and perpetuate modern beliefs. 

Sectarianism refers to social, political, and cultural differences within a society that 

are founded on religious affiliations or sectarian identities(reference?). It includes the 

manifestations of these differences in numerous areas of life, including politics, 

education, work, and social connections. Sectarianism frequently entails the prioritization 

of one religious group over another, resulting in discrimination, marginalization, and 

conflict within sectarian communities. It is also characterized by the promotion of 



 

8 

sectarian interests and narratives, which may aggravate tensions and prolong cycles of 

sectarian violence and division 
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Chapter II. 

Literature Review 

In a nation like Lebanon, where political unrest and historical divides have 

shattered collective memory, managing and protecting heritage assets are especially 

important in forming national identity. This literature review integrates knowledge from 

several theoretical approaches and empirical research to understand how heritage sites 

and their administration affect Lebanon's sense of national identity. The concept of 

national identity is coined by Anthony D. Smith, who defines nationalism as "the 

ideological movement for attaining and maintaining autonomy, unity, and identity on 

behalf of a population deemed by some of its members to constitute an actual or potential 

nation" (Smith 1991, 73). While some argue that a nation is rooted in ancient times, 

emphasizing the roles and impacts of previous civilizations on a nation's origins, others 

maintain that the nation is a post-industrial revolution and modern concept.  

The Concepts of National Identity and Collective Memory 

Despite its origin, be it ancient or modern, the formation of a nation brings along 

with it the formation of a national identity (Liu & Turner 2018). Seemingly, the 

characterization of a national identity is a straightforward endeavor. However, its 

definition becomes more complicated when answering what forms a national identity 

take, for it varies depending on scholars. Huntington (1996) and Herskovits (1948) argue 

that national identity has four main elements: belief structure, cultural similarity, national 

heritage, and racial unity. Smith (1991) demonstrates that recognizable notable region, 

common myths, verifiable recollections, and shared economy collectively constitute the 



 

10 

concept of national personality. Stephan Schulman, an American political scientist, 

developed a model describing a national identity as comprising three key elements (civic 

identity, cultural identity, and ethnicity) and their components. However, these elements 

and components define a national identity as prevalent in what he calls “fragile 

countries”, which are countries in constant conflict. Another critical instrument for 

forming a national identity is the concept of collective memory. Takei (2018) argued that 

for a nation to have a national identity, its population must share everyday experiences 

and values.  

The concept of collective memory was first introduced in the 20th century as 

collective consciousness or collective effervescent (Durkheim 1912). The claim was that 

to survive, a social group must have continuities and connections to the past, whether a 

small family or a significant action.  

This continuity took place in the form of a collective consciousness or 

effervescence, and it represented the different rituals and values that a community uses to 

commemorate an event or a person. Coined by Maurice Halbwachs (1992), the concept 

of collective memory constitutes a set of memories based on narratives and traditions 

belonging to a shared group of individuals and created to generate a sense of community. 

It depends on specific groups delineated by space and time and shaped by the present 

issues and understandings. Halbwachs' theory clarifies the difficulties of memory 

formation and the function of heritage sites in supporting collective interpretations of the 

past in Lebanon.  In this country, historical narratives are challenged and divided. These 

challenges and divisions make way for biased narratives. By selecting interpretations of 
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the past and emphasizing certain events, figures, or symbols, the narrative would only 

support one faction of the nation while marginalizing another.  

While archaeology, the primary discipline of interpreting the past by analyzing 

material remains, it is strongly influenced by the sociopolitical environment surrounding 

it. In addition to supporting the state, archeological sites are frequently used to create a 

future history that makes alternative power structures—such as egalitarian, nonstate, 

native, and pre-colonial systems—seem impossible or, worse, extinct (Borck 2019). In 

other words, the existing world, its ideology, and its infrastructure were all formed due to 

our "constructed past" (Borck 2019). 

 History, through archaeology, is not constructed by the general population but by 

the few Elites and the more affluent people who hold power in our modern-day complex 

hierarchical system. Furthermore, archaeology is a practice that creates memory in the 

sense that what researchers deem archaeological evidence and what they choose to ignore 

plays a vital role in shaping memory and, more specifically, the collective memory of a 

society. Therefore, narratives controlled by a central authority constitute a collective 

memory. Choosing a specific narrative also leads to alienation and exclusion, as selecting 

a specific group or people to commemorate directly eliminates others (Nora 1996). 

Bodnar (1993) noted that collective memory does not accurately represent the past but 

the present and future needs.  Without a proper united narrative, there would be no 

collective memory since memory is preconstructed discursive elements, languages, and 

so on that assist, shape, filter, and make sense of experience (Bell 2003). Trigger (1984) 

posits that archaeology in itself can also be politicized.  
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Lebanon: A Geopolitical Background 

Lebanon's strategic location has historically made it a focal point of political 

conflict and religious diversity, home to multiple ethno-religious communities, including 

Christian, Muslim, and formerly Jewish populations. This diversity has contributed to a 

complex and often contentious national identity, deeply influenced by sectarian 

affiliations (Offeish 1999; Khalaf 2002). The nation's sectarian composition includes 

eighteen different sects within Islam and Christianity, leading to political tensions and 

polarization (US Department of State 2011). This melting pot eventually erupted into a 

civil war, drowning the concept of a unified and collective identity. 

While there is extensive literature on the effects of the civil war on Lebanon's 

economic and sociopolitical well-being, there is a notable gap in the empirical studies 

examining the notion of national identity. Most existing studies approach the topic 

through the lens of psychology, focusing on the trauma experienced by the Lebanese 

population after more than 30 years of civil war and ongoing political tension (Volk 

2008). This focus on trauma is understandable given the profound psychological impact 

of the conflict, yet it often results in a fragmented understanding of Lebanese identity 

dominated by sectarian divisions. Lebanon's unique sectarian composition, comprising 

various religious and ethnic groups, complicates forming a cohesive national identity. 

Sectarianism profoundly influences personal and collective identities, leading scholars to 

examine national identity through the fragmented perspectives of individual communities 

rather than as a unified whole (Shaery-Eisenlohr 2008; Rabah 2020; Hojairi 2021; Reilly 

2011; Meier 2015; Clark & Salloukh 2013). This fragmentation is further reinforced by 
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the political system, which allocates power based on sectarian affiliation, perpetuating 

divisions and impacting perceptions of national unity. 

The Historical Context of Lebanon 

As the center of the Phoenician civilization and a vital hub in the intricate network 

of Mediterranean trade and cultural interchange, the region of Lebanon now has great 

historical significance. Lebanon's position as the intersection of Egypt, Mesopotamia, and 

the Mediterranean basin made it a liminal region that fostered innovation, cultural 

syncretism, and exchange. The city-states of Tyre, Sidon, and Byblos thrived because of 

their closeness to the sea and the region's natural resources, especially Cedar trees. Its 

abundance of forests facilitated the development of shipbuilding and trade networks 

extending as far as Carthage and the Western Mediterranean (Aubet 1993, 75). This 

expansion promoted cultural diffusion, evidenced by the spread of the Phoenician 

Alphabet. This innovation transformed communication across the Mediterranean and 

later laid the foundation for Greek and Latin Scripts (Aubet 1993, 81). 

From an archaeological point of view, Byblos, one of the continuously inhabited 

cities in the world dating back to 8000 BC, has yielded significant discoveries during 

excavations that illustrate its long-standing role in interregional trade and exchange. The 

extensive presence of Phoenician goods across Mediterranean sites underscores their 

economic Influence. Egyptian artifacts, such as inscriptions bearing Pharaohs' names, 

indicate enduring connections with the Nile Valley (Van Dommelen 1997, 284). 

Furthermore, the material culture of Phoenician settlements, particularly their luxury 

goods such as purple dye and ceramics, shows a fusion between indigenous traditions and 

external influences (Van Dommelen 1997, 216). Through these findings, we can deduce 
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that the Phoenicians were traders as well as cultural intermediaries, if not cultural 

transmitters, influencing technological and artistic advancements throughout the 

Mediterranean. Lebanon's distinctive geography, with its rugged mountains and fertile 

coastal plains, facilitated this dynamic interaction between inland and coastal 

communities. This interaction created a dual economy, where coastal merchants traded 

surplus goods while local agricultural production supported inland populations (Horden 

& Purcell 2000, 132). This model emphasizes the interconnectedness of maritime and 

hinterland economies, which played a pivotal role in the prosperity of Phoenician city-

states. In addition, under imperial domination, particularly of the Assyrians, Babylonians, 

and eventually the Romans, the coastal cities of Lebanon served as centers of resistance 

and diplomacy, highlighting the strategic significance of the region's geography (Horden 

& Purcell 2000, 140). 

Lebanon's significance in antiquity was further solidified during the Roman era. 

The Romans constructed roads, aqueducts, and temples, which integrated Phoenician 

settlements into the Empire's administrative and commercial system (Butcher 2003; 

Dietler 2010). Baalbek, renowned for its colossal Roman temples, exemplifies this 

integration. These monumental structures that embody Roman authority and cultural 

dominance, drawing upon local resources and labor, served religious purposes (Butcher 

2003, 319). In order to understand Lebanon's anthropological role in antiquity, it is 

important to recognize the country's capacity to harmonize cosmopolitanism with local 

identity. A hybrid culture emerged, characterized by a blend of Phoenician and deep 

Mediterranean influences, shaped by the continuous interaction of local traditions and 

external forces (Shaw 1996, 310). In response to the evolving political dynamics of larger 
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empires, the Phoenicians adapted their naval strategies to preserve their Influence and 

survival (Shaw 1996, 314). 

Therefore, this area played an active role in shaping the ancient Mediterranean 

world and not just passively benefiting from its geographical Location. It became an 

integral component of the intricate trade and cultural exchange networks that defined 

antiquity by using its natural resources, maritime expertise, and adaptability. There is a 

lot of archaeological and anthropological evidence that collectively demonstrates how 

Lebanon's distinctive physical and cultural attributes facilitated its central role in 

mediating and influencing the political, social, and cultural dynamics of the ancient world 

(Dietler 2010, 220). The enduring legacy of Lebanon's contribution to Mediterranean 

civilization is evident in the ruins and artifacts that stand as testaments to its ancient 

cities.  

The region that is now Lebanon joined the Roman Empire in the third century and 

went through the "Pax Romana." Because of its esteemed law school, Berytus (now 

Beirut) became a highly sought-after hub for legal education. The area became more 

Christianized starting in the fourth century, especially as the Byzantine Empire grew. 

Tyre became known as one of the major trading hubs for the silk and spice routes during 

this time. The Arabization and Islamization of the area during the Umayyad and Abbasid 

conquests marked the end of the Byzantine era. Serfdom was established and present as a 

result of the feudal system that was adopted throughout the Middle Ages. 

But in the midst of these political and cultural shifts, the Crusaders forged 

partnerships with some native minorities, such as the Maronites. These ties sparked 

intellectual fervor and economic boom, which continued as trade with Europe expanded. 
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Europeans were fascinated with Eastern sciences and anxious to learn from them. As a 

result of this cultural interaction, the region had a tremendous intellectual awakening and 

flourishing of knowledge and learning. 

An understanding of the beginnings of Lebanon's historical legacy can be gained 

by considering its ancient past. These historic locations, including the Crusader 

stronghold in Byblos and the Roman temple in Baalbek, have become lively celebration 

spaces for concerts, festivals, and other cultural events. These living heritage sites, the 

cornerstone of "intergenerational transmission," are significant cultural hubs that continue 

attracting tourists and supporting the preservation and development of Lebanon's cultural 

heritage and being historical landmarks. The preservation of these places has been made 

possible mainly by international groups. 

Lebanon under Ottoman Rule 

During the Ottoman Empire's administration (1516–1918), socio-political systems 

were put in place, which had a strong impact on Lebanon's national identity and legacy. 

Lebanon was ruled by the Empire as part of a broader imperial system that offered the 

element of local autonomy with centralized control in an effort to preserve stability. Their 

policies significantly impacted Lebanon's sectarian makeup, communal self-governance, 

and regional relations, especially the millet system and the semi-autonomous rule of local 

leaders. In addition to influencing Lebanon's sociopolitical structure during the Ottoman 

administration, these factors laid the groundwork for the difficulties that continued into 

the French Mandate era and the current Lebanese state (Akarli 1993, 45). The millet 

system, which was used by the Ottoman Empire to manage Lebanon as part of its more 

extensive provincial system, established a framework that gave religious communities 
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considerable autonomy. This system allowed the Jewish, Muslim, and Christian 

communities to manage internal legal issues, preserve their own religious institutions, 

and administer personal status laws. While functioning within a broader imperial 

structure, this autonomy permitted the Maronites, Druze, Greek Orthodox, and eventually 

Shi'a and Sunni Muslims to maintain their unique cultural and theological traditions 

(Akarli 1993). The strengthening of sectarian identification as the leading indicator of 

political and social organization was one of this system's most significant effects. The 

Ottomans established a system where community identity became crucial by appointing 

religious leaders to act as go-betweens between the state and their respective 

communities. 

  As groups created distinct legal and educational frameworks prioritizing their 

uniqueness over a common national identity, this institutionalized sectarianism 

disintegrated Lebanon (Fayad 2020, 78). However, sectarian rule was not the only thing 

that characterized Ottoman Lebanon; there were also times when local autonomy was 

substantial. Leaders like Prince Fakhr al-Din II (1590-1635) managed the intricacies of 

Ottoman governance to consolidate authority, upgrade infrastructure, and engage in 

diplomacy with European states. An early example of proto-nationalism was shown by 

Fakhr al-Din's administration, which featured partnerships with Tuscany and attempts at 

economic modernization. This allowed local leaders to exercise power while still being 

subject to Ottoman suzerainty (Thompson 2000, 119). A unique Lebanese political 

consciousness that would later impact nationalist movements in the 19th and 20th 

centuries was shaped in part by his policies. Regional power struggles during Ottoman 

rule significantly shaped Lebanese identity and legacy. Sectarian tensions increased 
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during the 19th century, in particular, leading to the bloody civil war between Maronite 

and Druze forces in 1860. These conflicts revealed the weakness of the Ottoman 

government model in Lebanon and were partially stoked by economic inequality and 

European involvement. Under pressure from Britain and France, the Ottomans responded 

by establishing a special administrative district for Mount Lebanon in 1861 and 

implementing the Mutasarrifiyya system. This system was an administrative arrangement 

that provided province autonomy for a chosen province. In order to maintain the balance, 

the province had as its chief a Christian governor (mutasarif) that was appointed but the 

Ottoman sultan and approved by European powers (Akarli 1993). By publicly 

acknowledging confessional participation within its administration, the Mutasarrifiyya 

further solidified Lebanon's sectarian divisions, even as it momentarily reduced tensions. 

In the period of the French Mandate, this sectarian quota-based form of government had 

an impact on the political structure of Lebanon, and it continues to exist in the current 

republic (Fayad 2020). This Ottoman emphasis on local autonomy unintentionally led to 

a fractured society where confessional allegiances was regarded higher than a shared 

sense of national identity. 

Due to the increase of European influence in the area during the 19th Century, 

numerous cultural and economic changes occurred in Lebanon. Under the demand of 

French markets, Mount Lebanon's silk industry expanded, integrating the area into 

international trade networks and worsening socioeconomic disparities. Sectarian tensions 

grew increased as the wealth gap between the rural Muslim and Druze communities and 

the Christian bourgeoisie, who profited from trade with Europe (Shorrock 1996). 

