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Introduction

Across Beirut, urbanization patterns are increasingly entangled with the displacement of city-dwellers, 
and largely shaped by property frameworks. Particularly, co-ownership through inheritance is one of the 
main ownership models that has been underpinning dynamics of gentrification and displacement1. In an 
environment that enables developers to accumulate and consolidate property, long-time residents who co-
inherit property are often displaced from their homes despite having property rights. 
On one hand, this is the result of a structural flaw: through a vicious interplay between property and 
inheritance legal frameworks, shared ownership as a viable means to secure housing is undermined by 
subsequent changes to the law; and on the other, inheritance, originally designed to maintain collective 
control of property along the male lineage, is contributing to reproducing socio-economic inequalities. On 
the other, co-ownership though inheritance is complexified by the heterogenous profiles and attitudes of 
inheritors2. 
Public Works Studio’s previous research has found that the inheritance framework disadvantages 
women in particular, as they are often provisioned to inherit less shares in properties than men do, and 
often live in properties they co-inherit. While receiving little shares limits their decision-making power, it 
also jeopardizes their housing security and provides little support to their relocation efforts. As a result, 
although they live in properties that they co-own, many women live in precarity because they have little to 
no protection against being dispossessed or displaced.

In this second phase of the ongoing research partnership between Public Works Studio and DPU in 
the remit of the RELIEF Centre Project, we follow the story of two widows who live in the low-income 
neighborhood of Sabra south of Beirut, in a small building they co-inherited with 11 other inheritors. We 
investigate how Nadia and Hayat’s3 housing rights are jeopardized by market-driven pressures, and 
undermined by the legal frameworks for inheritance and property. In many ways exemplary of much wider 
dynamics, their story offers glimpses into the unjust realities of over a third of the Lebanese population, who 
also live in inherited homes, and is a cautionary tale for private homeownership, which in 2014 represented 
over 40% of Beirut’s dwellers4. 
Through the mundane yet complex narratives of these two women, this text proposes an intersectional 
reflection on the issue of inheritance, looking at sect, gender and class as part of the socio-spatial dynamics 
that surround inheritors’ practices in Beirut and beyond. It begins by looking into how inheritance practices 
and property frameworks challenge the “imagined certainty to property”5, which views property relations as 
settled, fixed and clear. We also investigate how market-driven transformations unsettle informal property 
relations between inheritors by placing their value systems in tension: between viewing the shared property 
as “property shares”, a legal object associated with exchange value; and associating it to its use and social 
function. 

1 Fawaz, Krijnen, Samad, A property framework for understanding gentrification: Ownership patterns and the transformations of Mar Mikhael, Beirut, 
2018
2 In her working paper Inheritance And Heritage: Considerations For Unified Action Against Gentrification In Beirut (Issam Fares Institute - AUB, 
2019), Samar Kanafani explains how the socio-economically diverse profiles of inheritors play a substantial role in shaping their relationships with 
and attitudes towards inherited properties. 
3 The names of the widows and their relatives were changed to guarantee anonymity.
4 UN-habitat, UNHCR, EU, Housing, land and property issues in Lebanon: implications of the Syrian refugee crisis, 2014
5 Nicholas K. Blomley, Unsettling the City: Urban Land and the Politics of Property (London: Routledge, 2004).
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1. Challenging the Certainty of Property and threatening Housing 
Rights: a socio-legal view of inheritance and ownership

The parallel histories of the Badawi family and the Sabra neighborhood

Erected on a small plot of 104 sqm in Sabra in the early 1960s, the Badawi building consists of 
a ground floor and a first floor, and contains three apartments. There are 8 residents living in the 
building today: Nadia and her daughter, Hayat and her three daughters, their brother-in-law, and his 
wife. The shares were divided among the 13 inheritors of the building as per the Hanafi law6, in the 
form of a verbal agreement. Most of the inheritors live in the building, but they are mostly minority 
shareholders. The majority of property shares, and decision-making power, rests in the hands of 
the six other inheritors live elsewhere: the Badawi siblings, first-generation inheritors and majority 
shareholders, improved their socio-economic conditions over time, married, and moved to live 
elsewhere in their own apartments. They are now willing to sell the deteriorating small property to a 
developer in exchange for money because they consider to have no immediate use or benefit from it 
otherwise. Owning the most shares, they would also receive the largest compensations in the case of 
a sale. However, if it is sold, it is the residents of the building would be the most disadvantaged ones: 
not only would they lose their homes, they would receive meager compensations as well. 

