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U
rbicide and the 

A
rrangem

ent of 
V

iolence in S
yria

D
een S

harp

Im
ages of de

cim
ate

d urban corridors
 from

 across S
yria have circulated 

w
idely in new

s m
edia since the outbreak of arm

ed conß
ict in early 2011. 

S
uch im

ages are often m
obilized as evidence of conß

ictÕ
s futility and in

-

herent evil. T
he urban ruination on display

 Ñ
 from

 cities such as A
leppo, 

H
am

a, H
om

s, and the surroundings of D
am

ascus
 Ñ

 is on a scale not w
it

-

nessed since the vast urban destruction of W
orld W

ar Tw
o. T

hese im
ages 

highlight the fact that the destruction of the built environm
ent has ex

-

tended w
ell beyond m

ilitary targets or Ò
collateralÓ

 dam
age to include, for 

exam
ple, entire residential neighborhoods. 

T
he concept of urbicide can be broadly understood as the deliber

-

ate destruction of the built environm
ent. It is am

ong the central analytics 

through w
hich contem

porary w
ork in political geography has sought to 

m
ove beyond the idea that such destruction results sim

ply from
 the evil 

inherent in conß
ict. A

s M
artin C

ow
ard has observed, the term

 has been 

deployed to resist placing the large-scale destruction of the built envi
-

ronm
ent into the Ò

conceptual dustbinÓ
 of Ò

w
anton destructionÓ

 (C
ow

ard 

2009: 23). 

S
igniÞ

cantly, despite the w
idespread destruction of the built envi

-

ronm
ent in S

yria, the idea of urbicide has not be
en applie

d to the vast 

devastation of the country.
1 T

his essay, w
hich is prim

arily theoretical in 

orientation, attem
pts to redress this lacuna in the scholarship on S

yriaÕ
s 

ongoing civil w
ar. H

ow
ever, I apply the concept to the S

yrian conß
ict not 

sim
ply to provide insight into the latter, but also to interrogate how

 w
e un

-

derstand Ò
urbicideÓ

 and to expose the conceptÕ
s lim

itations. In so doing, 

I hope to extend our application of the term
 beyond acts of destruction 

(and, as w
e w

ill see, construction) to include a conceptualization of urbi
-

cide as a broader and continuous process. 

T
hus, this essay does not detail the em

pirical evidence of the built 

environm
entÕ

s dem
olition since the onset of the S

yrian uprising. F
or in

-

stance, it does not engage w
ith the destruction of Ò

sym
bolicÓ

 or Ò
cul

-

tural heritageÓ
 buildings, w

hich could be considered a distinctive form
 of 

urbicide.
2  Instead, and in line w

ith C
ow

ard, I em
phasize those elem

ents 

of the built environm
ent that are often excluded from

 analyses of urban 
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1. T
his essayÕ

s focus on the destruction and transform
ation of the built environm

ent in the course 
of the S

yrian uprisings is not intended to m
arginalize the profound hum

an suffering that the brutal 
conß

ict has produced. T
his piece is grounded in an approach that understands the hum

an to be 
entangled in an arrangem

ent of m
aterial and discursive elem

ents; it subsequently considers a focus 
on the built environm

ent as sim
ultaneously a consideration of the hum

an condition.
 

2. T
he destruction of S

yriaÕ
s rich cultural heritage has gained m

uch international attention and 
analysis (see, for instance, D

eknatel 2014 and Y
ouseff 2014) and various organizations m

onitor S
yriaÕ

s 
cultural heritage. A

ll six of S
yriaÕ

s W
orld H

eritage sites have been placed on U
N

E
S

C
O

Õ
s Ò

List of W
orld 

H
eritage in D

anger.Ó

A
rcG

IS
 W

orld C
ountries Layer P

ackage (http://w
w

w
.arcgis.com

/hom
e/w

ebm
ap/view

er.htm
l?useE

xisting=1).
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destruction
 Ñ

 e.g., businesses, residences, and infrastructure. In addition, 

how
ever, this essay engages the concept of urbicide beyond the idea of 

destruction. S
peciÞ

cally, it draw
s and expands upon other scholarship that 

has highlighted, som
ew

hat counterintuitively, the (re)construction of the 

built environm
ent as a form

 of urbicide. 