Meanwhile educational institutions, many of which were founded by western Jesuits, 
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influenced greatly Lebanese identity by bringing a sense of cultural dualism that 

contrasted Ottoman-Islamic legacy with European-Christian influences was fostered by 

the growth of these Jesuit and Protestant schools, which brought new intellectual 

currents. As a result, an educated elite that would later support independence and 

nationalist movements and push for a unique Lebanese identity apart from Ottoman 

control came into being during this time (Thompson 2000). As Ottoman power declined 

in the early 20th century, Lebanese nationalism emerged against imperial control. Many 

Lebanese communities were disaffected by the Young Turk reforms (1908–1918), which 

sought to enforce a more uniform Ottoman identity and centralize authority. Ottoman 

policies, such as severe economic sanctions and the notorious famine of 1915–1918, 

stoked anti-imperial sentiment during World War I. Christian groups in Lebanon were 

further compelled to advocate for further autonomy or affiliation with France as a result 

of the widespread hardship that was made worse by a blockade imposed by the British 

and French (Akarli 1993). After the Ottoman Empire collapsed in 1918 and the French 

Mandate was established in 1920, Lebanon became a Western-controlled mandate instead 

of an imperial province. Nonetheless, a number of the institutions put in place during 

Ottoman rule—communal divisions, economic reliance, and sectarian governance—

remain firmly ingrained in Lebanese culture. Sectarianism became even more ingrained 

as a defining feature of the Lebanese political system as the French built upon these 

differences (Fayad 2020).  

Shaping not only political structures, but cultural narratives as well as heritage 

management, sectarianism is shaped up to be one of the main pillars of Lebanese identity. 

In Lebanon identity has always historically been intertwined with religious affiliations, 
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unlike other nations where identity is based on either linguistic or ethnic continuity, 

identity. This intertwining has led to the creation of different historical narratives that led 

to a competition for legitimacy, which has had a powerful impact on how heritage is 

preserved, interpreted and even contested in the country. Museums, heritage sites as well 

as narratives (both archaeological and historical) have been used as representations for 

sectarian dominance, challenged memory as well as political struggles. 

The concept of sectarianism in Lebanon is not modern but rather a concept that 

dates back to the Ottoman Empire, using the Ottoman millet system a form of governance 

that was established in Lebanon and the broader middle east from the 16th century to the 

early 20th by the Ottoman Empire. This form of governance introduces a system in which 

minor religious communities from the same area known as millets are given an amount of 

educational, administrative and educational autonomy, therefore allowing them to 

administer themselves in several important aspects of life. A reminder that though the 

Ottoman Empire was a Muslim state it ruled over a land that included a variety of 

religions and religious beliefs, and so in order to avoid revolution, they placed the millet 

system. However, by doing so they placed sectarian identity over national and collective 

unity (Makdisi 2000). By doing so, the millet system allowed the different religious sects 

to establish separated laws, cultural narratives and institutions with their own culture thus 

leading to several instead of one collective memory (Maktabi 1999). This led to the fact 

that control over heritage sites as well as religious monuments became a matter of 

sectarian authority, with the different sects claiming ownership over particular historical 

narratives. Therefore, instead of being presented as a shared national responsibility, 

culture heritage sites became intertwined with religious and sectarian affiliation as well, 
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creating more disputes over ownership and representations, fragmenting the Lebanese 

identity even further. 

The Ottoman era shaped Lebanon's sociopolitical hierarchy, governance systems, 

and sectarian makeup, laying the groundwork for its modern character. The millet system 

strengthened sectarian tensions that still exist today while institutionalizing local 

sovereignty. Early examples of Lebanese agency inside the Ottoman framework were 

demonstrated by local leaders such as Fakhr al-Din II, who cultivated a sense of proto-

nationalism and negotiated international alliances. Nonetheless, the political legacy of the 

Mutasarrifiyya system, regional disputes, and economic inequality solidified a fractured 

political environment that the French Mandate would subsequently take advantage of. In 

many respects, the French Mandate period was a continuation of pre-existing structures, 

even though it is frequently perceived as a break from Ottoman control. The French used 

the Ottomans' administrative, economic, and sectarian policies model in order to model 

their government. The historical complexity of Lebanon was not eliminated by the shift 

from Ottoman to French authority; on the contrary, it was strengthened, establishing a 

legacy of sectarianism and outside influence that still shapes the country's character 

today. 

Lebanon's historical chronology is marked by complex transformations that range 

from political to social and economic which created internal dynamics and external 

influences. There are three major events that played a role in the shaping of modern-day 

Lebanon and those are the French mandate, the country's journey to independence, and 

the devastating civil war.  
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Lebanon and the French Mandate 

After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire after WWI, France assumed control 

over Lebanon under the League of Nations mandate system (Thompson 2000). Even 

though sectarianism was established by the Ottoman millet system, it wasn’t until the 

French colonial rule, or the French mandate (1920-1943) that this concept became 

politically embedded. By actively preferring Maronite Christians, the French highlighted 

sectarian inequalities in political representations and cultural narratives (Weiss 2010). In 

1932, the French mandate conducted a census that sorted the Lebanese population 

primarily by religious affiliations, more specifically by sects, permanently embedding 

sectarianism into the country’s governance. At the same time, on the cultural front, the 

French authorities endorsed a Phoenician-centric historical narrative using missionaries 

such as Ernest Renan and Maurice Dunand, associating Lebanon with Europe and 

Christianity while downplaying its Arab and Islamic Past (Salibi 1988). This was done by 

using heritage sites and museums to selectively curate reinforced cultural narratives, 

making sure that Lebanese identity was portrayed as separate from Arab nationalism. 

By creating a state that accommodated all the different and diverse religious 

communities that inhabited the region, forever changed the country’s politics. The 

political system became a system based purely on sectarian representation. This system 

entrenched sectarian divisions as political elites representing various religious 

communities sought to secure their interests.  The French administration delineated 

Lebanon's boundaries, incorporating predominantly Muslim regions into the 

predominantly Christian Mount Lebanon area to form Greater Lebanon (Thomas 2018). 

The mandate also established the French language as the dominant language in both 
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sectors of administration and education, which promoting cultural ties with France (Salibi 

1988). A significant period in Lebanon's history, the French Mandate influenced the 

nation's current political, economic, and social climate. This boundary and cultural 

expansion ultimately laid the groundwork for future sectarian tensions 

During this time, significant socioeconomic improvements were also carried out 

in France, including constructing ports, railroads, and highways. Despite modernizing 

Lebanon's economy, these projects largely benefited French business interests and did 

little to alleviate the nation's socioeconomic divide (Firro 1992). Because of the unequal 

distribution of economic gain or wealth, tensions between various religious and regional 

communities were exacerbated. 

In order to integrate Lebanon into the world economy, the French mandate 

implemented several economic initiatives. With an emphasis on encouraging exports to 

France, these policies prioritized commerce, industry, and agriculture (Safieddine 2022). 

The rural populace was disproportionately impacted by the lack of investment in social 

welfare and education from the focus on export-oriented growth. Considerable urban 

development was also a result of the French government's emphasis on Beirut as 

Lebanon's political and economic center. Other areas trailed behind Beirut's success as a 

cosmopolitan hub, which exacerbated regional disparities. The socioeconomic landscape 

of Lebanon after independence was shaped by this unequal development pattern, which 

continued after the mandate period (Bou Akar 2022). Growing nationalist movements 

and calls for self-governance were hallmarks of the path to independence. Muslim and 

Christian figures were essential in negotiating Lebanon's independence from France. 

Lebanon formally declared independence in 1943, and French forces left the country in 
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1946 (Firro 1992). The National Pact “Al Mithaq al Watani” was developed which is a 

sectarian power-sharing system in the form of an unwritten agreement among the nation's 

religious leaders that gave some religious organizations important political posts Mainly 

Shia, Sunni, Druzes, and Maronites. Even though the country gained its independence, 

the mandate has a lot of Influence on Lebanon's political and social systems. In the 

following decades, the mandate-era sectarian power-sharing structure became a source of 

stability and turmoil. To add to that, the development trajectory of Lebanon post-

independence was defined by the economic policies that were implemented under the 

mandate, and that maintained internal inequities while assisting in the country's 

integration into the global economy. 

The Lebanese Civil War 

This sectarian melting pot eventually erupted in a main turning point in Lebanon's 

history, the Lebanese Civil War (1975–1990). The war had a lasting effect on the 

country's political, social, and economic climate. The conflict was marked by 

complicated dynamics involving the rivalry between the different sects, Palestinian 

militancy, and regional power struggles.). Socioeconomic disparities also worsened 

complaints across different groups, especially between urban and rural areas. Armed 

groups like the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) started operating inside 

Lebanon's borders after the Arab Israeli conflict, bringing regional powers into the fight 

and further complicating the political situation (Hiro 1993). 

Many local, regional, and international entities were involved in the Lebanese 

Civil War. Militants from various sectarian groups, such as the Maronite Christian 

Phalange Party, Kamal Joumblatt's Druze Progressive Socialist Party, and other Muslim 
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forces, played a crucial role on the local level. The Kamal Joumblatt Digital Library 

offers abundant information about the Druze community's Influence and Joumblatt's 

leadership during the early phases of the conflict. Joumblatt's political beliefs and 

connections to Palestinian and communist organizations were pivotal in the early years of 

the war (Joumblatt Archive 2020). On a regional level, Israel and Syria played significant 

roles. Israel engaged in suppressing Palestinian militancy, while Syria's involvement was 

driven by its geopolitical interests. Global powers recognized the conflict and initiated 

several peace attempts, but none were successful until the Taif Agreement was signed in 

1989 (Vocke 1990). 

The Lebanese Civil War profoundly affected both of the country's political and 

cultural landscape. To disseminate messages and mobilize support, political propaganda, 

and art were employed during the war to fuel the violence, as documented by the Signs of 

Conflict Archive and the Børre Ludvigsen Digital Archive. Posters from various factions 

visually represent the intensity of the battle by reflecting the ideological and sectarian 

divisions. In terms of politics, the conflict exacerbated sectarianism in the Lebanese 

government. The Taif Agreement, which ended the war, granted Christians and Muslims 

greater equality while reinforcing the system of sectarian power sharing. However, as 

former warlords became political leaders, the political environment remained divided 

even after the official end of hostilities, perpetuating the sectarian divisions that fueled 

the conflict (Hiro 1993; UMAM 2005). The Lebanese Civil War had profound 

socioeconomic consequences, including extensive infrastructure damage, population 

displacement, and disruptions to business operations.  
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The Lebanese civil war witnessed the physical destruction and appropriation of 

heritage sites as part of the broader conflict. The violence did not spare historical 

monuments, museums and urban landmarks. If anything, they were turned into symbols 

of more divisions where memory was challenged. Aside from the NMB, another site, a 

unifying national landmark, that was dedicated to the country’s independence was 

affected by the war and that was Martyr’s Square. The square located in downtown 

Beirut was turned into a frontline for the battlefield, splitting the city both physically and 

metaphorically. Different sectarian militias claimed ownership over the square to the 

point that by the end of the war, the square lost its original meaning and turned into a 

reminder of the country’s sectarian division. Aside from public landmarks, religious 

heritage sites were systematically destroyed or appropriated during the war such as 

mosques shrines that were often targeted by opposing factions as a way of erasing rival 

claims to historical presence and legitimacy. In some cases, sites were not destroyed but 

claimed and their purpose was changed by militias, symbolizing their dominance over a 

given territory (Al-Aridi 2008).  By doing so the fragmentation of the Lebanese identify 

deepened making sure that history and heritage were questioned along both religious and 

political lies, further clouding the collective memory of the population (Larkin 2010). 

The destruction during the civil war illustrated how sectarian conflicts not only 

shape politics, but also determine how history is remembered, curated and erased. Even 

following the war, narratives drowned in sectarianism continues to shape the 

reconstruction, making sure that the country remains a disputed domain rather than a 

uniting force. Therefore, it is possible to say that in Lebanon, heritage is not just about 

the past, but an active battlefield where sectarian groups fight for power, legitimacy and 
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identity. As long as these divisions remain rooted in politics and the culture of the 

country, Lebanon’s heritage will continue to reflect opposing views of history instead of 

a unified national memory. 

Lebanon Post-Civil War 

After the civil war, Lebanon had to confront the difficult challenge of repairing its 

political structures while resolving the long-standing sectarian tensions that had sparked 

the conflict. The Taif Agreement, signed in 1989, aimed to provide Muslims and 

Christians equal representation to realign political power. Former warlords and sectarian 

leaders continued to dominate Lebanon's governance despite these reforms, moving into 

political positions emphasizing the enduring impact of sectarianism on governance and 

decision-making processes. With former warlords becoming political leaders, the 

political environment became even more drenched with sectarianism (The Malcolm Kerr 

Collection AUB). Furthermore, documents on post-war reconstruction initiatives show 

how sectarian factions shaped policy and resource distribution, illustrating how the Taif 

Agreement's sectarian power-sharing structure shaped development goals (AUB Archives 

1995). 

One of Lebanon's most important parts of its post-war rehabilitation was 

rebuilding its economy. Prime Minister Rafik Hariri oversaw Beirut's restoration, which 

aimed to restore the city's standing as a major regional financial center. Significant 

obstacles, such as corruption, unequal development, and growing public debt, did, 

however, accompany these attempts. The nation's infrastructure was documented in the 

immediate aftermath of the war by the Israeli Occupation of South Lebanon Photograph 

Collection at AUB, showing the damage's extent and the magnitude of the necessary 
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reconstruction (AUB Archives 1986). Regional imbalances were maintained since other 

areas received less attention despite Beirut's substantial upgrading. The thesis on 

"Preserving Housing Memory in Post-War Lebanon highlights the sociocultural effects of 

rebuilding. It emphasizes the loss of history and the erasure of historic neighborhoods. 

Rural and underprivileged people were left out of the advantages of post-war prosperity, 

which fueled growing dissatisfaction. 

The AUB Lebanon Memory Archive grants us important insights into how post-

war Lebanon has struggled with memory and identity preservation. With a focus on 

recording a range of viewpoints on the Lebanese Civil War, this site provides a forum for 

voices that were frequently ignored or left out of official accounts. The collection 

promotes inclusivity by gathering oral histories from people from various socioeconomic, 

political, and religious backgrounds. If they are compared to the official history books, it 

is evident that these accounts provide a more thorough understanding of Lebanon's past 

by highlighting individual stories of loss, displacement, and war. The Lebanon Memory 

Archive documents daily life during the conflict, including the testimony of people who 

experienced bombings, siege conditions, and inter-communal violence. 

In contrast, many official archives concentrate on political events and military 

operations. In the archive, we can find a large portion of women's experiences throughout 

the war which puts emphasis on their contributions to trauma treatment, resistance 

movement participation, as well as family unit. The collection offers both textual and 

visual records of life during the times of the conflict by preserving different forms of 

media items such as personal letters, movies, photographs, and oral histories. 

Photographs of Beirut's damaged neighborhoods and private letters between relatives 
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who were split up by the fighting, for instance, powerfully depict the sociocultural effects 

of the war. In addition, the archive hosts public lectures, seminars, and exhibitions to 

encourage discussion about Lebanon's history and advance peacebuilding. 

Shaped over millennia by various cultural, religious and economic influences, 

Lebanon’s historical importance has become deeply embedded in its role as a crossroads 

of civilizations. From the rise of the Phoenician city states, and their groundbreaking 

maritime trade to the region’s incorporation into vast imperial networks, such as the 

Assyrian, Persian, Roman, Byzantine empires, the country has continuously adapted to 

external influences while at the same time trying to maintain its own identity. However, 

this long history of external rule and shifting power dynamics has also fostered a 

fragmented national consciousness. The legacy of multiple imperial administrations such 

as the Ottomans and the French has left the country with a political and social framework 

that continues to struggle with balancing sectarian diversity and national unity. These 

historical complexities are further reinforced by the selective emphasis on different 

period of Lebanon’s past, with certain narratives being privileged over others depending 

on political and ideological agendas. Understanding Lebanon’s past is essential to making 

sense of its presence. The nation’s cultural heritage, often positioned as a source of pride, 

is simultaneously a contested space where competing identities and historical narratives 

intersect. This tension is particularly evident in the management and the representation of 

heritage sites, which serve not only as repositories of history but also as instruments of 

national identity construction. 

