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The dust settled on an already broken city. 
In a single moment, 300,000 people were made 
homeless, at least 200 died, more are missing, and 
over 6,000 are injured.

On the afternoon of August 4, an explosion 
rocked Lebanon’s capital. The source was 2,700 
tons of ammonium nitrate that had been stored for 
nearly six years, brought to Beirut on a ship bound 
IRU�0R]DPELTXH�ZKLFK�VWD\HG�SXW�ZKHQ�WKH�RZQHU�
couldn’t pay the port fees.1 Throughout the six 
\HDUV��SRUW�ṘFLDOV�UHSHDWHGO\�QRWL¿HG�JRYHUQPHQW�
leaders of the dangers of storing the explosive 
material within Beirut’s densely populated city 
center. However, they did nothing. 

The blast was initially registered as a 
PDJQLWXGH�����HDUWKTXDNH�RQ�WKH�5LFKWHU�VFDOH��LWV�
reverberations shattered windows 15 miles away, 
EHLQJ� IHOW� VR� IDU� DV� ����PLOHV� R̆� WKH� FRDVW� RQ� WKH�
island of Cyprus.2�3OXPHV�ELOORZHG�LQWR�WKH�VN\��¿UH�
engulfed the surrounding infrastructure, and ash 
soaked into everything like dye. 

The country was already on its knees, 
dealing with one of the worst socioeconomic and 
political crises in its history. In the 10 months 
preceding the explosion, the Lebanese pound had 
lost almost 80 percent of its value—retirement funds 
and life savings all devalued into pocket change. 
Lebanon, which relies heavily on imports, now 
struggles to bring food and supply local markets 
after the country’s main port was destroyed. 

Lebanon was already stricken with food 
shortage, a pandemic, an economic crisis, and now, 
an explosion compared to nuclear warfare—what 
could have been an avoidable disaster.3

How did Lebanon get here? 
Explosions are not inevitable natural 

disasters. Economic failure is not the result of 

protests demanding government accountability, 
better living conditions, and an end to corruption. 
Then and now, they were met with rubber bullets, 
teargas, and BB-guns. 

The Lebanese economic, refugee, food, 
waste, and public health crises, and, most notably, 
this explosion, are symptoms of a corrupt political 
system. Lebanon’s government has been divided 
along sectarian lines since gaining independence 
from France in 1943, often hindering public 
appointments and limiting the pool of potential 
politicians. 

On August 11, newly-appointed Prime 
Minister Hassan Diab announced that he is 
resigning and dissolving his cabinet as a result of 
the explosion. The resignation of his government 
adds another plunder to the many failed attempts 
of politicians trying to form, govern, and navigate 
a broken system. Moreover, there is no guarantee 
that a new administration would be less corrupt. 
The only option left may be an upheaval of the 
entire system. 

How many more people have to die? How 
many more children must go hungry? How many 
more hours must be spent in the darkness for a new 
system to emerge—one that respects and serves the 
Lebanese people?

tectonic collision. Food shortage is preventable. 
The crises that Lebanon faces today are the result 
of decades of normalized corruption and state 
ineptitude. Ever since Lebanon emerged from 
the bloody civil war which ended in the early 90s, 
political dynasties have controlled the country.

Today, the leaders of the majority of 
Lebanon’s political parties are products of these 
dynasties.4 The malpractice of the political ruling 
class goes beyond any one instance of corruption. 
Corruption is rampant across almost every single 
sector, from electricity to agriculture to public 
works. Power is cut all over the country, every 
single day.

A dense “river” of garbage meandered 
through Beirut’s suburbs for years because the 
government refused to fund a waste management 
program.5� 7KHUH� ZHUH� RYHU� ���� ZLOG¿UHV� LQ� �����
alone, and almost no government response.6 With 
WUḊF� LQ� WKH� FRXQWU\� DOUHDG\� KRUUHQGRXV�� PDQ\�
SROLWLFLDQV�VWLOO�¿QG�WKH�QHHG�WR�WUDYHO�LQ�H[WUDYDJDQW�
motorcades summoned by bodyguards who will 
shoot bystanders for expressing free speech.7 It 
is the political culture of the nation to take one’s 
anguish into one’s own hands while the government 
sits idly by. 

The explosion led to new demonstrations. 
Last October, activists took to the streets in mass 

6 7

P.C. Fadel Itani via Getty Images