T
his essay dispels som

e of the lingering am
biguity over w

hat urbicide 

entails
 Ñ

 either m
aterially or im

m
aterially

 Ñ
 by looking carefully both at 

w
hat is being targeted physically in the S

yrian context and w
hat is at stake 

politically or ideologically. T
hrough this discussion of targets and stakes, 

I add another dim
ension to our understanding of urbicide. S

peciÞ
cally, I 

show
 how

 the concept can also include a strugg
le over urban arrange

-

m
ents, w

hich I understand as a num
ber of Ò

system
atizing netw

orks w
hich 

give a provisional order to urban life,Ó
 and w

hich run through the city but 

also extend beyond its borders (A
m

in and T
hrift 2002: 3). T

his struggle can 

entail destruction or construction of the built environm
ent, but it can also 

involve processes in betw
een those poles, such as granting or denying ac

-

cess to infrastructure like electricity, w
ater system

s, or roads. Further, I 

illustrate how
, through the violent im

position of an urban arrangem
ent, 

urbicide can paradoxically be generative of new
 spaces, such as a subter

-

ranean environm
ent or new

 infrastructural conÞ
gurations.

I argue that urbicide is the violent im
position of, or struggle for, urban 

arrangem
ents m

eant to Þ
x a given urban environm

ent into a hom
ogenized 

ethnic and/or political enclave. H
ow

ever, such efforts to enforce hom
o

-

geneity are futile b
e

cause an urban arrangem
ent

 Ñ
 even one violently  

im
posed

 Ñ
 necessarily creates the possibility of rearrangem

ent and plu
-

rality. A
s C

ow
ard notes, draw

ing on the w
ork of M

artin H
eidegger and fo

-

cusing on the idea that Ò
buildingsÓ

 are constitutive of shared space and 

ineluctable alterity, Ò
the built environm

ent is alw
a

ys 
already a shared 

space
Ó

 (2009: 61-62, em
phasis C

ow
ard). A

s a result and as I show
 below

, 

the violent im
position of an urban arrangem

ent (i.e., urbicide) can para
-

doxically be generative and result in the conÞ
guration of new

 spaces or 

the creation of new
 urban arrangem

ents. 

F
in

a
lly, to

 illum
in

a
te

 the
 distin

ct so
cio

sp
a

tia
l form

a
tio

ns urb
i

-

cide engenders, it is im
perative to consider not only the area of these 

arrang
e

m
e

n
ts, b

u
t the

ir 
volum

e
 a

s w
e

ll. T
his re

quire
s a

 shift from
 

thinking only in term
s of surfa

ces and areas to also thinking thre
e-di

-

m
e

nsionally in
 term

s of he
ig

ht and
 depth

 (E
lde

n
 2013: 33; W

e
izm

an 

2002, 2007). C
onsidering how

 control of the skies or subterranean space 
 

form
s urban arrangem

ents provides a m
ore expansive understanding of 

urbicide.

U
R

B
IC

ID
E

U
rbicide is the fusion of the w

ord Ò
urbanÓ

 and the sufÞ
x Ò

-cide.Ó
 W

hile the 

urban is understood to be an intricate ecology of buildings and infrastruc
-

tural arrangem
ents that facilitates m

aterial and social circulations w
ithin it 

(C
ow

ard 2012), the sufÞ
x -cide indicates killing or slaying. U

rbicide there
-

fore has typically been understood to refer to the intentional destruction 

of the urban. C
ow

ard (2007) argues that urbicide is articulated prim
arily 

in relation to genocide, and he highlights tw
o connections betw

een the 

term
s. F

irstly, urbicide draw
s upon genocideÕ

s sense of coordinated, sys
-

tem
atic killing. S

econdly, as a w
ord ending in the sufÞ

x Ð
cide, the term

 res
-

onates w
ith the ultim

ate crim
e of genocide (C

ow
ard 2007). 