 As we transition into the chapter two, it becomes crucial to examine how colonial 

rule, specifically the French mandate, deliberately institutionalized and manipulated 
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historical narratives to serve its own geopolitical interests. The impact of these colonial 

policies on archaeology a, heritage management and national identity formation remains 

a defining factor in Lebanon’s contemporary struggles with cultural representation and 

historical memory. 

The Impact of French Mandate Heritage Policies on Identity and Archaeology 

The French Mandate period in Lebanon (1920 to 1943), was marked by a pivotal 

moment in the institutionalization of archaeological and cultural heritage management. In 

that time, what played a major role in shaping Lebanon’s historical narrative were 

French-led archaeological expeditions. These expeditions, which were coupled with the 

establishment of institutions like the National Museum of Beirut, played an integral part 

to broader colonial policies which were aimed at re-aligning Lebanon’s history with 

French cultural and political objectives (The French Mandate in Lebanon, 24). While 

these efforts' main objectives were to help preserve important artifacts, they inadvertently 

reinforced a biased, Eurocentric perspective on Lebanese history. 

French archaeological expeditions during the Mandate were heavily influenced by 

Ernest Renan’s Orientalist ideology, which highlighted Lebanon’s Phoenician and Greco-

Roman heritage. Renan's ideology is based on the fact that Phoenicia’s historical 

significance lay in its contributions to Western civilization. Consequently, French 

archaeologists, such as Maurice Dunand and Henri Seyrig, prioritized sites like Byblos 

and Baalbek to present evidence of Lebanon’s historical connections to the 

Mediterranean (Renan 1864). As noted in the Origin of the French in Syria and Lebanon, 

these archaeological projects were part of a broader colonial strategy aimed at 

legitimizing French Control by emphasizing its role as a protector of ancient heritage.  
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Colonialist archaeology attempts to justify the dominance of one group over 

another by highlighting the accomplishments of the former while downplaying the 

shortcomings of the latter (Trigger 1984). The establishment of the national Museum of 

Beirut in 1942 exemplifies the colonial appropriation of heritage, where exhibits focused 

on Phoenician, Roman and Byzantine artifacts while marginalizing Islamic and Ottoman 

contributions to Lebanese history. The museum’s presentation of a curated historical 

narrative helped institutionalize French influence in the region, the museum became a 

tool for reinforcing French cultural hegemony and authority (Traboulsi 2007). This 

selective curation aligned with the broader French objective about the portrayal of 

Lebanon as a western-oriented nation and distancing it from its Arab Neighbors (Renan, 

1882). Archaeology played a pivotal role in shaping Lebanese national identity during the 

Mandate period. French heritage policies aimed to create a sense of cultural distinction 

that aligned with French colonial objectives, even though they were emphasizing 

Lebanon’s ancient past while downplaying its Arab and Islamic identities. Renan’s 

assertion that “a nation is a soul, a spiritual principle… constituted by the possession in 

common of a rich legacy of memories” was adapted to promote a historical narrative that 

excluded crucial aspects of Lebanon’s heritage (Renan 1882). Moreover, French heritage 

policies reinforced colonial boundaries and contributed to the construction of Lebanon as 

a distinct geopolitical entity. 

The exclusion of local voices in heritage policies was a defining feature of French 

colonial rule. For instance, Lebanese communities were largely excluded from decision-

making processes related to archaeological excavations and museum exhibitions. In 

consequence, a lot of artifacts were frequently transported to French institutions which 
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deprived Lebanon of its cultural heritage. Edward Said’s framework of Orientalism is 

particularly pertinent in this context, as he argues that Orientalism constructs the East as 

an object to be studied and controlled by the West (Said 1978). French heritage policies 

embodied this dynamic by treating Lebanese history and culture as colonial assets rather 

than as integral components of a living cultural legacy.  

French archaeological and museum-building activities during the Mandate era 

were not solely cultural endeavors but also served as political tools that allowed the 

French at constructing a narrative in their own way. This strategy was highlighted in the 

selective representation of archaeological and historical heritage in the National Museum 

of Beirut, as noted by Trigger, who emphasizes that the past is not merely discovered but 

constructed, often reflecting contemporary power dynamics (Trigger 1984). These efforts 

had two results; they legitimized the French colonial presence while also marginalized 

alternative historical narratives. Today Lebanon’s cultural institutions and historical 

narratives continue to be shaped by the legacy of these heritage policies during the 

French mandate. While these policies helped preserve valuable artifacts as well as sites, 

they institutionalized a selective and exclusionary view of Lebanese history. Scholars 

advocate for a more inclusive and decolonized approach to heritage management that 

reflects the diversity of Lebanon’s cultural and historical experiences, as advocated by 

Said (1978). 

The Interplay of Colonial Narratives and Sectarian Diversity in Lebanon 

The concepts of colonial narratives and sectarian diversity in Lebanon are 

concepts that are intricately intertwined and codependent. They influence and amplify 

each other in profound ways that have left indelible marks on both the country’s identity 
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and governance structures. Drawing from earlier Ottoman practices, French colonial 

administrators formalized sectarianism as the dominant organizing principle in Lebanon. 

They employed this concept as a means of control and perpetuating communal divisions 

(Makdisi 2000). The French Mandate system institutionalized sectarianism through 

administrative policies and legal frameworks. The 1932 census, the sole official 

population count in Lebanese history, categorized people based on their religious 

affiliation, solidifying sectarian identities as immutable political realities (Maktabi, 

1999). The French put in advance a narrative that portrayed Lebanon as a “Christian 

sanctuary in the East,” which made it aligning with their geopolitical ambitions and it 

also marginalized Muslim communities, thereby creating more division (Makdisi 2000). 

Max Weiss emphasizes that sectarianism during the Mandate was not an organic 

development, but a deliberate product of legal and administrative interventions aimed at 

maintaining colonial oversight (Weiss 2010). The French ensured that sectarian identities 

remained distinct, as well as prevented the formation of a unified national identity and 

finally reinforced dependency on colonial governance by granting religious communities’ 

legal autonomy (Weiss 2010). The manipulation of historical narratives played a 

significant role in shaping sectarian identities.  

The French heritage policies mainly emphasized Lebanon’s Phoenician past while 

neglecting Islamic and Ottoman histories which resonated with Maronite Christians, who 

sought to highlight their pre-Islamic identity (Salibi 1988). In contrast, Sunni and Shia 

communities perceived this narrative as an erasure of their historical contributions, 

further deepening sectarian divides (AbuKhalil 2004). As mentioned earlier, the National 

Museum of Beirut, established during the Mandate period, exemplifies this selective 
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approach. Early exhibitions primarily showcased Phoenician and Roman artifacts, 

reinforcing a colonial emphasis on a ‘Western-compatible’ historical narrative 

(AbuKhalil 2004). What also played a role in further institutionalizing sectarian 

narratives was the Education sector. The schools in Lebanon had curriculums that were 

made in order to emphasize Phoenician and Christian heritage while downplaying the 

country’s Islamic past, which created a fractured national consciousness (Akar 2016). 

With different sectarian communities maintaining their own schools and interpretations 

of history, this colonial-era educational policy ended with conflicting historical narratives 

that persist today due to a lack of coherence. Furthermore, these sectarian division were 

fueled more by the absence of a unified history curriculum that exacerbates sectarian 

divisions, hindering the development of a cohesive national identity. These educational 

strategies are a direct legacy of colonial policies designed to divide and govern (Akar 

2016). The National Pact of 1943, which institutionalized confessional power-sharing, 

was a direct consequence of colonial dynamics (Calfat 2018). The pact entrenched 

sectarianism in Lebanon’s political system, leading to administrative inefficiency and 

recurrent crises. This sectarian framework was established during the colonial era and 

was used to formalize communal divisions for governance purposes (Calfat 2018). 

Deconstructing colonial narratives and addressing their sectarian implications is 

essential for constructing a more inclusive national identity. Reclaiming and 

reinterpreting heritage to encompass Lebanon’s entire historical spectrum is crucial to 

fostering inclusivity and overcoming the divisions perpetuated by colonial rule (Najem 

2018). This entails integrating marginalized narratives and reforming education to 

promote a unified understanding of Lebanon’s past (Najem 2018). The interplay of 
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colonial narratives and sectarian diversity in Lebanon highlights the enduring influence 

of colonial legacies on the country’s identity. By institutionalizing sectarianism and 

manipulating historical narratives, the French Mandate fragmented society, whose 

divisions continue to shape Lebanon’s political and cultural landscape (Weiss 2010). 

Addressing these legacies necessitates critical engagement with history and a 

commitment to inclusive governance and heritage representation (Najem 2018). Only by 

confronting these challenges can Lebanon move toward a more unified and equitable 

future. 

The Ministry of Culture: The Directorate General of Antiquities 

Lebanon, a cultural nexus of the middle east, has consistently demonstrated its 

capacity to maintain a thriving and diverse cultural milieu despite enduring political and 

economic upheavals. In 2016, the Minister of Culture characterized Lebanon as one of 

the few countries in the region that offers year-round cultural and historical tourism 

alongside its renowned natural landscapes and activities. Despite gaining independence in 

1943, Lebanon established its Ministry of Culture only in 1993 through Law No. 215, 

which initially combined it with higher education. This delay which was coupled with 

decades of fragmented management of cultural affairs reflected the broader challenges 

Lebanon has faced in consolidating its cultural heritage and identity under a unified 

framework. By separating from Higher Education in 2000 the Ministry of Culture was 

granted independent status, however it also exposed the fragmented and underfunded 

nature of cultural governance. Before its establishment, cultural activities had been 

informally managed by other institutions, such as the Ministries of Education, Tourism, 

and Information, which emphasizes the absence of a cohesive state-led strategy. 
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The absence of institutional unity in Lebanon mirrors the broader historical 

challenges faced by the country in managing its national identity and heritage. Despite 

the absence of a dedicated cultural ministry for five decades, the country did not go 

through cultural stagnation. Instead, the Lebanese public sector collaborated with private 

and international actors, which created a thriving artistic and intellectual landscape that 

placed Lebanon as a symbol of creativity and freedom of expression in the region. This 

coexistence between a vibrant cultural sector in the middle of an institutional disarray—

sheds light on the tension between Lebanon’s systemic inability to adequately support 

and safeguard this identity through formal state mechanisms and its potential as a cultural 

leader. 

The structure of the Ministry of Culture, which is made up of the Directorate 

General of Culture and the Directorate General of Antiquities (DGA), shows the dual 

mandate to foster creativity and preserve Lebanon’s historical heritage. The DGA which 

was established during the French Mandate continues to oversee the protection, 

excavation, all the while promoting Lebanon’s archaeological and historical sites. Still 

under the governance of the Antiquities Law of 1933, the DGA operates within a legal 

framework that has undergone minimal updates since its inception—a legacy of colonial-

era policies that continue to influence Lebanon’s heritage management practices. This 

legal stagnation has forced the Ministry to rely on outdated frameworks that are not 

suited to address all of the contemporary challenges in heritage preservation and national 

identity formation that the country faces today. Notably, the National Museum of Beirut 

shows this dynamic.  The museum’s management under the DGA underscores the 

enduring influence of these structures, as well as the Ministry’s ongoing struggle to 
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modernize its approach to heritage preservation in a manner that aligns with Lebanon’s 

evolving identity. 

The DGA has several roles that include safeguarding Lebanon’s historical sites, 

overseeing archaeological excavations, museum management, and finally the 

preservation of monuments. However, despite its multifaceted role, the DGA operates 

within severe financial and logistical constraints. For instance, only a small fraction of 

Lebanon’s national archaeological collection is publicly exhibited, with the majority 

remaining in storage. Efforts to establish new museums, such as the “Virtual National 

Museum of Modern Arts” in 2014, demonstrate creative attempts to address these 

challenges. But they also reveal the state’s continuous underfunding and inability to 

realize physical projects. In parallel, the cultural sector continues to face financial 

limitations due to the Ministry of Culture’s limited budget, which accounts for less than 

1% of the national budget. This budgetary constraint hinders the Ministry’s ability to 

implement cohesive cultural policies. Public funding remains insufficient to support 

Lebanon’s artistic and cultural development, with most resources allocated to 

administrative costs rather than substantive initiatives. This financial shortfall not only 

limits the Ministry’s capacity to develop a unified cultural strategy but also exacerbates 

Lebanon’s reliance on private actors, foreign donors, and local municipalities to fill the 

gap. While municipalities such as Beirut have increasingly assumed an active role in 

cultural initiatives, their contributions often vary significantly depending on local 

leadership, which results in a fragmented cultural landscape that lacks national 

coherence. 
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The challenges faced by the Ministry of Culture in establishing a comprehensive 

cultural and heritage policy are emblematic of broader governance issues in Lebanon. 

The Ministry’s limited capacity to modernize both its legal and institutional frameworks 

ended in a reactive approach to addressing immediate crises and those were censorship 

disputes and the protection of archaeological sites threatened by urban development. This 

reactive stance, strengthened with a lack of transparency and public engagement, has put 

a hindrance on the Ministry’s ability to fulfill its potential as a custodian of Lebanon’s 

national identity. These institutional weaknesses are further shown by the ongoing 

political and economic instability in Lebanon, which relegates cultural preservation to a 

secondary priority. As former Minister of Culture Raymond Araiji noted in 2014, “The 

state has yet to fully recognize that artists constitute an economic sector in their own 

right, contributing directly to the country’s growth, akin to tourism.” His critique 

underscores the disconnect between Lebanon’s vibrant cultural sector and the state’s 

inability to harness it as a catalyst for national identity and economic development. 

In conclusion, the Ministry of Culture finds a struggle in defining its role and 

implement cohesive cultural policies mirror Lebanon’s broader challenges in heritage 

management and national identity formation. The never-ending influence of colonial-era 

frameworks, that are mixed with continued underfunding and political instability, has 

hindered the state’s ability to effectively protect and promote its cultural heritage. Despite 

these challenges, Lebanon’s cultural sector remains remarkably dynamic, driven by 

private initiatives, local communities, and the resilience of its creative class. The National 

Museum of Beirut serves as both a symbol of these tensions and an opportunity for the 
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state to reassert its role as a steward of national identity and heritage, provided it can 

address the institutional and financial barriers that have long constrained its potential. 

Furthermore, the French mandate had a big influence on Lebanon’s history, it 

established many of the socio political structures and heritage management practices that 

still shape the country’s national identity to this day. By accentuating Lebanon’s 

Phoenician and Greco-Roman past, the French authorities sought to construct a narrative 

that aligned the country with a more European cultural range through the use of 

archaeology and culture heritage as tools for political legitimization. This selection of 

narratives was not an objective academic venture but an attempt to reinforce French 

entitlements to cultural oversight in order to explain their presence in the region. By 

establishing institutions such as the National Museum of Beirut and the Directorate 

general of Antiquities (DGA) during the Mandate highlight this colonial approach to 

heritage management. Even though these institutions are instrumental to the preservation 

of archaeological artifacts, they were shrouded by a Eurocentric framework that 

prioritized monumental architecture and classical antiquities. This led to the country’s 

history being curated in a way that sides with French geopolitical ambitions promoting an 

elite controlled narrative that turned away and marginalized local voices as well as 

different historical perspectives. 

 While Lebanon gained its independence in 1947, the Mandate left traces that still 

exist to this day such as the 1933 Antiquities law. Alos, the legacy of selective historical 

narrative and representation continues to shape contemporary debates over national 

identity as the different sectarian groups in Lebanon assert their legitimacy. These 

practices were not entirely of French creation, while the French fortified them, they were 
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rooted in the Ottoman millet system which institutionalized sectarian identity. It was the 

Millet system that paved the way for the French’s “divide and rule” which grounded 

sectarianism even deeply into the country’s post-independence identity. 