In several aspects, the story of the Badawis is the story of many families in Sabra. A predominantly 
Sunni neighborhood, Sabra’s urban fabric first developed between the 1950s and 1970s, when 
waves of Lebanese and Palestinian migrants flocked from the South, the Bekaa and the North, to 
Sabra and later to nearby Chatila. Some of them rented property, while others bought land from 
Beiruti families. Most of the original dwellers were small property-owners like the Badawis who now 
likely face similar issues of inheritance: they share small properties with other co-inheritors and 
seldom have the means to maintain them. Having remained without maintenance for several years, 
this fabric has offered an affordable, if inadequate, housing landscape: many small owners have left 
the neighborhood and rented out their buildings to lower-income Lebanese, Syrian refugees, and 
migrant workers. 

6 Inheritance among Sunni Muslims (and some members of the Druze community) is regulated by the Hanafi School’s interpretation of Sharia Law, 
and takes place in Hanafi courts.



In Sabra and elsewhere in Beirut, the consecutive changes in the Building Law7 and the quick rise of 
land value prevent small owners from redeveloping their properties and set the ideal socio-economic 
conditions for developers to enter the property market. By evicting residents, demolishing the old 
fabric and pooling small plots together, many developers violently reshape the urban form of Sabra, 
enabled by the legal frameworks for inheritance and ownership.

7 These changes notably raised the minimum buildable plot size and relaxed zoning regulations for very large plots, encouraging land-pooling opera-
tions. New building requirements set the minimum buildable plot size in Sabra to 150 sqm.

SABRA: MAP OF UNBUILDABLE PLOTS
almost 84% of the plots located in the surveyed area are below the minimum buildable 
plot size introduced by the latest amendment to the Building Law. Over 90% of these 
plots were originally built, and contain residential units. Some plots were originally the 
size that they are today (see the allotment project in the southern zone), but many 
plots’ surface areas were reduced by road networks.

number of surveyed plots 548 
total surface area: 54’237 sqm

average surface area: 99 sqm

minimum buildable plot size: 150 sqm

total number of buildable plots: 89 
that represents only 16.2% of the fabric

total number of unbuildable plots: 459
that represents 83.8%
over 90% of the now unbuildable fabric was 
already built prior to the new law

executed road network that affects 
the original cadastral fabric

planned road network threatening 
what remains of the original 
cadastral fabric

unbuildable plots



Inheritance and Ownership: Inequality along Sect, Gender and Class 

There are three main legal frameworks for inheritance in Lebanon, each operating under a 
different religious-sectarian understanding of Family Law and, by extension, of inheritance rights. 
Muslim inheritance courts attribute one eighth (⅛) of the inheritance to the widow of the deceased 
person. This puts widows in the position of having to negotiate with their children, and sometimes 
with other more distant male relatives. In all cases, Muslim widows are systematically minority 
shareholders of properties they often live in and have spent their lives in. This is why, in principle8, 
both Nadia and Hayat hold today less than 2% of shares each – the smallest proportion in 
comparison with other inheritors.

Daughters are also disadvantaged by Hanafi law: generally, women are provisioned to inherit half 
of what men do. This is why Nadia’s sons are entitled to twice as many shares as her daughters. 
In addition, Hanafi law states that if the deceased has no sons, his female inheritors can only 
receive half of his shares, which prohibits them from reaching a decision-making majority whether 
individually or collectively. To circumvent these limitations, Hayat’s husband converted to Shiism, 
where Jaafari law considers sons and daughters equals in inheritance. As a consequence, Hayat’s 
daughter is entitled to twice the shares that her cousin, Nadia’s daughter, is.
These are only some examples of how institutional pluralism of Family Law in Lebanon places 
members of different sects and genders on unequal grounds. This includes matters extending 
beyond inheritance to include marriage, divorce and child custody – all intertwined with housing 
security. 

8 The Badawi inheritors follow an informal verbal agreement that mirrors the Hanafi code, which is one of the two Muslim inheritance courts in Leba-
non. It is not registered or formally documented.