T
he term

 Þ
rst rose to prom

inence in A
m

erican m
edia and activist cir

-

cles in the context of the large-scale urban transform
ations of the 1950s 

and 60s. N
otably, A

da Louise H
uxtable used the term

 in a 1968 
N

ew
 Y

ork 

T
im

es article entitle
d, Ò

Lessons in U
rbicide,Ó

 in w
hich she deÞ

ne
d the 

concept as the killing of history and m
em

ory through the destruction of 

the built form
. H

ow
ever, despite the circulation of the term

 throughout 

the 1960s and 70s, scholars usually identify M
arshall B

erm
an as the con

-

ceptÕ
s m

ain propagator (see for instance A
bujidi 2014 and G

raham
 2003). 

In his 1987 article, Ò
Life in the S

hadow
s: T

he U
nderside of N

ew
 Y

ork C
ity,Ó

 

B
erm

an deÞ
ned urbicide as the killing of the city: Ò

T
hese stricken people 

belong to one of the largest shadow
 com

m
unities in the w

orld, victim
s of a 

great crim
e w

ithout a nam
e. Let us give it a nam

e now
: 

urbicide
, the m

ur
-

der of a cityÓ
 (em

phasis B
erm

an). 

In articulating his understanding of the concept, B
erm

an focused on 

the construction of the C
ross B

ronx E
xpressw

ay, w
hich cut through his 

childhood neighborhood. In his view
, the highw

ay resulted not only in an 

assault on the physical structures of the built environm
ent and the m

a
-

terial dispossession of displaced residents, but also in a loss of identity. 

B
erm

an claim
ed that the city w

as a place w
here som

e unspeciÞ
ed iden

-

tity, a point for w
hich C

ow
ard (2007) critiqued B

erm
an, could take root, 

and thus the destruction of the urban built environm
ent destroyed such 

identity, and in so doing, tore apart the very fabric of the city.    

S
ince B

erm
anÕ

s use of the term
 urbicide, scholars, hum

an rights groups, 

and international organizations have show
n great interest in the concept 

and its associated phenom
ena. S

cholars have applied it across a w
ide range 

of tem
poral and geographical contexts, from

 the 1992Ð
1995 B

osnian w
ar 

(A
ssociation of A

rchitects D
A

S
-S

A
B

IH
 1993; C

ow
ard 2009) and contem

-

porary S
outh K

orea (W
atson 2013) to LebanonÕ

s civil w
ar (F

regonese 2009) 

and the Israel/P
alestine conß

ict (A
bujidi 2014; G

raham
 2004). Further, in 
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parallel w
ith the grow

th of this scholarship, organizations such as H
um

an 

R
ights W

atch (H
R

W
), the International C

risis G
roup (IC

G
), and U

N
 agen

-

cies have show
n an increased concern over the deliberate destruction of 

 

the built environm
ent. H

R
W

, for instance, has exam
ined the phenom

e
-

non in conß
ict settings, calling for parties to be held accountable for the 

 

calculate
d dem

olition of Ò
civilian structuresÓ

  (se
e S

olvang and N
eistat 

2014).

W
hat is T

argeted and W
hat is at S

take? 

B
erm

anÕ
s conception of urbicide resulted in a rich seam

 of w
ork that has 

attem
pted to think through w

hat exactly is targeted in the deliberate de
-

struction of the built environm
ent (such as F

regonese 2009; S
haw

 2004). 

S
tephen G

raham
 (2003, 2004) has been one of the m

ost notable scholars 

in this effort. T
hrough his w

ork on the Israel-P
alestine conß

ict, G
raham

 has 

greatly enhanced our understanding of w
hat acts of urbicide target phys

-

ically, how
 they do so, and w

ith w
hat consequences. S

peciÞ
cally, G

raham
 

introduced the ideas of Ò
asym

m
etric urbicideÓ

 and the Ò
denial of the city.Ó

 

In deÞ
ning Ò

asym
m

etric urbicide,Ó
 G

raham
 details the Israeli use of the 

D
-9 arm

ored C
aterpillar bulldozer to dem

olish P
alestinian urban spaces; 

this form
 of urbicide is asym

m
etric because P

alestinian violence is Ò
total

-

ly dw
arfed by the vast scale, and continuous nature, of Israeli violence and 

repression against P
alestiniansÓ

 (2004: 193).  

