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Teaching war, reconciliation and history in Lebanon
Samar Kadi

Beirut

H 

istory, a key subject 
in any education sys-
tem, serves the twin 
purpose of informing 
students about events 

that shaped their country and rein-
forcing national identity. In Leba-
non, a country historically plagued 
by sectarian friction, different his-
tory textbooks, sometimes with 
opposite narratives, are taught and 
schools decide which version is 
taught according to their sect and 
whether they are public or private.

More than two decades after the 
Taif peace accord that ended Leb-
anon’s devastating 1975-90 civil 
war, a unified textbook of Leba-
non’s past is yet to be produced.

“It is wrong not to agree on a 
unified curricula and history text-
book. Today, each school and each 
sect teach history their own way. 
Hezbollah, for instance, produced 
its own history book, which it 
teaches at its Mehdi schools. Un-
fortunately, there is no political 
will, no politicians assuming re-
sponsibility to settle this issue,” 
said Issam Khalife, a professor of 

history at the government-run 
Lebanese University.

Khalife, a former member of 
a government committee that 
worked on the unified history text-
book, said that it was “too soon” to 
speak about the civil war as part of 
history.

“The conflict is still fresh; be-
sides we have not really come out 
of it. So, I suggested that we cover 
the civil war briefly with a focus on 
its regional and international di-
mensions and how much it cost us 
economically, socially and demo-
graphically in addition to lessons 
learned, basically that Lebanese 
should be unified and that war is 
costly on all,” Khalife said.

Many Lebanese argue that histo-
ry textbooks have been used more 
as a tool to divide than to educate 
about Lebanon’s times of conflict. 
However, developing a curricu-
lum for teaching controversial and 
emotive history in a country that is 
still recovering from the sequels of 
civil strife is not an easy task. Four 
attempts to develop a new history 
curriculum by different govern-
ments in the last two decades have 
flopped.

In the latest attempt, the Min-
istry of Education’s Centre for Re-
search and Development (CERD) 
submitted a comprehensive curric-
ulum draft, including objectives, 
syllabus and methods to the minis-
ter of education for evaluation.

“Till this moment the CERD has 
no feedback. I cannot say that we 
are close to having a unified his-
tory book in Lebanon,” said CERD 
President Nada Oweijane. “The 

main problem is conflict between 
confessions and political parties 
on events, the details developed in 
the lessons, the documents used 
to explain ideas, the photos…. 
conflict between social classes, 
regions, cultural values, political 
trends, historical personages etc.”

Khalife suggested that Lebanon 
“could have multiple history text-
books as long as they are approved 
by the CERD to ensure that the 
narratives, though different, are 
in conformity with national direc-
tives and respect civil peace.”

“Why not? Syria had a unified 
textbook but this did not prevent 
war from breaking out,” he added.

Historian Habib Malek went fur-
ther, suggesting different narra-

tives in the same textbook.
“In a heterogonous society like 

in Lebanon, you cannot come up 
with a unified narrative about how 
to understand the past. You are 
faced with one of two options: Ei-
ther to have a multiplicity of nar-
ratives within the same book, or 
multiple books, each one adopt-
ing a different narrative… It is very 
nice and idealistic to say we should 
have a history book that promotes 
peace rather than conflict; how-
ever, the devil lies in the details,” 
said Habib, a teacher of history at 
the Lebanese American University.

“We should have the courage 
and the boldness to say that such 
and such a group views it (war) this 
way and such and such a group 

views it that way. A unified book 
should be true to the plurality and 
diversity of Lebanese readings of 
history… It needs to include all the 
narratives even if they are starkly 
opposed to each other,” he added.

History in current textbooks 
seems simply to come to a halt in 
the early 1970s, Lebanon’s heyday, 
while controversial periods of the 
past are watered down or largely 
evaded. Young people learn con-
temporary history from their fami-
lies, their friends from belonging 
to the same sect, on the streets, or 
from political parties.

For historians such as Malek, 
reading past events is a continu-
ous process, leading to changing 
and nuanced narratives. “There is 
always room for criticism and revi-
sion,” he said.” History should be 
revised all the time. Writing his-
tory is an extremely dynamic ex-
ercise.”

Like Lebanon, Arab countries 
that experienced the “Arab spring” 
revolutions and conflicts will one 
day face the controversy of writing 
their own contemporary history. 
How would they go about it?

Typically, the victor writes his-
tory but for Khalife it should be 
written in a way to serve a better 
future. “Let us write how much it 
cost in money, deaths, injuries and 
displaced. Emphasise the lessons 
learned in order to avoid commit-
ting the same mistakes again,” he 
said. “After all our aim is to rein-
force interior civil peace.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.
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Dubai Design Week, a celebration of emerging talents
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stablished brands as well 
as emerging regional and 
international designers 
took centre stage in Dubai 
in a celebration of cutting-

edge design and ideas. Dubai Design 
Week, organised by Dubai Design 
District (D3), amounted to an “open 
museum” of design, attracting a re-
cord number of visitors.