DISTRIBUTION OF SHARES AND FAMILY TREE
Overall, the Badawi family followed the Hanafi Code to orally distribute shares among 
inheritors. However, “Son 2” converted to Chiism in order for his daughters to inherit him fully 
and equally.
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As for the formal Lebanese Property Law, there are two modes for formally sharing ownership: 
partitioned ownership, where shares are translated into individually-owned physical spaces; and 
shared ownership, usually a by-product of inheritance, where an entire property is collectively 
owned through a system of shares that translate into voting power and exchange value. Although 
partitioned ownership gives autonomy to owners in terms of decision-making, co-inheritors rarely 
partition commonly-owned property for a number of reasons9. Instead, it is common practice to 
devise informal agreements that allow inheritors to distribute the ownership and use of assets 
in a way to avoid potential conflict10 – all without having to go through the formalities and costs 
of partitioning or registering transactions. Some legal processes exist to dissolve common 
ownership, but they are often lengthy and costly. Over the past 15 years, formal partitioning has 
mainly become a tool used in legal court cases and financed by developers11 to strip minority 
shareholders, often women, of their shares, in order to operate hostile takeovers of properties.
In the case of the Badawi building, unaffordable fees stopped the low-income family from 
formally registering the inheritance and shares. Instead, they resorted to verbal workarounds and 
agreements. In fact, their title deed still displays only the name of its original owner, the father of the 
first-generation inheritors. In addition to structural inequalities along sect and gender, the Badawis’ 
case also raises the issue of economic class. 

The combination of inheritance and ownership models in the Lebanese context demonstrates that 
formally owning property is constraining and complex, to say the least. While the model of private 
ownership is expected to be built on clarity and certainty, the interplay of inheritance practices and 
property frameworks challenges these expectations, and instead threatens the housing rights and 
security of the most vulnerable. This constraining framework, which itself can push inheritors into 
remaining in informality, defies “the imagined certainty of property” defined by Nicholas Blomley in 
Unsettling the City: a certainty that “encourages a view of property relations as settled”12.  
In the following section, the text highlights the consequences of the Badawis remaining in informal 
inheritance. Looking at how the widows navigate property relations, cope with housing struggles, 
and articulate their claims, we investigate how market-driven transformations are a main catalyst of 
tensions in value systems among inheritors sharing property.

2. The social dimensions of market-driven transformations 

A cluster in flux

In 2018, a property developer expressed interest in buying the Badawi plot. One of the Badawi 
sisters had announced that she was looking to sell the property. The buyer offered 300’000 USD in 
exchange for the small plot of 104 sqm and the two-storey 1960s building13. But before the Badawis 
could agree on whether to sell or not, the deal was called off. The developer knew that their plot is 
unbuildable and of little value to him unless it is pooled with an adjacent plot.

The same developer had already purchased the adjacent plot on the opposite side in 2005. On 
that plot was a building of three floors where tenants lived under old rent. If he demolished it, the 
developer would be able to build more floors, since the plot’s building allowances had increased over 
time. The tenants explain how he attempted to evict them, but finally allowed them to remain after 
raising the rents. Ultimately, he likely realized that he would benefit even more to pool this plot with 
adjacent, unbuildable plots, such as the Badawis’ and gain even more building allowances. 

9 Either due to a vernacular mode of living where a family built a building to live it (prioritizing use value) and hence posed no issues to the first 
generation, or because of the financial burden of the process that involves registering the inheritance, the partitioning and the transfer of the property. 
In other cases, partitioning is not physically possible and co-inheritors either remain in shared ownership, or they can sell their individual shares and 
“opt out”. However, legal measures exist to give buying priority to other co-inheritors (Haq el Shifaa, for example)
10 Instead of commonly owning a land and an apartment, two inheritors can choose to relinquish their partial claim over one asset in exchange for 
full claim over the other. One inheritor would take the land and the other the apartment. (based on an Interview with lawyer Maya Dghaidy)
11 Mona Fawaz, Marieke Krijnen, and Daria El Samad, “A Property Framework for Understanding Gentrification,” City 22, no. 3 (April 2018): pp. 358-
374, https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2018.1484642
12 Nicholas K. Blomley, Unsettling the City: Urban Land and the Politics of Property (London: Routledge, 2004)
13 Since 2014, the price of the sqm in nearby Tareek Jdeede has been estimated to be under 3’000 USD. Hayat Gebara, Mona Khechen, Bruno 
Marot, “Mapping New Constructions in Beirut (2000-2013)” in Jadaliyya, (November 2016), https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/33751
  



Accordingly, the developer had also been negotiating to buy the Badawi cousins’ neighboring, also 
unbuildable, plot. And while some of the Badawi inheritors were seduced by his offer, the cousins 
demanded a larger sum and asked for their own apartments in the “building-to-be”. The developer 
refused, calling off the whole deal.