To illustra
te the Ò

de
nial of the city,Ó

 G
raham

 sug
g

ests tha
t both 

P
alestinians and Israelis have attacked the Ò

softÓ
 target sites of everyday 

urban m
odernity, such as bars, bus stops, restaurants, and shopping cen

-

ters, to deny their enem
y the beneÞ

ts of city life (2004: 128). In addition, 

G
raham

 details the Israeli D
efense ForceÕ

s destruction of P
alestinian roads, 

utilities, electricity, com
m

unication netw
orks, and m

edical infrastructure, 

w
hich he argues is aim

ed at denying P
alestinians the Ò

fruits of a m
oderniza

-

tion that Israelis them
selves have long enjoyedÓ

 (2004: 75). T
hus, the tar

-

geting of infrastructure em
erges as a m

eans of Ò
denyingÓ

 the city to certain 

groups, rather than Ò
killingÓ

 or Ò
m

urderingÓ
 it. 3  

G
raham

 (2004) further extends his consideration of urbicide by draw
-

ing on the w
ork of E

yal W
eizm

an (2004), w
ho also focuses on the Israel/

P
alestine conß

ict. A
s G

raham
 explains, W

eizm
an argues that the Israeli 

Ò
stra

te
g

y of delib
era

te
 urb

an
 

destruction
 is closely in

te
g

ra
te

d
 w

ith 

IsraelÕ
s efforts at carefully planned construction 

of place and space in the 

O
ccupied TerritoriesÓ

 (2004: 194, em
phasis G

raham
). In this view

, urbicide 

is not purely a destructive phenom
enon, but can also be constructive. 

T
hus a w

hole range of policies and practicesÑ
including discrim

inatory 

planning and building regulations, the introduction of surveillance sys
-

tem
s and checkpoints, and the construction of roads and other infrastruc

-

ture netw
orksÑ

m
ust also be accounted for in the fram

ew
ork of urbicide 

(G
raham

 2003: 65-66). N
otably, highlighting these constructive dim

en
-

sions encourages us to think of the phenom
enon as an ongoing 

process as 

opposed to a single, isolated act of destruction. 

B
oth B

erm
anÕ

s and G
raham

Õ
s accounts have provide

d im
portant in-

sights into the m
aterial targets of urbicide; how

ever, they have been less 

analytically and theoretically convincing as to w
hat is at stake political

-

ly. In outlining Ò
the politics of urban destruction,Ó

 M
artin C

ow
ard (2007, 

2009) addresses this concern. H
e argues that the logic and political stake 

of urbicide is the destruction of public/shared spaces (via the targeting of 

buildings), through w
hich the very possibility of sociopolitical heteroge

-

neity is rem
oved (2009: 70). C

ow
ard term

s this threatened heterogeneity 

Ò
being-w

ith-othersÓ
 and claim

s that it is central to the form
ation of iden

-

tities, w
hich never exist in isolation but are in fact fundam

entally contin
-

gent on the existence of an Ò
other.Ó

 

S
uch heterogeneity (or plurality) is destroyed by groups, inter alia eth

-

no-nationalists, w
ho then attem

pt to replace it w
ith a particular kind of 

hom
ogeneity. A

s C
ow

ard explains, Ò
the built environm

ent is destroye
d 

and an enclave politics is enacted in w
hich partial hom

ogenisations are 

achievedÓ
 (2007). 4 H

ow
ever, the enforcem

ent of such hom
ogeneity is not 

conÞ
ned to political view

s, but entails a reconstitution of the individual. 