“With more than 150 events 
across the city, the second Dubai 
Design Week had almost doubled 
in size, attracting 40,000 visitors, 
a 75% increase compared to last 
year,” said Cyril Zammit, director of 
the late-October event.

Downtown Design, a trade show 
for professionals, also doubled its 
registrations to 12,500 visitors.

Downtown Design Fair Director 
Rue Kothari said the strategy was to 
provide a high-quality experience 
by combining local, regional and in-
ternational brands presenting top-
quality, original products from fur-
niture and lighting to textiles and 
accessories.

Abwab, Arabic for “doors”, an 
exhibition exploring design narra-
tives within the Middle East, North 
Africa and South Asia featured pa-
vilions from Algeria, Bahrain, India, 
Iraq, the Palestinian territories and 
the United Arab Emirates revolv-
ing around the theme The Human 
Senses.

Curated by Algerian artist Hellal 
Zoubir, the Algiers pavilion com-
bined the skills of Mourad Krinah, 
Walid Bouchouchi and Souad Delmi 
Bouras in graphics and interiors.

The interactive experience con-
sisted of graphic surfaces display-
ing representations of sounds cre-
ated through an arrangement of 
uniquely designed percussion in-
struments that compose a vibrant 

audio landscape. Users became 
musicians, performing improvised 
beats as a soundtrack guided audi-
ences through a sensory experi-
ence.

Bahrain presented collaborative 
works by designers Maitham al-
Mubarak and Othman Khunji aimed 
at renewing the dormant craft of 
pottery by generating a customisa-
tion process that was very interac-
tive.

The Indian pavilion drew large 
crowds with its theme Memory Bar, 
a collaboration of New Delhi-based 
design duo Jiten Thukral and Sumir 
Tagra. Visitors could write a mem-
ory on paper, shred it and watch it 
made into a colourful tile, which 
would be displayed on the pavilion 
wall and become part of a travelling 
exhibition

The Iraqi pavilion, titled Excava-
tions, was a collaborative endeavour 
between Eindhoven-based design-
er Hozan Zangana and UAE-based 
architect and designer Rand Abdul 
Jabbar and looked at the country 
as an amalgamation of overlapping 
civilisations, identities, languages 
and traditions. The pavilion show-
cased an exploration of the multi-
layered histories embedded within 
a shared geography, uncovering, 
drawing inspiration from and rein-
terpreting its artefacts.

Under the label Mass Imperfec-
tions, the Palestinian pavilion 
exposed craft industry from the 
Bethlehem region centred on its 
centuries-old olive wood carving 
tradition. The pivot of the pavilion 
was a fabricated form of olive wood 
elements that were small with re-
spect to the structure they com-
posed.

Curators Elias Anastas and Yousef 
Anastas, French-Palestinian broth-
ers who are both architects and de-
signers, explored the plight of olive 

wood carvers who are victims of a 
globalised world and mass tourism 
industry in which their skills are 
overlooked.

The UAE pavilion, called Afaaq Al 
Mustaqbal, drew inspiration from 
the cafeteria to highlight the many 
layers of this cultural phenomenon. 
Cafeterias are ubiquitous and have 
become an integral element of the 
Emirati cultural experience. The 
pavilion combined the talents of 
designers Salem al-Mansoori, Tarik 
Zaharna and Ric Hernandez and 
was curated by Salem al-Qassimi 
and Maryam al-Qassimi of Fikra De-
sign Studio.

The Dubai Design Week’s Iconic 
City exhibition, Cairo NOW! City 
Incomplete, curated by Cairo-based 
architect Mohamed Elshahed, gath-
ered for the first time under one 
roof more than 65 Egyptian archi-

tects, designers, entrepreneurs and 
graphic artists, presenting a grass-
roots account of the city’s design 
landscape.

Cairo’s young designers take the 
city as their muse and as the source 
of their creativity. Despite the lack 
of a market place or an infrastruc-
ture supporting creative industries, 
they turn the city’s trash into new 
products and revive fading tradi-
tions with a contemporary edge.

“The aim was to include differ-
ent perspectives and viewpoints 
and offer opportunities for new, 
especially young, designers who 
are creating original and authentic 
work which reflected the Egyptian 
reality,” Elshahed said.

The city’s designers reflect on the 
condition of incompletion in their 
creations and, in Elshahed’s view, 
“they fill in the gaps”.

“The potential is very high in 
Egypt and fresh and original work 
is being created but there is lack 
of support from the government 
and the corporate sector,” said 
Elshahed.

The exhibition, whose title was 
inspired by the infamous visual im-
pression of Cairo’s red brick hous-
ing stock in varying stages of com-
pletion, drew visitors who admired 
innovations in the fields of product, 
furniture, graphic and typeface de-
sign as well as architecture.

Elshahed said: “The way forward 
for these young designers is to look 
for international exposure, which 
may eventually translate into break-
throughs and patronage at home.”

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a Dubai-
based contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

At the Algierian pavilion curated by Hellal Zoubir, with its theme of Tab tab fi d’zairwatam (Drumming 
from Algiers to Tamanrasset), visitors take part in an impromptu percussion session.                             (AP)
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