SCENARIOS OF REDEVELOPING THE CLUSTER UNDER THE NEW BUILDING LAW

Left: Current status of 
the cluster containing 
the Badawi plot. In 
red are the three plots 
investigated by the 
developer

Right: scenario 1, 
resulting building 
allowance when joining 
plots A+B

Right: scenario 2, 
resulting building allow-
ance joining plots B+C

Right: scenario 3, 
resulting building 
allowance joining plots 
A+B+C

A

B

C



Navigating Property Relations Outside Formality: Articulating Values 
and Claims

Across two generations, the Badawis’ verbal agreement presumably followed the applicable religious 
codes for managing inheritance claims to the property, and posed little concern. Their practice of 
the building had been based on negotiation, need and familial support. While Hayat remained in the 
apartment she shared with her husband when he was alive, Nadia on the other hand came to live in 
her apartment under very particular circumstances:

Nadia’s parents fled Turkey after the coup in the 1960s and arrived to the neighborhood of 
Sabra at the dawn of its urbanization. They rented an apartment consisting of an entrance, 
a kitchen, a bathroom and one main room. The small apartment was home to her entire 
family: her two parents, six siblings and two aunts, and was located on the ground floor of 
one of two adjacent sandstone buildings belonging to the Badawis. Most of the family stayed 
in this apartment until Nadia’s marriage to the landlords’ son, Karim Badawi, whom she got 
to know in the building’s stairways. In the late seventies, the young couple moved to rent 
an apartment nearby, at the entrance of the Chatila camp, in the same building as Karim’s 
grandmother. Nadia and Karim lived in their apartment in Chatila with their two sons and two 
daughters. They never left it except during armed conflict in the eighties, when they fled back 
to the Badawi building in Sabra, and to Nadia’s grandmother’s home in Basta. After Karim 
passed away in 2011, the landlord increased Nadia’s rent yet provided little maintenance to 
her deteriorating apartment. At that time, Nadia’s mother decided to move out of the family 
apartment in the Badawi building, and relocate with her son in Bourj Abi Haidar. By 2016, 
Nadia could no longer afford her apartment, and accepted her mother-in-law’s offer to move 
into her mother’s old flat in the Badawi building. And so Nadia returned to live in her childhood 
home, but this time she was no longer a tenant: she and her children had now inherited 
Karim’s property shares in the building.

MAP OF INHERITORS’ 
SHARES AND WHERE 
THEY LIVE
Image caption: Those 
not living in the property 
were inclined to agree 
to the sale or even seek 
it. Those living in the 
property and who have 
alternatives did not 
oppose it. Those who 
have no alternatives (the 
widows) opposed the 
sale. 



Until the sale of the shared property became probable, it had not mattered for any of the inheritors 
to quantify the shares or power they held. When they had to decide on the sale, the pressure to 
investigate the effective agency of each shareholder materialized, as the home of 8 members 
became at stake. It suddenly mattered who had the power to push for or against the sale, and how 
much each inheritor would receive as a hypothetical compensation. 
Nadia has lived in Sabra all her life, and accepted inadequate living conditions just to remain in the 
neighborhood. “At least we have a roof”, she says. She cannot imagine starting a life elsewhere at 
this point in time. “How will I come all the way to the Sabra market for groceries?” she asks, worried 
above all about losing the familiar fabric of her everyday life. Nadia relies on relief packages donated 
by local charities, and her daughter works at a nearby pharmacy. Nadia’s two sisters live in Tareek el 
Jdeedeh and visit her on Fridays. Her other children live a few minutes away in Chatila and Hadath. 
Nadia and her daughter’s lives revolve around the neighborhood, economically and socially. 
Hayat has lived in Beirut for 30 years. She is originally from Saida, where her parents bequeathed 
the family home to her youngest brother. Hayat has three daughters. One of them is separated from 
her abusive husband, is in custody battles, and moved back in with her. The two others are young, 
and one of them was diagnosed with Down Syndrome. Hayat is an on-call nurse with no fixed salary. 
People know about her services through word of mouth. She is the sole provider of the family, and is 
supported by her eldest daughter who teaches in a public school. Her livelihood directly depends on 
her living rent-free and on the social fabric of the neighborhood. 

In comparison with the use value of the building, the compensation the widows would receive if they 
agreed to sell would be negligible and unable to sustain their relocation [give figures here]. However, 
even though they attribute similar value to the shared property, Nadia and Hayat have almost 
opposing attitudes. 