 Moving forward, the case study of the National Museum of Beirut gives an 

opportunity to explore how these colonial legacies continue to influence the country’s 

heritage landscape. By serving as a symbol of national pride as well as a site where 

collective and national memory are challenged the museum reflects the ongoing struggle 

to reconcile Lebanon’s diverse past with its aspirations for a cohesive national identity. 

Museums and Identity 

Historically, museums have played a very important role in the formation of a 

national identity, by housing historical and archaeological artefacts, they became 

institutions that outline and fortify collective memory. In the case of Europe, national 

museums came to be as powerful symbols of state ideology. Especially during the 

colonial era, they played a role in forming imperial narratives, which reinforced a 

Eurocentric view of history that ostracized or removed indigenous cultures. Exporting 

this model to colonial settings turned the museums into tools to legitimize foreign rules 

and control historical narratives. By associating its identity with a western and 

Phoenician-centric narrative while sidelining its Arabic heritage, the national museum of 

Beirut which was established under the French Mandate, sets an example for how 

colonial museum practices were implemented in Lebanon.  

Before delving into the details of the National Museum of Beirut, this section will 

briefly discuss the European Museums and the construction of National Identity by taking 
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the Louvre and the British Museum as examples, as well as the Cairo Museum to shed 

more light on the export of the European museum model to colonial contexts. 

Around the 18th and 19th century, Europe, witnessed a rise in “national museums” 

that played a central role in building a collective identity and historical continuity. The 

manner in which they curated and displayed artifacts reinforced national pride, promoted 

a sense of cultural superiority and legitimized state authority. The Louvre Museum in 

Paris is a significant example of national museum-building when it shifted from a royal 

collection to an institution open to the public after the French revolution in 1793. This 

shift placed an emphasis on the democratization of culture which aims to prevent “culture 

[from being] reserved for an elite, with the masses limited to entertainment concocted by 

the cultural industries” (Brunel 2012, 2). By opening the Louvre’s vast collection to all 

citizens, the revolutionary government sought to redefine culture as a universal right, 

rather than the privilege of aristocracy. Moreover, this shift positioned the museum as a 

custodian of national identity, reflecting the belief that “all citizens have the right to have 

access over time to the same ‘cultural capital’ (Brunel 2012, 5). Moreover, the Louvre 

helped with Napoleon’s expansionist policies by housing artifacts that were looted from 

across Europe and the middle east, which also reinforced the idea that France was the 

rightful guardian of the world’s heritage (McClellan 1999). With its collection, the 

Louvre affirmed the civilizing mission of France, which was later extended to its colonial 

territories. Similarly, the British Museum of London, which was founded in 1753, was 

displayed as both a source of world heritage and a symbol of imperial power. Amongst 

the vast collection accumulated from colonized territory one could find artefacts such as 

the Rosetta stone from Egypt as well as the Elgrin Marbles from Greece that were 
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displayed as trophies of the British empire’s dominance over the world highlighting its 

role as a cultural empire (Hoock 2010). Like France, Britain used the museum to place 

itself as a guardian of ancient civilizations to justify its colonial rule over foreign 

territories. 

Colonized regions became deeply influenced by the imperial approach to museum 

curation. Both the British and the French used museums as a way to legitimize their rule, 

control historical narratives and validate their alleged superiority in preserving heritage. 

Under the French mandate, Lebanon had those ideologies implemented in museum 

curating which sought to legitimize western cultural dominance while restraining the 

region’s Arab and Ottoman past. Another example of museums that had those ideologies 

implemented was The Cairo Museum. Founded in 1858 under the direction of French 

Egyptologist Auguste Mariette, the Cairo Museum, now turned into the Egyptian 

Museum, is one of the earliest examples of this colonial strategy. By prioritizing 

Pharaonic Egypt in its curation, the museum emphasized that this was the period that 

represented Egypt’s greatest contributions to civilization, downplaying Arab and Islamic 

rule. The French’s goal was to strengthen its claim as. Egypt’s cultural protector, by 

shedding light on Egypt’s ancient connections to Greece and Rome (Reid 2002). 

Potential Gaps in Literature 

Despite the abundance of studies on heritage management and archaeology in 

Lebanon, significant gaps persist in the relevant literature. One notable shortcoming is the 

restricted availability of empirical studies, which is especially critical given the country's 

ongoing political and socioeconomic challenges. Lebanon's turbulent history of violence 

and political instability has not only hampered research efforts but has also left a scarcity 
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of comprehensive studies on heritage management techniques and their influence on 

national identity. The politics of history in Lebanon create substantial barriers to 

impartial scholarly investigation. Political players have often manipulated historical 

narratives to achieve specific political agendas, resulting in skewed interpretations and 

selective depictions of the past. This partisanship affects scholarly discourse and 

complicates efforts to understand Lebanon's cultural history's complexity and role in 

forging national identity. Controlling historical narratives by various sectarian groups 

means that heritage sites and cultural symbols are often contested, with different 

communities ascribing meanings and values to them. 

Existing historical accounts of Lebanon's identity, such as the works of Lebanese 

historians Kamal Saliba and Philip Hitti, predate the civil war era (1975-1990). These 

works, while foundational, do not reflect the profound changes in the socio-political 

landscape and the collective memory of the Lebanese people since the civil war. The 

absence of updated and nuanced research that addresses the current realities and 

complexities of Lebanon's identity is a significant gap that needs to be filled. There is an 

urgent need for new research efforts that investigate Lebanon's cultural sites and their 

management within the context of its divided national identity. Such research should 

provide an objective and comprehensive analysis of how heritage management practices 

can contribute to constructing a cohesive national identity. By examining the interplay 

between heritage, memory, and identity, new studies can offer insights into how different 

communities perceive and value cultural sites and how these perceptions can be 

harmonized to foster a sense of national unity. 
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The literature presents various narratives about Lebanon's attempts to create a 

cohesive national identity (Meier 2015; Trexler 2016). Early narratives, like those 

promoted in the 19th century by the Shihab family, attempted, but mostly failed, to unite 

many religious groups under a unified administration (Salibi 1971).  

The concept of Phoenicianism, presented by Christian French scholars and 

attempted to forge a national identity apart from Arab nationalism by connecting 

contemporary Lebanese to the historical Phoenicians (Quinn 2018, Kaufman 2001), is 

another noteworthy narrative. Despite these efforts, sectarian conflicts and contradictory 

historical narratives have obscured a unified Lebanese identity (Hancock 1987; Kaufman 

2004). Lebanon enjoyed a brief period of prosperity following its independence, earning 

Beirut the moniker "City of Light" and the nation "Switzerland of the Middle East." 

However, the civil war that raged from 1975 to 1990 destroyed this reputation, causing 

extensive damage and deepening sectarian divisions. Although the Taif Accord, which 

ended the civil war and reorganized governmental power, left open the fundamental 

problems of identity fragmentation and sectarianism (Larkin 2011). 

Heritage Management and National Identity 

The impact of heritage management on national identity is a relatively 

underexplored area. While there is valuable literature on asset management and 

archaeology in Lebanon, these studies often focus on technical aspects rather than the 

socio-cultural implications. To create a more nuanced understanding of Lebanon's 

heritage dynamics, it is crucial to investigate how heritage sites and practices can serve as 

common ground for different communities, promoting dialogue and mutual 

understanding.  
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There are several issues with Lebanon's heritage management strategy and how it 

affects its national identity. For example, the sole legislative foundation for preserving 

cultural assets is the "Law on Antiquities of Lebanon," established in 1933 during the 

French mandate. It still needs to be revised, indicating its antiquity (Seif 2017). This 

legislation needed broader public participation and instead served the interests of a 

limited elite, mainly composed of foreign scholars. According to Sandes (2010), Western 

interests, especially about Greco-Roman and biblical antiquities, had a significant impact 

on early archaeological efforts in Lebanon. As a result, the later Islamic and Ottoman 

periods were frequently ignored. The persistent need for a more inclusive and thorough 

approach to heritage management that takes into account all eras of Lebanon's rich 

history is highlighted by this historical bias. 

Several vital challenges are shaped by the country's political and sectarian 

dynamics. During and after the civil war, the Lebanese government- initiated efforts to 

restore destroyed infrastructure, primarily focusing on urban reconstruction in Beirut. 

Heritage preservation often played a secondary role in these efforts. The involvement of 

organizations such as the Council for Development and Reconstruction (CDR) in 1977 

and later Solidere, a private company tasked with redeveloping Beirut's Central District, 

highlighted the complexities and controversies in heritage management. Critics argue that 

Solidere prioritized commercial interests over genuine preservation, leading to significant 

destruction of historical sites (Fricke 2005). 

Following the civil war, projects like the Lebanon Cultural Heritage and Urban 

Development (CHUD) project, funded by the World Bank, aimed to improve heritage 

management and foster local economic development in cities such as Saida (Osman & 
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Baher 2017), as well as Tripoli, Tyre, and Byblos (Boudargham, 2020). While CHUD 

succeeded in creating connections between communities and their heritage, it was 

criticized for focusing more on aesthetic renovations than substantive conservation (Seif 

2017). More recent initiatives, such as the ARCHEOMEDSITES project funded by the 

EU, have concentrated on enhancing the management and valorization of specific 

heritage sites like Tyre. Like their predecessors, these projects faced challenges related to 

the fragmented nature of Lebanon's national identity and the politicization of heritage 

(Seif 2017). 

The extant literature additionally underscores how heritage management in 

Lebanon has been impacted by sectarian division. There are several frequently 

contradictory narratives regarding the nation's past as a result of the civil war and the 

ensuing political divides. These divisions impact the administration and interpretation of 

cultural heritage, making attempts to forge a cohesive national identity more difficult 

(Harithy 2008; Ragab 2010). As a result, there is an urgent need for sophisticated and up-

to-date research that tackles the realities of heritage management in Lebanon today and 

how it influences the formation of national identity. Further insights into the potential of 

heritage management to promote social cohesion can be gained from empirical research 

that looks into how different groups view and value heritage sites and cultural programs. 

The way historical narratives and educational material are created clearly 

indicates the impact of sectarianism on national identity. Research indicates that the civil 

war is frequently left out of or just briefly discussed in history textbooks in post-war 

Lebanon, causing a rift between the people of Lebanese and their history (Harithy 2008; 
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Barak 2007; Dueck 2010). The difficulties in forging a coherent national identity are 

made worse by the absence of a coherent historical narrative. 

The political and sectarian dynamics have influenced heritage management 

practices in Lebanon. Established during the French mandate, the initial legal framework 

for historical preservation did not involve the general public and instead catered to elite 

interests (Seif 2017). The destruction of significant historical sites has resulted from 

subsequent efforts, such as the involvement of the Council for Development and 

Reconstruction (CDR) and private companies like Solidere. Although the current 

literature offers a wealth of historical context and insightful analysis of Lebanon's 

political and sectarian issues, it falls short of addressing the concepts of social 

cohesiveness and national identity. In order to investigate how heritage management may 

support social cohesion and a more cohesive national identity in Lebanon, new research 

is desperately needed. Closely examining these gaps can yield a more profound 

understanding of how heritage management can advance a more inclusive national 

identity. 

The National Museum and National Identity 

A key organization in Lebanon’s cultural landscape, The National Museum of 

Beirut illustrates the intricate relationship between national identity and colonial past. 

The museum’s creation highlights the public sector’s ongoing impact on Lebanon’s 

legacy narrative, even in the face of the Ministry of culture’s lack of legislative support. 

The museum was built under the French mandate and features Art Deco architecture by 

Antoine Nahas and Pierre Leprince Ringuet, which reflects the 1930’s modernist 

movement. President Alfred Naccache formally launched it in 1942, and it represented a 
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growing sense of national identity. Its origins, however, dates back to 1919, when 

Raymond Weil a French commander assembled an antiquity collections, funds for its 

construction in 1939 by a group of Lebanese elites working with the French mandate 

authorities. In 1937, the museum’s inaugural curator, Maurice Chehab, announced that it 

would house all Lebanese antiquities, spanning a wide temporal range from prehistory to 

the 19th century. 

With Big relics like sarcophagi, mosaics, and statues on the ground floor and 

smaller items like ceramics, jewelry and figurines on the first floor, the museum’s 

exhibits are thoughtfully arranged to showcase Lebanon’s lengthy history. Nonetheless, 

the museum’s material and curatorial style highlight the complexity of Lebanon’s history 

and frequently prompt inquiries about how it portrays a national identity. The museum’s 

collection, which includes elements of Egyptian, Persian, and Assyrian culture, 

contradicts the idea of a single Lebanese cultural identity, according to Art Historian 

Rene Huyghe, even though it is located inside the boundaries of the newly formed 

Lebanese Republic. This viewpoint emphasizes the conflict between the need to create a 

unified national narrative and Lebanon’s diverse background. When the Lebanese elites 

tried to recover their cultural history in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the museum 

was founded amid a burgeoning nationalist movement. There was a sense of urgency to 

protect Lebanon’s antiquities after the so called “Alexander Sarcophagus” was moved 

from Sidon to Istanbul Archaeological museum. Thus, the creation of the National 

Museum in 1942-just one year prior to Lebanon’s independence-was a symbolic act of 

reaffirming national identity as well as an institutional undertaking. In spite of political 
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obstacles, the museum’s opening symbolized tenacity and resolve to protect Lebanon’s 

cultural heritage, as Maurice Chehab emphasized during its inauguration. 

The national museum was situated on the Green Line, the frontline that later 

separated East and West Beirut along sectarian lines during the Lebanese Civil War 

(1975-1990). The museum became a microcosm of national disintegration as a result of 

its geographical location. Staff members covered big statues with sandbags, which were 

later reinforced with concrete casings, and hidden items in basement storerooms to 

safeguard the collection. The museum’s post-war restoration efforts, spearheaded by the 

ministry of culture, the Directorate General of Antiquities (DGA), and the National 

Heritage Foundation (founded in 1996), signaled a renewed commitment to a national 

unity through heritage preservation, despite the fact that the building sustained significant 

damage during the war. In 1997, the Museum reopened, marking a new phase in the 

rebuilding of Lebanon’s culture. Today, the DGA is in charge of the National Museum of 

Beirut, which employs officials nominated by the state. The Ministry of culture has taken 

steps to guarantee accessibility such as providing free admissions to students, even 

though the Ministry of Finance receives the museum’s ticket sales. The museum still has 

financial difficulties, though, and must rely on outside funding for important repair 

initiatives. For example, a 200,000 Euros grant from the Italian Cooperation Office in 

Lebanon allowed for the restoration of the Roman Tomb of Tyree, which had been badly 

damaged during the conflict. An extra 1.02 million Euros was then provided for the 

expansion of the museum’s underground exhibition space (The New Arab 2016). In 

2016, the underground galleries were expanded, adding 700 squares meters of exhibition 

space with 524 objects from the Ottoman to Paleolithic periods. Along with Phoenicians 
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steles and medieval Christian mummies, this exhibit contains the greatest collection of 

anthropoid sarcophagi in the world, further demonstrating the museum’s role in using 

archaeological discoveries to shape a national narrative. Notwithstanding these 

advancements, Lebanon’s continued need on foreign assistance in the field of heritage 

preservation is shown by the museum’s reliance of foreign finance. 

The museum’s curatorial approach still struggles to portray Lebanon’s varied 

cultural influences, despite its self-presentation as a national institution. The current 

curator, Anne Marie Afeiche, highlights the need to portray Lebanon’s regions and 

historical eras in a balanced manner. But the predominant emphasis on antiquity and the 

Bronze Age, in particular, reflects the goals of early archaeological expeditions, which 

were frequently carried out under colonial frameworks. Additionally, the museum 

contributes to international cooperation and cultural diplomacy through its contribution to 

national heritage reclamation initiatives as exemplified by the return of Stolen Relics 

from the Temple of Eshmoun in Sidon. 