Identity and difference are therefore the central political stakes in acts of 

urbicide. In this regard, C
ow

ard contends that the use of urbicide is a par
-

tial attem
pt to Ò

re-constitute existence as being com
prised of separate 

hom
ogenous, sovereign individuals/groupsÓ

 (2009: 95).
5  

3. W
hile B

erm
an does discuss infrastructure, and speciÞ

cally the highw
ay, it is not a central concern 

 
for his conception of urbicide. 

4. T
his process is partial because, as C

ow
ard stresses, hom

ogenization is im
possible and the built 

environm
ent itself Ò

resistsÓ
 such politics as it is fundam

entally public and thus alw
ays open to alterity 

(2007). 

5. C
ow

ard notes that to fully understand the political stakes of urbicide requires a rew
orking of 

liberal political theory and its establishm
ent of the individual as the political subject. In C

ow
ardÕ

s 
reform

ulation of liberal political theory, buildings are treated as an integral part of hum
an existence. 

A
s he explains, buildings should not be considered as m

erely objects w
ith instrum

ental value, but as 
parts of spatial netw

orks that shape hum
an existence (C

ow
ard 2009: 110). U

sing this conception of the 
relationship betw

een people and buildings, C
ow

ard goes on to challenge liberal theoryÕ
s idea of the 

autonom
ous or sovereign individual.
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U
rbicidal A

rrangem
ents 

H
ow

ever, in illum
inating w

hat is at stake in acts of urbicide, C
ow

ard has lost 

sight of B
erm

an and G
raham

Õ
s insights regarding m

aterial targets. C
ow

ard 

(2007, 2009) focuses speciÞ
cally on the destruction of buildings in his ac

-

count of urbicide and largely neglects the broader urban arrangem
ents in 

w
hich buildings are situated. Indeed, in m

ore recent w
ork (2012), C

ow
ard 

has reÞ
ned his conception of the urban to align m

ore closely w
ith G

raham
Õ

s 

suggestion that both buildings and infrastructure are constitutive of an 

urban assem
blage or arrangem

ent.
6 To that end, he has introduced the 

term
 m

etacities (2012). T
he m

etacity approach understands the urban 

to refer not only to the existential Ò
quality of buildings,Ó

 but rather to a 

com
plex ecolog

y and infrastructural arrangem
ent. Infrastructure is par

-

ticularly critical to C
ow

ardÕ
s understanding of the m

etacity: Ò
roads, public 

transport, com
m

unications, supply logistics, pow
er generation, and w

aste 

rem
oval are all vital in the constitution of the m

etacityÓ
 (472).

C
ow

ard (2012) does not link the concept of m
etacity to urbicide explic

-

itly; how
ever, the form

er has im
portant im

plications for conceptualizing 

urbicideÕ
s targets. S

peciÞ
cally, w

hen the urban is understood not to refer 

to buildings alone but to m
etacities as w

ell, urbicide is no longer lim
ited 

to ethno-nationalistsÕ
 dem

olition of buildings to destroy plurality. It can 

now
 include attem

pts to target or gain control of com
plex urban arrange

-

m
ents and the m

aterial and/or social circulations w
ithin these arrange

-

m
ents. U

rbicide can therefore be conceive
d not only as the deliberate 

destruction of the built environm
ent but also as the violent attem

pt to 

im
pose certain urban arrangem

ents in an effort to enforce political and/

or ethnic hom
ogeneity. 

U
nderstanding the urban as an arrangem

ent m
ade up of m

etacities 

ne
cessitates m

oving aw
ay from

 the im
age of the city as a w

hole to one 

w
here it is a product of m

ultiple interrelated system
s that are continually 

m
ade and rem

ade. T
his understanding of the urban as an ever-ß

uctuating 

arrangem
ent challenges the idea that a city can be Ò

m
urderedÓ

 (B
erm

an 

1987). C
ities, unlike people or other organism

s, cannot be killed
 Ñ

 they can 

only be (re)arranged or abandoned. 