Nadia takes a defeatedly submissive position in negotiations: “Do whatever you deem appropriate, 
you are my brother”, she says to her brother-in-law, who also supports her financially. She could do 
little to hide her feelings of uncertainty and insecurity when he showed interest in selling the building. 
By contrast, Hayat is vocally opposed to the sale, and is willing to go to court to stop it: “I’ll drag them 
into court. You know how long court cases take, a year, two, three, before a verdict is issued. And 
when it is finally issued, I’ll appeal it.”
Because the inheritance was practiced informally so far, neither of them is able to fully grasp her 
negotiating power or her effective ability to protect her home. As a result, neither of them knows for 
certain that the Property Law would allow them to delay the sale14, even if temporarily, by refusing to 
sign on it. 
For reference, under formal Property Law, selling a shared property requires the total agreement 
of all co-inheritors (100%). If the Badawi inheritance were formalized instead of being verbal, the 
property could only be sold if all shareholders, no matter how small, jointly agree and sign on the 
sale15. Having no objective source of information, the widows rely only on how their in-laws claim the 
inheritance is allocated, and are likely unaware that they have the power to delay the sale despite 
owning the least amount of shares among all inheritors. In this suspended space, no claim to the 
inheritance can be made with certainty. In this environment, the smallest shareholders, who happen 
to be the most socio-economically vulnerable, can be pressured into selling their shares against their 
will. 

Market pressure, personified here by the real-estate developer, was one of the main triggers 
to unsettle the Badawis’ agreement and practice of the shared property. Inheritors’ multiple 
positionalities and understandings of the building’s value generated different attitudes towards the 
sale, and their value systems were placed tension and conflict. And while on one level, the verbal 
agreements allowed the Badawis to circumvent the constraining inheritance framework and manage 
the use of the building for decades despite their financial situation; on another level, this informality, 
when unsettled by market pressures, became a disadvantage for the weakest inheritors: the two 
widows were plunged in uncertainty and had little room to realize their agency or claim their housing 
rights. 

14 Under formal Property Law, Nadia and/or Hayat could temporarily delay the sale by refusing to sign on it, even if all other inheritors agree to it. 
This would last until the other inheritors gather the cost of partitioning the property and forcibly buying the widows’ shares.
15 At least until other inheritors gather the means to instigate a partitioning of the property.  



Conclusion

The case of the Badawis is exemplary in demonstrating how the legal framework for inheritance, property, 
and building regulations come together to respond to the pressures of the real estate market, and not to the 
housing needs of small property shareholders. Not only do the legal frameworks for inheritance and property 
not account for housing rights, the interplay of these two frameworks effectively threatens housing security 
for a growing part of the population. Six years ago, over 35% of households in Lebanon lived in inherited 
homes, and 43% of Beirut dwellers access housing through private ownership16 (which ultimately means 
inheritance). Operating at such a large scale, the question of how inheritance rights tie in with housing rights 
socio-spatial repercussions of national proportions.

All across Beirut’s neighborhoods - from Mar Mikhael to Sabra - the challenges are similar: small plots have 
become “unlucrative” or unbuildable, and small old owners have grown impoverished as their properties fall 
into decay. The legal framework is there to encourage land-pooling operations and the entry of real-estate 
developers, marking the slow end of resident- or family-owned housing and the rise of the financialization of 
land. More generally, this article looked deeper into the dynamics of co-ownership through inheritance and 
the intersecting factors that produce conflicting value systems and attitudes. By analyzing the vulnerabilities 
of widowed women, produced by the inheritance system, we suggest a reading that intersects the social, 
spatial and legal dimensions to understand housing insecurities, and the transformation of the urban fabric 
at the city scale. Accordingly, this research offers a perspective on housing inequalities along the lines 
of gender, familial status and sect. This is particularly significant, given the re-configured demographic 
distribution in Beirut from the 1990s onwards, which has exacerbated class and sect-driven clustering, and 
increased inequalities in accessing housing. As a consequence, we could be looking at very localized, yet 
widespread, manifestations of these dynamics in Lebanese cities.

To conclude, this research departed from literature investigating the link between gentrification and property 
models, and confronted it to local practices and frameworks, to posit that the model of private ownership, 
when considered over time (and generations), is structurally devoid of any certainty because it reproduces 
socio-economic inequalities. As a consequence, for socio-economically vulnerable individuals, even private 
ownership can be threatened as they engage in a “continued and complicated struggle”17 to claim property 
and housing rights. By doing so, they provide invaluable insight into the dynamics of property relations and 
reveal the multiple ways in which the value of space/land is articulated outside of formal frameworks.  
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