The National Museum of Beirut is a place where politics, identity and Legacy 

converge in addition to being a storehouse of relics. It serves as a reminder of colonial 

legacies and a monument to tenacity as Lebanon continues to negotiate its post war 

recovery and the development of its national identity. Its difficulties, which range from 

budgetary limitations to curatorial conundrums, are indicative of larger discussions 

concerning heritage management in a post-colonial setting. In the end the museum’s 

development, from its beginnings during the French Mandate to its current status as a 

national symbol-reflects Lebanon’s continuous battle to establish its identity via the 

conservation display and its cultural legacy. 
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Conclusion 

This literature review emphasizes the complex relationship in Lebanon between 

heritage management and national identity, pointing out critical research gaps and the 

politicization of historical narratives. It illustrates how the fractured national identity of 

Lebanon is a result of its sectarian environment, which frequently leads to selective 

commemorations and prejudiced interpretations. This research provides an analysis of 

how cultural activities and legacy sites might work as unifying forces by examining the 

ability of heritage management to develop a shared sense of history and identity. In order 

to shape programs and policies that promote social cohesion and support Lebanon's long-

term stability and unity, it is imperative that these gaps be filled. This study aims to 

provide new perspectives on how Lebanon can navigate its intricate sectarian terrain to 

forge a more robust and inclusive national identity. 
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Chapter III. 

Methodology 

This research employs a case study approach, focusing on the National Museum 

of Beirut as a symbolic site of colonial heritage in Lebanon. Yin (2014) offers an 

organized framework for case study research proposing methodical approaches to 

gathering data and a well-defined framework for analyzing qualitative data. To find 

stories with sociocultural value, I utilized a triangulation method that combined site 

investigation and archive research. Yin (2014) further recommends using surveys or other 

quantitative data collection techniques. This triangulated approach improves the study 

design, data gathering through observation, and analysis, guaranteeing thorough and 

complex understanding of Lebanon's cultural environment. 

By concentrating on this specific cultural landmark, the study aims to offer a 

renewed perspective on Lebanon’s cultural landscape, uncovering overlooked or 

underrepresented narratives related to colonial influence and national identity formation. 

The case study approach allows for an in-depth analysis of the museum’s historical 

preservation strategies, public engagement efforts, and the broader sociopolitical 

dynamics that shape its role in Lebanon’s national identity discourse. The research seeks 

to investigate the impact of the museum as a colonial symbol within the context of 

Lebanon’s historical discontinuities and sociopolitical fragmentation. Site analysis 

entailed field visits and observation at the National Museum of Beirut. Observational 

methods entails methodically observing and documenting aspects, interactions, or 

behaviors in a particular setting. When examining the museum, observation targeted 

information about how visitors behave, how space is used, how upkeep is handled, and 



 

53 

how the site feels overall. I used observation logs to record architectural aspects, 

interpretive items, the efficacy of the signs, and the overall state of the place during a site 

analysis. I also took pictures to depict major artifacts in the National Museum of Beirut. 

Along with observing how people use space, I also explored which parts are most popular 

and how they connect with the historical and cultural features of the location. By 

combining observation with site analysis, I was able to collect qualitative data that 

supported other research techniques like archival research. A thorough grasp of the 

heritage site and its significance in forming national identity is made possible by this all-

encompassing approach. 

The National Museum of Beirut: A Case Study 

With different sects and external influences competing for control over historical 

narratives and national identity, a certain dynamic is created between the country’s 

cultural heritage and its sectarian politics. This dynamic can be clearly seen in the way 

museums, archaeological sites and urban landmarks have been curated, challenged and 

destroyed during conflicted times. In Lebanon, heritage is not a neutral domain but a 

battleground for sectarian dominance, political legitimacy, and historical memory. There 

are two examples that showcase how this conflict impacts the destruction, preservation 

and appropriation of cultural heritage. The first being the National Museum of Beirut and 

the second being the appropriation of heritage sites during the Lebanese Civil War (1975-

1990), a time when cultural landmarks turned into sites of sectarian struggle. It is evident 

to note that the museum itself was used as a covering spot for snipers. 

 The museum’s origin serves as a strong example of how sectarian narratives can 

influence heritage curation. Created to be the country’s first institution for archaeological 
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preservation, the museum’s curation ties with French colonial ideology ran deep. This 

connection sought to highlight the Phoenician heritage overlooking other important 

periods of the country’s history. Its foundations and collection strategy were heavily 

influenced by French archaeologists who prioritized Phoenician and Greco-Roman 

antiquities over artifacts from Islamic and Ottoman Period. By selecting this 

representation of history, the effort was to deliberately align Lebanese with one identity, 

a mediterranean western and Christian identify, reinforcing the French cultural and 

political interests in the regions (Seif 2017).  This effort led to separating the country 

form its Arab neighbors, marginalizing Islamic and Ottoman artifacts, which in turn 

created a sort of hierarchy that placed classical and Christian civilizations at the 

foreground of Lebanese heritage. This strategy alienated Muslim communities, who 

regard it as an extension of colonial rule and not a representation of their cultural identity. 

 The consequence of this organization turned out to be a deeply sectarianized 

institution where historical memory was curated in order to serve a particular vision, or 

perspective of a Lebanese identify. This perspective ended up excluding important 

historical periods as well as communities from its narrative.  

Colonial Foundations and the Formation of National Identity 

The National Museum of Beirut serves as an example of how, in colonial settings, 

museums were active participants in the mission of cultural hegemony rather than neutral 

venues for cultural preservation. Colonial powers attempted to impose their own cultural 

values by selectively presenting history, erasing or minimizing those aspects of local 

heritage that did not fit their narrative (Middle East Institute 2008). The broader cultural 

enterprise of Orientalism, which frames the history of the colonized through the lens of 
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the colonizer (Said 1978) includes this process. The museum perpetuated a Eurocentric 

perspective on history by emphasizing specific historical periods, especially those that 

connected Lebanon to ancient Mediterranean civilizations. Continuity between the 

ancient past and contemporary European civilization was the colonial narrative presented 

in the museum, with the implicit suggestion that the French were the rightful heirs and 

protectors of this legacy (Trigger 1984). In addition to legitimizing French control, this 

framework influenced Lebanon's postcolonial identity in ways that are still relevant 

today. 

Founded during the French Mandate era, the National Museum of Beirut is an 

example of how cultural institutions were employed as instruments to justify colonial 

control. Its basis is intimately related to the larger colonial tactic of redefining regional 

identities in order to establish French cultural and political supremacy. During the French 

Mandate, authorities sought to assert their dominance by reshaping Beirut’s urban 

landscape, integrating monumental structures that served both as symbols of control and 

as showcases of cultural patronage (Saliba 2003). The National Museum’s architectural 

design, blending classical European styles with indigenous stone, exemplifies how 

colonial powers used architecture to construct a visual narrative linking ancient 

civilizations to contemporary imperial authority. More broadly, museums across the 

Middle East during the colonial era were often curated to reinforce specific historical 

narratives that aligned with imperial interests. In Lebanon’s case, this approach 

emphasized Phoenician, Roman, and Byzantine heritage while minimizing Islamic 

influences, effectively distinguishing the country’s identity from its Arab neighbors 

(Middle East Institute 2008). By presenting Lebanon as a nation with strong ties to 
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European civilization, this selective approach to heritage sought to justify French cultural 

policies. This portrayal was deeply rooted in a colonial perspective that depicted the 

Orient as both an exotic realm and a region requiring European oversight and direction 

(Said 1978). 

The building of the National Museum of Beirut continues to be a significant 

accomplishment of Lebanon's cultural sector, despite the lack of legislative development. 

The museum, which was opened in 1942—a year before Lebanon gained its 

independence—was created in the Art Deco style by Antoine Nahas and Pierre Leprince-

Ringuet and is a reminder of the French mandate's lasting impact. A group of French 

officials and local elites came up with the idea for the museum, which combined colonial 

authority with national ambitions. With items ranging from the prehistoric to the 19th 

centuries, the museum's first curator, Maurice Chéhab, highlighted the institution's 

significance in bringing Lebanon's historical heritage together. A purposeful narrative 

developed during the French mandate was exemplified by the museum's emphasis on 

Phoenician artifacts, which highlighted Lebanon's old maritime culture and its historical 

ties with the West. This emphasis fulfilled two functions: it affirmed Lebanon's 

conformity to Western cultural ideals and promoted a common Lebanese identity with 

ancient roots. René Huyghe, a modern art historian, was among the critics who 

questioned the museum's national legitimacy, pointing out that many of the artifacts on 

display indicated more extensive regional influences, such as Assyrian and Egyptian 

creative traditions. 

The National Museum's colonial origins presented serious obstacles to the 

development of a postcolonial identity, even though it became a symbol of national pride 
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following independence. It was challenging for the postwar state to reinterpret its role 

without totally rejecting its colonial past because it inherited a cultural institution whose 

story had been molded by outside forces (Davie 2001). While strategically helpful in 

creating a unique Lebanese identity, the focus on Phoenician and Roman ancestry 

continues to obscure other facets of the nation's rich cultural past. Furthermore, the 

museum's colonial roots may be seen in both its restoration plans and curatorial 

decisions. The ongoing participation of French specialists in overseeing the museum's 

holdings highlights the enduring impact of colonial powers on Lebanon's cultural 

establishments (Seeden 1990). Attempts to decolonize the museum and provide a more 

inclusive account of Lebanese history have been hampered by this outside influence. 

An important part of this colonial endeavor was archaeology. During the Mandate 

period, archaeological missions in Lebanon were largely dominated by French scholars, 

who controlled both the excavation process and the interpretation of discoveries (El 

Cheikh 2014).  Neither unbiased nor strict scientific criteria were used in the selection of 

items for the National Museum's exhibit. Instead, it was part of a larger colonial effort to 

manufacture a history that suited French interests. In colonial settings, archaeology 

frequently functions as a means of shaping narratives that legitimize the colonizers’ 

presence while redefining the identity of the colonized (Trigger 1984). The role of the 

museum in the postcolonial era was further shaped by this narrative creation. Despite 

Lebanon's independence in 1943, the museum's colonial-era focus on particular historical 

eras persisted. As the newly independent Lebanese state sought to construct a unified 

national identity, curatorial practices at the National Museum continued to reflect the 

lasting influence of colonial historiography (Makdisi 1997). Because it represented a 
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distinguished historical history that set Lebanon apart from its Arab neighbors, the 

emphasis on Phoenician ancestry in particular, became a pillar of Lebanese national 

identity. 

The National Museum of Beirut (NMB) was given a new mission after Lebanon 

gained independence from France in 1943 to represent the nation's developing sense of 

identity. Although the museum was first established under colonial influence, its function 

after independence was more closely linked to the Lebanese government's attempts to 

establish a unified national story. But Lebanon's post-colonial history—which was 

characterized by political unrest, civil war, and reconstruction—had a significant impact 

on how the museum's function developed.  

The intricacies of cultural heritage in postcolonial nations are best illustrated by 

the National Museum of Beirut. It was established during the French Mandate and 

functioned as a tool for creating a national identity in line with colonial aims as well as a 

symbol of colonial modernity. Although the museum became a symbol of national pride 

in the years following independence, its colonial roots still influence its story and 

curatorial methods. Postcolonial Lebanon’s challenge is not only to reclaim its heritage 

but also to critically examine the colonial legacy embedded within its cultural institutions 

(Makdisi 1997). This calls for a deliberate attempt to give a more inclusive history of the 

nation, one that rejects the colonial tendency to favor some narratives over others and 

recognizes its varied cultural influences. 

The National Museum's colonial origins presented serious obstacles to the 

development of a postcolonial identity, even though it became a symbol of national pride 

following independence. It was challenging for the postwar state to reinterpret its role 
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without totally rejecting its colonial past because it inherited a cultural institution whose 

story had been molded by outside forces (Davie 2001). While strategically helpful in 

creating a unique Lebanese identity, the focus on Phoenician and Roman ancestry 

continues to obscure other facets of the nation's rich cultural past. Furthermore, the 

museum's colonial roots may be seen in both its restoration plans and curatorial 

decisions. The ongoing participation of French specialists in overseeing the museum's 

holdings highlights the enduring impact of colonial powers on Lebanon's cultural 

establishments (Seeden 1990). Attempts to decolonize the museum and provide a more 

inclusive account of Lebanese history have been hampered by this outside influence. 

Conflict, Reconstruction, and Foreign Influence 

Because the National Museum of Beirut was located on the Green Line, which 

separated the opposing sides, the Lebanese Civil War (1975–1990) was a pivotal period 

for the organization. Museum employees took remarkable steps to protect Lebanon's 

cultural legacy in spite of the destruction that surrounded it. Large antiques were covered 

in concrete as part of these attempts, and smaller, more delicate items were moved to safe 

places like bank vaults. Even in the face of national disintegration, such acts 

demonstrated the museum's importance as a storehouse of national identity. The conflict 

between physical devastation and cultural continuity is highlighted by the museum's 

wartime preservation efforts. The effort to preserve the collections is part of a larger 

effort to preserve Lebanon's history during a time when that history was in danger of 

dying. This crisis period demonstrated the susceptibility of national symbols as well as 

the tenacity of heritage experts, underscoring the fragility of cultural institutions in 

conflict areas (Chehab 1998). 
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The National Museum of Beirut's post-war rehabilitation, which culminated in its 

1999 reopening, represented Lebanon's effort to repair both its infrastructure and its 

fractured identity. Rebuilding downtown Beirut was the goal of a broader urban 

redevelopment initiative that included the museum's restoration. This endeavor was not 

without controversy, though. The reconstruction strategy, according to critics, focused on 

a sanitized version of history that obscured the complexity of the civil war and Lebanon's 

rich cultural legacy. The museum's post-war display of its holdings demonstrated a 

conscious decision to highlight a single, ancient national past, with an emphasis on the 

Phoenician and Roman eras. Although the goal of this strategy was to promote a feeling 

of patriotism, it also worked to hide the complex and frequently divisive character of 

modern-day Lebanon. As a result, the rebuilt museum turned into a place of selective 

remembrance, where some stories were given more weight than others (Haddad 2002). 

The role of museums in post-conflict settings is seriously called into question by this 

limited approach to presenting cultural material. Should museums seek to portray a 

unified national story, or should they recognize and address the conflicts and divisions 

within that story? The NMB case serves as an example of how difficult it is to strike a 

balance between these conflicting demands in a community still dealing with the effects 

of division and conflict. 

Lebanon's dependence on foreign finance for heritage projects became more apparent 

in the years following the conflict. The renovation of Tyre's Roman tomb, which was 

severely destroyed during the battle, is one noteworthy example. The Italian government 

provided more than one million euros to finance this initiative, which was started in 2010. 

The collaboration, which included Italian and Lebanese specialists, produced a cutting-
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edge exhibition area that was opened in 2016. The reliance on foreign assistance draws 

attention to the ongoing difficulties that Lebanon's cultural institutions face, which are 

made worse by the country's limited finances and unstable political environment. 

Nevertheless, the National Museum has been essential in promoting cultural knowledge 

and patriotism despite funding limitations. The number of monthly visitors has risen 

since the reopened underground section, drawing both residents and tourists from abroad, 

especially from South America and Europe. A revitalized interest in Lebanon's national 

story has been facilitated by the museum's efforts to involve younger generations, many 

of whom studied overseas and gained an appreciation for cultural heritage. 

The Museum has worked to update its exhibits and facilities in the years since it 

reopened in order to stay current in a cultural environment that is changing quickly. New 

technology, interactive displays, and special exhibitions aimed at reaching a wider 

audience have all been incorporated into this modernization project. The museum's 

makeover has, however, also sparked worries about the potential weakening of its 

instructional goal and the monetization of history. The drive for modernization is a 

reflection of a larger regional trend in which museums are increasingly viewed as 

instruments for economic growth and tourism as well as cultural organizations. This 

change in emphasis brings up significant issues regarding the place of museums in 

society: should they be primarily responsible for preserving cultural legacy, or should 

they also act as catalysts for economic development? The NMB scenario illustrates the 

conflicts that arise from attempting to perform both tasks at the same time (Exell 2016). 