H
ow

ever, to fully com
prehend the violent struggle over urban arrange

-

m
ents, this fram

ew
ork for urbicide requires another shift in thinking to 

the volum
etric. It is im

portant to consider urban arrangem
ents not only 

in term
s of ß

at areas, but also in term
s of 

volum
e

 Ñ
 i.e., height and depth. 

C
urrent accounts of urbicide are too Þ

rm
ly roote

d in the surface, w
ith 

international organizations (such as H
R

W
 and U

N
 agencies) and scholars 

(for instance, A
bujidi 2014; C

ow
ard 2009; G

raham
 2004) focusing their 

analyses predom
inately on the bounded space of the city and the destruc

-

tion (or construction) occurring Ò
on the ground.Ó

 A
s W

eizm
an (2002) has 

expertly pointed out, geopolitics is a ß
at discourse that ignores the verti

-

cal dim
ension: Ò

S
ince both politics and law

 understand place only in term
s 

of the m
ap and the plan, territorial claim

s m
arked on m

aps assum
e that 

claim
s are applicable sim

ultaneously above them
 and below

.Ó
 

W
eizm

an (2002) highlights the danger of this assum
ption by pointing 

out that in the case of Israel/P
alestine, a Ò

politics of verticalityÓ
 has com

e 

to drive the logic of IsraelÕ
s occupation: Ò

N
ew

 and intricate frontiers w
ere 

inventedÉ
 under w

hich the P
alestinian A

uthority w
as given control over 

isolated territorial Ô
islands,Õ

 but Israel retained control over the airspace 

above them
 and the sub-terrain beneath.Ó

 I illustrate the centrality of vol
-

um
e to our understanding of urbicide through m

y exploration of it in the 

S
yrian context.

U
R

B
IC

ID
E

 IN
 S

Y
R

IA

T
he S

yrian uprising began in southw
estern S

yria, close to the border w
ith 

Jordan in the city of D
arÕ

a, far rem
ove

d from
 the countryÕ

s m
ain urban 

centers.
7 O

n M
arch 6, 2011, security forces arrested Þ

fteen children, aged 

10Ð
15 years, w

ho had grafÞ
tied the w

alls of their school w
ith the popu

-

lar slogan of the A
rab uprisings that w

as being chanted in the streets of 

E
gypt and Tunisia: Ò

T
he people dem

and the fall of the regim
e!Ó

 T
he secu

-

rity forces transferred the children to the notorious P
alestine Intelligence 

B
ranch, a principal interrogation center for S

yrian m
ilitary intelligence in 

D
am

ascus. A
fter their fam

ilies faile
d to negotiate their release, D

arÕ
aÕ

s 

residents revolted.
8 Few

, if any, S
yrian w

atchers expected the uprising to 

begin in this sm
all city.

9  

T
he governm

entÕ
s response w

as sw
ift and aggressive. B

y late A
pril 2011, 

security forces and the m
ilitary had m

oved into the city and im
posed a 

  6. I have chosen to use the term
 arrangem

ent because D
eleuzeÕ

s concept of assem
blage, or 

agencem
ent, is m

ore accurately translated into E
nglish as Ò

arrangem
entÓ

 (P
hillips 2006).

7. D
arÕ

a occupies a vital m
ilitary position betw

een D
am

ascus and A
m

m
an and borders the disputed 

G
olan H

eights to the w
est. A

ccording to the 2004 census, the city has a population of just under 
100,000 people. 

8. P
rotests reached a tipping point in D

arÕ
a and beyond follow

ing the circulation of photos and videos 
of the tortured body of H

am
za A

li A
l-K

hateeb, a thirteen-year-old boy w
ho w

as reportedly w
alking to 

the tow
n of D

arÕ
a to join the protest w

hen the S
yrian security forces arrested him

. A
fter a m

onth in 
custody, A

l-K
hateebÕ

s body w
as returned to the fam

ily severely m
utilated.