This continued dependence on foreign assistance highlights more serious issues with 

Lebanon's cultural heritage policy, issues that go beyond budgetary limitations to include 



 

62 

issues of national identity and historical memory. Although organizations like the National 

Museum of Beirut have been instrumental in reviving national pride and cultural 

knowledge, they also represent a selective recall of Lebanon's past. The lack of a cohesive 

national memory of the civil war, one of the most controversial facets of heritage 

management in the nation, makes this selectivity especially clear. 

Research Limitations 

Even with the methodical methodology described, there are several limitations 

that emerged. First, the sociopolitical context of Lebanon introduces an added level of 

complexity that may have affected heritage sites' safety and accessibility as well as 

participants' desire to participate in research. Second, the study constrained timeline may 

have limited the range of data that were gathered and the capacity to document long-term 

patterns or changes over time. Third, logistical limitations, administrative roadblocks, or 

the state of historical institutions may make accessing archival materials difficult. These 

restrictions may limit the scope and profundity of the study findings, emphasizing the 

necessity for adaptability and inventiveness in overcoming these challenges while 

upholding rigor and ethical standards in the research process.  

Notwithstanding the difficulties brought about by the geopolitical context, the 

time constraint, and the restricted availability of archives in Lebanon, these constraints 

may even strengthen the ecological validity of the study, making the findings applicable 

and relevant to real-life situations. The importance and applicability of researching 

Lebanon's heritage assets and their impact on national identity in the context of historical 

discontinuity and fragmentation are highlighted by the delicate geopolitical environment. 

Due to the geopolitical context and time limits, a glimpse of the wealth of heritage assets 
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and national identity dynamics is presented, providing insights into opportunities and 

real-world problems for heritage conservation initiatives. Furthermore, overcoming 

administrative obstacles and gaining access to historical documents highlights the 

challenges that could be faced by researchers during fieldwork. 

The most significant limitation to data collection was the political situation of the 

country. In September of 2024, Lebanon entered a state of conflict with Israel, leading to 

the bombardment of the capital Beirut. Furthermore, the conflict led to a partial shutdown 

of the country (that already has a problem with a vacant government). The tense political 

situation resulted in a decline in tourist arrivals to the country overall and, consequently, 

to the museum. This led to reduced visits due to changes in the museum’s opening hours, 

thereby limiting the collection of observational data documenting the interaction of 

visitors in the national Museum. Nevertheless, these limitations actually supported the 

thesis, reaffirming that the geopolitical landscape of Lebanon is a critical hindrance to its 

heritage management as well as to the formation of its national identity. 
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Chapter IV. 

Analysis, Results and Prospects 

Observational Analysis: Spatial Organization of the National Museum of Beirut 

 

Today, the Architectural blueprint of Beirut reveals a structure that while designed to 

house one of Lebanon’s most significant collections, does not always facilitate a 

continued historical narrative for its visitors.  The main exhibition area of the National 

Museum of Beirut (NMB) is ground level, which also houses some of the most important 

objects in the museum (Figures 1, 2, 3, 4).  All pictures in the Figures were taken by the 

researcher. 

 

 

Figure 1. View from entrance-NMB.  

General view of the National Museum of Beirut’s main hall from the entrance, 

showcasing the architectural layout and central display arrangement of significant 

artifacts. 
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Figure 2.View towards the east wing-NMB. 

Perspective of the museum’s east wing, featuring large-scale objects and sarcophagi 

displayed along the corridor. 
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Figure 3.View from second floor (Currently closed under renovation)-NMB. 

Elevated vantage point from the upper gallery, offering a panoramic view of the 

museum’s central atrium and the spatial arrangement of artifacts. 

 

Figure 4.View towards the west wing- NMB. 

Interior view of the west wing, highlighting a succession of Greco-Roman sculptures and 

mosaics within a restored museographic setting. 
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High ceilings, wide open areas, and classical stone columns define its architecture, 

which conveys a sense of monumentality appropriate for a national museum. Even while 

the space is unquestionably magnificent, there are significant issues with its curatorial 

approach that affect the experience of visitors. The ground floor's lack of a distinct 

chronological or thematic narrative is among its most obvious problems. This level feels 

more like a collection of items arranged for exhibition than it does for conveying a story, 

in contrast to contemporary museum design that led visitors through an immersive 

historical or artistic journey. Visitors find it challenging to understand the historical 

development of Lebanese civilization due to the spatial arrangement's lack of a defined 

historical direction. Rather, a number of colossal artifacts that are each important in their 

own right but unrelated to a larger curatorial logic are displayed. 

The Roman mosaic of the Seven Wise Men (Figure 5), a detailed representation of 

philosophers and intellectuals that represents the creative and intellectual exchanges that 

molded the Greco-Roman world, greets visitors as soon as they approach the museum.  
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Figure 5. Mosaic of the seven wise Men- NMB. 

Roman-era mosaic representing the Seven Sages of Greece, symbolizing philosophical 

knowledge and cultural continuity across the Mediterranean. 

This mosaic connects Lebanon's Phoenician heritage with its classical past, making it 

an opening visual statement. The Sarcophagus of King Ahiram (Figure 6), an item of 

extraordinary linguistic and historical significance, is the most prominent of the 

collection of Phoenician and Roman sarcophagi that fill the main exhibition area beyond 

the entrance. Although this coffin is a key component in the formation of the Phoenician 

alphabet due to its early Phoenician writings, it is exhibited with other funeral 

monuments without any obvious context, allowing visitors to deduce its significance on 

their own.  
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Figure 6. Sarcophagus of King Ahiram with first Phoenician Inscription- NMB. 

Limestone sarcophagus of King Ahiram of Byblos, renowned for bearing the earliest 

known full inscription, a curse, in the Phoenician alphabet. 

Facing the Sarcophagus of King Ahiram is the Mosaic of Europa (Figure 7) dating 

back to between the 5th and 6th century CE. It was discovered in Byblos and now hangs 

on the wall of the eastern Wing. The Mosaic depicts Europa (the Princess of Tyre, and 

daughter of King Agenor) riding on a bull (Zeus). The mosaic depicts the myth of 

Europa, the Phoenician princess who was abducted by the Greek God Zeus who brought 

her to Crete to become the founding mother of the later civilizations that emerged in the 

mediterranean. This particularity of this myth is the relationship it ties between the 

Phoenician civilizations and the rest of the Mediterranean world ancient and modern.  
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Figure 7. The Abduction of Europe by Zeus- NMB. 

Classical mosaic illustrating the mythological tale of Zeus, disguised as a bull, abducting 

Europa – a key theme in Greco-Roman art. 

Other artifacts include a number of statues referred to as the Baby Eshmun Offerings 

(Figure 8) are also on exhibit among the funerary relics.  
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Figure 8. Baby Eshmun Statues- NMB 

Limestone votive figurines offered at the Temple of Eshmun, Sidon, believed to represent 

children healed through divine intervention. 

Because they portray small infants being offered as sacrifices to Eshmun, the 

Phoenician deity of healing, these votive statues made of limestone are especially 

important because they provide insight into the religious and ceremonial customs of the 

Phoenician culture. The statues range in size and complexity; some depict young infants 

with wide eyes clutching little animals or doves, which stand for dedication and purity. 

Even though they are significant, their location next to bigger, more imposing antiques 

renders them aesthetically secondary, which adds to the ground floor's disorganized 

design. 

Numerous mosaics that show a variety of mythical, funerary, and decorative themes 

are strewn throughout the central hall; some are set on the walls, while others are placed 

on the floor. Although these mosaics offer important insights into the artistic expressions 
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of ancient Lebanon, their placement in the hall's vast, cavernous area does little to 

strengthen the narrative coherence of the pieces. The Colossus of Byblos (Figure 9) one 

of the museum's most impressive treasures, is kept in a separate room to the left of the 

main hall. This enormous limestone statue was found in Byblos, one of the world's oldest 

continually inhabited towns, and is most likely from the Late Bronze Age (c. 1900–1600 

BCE). This artefact represents an impressive example of early monumental sculpture in 

Lebanon. It has large almond-shaped eyes, a styled beard, and a straight, frontal attitude 

are its defining features, which are a reflection of both Egyptian and Mesopotamian 

artistic influences. This statue emphasizes its symbolic rather than realistic portrayal of 

power by sticking to an early, nearly abstract geometric shape, in contrast to later Greco-

Roman sculptures that placed more emphasis on movement and naturalism. Even if this 

relic is among the most striking specimens of early Lebanese sculpture, its placement 

among other enormous statues without much context gives the sense that the gallery is 

more like a storage area for big objects than a carefully curated one. Although the 

colossus is clearly massive, tourists are not made aware of its significance in terms of 

Byblos's political, ecclesiastical, or artistic growth. 
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Figure 9. The Colossus of Byblos- NMB. 

Monumental statue excavated in Byblos, possibly depicting a ruler or deity, reflecting 

Egyptian stylistic influence on Phoenician sculpture. 

On the right wing, an important relic from the fifth or sixth century CE, the Mosaic of 

the Good Shepherd (Figure 10) was first found in a church in the Beirut suburb of Jnah 

and is now kept in the National Museum of Beirut. A young man with a sheep on his 

shoulders is depicted in this mosaic, surrounded by other animals and beautiful greenery 

that stand for peace and compassion. As mentioned earlier, during the Lebanese civil war 

(1975-1991), the National Museum of Beirut was situated along the front lines dividing 

conflicting militias in Beirut. The structure sustained significant damage, and the Mosaic 

of the Good Shepherd was particularly affected; a sniper's bullet left a noticeable hole in 

the mosaic's lower left corner.  
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Figure 10. The Good Shepherd Mosaic- NMB. 

Early Christian mosaic representing the Good Shepherd motif, preserved despite visible 

war damage, including a sniper hole from the Lebanese Civil War. 

Notwithstanding these difficulties, the museum personnel took important precautions 

to safeguard the collection, such as enclosing some objects in walls. This method of 

preservation allowed the mosaic to survive the war, albeit with obvious scars. 

Although the ground floor of the National Museum of Beirut is home to some of the 

most significant artifacts in Lebanon's ancient past, its curatorial structure and spatial 

organization continue to be its biggest flaws. The artifacts are displayed in an 

arrangement that more closely resembles an exhibition hall of colossal antiques than a 

carefully planned museum experience, rather than leading visitors through a logical 
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historical trip. The contrast between the three sections—the emotionally charged right 

chamber with the Mosaic of the Good Shepherd, the somewhat remote left chamber with 

the Colossus of Byblos, and the grand but chaotic central hall—reveals a larger problem 

in Lebanese museology: how to strike a balance between presentation and preservation. 

The museum has done a good job of preserving and showcasing its national treasures, but 

its educational and immersive potential is limited by the absence of a well-organized 

historical narrative and distinct theme sequence. In the end, Lebanon's ancient and 

modern history is showcased on the ground floor of the National Museum of Beirut, 

which also highlights the difficulties associated with curating and restoring museums 

after a conflict. The objects convey important stories, but without a cohesive framework 

to lead the visitor, these stories are left disjointed and require work and prior knowledge 

to fully understand. 

Despite having an amazing collection of antiquities, the bottom floor museum's 

curatorial and spatial arrangement continue to be its biggest flaw. Visitors are forced to 

navigate history in bits and pieces rather than as a planned trip through time due to the 

absence of a chronological itinerary or thematic progression. The museum's larger 

challenge of striking a balance between the monumental and the meaningful is best 

illustrated by the contrast between the central hall, which is a grand but disorganized 

collection of sarcophagi, mosaics, and votive statues; the left room, which is a somewhat 

disorganized chamber of oversized sculptures; and the right room, which is a small but 

emotionally impactful space marked by war damage. Even though each piece has a 

significant tale to tell, the ground floor is unable to fully realize its historical and 

pedagogical potential due to a lack of a clear curatorial framework. 
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After being closed for over 40 years because of the Lebanese civil war, the National 

Museum of Beirut reopened its underground floor in October 2016, providing visitors 

with a deep understanding of Lebanon's unique burial customs. With the assistance of the 

Italian government, which provided more than €1 million for the project, this 700-square-

meter underground gallery was painstakingly restored.  

Funerary art and activities from prehistory to the Ottoman Empire are the focus of the 

underground display (Figure 11).  

 

Figure 11. Timeline of Funerary in Lebanon-NMB. 

Chronological diagram tracing burial practices across Lebanese history, from prehistory 

through the Roman period and into the Christian era. 
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The greatest collection of Phoenician anthropoid sarcophagi in the world, which 

consists of 31 elaborately carved marble coffins from the 6th to the 4th century BC, is 

one of its most remarkable exhibits. The cosmopolitan character of Phoenician 

civilization is reflected in these sarcophagi, which were found in the Sidon region and 

represent a fusion of Egyptian and ancient Greek artistic elements. The frescoed tomb 

from Tyre, an underground burial chamber from the second century AD that is decorated 

with vibrant frescoes based on Greek mythology, is another highlight. The tomb displays 

the artistic prowess of the time with scenarios like Priam begging Achilles for Hector's 

body. This grave, which was unintentionally found by a farmer in 1937, has undergone 

meticulous restoration to maintain its historical significance. Three medieval Maronite 

mummies from the Qadisha Valley's 'Assi el Hadath cave are also kept in the basement. 

These naturally preserved remains, which have undergone thorough examination and 

restoration, provide a unique window into medieval burial customs. In addition to them, 

the exhibition features a variety of artifacts that demonstrate the numerous burial 

practices that have been performed in Lebanon over the course of millennia, including 

Phoenician stelae, Roman-era funerary art, and objects from other historical periods. 

 

The National Museum’s basement floor significantly expands the museum's 

exhibition space and provides a thorough examination of Lebanon's burial customs 

throughout history. It offers a painstakingly crafted and immersive experience that leads 

visitors through the evolution of burial traditions from prehistory to the Ottoman Empire, 
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in contrast to the ground floor, which lacks a cohesive chronological organization and 

feels more like a repository of relics.  

The underground level is designed as a more private and confined area than the 

ground floor's expansive, open architecture, which heightens the somber ambiance of a 

burial show. The lowered ceilings, concentrated spotlights, and deeper lighting evoke 

awe and reflection that is similar to entering an old burial chamber. Because of this 

thoughtful curatorial decision, the objects feel more related to their original funeral 

contexts, increasing visitor involvement. The underground display leads visitors through 

various burial customs from various eras and civilizations using a distinct thematic and 

chronological framework. It is simpler to comprehend how Phoenician, Greek, Roman, 

and Byzantine influences shaped Lebanon's burial traditions thanks to this systematic 

arrangement, which permits a logical progression. 

Key exhibits 

Cross-Cultural Influence in the Phoenician Anthropoid Sarcophagi 

The display of 31 Phoenician anthropoid sarcophagi, which is thought to be the 

largest collection of its sort in the world, is among the most eye-catching features of the 

below floor. Discovered in Sidon, these marble sarcophagi (Figures 12 & 13) from the 

6th to 4th century BCE demonstrate the global character of Phoenician society through a 

fusion of Greek and Egyptian artistic elements. One cannot not but be struck by the eerie 

realism of these human-shaped tombs—each sarcophagus has a stylized yet unique face, 

as if to perpetuate the deceased's identity. The melancholy presence of each coffin is 

enhanced by the reflected lighting and the distance between them, which emphasizes the 
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sacredness of these antiquated funeral artifacts. The layout of this area, which contrasts 

sharply with the disorganized display on the ground floor, conveys a sense of respect and 

order and is consistent with the somberness of the items. 

 

Figure 12. Phoenician Anthropoid Sarcophagi- NMB. 

Anthropomorphic sarcophagi from Sidon, exemplifying Egyptian artistic influence and 

Phoenician funerary customs. 
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Figure 13. Phoenician Anthropoid Sarcophagi-NMB. 

Additional anthropoid sarcophagi, highlighting stylistic variations and inscriptions that 

reflect elite Phoenician identity. 
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Tyre's Frescoed Tomb: An Unusual Look at Roman Funerary Art 

The frescoed tomb from Tyre (Figures 14,15,16,17,18), a burial chamber with vibrant 

wall paintings of Greek mythological figures, is another amazing display. It dates back to 

the second century AD.  

Figure 14. The Tomb of Tyre- NMB 

Architectural model or reconstruction of a Roman-era tomb complex from Tyre, 

illustrating burial chambers and iconographic elements. 
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Figure 15. The Tomb of Tyre: The Plan- NMB. 

Architectural floor plan of the Tomb of Tyre, detailing its layout, 

chambers, and access points. 

 



 

83 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 16. The Tomb of Tyre: The Restauration- NMB. 

Visual documentation of the restoration process, showing conservation efforts and 

architectural stabilization of the monument. 
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Particularly noteworthy is the passage from Homer's Iliad in which Priam begs 

Achilles for Hector's body, which links regional burial customs with more general 

Mediterranean literary and artistic influences. The visitor is immersed in the decorative 

and symbolic realm of Roman-era graves in the frescoed tomb, in contrast to the 

sarcophagi, which display a stone-carved image of the deceased. These frescoes are 

among the most captivating and aesthetically spectacular areas of the basement level 

because of the museum's restoration efforts, which have preserved a large portion of its 

original color. This tomb's history is made more serendipitous by the fact that it was 

unintentionally found by a farmer in 1937, highlighting the way that archaeological 

riches from Lebanon keep turning up in unexpected places. 
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Figure 17. The Tomb of Tyre: The Frescoes description- NMB. 

Interpretive panel outlining the thematic content and symbolic meanings of the interior 

frescoes within the tomb. 
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Figure 18. The Tomb of Tyre: The Frescoes- NMB. 

Detail of wall paintings from the tomb, displaying scenes of daily life and mythological 

references in Roman provincial style. 
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An Unexpected Contribution to the Funerary Story: The Maronite Mummies  

The exhibit of three medieval Maronite mummies (Figure 19), found in the Qadisha 

Valley's Assi el Hadath Cave, is among the most fascinating and surprising parts of the 

underground floor.  

 

 

Figure 19. The Maronite Mummies- NMB - Underground Floor 

Naturally preserved mummified remains of Maronite villagers from Qadisha Valley, 

offering rare insight into Christian burial traditions in Ottoman Lebanon. 

 

These 13th-century AD organically mummified corpses offer a unique window into 

Christian burial customs in medieval Lebanon. These mummies, in contrast to painted 

tombs and stone-carved sarcophagi, provide a very intimate and humanized link to the 
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past, highlighting the persistence of burial customs throughout religious and historical 

contexts. Because it broadens the visitor's understanding of funerary traditions beyond 

antiquity and reinforces Lebanon's longstanding cultural and religious variety, the 

museum's choice to display medieval mummies alongside ancient burial artifacts is 

especially notable. The mummy display, however, seems a little less incorporated into the 

overall story than the other portions, more like an appendix than a major component of 

the show. 

Contrasting the Two Floors of the National Museum 

One of the most obvious differences between the underground floor and the ground 

floor is the degree of organization and curation. The ground floor lacks a logical path, 

which makes it challenging for visitors to follow a logical historical progression, even 

though it houses some of the museum's most well-known artifacts (such as the Europa 

and the Bull mosaic and the Sarcophagus of King Ahiram). In contrast, the underground 

floor has a clear thematic structure that enables visitors to comprehend the development 

of funerary customs step-by-step. Modern museum display practices also assist the 

underground exhibition by carefully considered lighting and spatial layout convey a sense 

of solemnity and reverence that is suitable for burial relics, clear contextual explanations 

accompany the artifacts, assisting visitors in comprehending their significance beyond 

their aesthetic value and a chronological flow makes the history of Lebanese burial 

customs easier to understand and more interesting by allowing visitors to observe 

changes in culture and art over time. The underground floor has profound symbolic 

significance for Lebanon's national identity in addition to its artistic and historic value. Its 

2016 inauguration marks a period of cultural rebirth and resiliency following decades of 
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closure as a result of the Lebanese Civil War. Their display is made the more poignant by 

the fact that many of these objects survived the war, even though the museum was a 

frontline battleground. The underground floor feels like a site of preservation and 

restoration—a conscious act of reclaiming Lebanon's historical story after years of 

conflict—in contrast to the ground floor, where objects display obvious wartime scars 

(like as the sniper's hole in the Mosaic of the Good Shepherd). 

The National Museum of Beirut's basement level effectively does what the ground 

floor finds difficult with an organized, chronological exposition that makes it possible to 

comprehend Lebanon's funerary history on a deeper level, a well-thought-out, museum-

caliber exhibition layout that improves interaction with the items, and finally a unified 

thematic emphasis that upholds the museum's function as a place of education and 

remembering. The underground floor is an immersive, thoughtfully designed experience 

that meaningfully leads the visitor through the development of burial rituals, whereas the 

ground floor continues to be a place where historical artifacts are shown with little 

contextual clarity. Offering not only a window into the past but also a contemplation of 

the nation's continuing cultural identity, it is a monument to Lebanon's rich archeological 

legacy and the tenacity of its museum institutions. 

The end effect is a museum experience that shifts between a collection of artifacts and 

an organized historical presentation, illustrating Lebanon's rich past as well as the 

continuous difficulty of conveying its intricate legacy in a way that is both 

understandable and engaging. This discrepancy calls into question how museums operate 

in Lebanon, especially in regard to how well the museum's layout fulfills its function as a 

repository for cultural legacy and national memory. 
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The National Museum of Beirut stands as a symbol of Lebanon’s fragmented 

identity. Established under the French mandate, it is shaped by colonial narratives and 

designed to emphasize the country’s Antiquity heritage. Moreover, the Lebanese civil 

war transformed the museum into a battleground both literally, as it stood on the Green 

Line, and figuratively as the work it took to retore it post-war became part of the 

country’s larger fight to reconstruct its fractured identity. Despite its reopening and 

restoration, the museum still faces major challenges in curation such as a real inclusivity 

in its representation of Lebanese history, as well as a more chronological and objective 

historical display. The museum should rise above its storage like display in order to 

present a more balanced and nuanced narrative. 

The next section allows for a different look at the museum. With the opening of a 

new pavilion for exhibitions in late 2024, the museum is engaging more active in the 

ongoing debates over the Lebanese national identify. 

The Nuhad Es-Said Pavillion and Initiatives: Portals and Pathways 

“Portals and Pathways: A Journey through Reality and Imagination”, curated by 

the Beirut Museum of Art (BEMA), is the first exhibition at the newly opened Nuhad Es 

Said Pavilion for Culture, a pavilion newly founded right next to the museum. The 

Exhibition offers a profound exploration of the concept of National Identity through the 

lenses of memory, myth, perception, and territory. The exhibition displays the works of 

33 modern and contemporary Lebanese artists, serving as a dialogue between Lebanon’s 

past and present, while addressing themes of cultural continuity, displacement, and 

national identity.  Each of the themes delves into the different aspects of cultural identity 

and collective memory. 
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The Theme of Memory 

The Memory section of the exhibition focuses on how personal and collective 

recollections intersect to shape Lebanese identity. The artwork in this section mostly 

explores fragmented narratives of concepts such as war, displacement, and nostalgia, in 

turn reflecting the scars of Lebanon’s turbulent past by also trying to maintain and try and 

reexplore and interpret these experiences for future generations. These type of artworks 

that reflect Beirut’s evolving urban landscape as well as the preservation of artifacts in 

the national museum resonate with the idea that memory is a powerful tool in 

constructing and reconstructing national identity. As Trigger’s notion of “national 

archaeology” suggests, memory is selectively preserved and curated to reinforce a sense 

of unity and cultural continuity. The exhibition’s treatment of memory as a narrative that 

is not stable but that evolves and changes aligns with contemporary heritage management 

practices, which seek to find a medium between the need for finding an "accurate history" 

and what the emotional and symbolic significance of the artefacts truly are.  The subject 

of memory in Pathways and Portals directly challenges the ways in which history is 

written down, dissected, and put back together. The physical and symbolic deconstruction 

of history in Rayyane Tabet's "Découpage" reflects the way colonial institutions have 

sliced and reassembled national narratives to support specific ideologies. An alternate 

method is presented in Rhythmical Composition by Salouha Raouda Choucair, which 

uses structured abstraction to embrace the fluidity of time and memory. In the meantime, 

Omar Onsi's art and Fouad Elkhoury's photography preserve memory by capturing 

ephemeral moments. The selective character of collective memory—what is remembered, 

what is forgotten, and who makes these choices—is highlighted in these pieces. Like 
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memory, national identity is continually being altered by the forces of artistic 

involvement, nostalgia, and political power. In this way, the exhibition questions the idea 

that history is set in stone and instead portrays it as a dynamic continuum that echoes the 

idea of continuous heritage, in which the past is always being transformed into the 

present. 

The Theme of Myth 

The Myth section delves into how myths are reinterpreted in contemporary art, in 

this case the myths of the area. By looking back and with a closer look at ancestral 

folklore, religious symbolism as well as mythological archetypes, the exhibition sheds 

light on the resilience and adaptability of Lebanese cultural identity. Myths often serve as 

cultural anchors that reinforce national pride and shared belonging. Within the diverse 

religious and cultural heritage in Lebanon, mythological narratives play an important role 

in creating a bridge between the different sects as well as in fostering a collective sense of 

history between them. Portals and Pathways retake visitors to these myths through 

different works of art to address issues of displacement and identity crises, highlighting 

the role of cultural storytelling in national identity formation. In the post-colonial era, 

Lebanese cultural heritage has been subject to both appropriation and erasure. The 

exhibition engages with the idea of reclaiming one's culture, placing the traditional myths 

of the area, that come from the many different backgrounds as essential components of 

Lebanese identity. This concept is further emphasized by the myths examined in the 

exhibition, which show how narrative shapes national identity. Myths are cultural 

blueprints that shape how cultures view themselves; they are more than just old stories. In 

Randa Mirza's The "Year of the Elephant / The Gods of Noah" myths are dismantled and 
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reinterpreted, Adrien Pépe's Sky Map, Said Akl's Myth of Adonis, and Hatem Imam's 

Alight, all of which challenge how myths influence memory and identity. These pieces 

reveal the manner in which mythology, which frequently combines historical truth with 

symbolic meaning—has been employed to define and validate national heritage. The 

exhibition's reinterpretation of myths highlights their dual purpose of both preserving 

cultural memory and being open to reinvention, which strengthens the idea that tradition 

is fluid across time. 

The Theme of Perception 

  The Perception segment of the exhibition the visitors to critically think and 

consider how national identity is constructed and perceived both internally and 

externally. The participating artists use various media—painting, sculpture, and digital 

art— to question dominant narratives and the interplay between reality and imagination. 

Meshed with its colonial history as well as its political instability, Lebanon’s national 

identity is often subject to external influences and pressures. This section addresses the 

role of perception in shaping heritage narratives.  By exploring how both individual and 

societal perspectives impact history and reality, the subject of perception expands the 

exhibition's connection with national identity. "Le Radeau de la Méduse" by Yvette 

Achkar challenges the viewer's preconceptions about historical accuracy by reinterpreting 

a classic historical image. The fragmentation of perception is highlighted in Rami El 

Sabbagh's Fiction Arraché, which also reveals the fallibility of narratives that purport to 

be objective. Particularly in the setting of Lebanon, where conflict has repeatedly altered 

the national psyche, Daniele Genadry's "The Glow (After the Blast)" openly confronts 

how trauma skews memory and perception. Logic in Blue by Helen Khal examines how 
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cultural training colors perception both literally and figuratively. These works of art 

demonstrate how history, ideology, and artistic intervention all have an impact on 

perception, which is not a passive process. Power is intrinsically linked to the act of 

seeing; how national identity is created and internalized depends on what is revealed, 

what is hidden, and how stories are presented. In a way, by questioning what is accepted 

as truth, these artists challenge conventional thinking. 

The Theme of Territory 

Through the artists' representations of architectural elements, landscapes, as well 

as maps, this section examines how territorial boundaries, both physical and imagined, 

shape the Lebanese identity by exploring people and the spaces they inhabit. Since 

Lebanon’s geographical position as a crossroads of civilization has made territory a 

contentious and symbolic aspect of its identity, this sequence explores how territorial 

disputes, migration, and cultural displacement can influence national belonging and 

identity formation. Especially in these trying times, where a major part of the population 

experienced displacement and migration. Lastly, the subject of territory discusses the 

symbolic and tangible aspects of national identity. Territory is not just a geographical 

location, it is a conceptual environment that is infused with history, belonging, and 

conflict. "Trees" by Mounir Najem illustrates the close relationship between identity and 

land, as nature serves as a mute observer of historical upheavals. Among the Folds and 

the Chasms by Caroline Tabet explores the rifts in the terrain, symbolically signifying 

loss and relocation. The concept of territory is abstracted in Aref El Rayess' Landscape, 

which implies that identity is based on lived experience rather than strict limits. This idea 
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is supported even more by Shafic Abboud's The Sand Book, which uses shifting sand as a 

metaphor for the unpredictability of land and legacy.  

“Portals and Pathways” serves as a microcosm of Lebanon’s broader struggles 

with national identity and heritage management. It shows the importance of the role of 

cultural institutions, such as the National Museum of Beirut, in shaping national 

consciousness through the preservation and reinterpretation of historical artifacts. The 

exhibition’s themes demonstrate how memory and identity are inextricably linked to the 

many ways in which heritage is managed and displayed. It highlights post-colonial 

heritage challenges by critically examining the colonial legacies embedded within 

Lebanon’s cultural narrative. Much like the museum, it is housed in the exhibition 

questions how colonial histories have influenced Lebanese identity and heritage 

management policies. It also allows for ideas to generate on cultural sustainability as the 

pavilion’s financial support model (which uses exhibition proceeds to sustain the 

museum) reflects contemporary heritage management strategies that emphasize economic 

sustainability while ensuring cultural preservation. Also, just as the museum serves as a 

symbol in the country's political fragmentation, the exhibition in return shows ow art has 

the power to create national unity and pride. The exhibition provides an insightful 

reflection on Lebanon’s national identity and heritage management challenges. By 

reviewing and looking through different lenses at the four different themes, the exhibition 

offered a layered understanding of how historical narratives are shaped and criticized. It 

serves as a testament to the role of cultural institutions in preserving and shaping national 

consciousness. 
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Through this exhibition the visitor embarks on a journey that examines the fluid 

relationship between memory, myth, perception, and territory, the four thematic pillars 

that shape national identity and collective memory. Each of these themes engages with 

the idea of continuous heritage, where history is not a static archive, but a living entity 

constantly reinterpreted through artistic expression. By featuring artists who challenge 

conventional narratives, the exhibition reveals how art acts as both a repository and a 

disruptor of historical memory.  

It is a potent reflection on ongoing heritage, showing how national identity and 

communal memory are dynamic and ever-changing rather than static. By demonstrating 

how memory, myth, perception, and territory are intricately entwined in the development 

of cultural consciousness, the exhibition questions accepted narratives. The exhibition 

reflects the very questions raised by the National Museum of Beirut by highlighting the 

way history is curated, debated, and reimagined: Who gets to define heritage? Which 

tales are omitted, and which are told? By addressing these issues, pathways and portals 

emphasizes how important art is in forming historical consciousness, both as a mirror of 

the past and a force for reimagining the future. 

Results 

While shaped by historical discontinuities, colonial legacies and sectarian 

divisions this in depth look at the relationship between heritage management and national 

identity in Lebanon reveals that the country’s national identity remains extremely 

fragmented. This fragmentation reveals that the country does not possess a singular, 

cohesive national identity. Instead, its identity is defined by a multitude of conflicting 
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narratives that reflect the country’s diverse cultural and religious heritage and therefore is 

open to different interpretations. 

There are two interpretations highlighted by this research revolving about the 

national identity of Lebanon. The first one being that Lebanon is defined by its diversity. 

Instead of having a collective national consciousness, Lebanese identity can be presented 

as a dynamic and diverse concept. Lebanon’s history like the national Museum of Beirut 

is a repository of multiple and different cultural influences, ranging from Phoenicians, 

Greco-Roman, medieval, Islamic, Ottoman and colonial. These cultural differences are 

more emphasized through the sectarian politics that rule this country. Instead of 

disregarding these divisions, a more inclusive heritage management strategy could 

acknowledge and embrace them as integral components of Lebanon’s distinctive identity. 

The second idea would be that Lebanon’s fragmentation is done on purpose so that the 

country is never truly unified. The sectarian system of governance in the country that has 

undergone several transformations since the ottoman millet system to the mandate 

policies has always favored exclusiveness and division. The selective emphasis on certain 

historical narratives, and the absence of a unified educational curriculum, all contribute to 

the fragmentation of Lebanon’s identity and actively prevent its cohesion.  

This is also shown in the study through the heritage management of the country. 

the selective emphasis on certain historical narratives, and the absence of a unified 

educational curriculum, all contribute to the fragmentation of Lebanon’s identity and 

actively prevent its cohesion. The National Museum of Beirut serves as an important 

example of this conundrum. Initially established as a colonial institutions its exhibitions 

predominantly focus on Phoenician and Greco-Roman heritage, aligning with a Western-
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centric narrative that marginalizes Lebanon’s Islamic and Ottoman past. This selective 

presentation of history has contributed to an incomplete and contested national memory. 

Moreover, during the Lebanese Civil War, the National Museum’s location on the Green 

Line symbolized the country’s profound divisions, transforming the museum from a place 

of shared history into a physical manifestation of national disintegration. Despite post-

war reconstruction efforts aimed at restoring the museum as a symbol of unity, the 

underlying sectarian tensions remain unresolved, highlighting the ongoing struggle 

between heritage preservation and national identity formation.   

As mentioned previously the sectarian political system in Lebanon also 

perpetuated fragmentation in the country’s identity with sectarian groups claiming 

ownership over specific aspects of the country’s past, shaping the public’s memory and 

historical education to suit their agendas. The absence of a unified history curriculum 

exacerbates this issue, reinforcing sectarian divisions and hindering the formation of a 

shared national consciousness. Archival research reveals diverse interpretations of 

Lebanon’s heritage. For instance, Christian narratives emphasize Lebanon’s Phoenician 

heritage, aligning with the French Mandate’s colonial historiography. Conversely, 

Muslim communities perceive Lebanon’s history as deeply intertwined with the Arab-

Islamic world. This divergence in historical interpretation further underscores the notion 

that Lebanon lacks a singular national identity but rather multiple coexisting—and often 

competing—identities.   

Another aspect of this research’s findings is that colonial legacies continue to 

shape Lebanon’s national identity. During the French colonial era, heritage policies 

prioritized Phoenician and Greco-Roman narratives while marginalizing Islamic and 
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Ottoman histories. This Eurocentric bias, institutionalized through the National Museum 

and educational policies, persists to this day, influencing how Lebanon’s past is 

understood and represented. Furthermore, the legal framework governing heritage 

management in Lebanon has remained largely unchanged since the French Mandate. This 

suggests that colonial structures are deeply ingrained in the country’s cultural 

governance. The Directorate General of Antiquities (DGA), originally established under 

colonial rule, continues to operate under outdated legal frameworks that fail to address 

the contemporary challenges of heritage preservation and national identity formation.   

Heritage sites and cultural institutions in Lebanon can either serve as tools for 

fostering inclusivity or as mechanisms for reinforcing exclusion. While heritage sites 

have the potential to unite Lebanon’s diverse communities by celebrating shared history, 

they are often exploited to assert sectarian dominance and political agendas. 

 Lebanon’s national identity is paradoxical—it’s both inherently diverse and 

systematically fragmented. Its historical evolution, governance structures, and heritage 

management practices suggest that Lebanon was never designed to have a singular 

collective identity. Instead, its identity is shaped by competing historical narratives 

reflecting its sectarian, colonial, and geopolitical complexities. Moving forward, the 

challenge for Lebanon isn’t necessarily to construct a singular national identity but rather 

to embrace and institutionalize its diversity as a defining characteristic. This requires a 

shift in heritage management policies, educational curricula, and public discourse to 

acknowledge Lebanon’s multiple identities rather than forcing a homogenized national 

narrative. By doing so, Lebanon can transform its historical fragmentation into a strength, 

fostering a more inclusive and dynamic sense of national belonging. 
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Limitations in Managing Heritage in Lebanon 

Maintaining Lebanon’s cultural heritage is a difficult and multidimensional task 

that is intricately linked to the nation’s sociopolitical environment, the ups and downs of 

its economy and recent tragedies, like the 2020 Beirut explosion and the 2024 war with 

Israel. While Lebanon’s rich and diversified cultural history offers a lot potential for 

national unification and economic progress it is threatened by fragmented governance, 

conflicting sectarian narratives and financial instability.  Instead of being shared national 

assets, heritage sites are frequently used as a political battleground, which results in 

uneven preservation policies and a decline in cultural identity. Using information from 

UNESCO reports, regional policy initiatives and comparative foreign studies, a critical 

examination of governance concerns, economic constraints, and the effect of political 

instability is necessary to examine the difficulties facing Lebanon's heritage management. 

To overcome these obstacles, inclusive and sustainable heritage policies that put 

emphasis on depoliticizing cultural narratives, community involvement, and economic 

resilience must be developed. 

This delicate balance of sectarian interests in Lebanon’s political system has had a 

big impact on how cultural heritage is managed. With different political and religious 

groups controlling cultural assets, the decentralization of administration has led to 

disjointed policies and uneven preservation efforts. The lack of a single national 

framework for heritage management has resulted in a lack of cooperation amongst 

stakeholders, as evidenced by reports from UNESCO and regional heritage organizations.  

Policies are frequently motivated by short term political agendas rather than long-term 

preservation objectives. Overseeing the preservation of cultural assets, the Directorate 
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General of Antiquities (DGA) functions under a bureaucratic structure that lacks the 

authority and resources needed to properly implement rules. Conservation efforts have 

been further disturbed and undermined by the continuous underfunding of cultural 

heritage projects, which has worsened due to political meddling as well as financial 

mismanagement. Instead of being recognized as national heritage, cultural places are 

frequently seen as markers of sectarian identity, leading to claims being disputed and for 

management strategies to be diverged. The idea that heritage management is an elite-

driven process disconnected from local reality has been strengthened by the 

marginalization of community engagement in heritage decisions due to the influence of 

local political actors. Lebanon’s cultural legacy will continue to be at risk of exploitation 

and neglect until structural changes are made that emphasize community involvement, 

bolster institutional capabilities and depoliticize heritage management. 

 The heritage sector has been significantly impacted by the successive economic 

crises that have afflicted the country. Conservation efforts have been severely hindered 

by the nation’s financial instability, since cultural organizations have had difficulty 

obtaining funds for maintenance and restoration work. Many sites are in a condition of 

neglect because of government resources being diverted away from cultural assets due to 

the dramatic decline I the value of the Lebanese pound and the increased cost of 

necessities. The 2020 Beirut port explosion acted as a trigger, revealing even more of 

Lebanon’s cultural heritage’s weaknesses. Hundreds of heritage buildings sustained 

significant structural damage, according to data from post-explosion damage 

assessments, especially in the ancient area of Gemmayzeh, and Mar Mikhael. With 

numerous ancient buildings left unexposed and in danger of collapsing, the explosion 
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highlighted Lebanon’s heritage management framework’s lack of readiness and 

resilience. UNESCO responded to the crisis by launching the “Li Beirut” campaign, 

which raised money from around the world to help restore important cultural institutions, 

including the Sursock Museum. Local policy evaluations, however, show that although 

these initiatives offered short term respite, they failed to address the fundamental 

problems of inadequate institutional frameworks and financial instability. The difficulties 

faced by local organizations-which frequently depend on outside funding with little long-

term sustainability-are further highlighted by interviews with heritage specialist. 

According to the Statistics, it is critical to move toward heritage management approaches 

that are more resilient and financially viable. A variety of funding sources such as 

community driven heritage tourism as well as public-private partnerships could offer 

different sources of income in order to guarantee the ongoing preservation of the 

country's cultural treasure. 

Lebanon’s cultural legacy has been severely impacted by the 2024 conflict with 

Israel, which has exacerbated pre-existing issues with heritage management and seriously 

damaged both tangible and intangible cultural treasures. In addition to destroying 

religious institutions and historical landmarks, war has also interfered with the 

production, practice and the preservation of the country’s heritage by causing 

displacement, economic strain and changes in social priorities, posing a significant 

challenge to cultural heritage preservation. The continues conflicts have made Lebanon’s 

historical landmarks more vulnerable, underscoring the essential need for all-

encompassing preservations plans that take into account both short-term dangers and 

long-term viability. 
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The historic city of Baalbek, A UNESCO World Heritage Site recognized for its 

Roman ruins, has been amongst the worst impacted regions. According to reports, the site 

was severely damaged by Israeli Strikes in October 2024, and surrounding explosions 

caused structural deteriorations in areas of the Temple of Bachhus (Le Monde 2024). In 

addition to endangering the actual buildings, the bombardment also represent a threat to 

the tourism sector, which is vital to the local economy. Heritage sites like Baalbek are 

cultural touchstones that link contemporary Lebanese society to its past, thus their 

destruction has far-reaching effects. The impact on religious heritage has likewise been 

profound. In the town of Derdghaya, an Israeli bombardment totally demolished a 19th 

century church devoted to St. George, displacing locals who saw the building as a pillar 

of their communities destroying priceless religious treasures (AP News 2024). In a same 

vein, centuries of architectural legacy and cultural worth were erased when an 18th-

century mosque in Kfar Tibnit was destroyed (L’Orient today 2024). Also, during their 

incursion into the village of Chamaa in southern Lebanon on Friday night, Israeli 

occupation forces not only destroyed a historic religious shrine but also deliberately 

rigged explosive charges on it, leading to its complete destruction (MEMO 2024). 

Efforts to conserve Lebanon’s varied religious legacy in the midst of continued 

violence has been further challenged by the destruction of these religious landmarks, 

which has also increased the sense of loss among the local community. In addition to 

causing physical devastation, the war has harmed Lebanon’s intangible cultural legacy, 

which includes customary agriculture methods, culinary traditions, and crafts. According 

to the Jordan Times (2024), the battle has caused environmental damage, with pollution 

and fires destroying agricultural fields that have long supported traditional farming 
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methods. Therefore, one could say that the war disrupted also the transmission of 

information and skills that are essential to Lebanon’s cultural identity by the loss of 

farmland and the uprooting of rural people. 

The continuous deterioration of Lebanon’s cultural legacy has prompted alarm 

from the international world. The conflict poses serious threats to Lebanon’s cultural 

heritage. The International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) underlined the 

necessity of protecting heritage sites from additional harm and demanded prompt action. 

In order to mobilize financial and technical resources for the preservation of these 

threatened sites, UNESCO held an emergency session in November 2024 and granted 34 

cultural sites in Lebanon “enhanced protection” status (UNESCO 2024). These initiatives 

highlight the need for concerted international action to prevent more losses and the 

acknowledgement of Lebanon’s cultural heritage as a worldwide concern. Despite these 

initiatives, there are still obstacles in the way of putting into practice practical heritage 

conservation measures. Given the ongoing conflict and the political unrest in the country, 

many of the programs run by international organizations encounter logistical and 

bureaucratic difficulties. Many local historical organizations are depending on 

volunteering and foreign aid to continue their work because they are having difficulty 

obtaining funds and resources (New Yorker 2024). Additionally, it has been challenging 

to prioritize restoration efforts due to the absence of a unified national cultural 

management policy, leaving many damaged sites susceptible to further deterioration. 

Beyond the physical loss, the 2024 war’s devastation of cultural artifacts dealt a a 

serious harm to Lebanon’s social cohesiveness and cultural identity. The loss of heritage 

sites threatens the historical continuity that binds generations together, their importance 
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to the collective memory has been previously noted.  Lebanon’s cultural heritage has 

suffered greatly as a result of the 2024 conflict with Israel, underscoring the pressing 

necessity for all-encompassing and long-term heritage preservation plans. Long term 

effects on Lebanese identity and unity will result from the substantial cultural loss caused 

by the destruction of the heritage that connects the people  

 

Prospects for Lebanon's Heritage Management 

 In the process of creating a unified national identity, Lebanon’s cultural variety 

offers both opportunities and challenges. However, rather than fostering national unity, 

heritage is frequently exploited to support sectarian narratives, according to an analysis of 

museum policy. The fragmentation of Lebanon's post-civil war memory is evident in the 

way heritage sites have evolved into disputed areas that represent divergent historical 

interpretations. Depoliticizing heritage management and supporting educational 

initiatives that highlight common historical experiences are key to creating a more 

inclusive national narrative. Including communities in oral history and participatory 

storytelling initiatives may help heal divisions and foster a feeling of shared identity. 

 A major theme in Lebanon’s heritage discourse is the difficulty of striking a 

balance between the country’s multi-sectarian legacy and the pursuit of national 

unification. An examination of case studies from other Mediterranean nations, such as 

Bosnia, or Cyprus shows how legacy can be used as a means of promoting reconciliation 

after a conflict. Nonetheless sectarian ties still influence heritage policies in Lebanon 

where cultural landmarks frequently functions as indicators of political and religious 

rather than as unifying national emblems. Local history groups’ data shows that because 
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many communities are still defensive of their historical legacies, attempts to advance 

multi-sectarian legacy initiatives have encountered opposition. But as projects like the 

CHUD project show, heritage can also be a platform for economic cooperation, uniting 

disparate communities to work toward common objectives. Promoting inclusive cultural 

projects and fostering intercommunal communication may help heal sectarian divisions. 

Beyond sectarian ties, policies should emphasize the cultural and economic worth of 

heritage.  

Excluding the many obstacles, there are a lot of chances for sustainable 

development in Lebanon’s historic sector. One possible approach to improving 

documentation and monitoring activities is the integration of digital technology like the 

EAMENA database. Another opportunity is the growth of sustainable tourism, which 

could produce income while maintaining cultural authenticity. Data-driven 

recommendations include encouraging participatory approaches that empower local 

communities in heritage decision-making, strengthening legal frameworks to conform to 

international best practices, investigating alternative financing models like heritage 

tourism and international partnerships to lessen reliance on government funding, and 

creating educational initiatives that promote national cohesion and an appreciation of 

Lebanon's diverse heritage. By making sure that cultural preservation initiatives represent 

the interests and goals of the public, these initiatives can support the long-term viability 

of heritage management. 

Although managing Lebanon's heritage presents many difficulties, it also presents 

several chances for the country's growth and peace. A thorough strategy that is centered 

around the community will be needed to resolve sectarian tensions, economic limitations, 
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as well as government inefficiencies. Lebanon can use its rich cultural history to promote 

unity and strengthen its economy by implementing inclusive and sustainable heritage 

policies. Officials must give top priority to long-term plans that integrate digital 

innovation, economic sustainability, and democratic governance.in order to guarantee 

that Lebanon's cultural legacy is conserved for upcoming generations. 
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