9. D
arÕ

aÕ
s residents had a reputation in S

yria for being loyal to the regim
e and, perhaps m

ore 
pertinently, the S

yrian A
rm

y m
aintained a large troop presence in the D

arÕ
a province in case of a 

potential conß
ict w

ith Israel. A
s the m

ilitary analyst Joseph H
olliday notes, Ò

D
eraa boasts a higher 

num
ber of brigades per province than anyw

here outside of D
am

ascusÓ
 (2013: 36).
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com
plete curfew

 that lasted for three w
eeks, causing essential supplies 

to dim
inish rapidly (Leenders 2012: 422). Journalist B

orzu D
aragahi (2011) 

quote
d a S

yrian m
ilitary source w

ho note
d that the Ò

situationÓ
 in D

arÕ
a 

w
ould be attended to by Ò

any m
eans necessary.Ó

 T
he m

ilitary source add
-

ed, Ò
E

ven if this m
eans that the city is to be burned dow

n.Ó
 A

nthony S
hadid 

(2011), the late N
ew

 Y
ork T

im
es journalist, cite

d residentsÕ
 reports that 

eight tanks drove into D
arÕ

a w
ith 4,000 to 6,000 troops, and that w

ater, 

electricity, and phone lines w
ere cut (A

1). T
he city w

as under siege by the 

governm
ent. U

N
ITA

R
/U

N
O

S
A

T
 undertook a dam

age assessm
ent of D

arÕ
a 

by analyzing satellite im
agery from

 2010Ð
2014. T

hey concluded that 351 

structures had been dam
aged by 2014, w

ith the m
ajority of harm

 occur
-

ring before S
eptem

ber 2013 (U
N

ITA
R

/U
N

O
S

A
T

 2014a: 6).   

T
hat the governm

ent w
as deliberately destroying infrastructure and 

hom
es w

as clear to the cityÕ
s residents. It w

as also apparent that this w
as 

m
eant to send a m

essage that the A
ssad regim

e w
ould not accept any chal

-

lenge to its rule. A
s a D

arÕ
a resident told S

hadid, Ò
T

hey w
ant to teach S

yria 

a lesson by teaching D
araÕ

a a lessonÓ
 (2011: A

1). In this w
ay, and as R

apha‘l 

Lef•bvre (2013) argues, the events in D
arÕ

a m
irrored those in H

am
a in 1982, 

w
hen H

afez al-A
sadÕ

s regim
e decim

ated that city in an attem
pt to quell a 

M
uslim

 B
rotherhood-led revolt. 

T
he destruction of D

arÕ
a did not halt the revolt, how

ever. U
nrest soon 

spread to S
yriaÕ

s third largest city, H
om

s, and the coastal tow
ns of Latakia, 

Idlib, al-H
asaka, and D

ayr al-Z
ur. (D

am
ascus and A

leppo rem
ained largely 

m
arginal to the revolt until 2012.

11) A
s the protests spread to these cities 

over the course of 2011, they becam
e increasing

ly violent. T
his violence 

w
as exacerbated by the em

ergence of num
erous arm

ed groups. A
s the 

Indep
e

nde
nt Interna

tional C
om

m
ission of Inquiry on the S

yrian A
rab 

R
epublic (IIC

IS
) notes, their form

ation has in part resulted from
 unnam

ed 

Ò
inß

uential statesÓ
 extending Þ

nancial and m
ilitary assistance to w

arring 

parties, and from
 the involvem

ent of non-state actors, as w
ell. T

he latter 

group includes organizations like H
ezbollah and the Islam

ic S
tate of Iraq 

and A
l-S

ham
 (IS

IS
), and a ß

ow
 of foreign Þ

ghters Ò
driven by hard-line re

-

ligious ideolog
yÓ

 (2015: 19). T
hus, the m

ain parties currently involved in 

the S
yrian conß

ict are the S
yrian governm

ent (heade
d by the A

sad re
-

gim
e), the Lebanese political party and m

ilitant group H
ezbollah, the F

ree 

S
yrian A

rm
y (F

S
A

), Jabhat al-N
usra, 12 the Islam

ic S
tate of Iraq and al-S

ham
 

(IS
IS

), 13 and the P
eopleÕ

s P
rotection U

nits (Y
P

G
), 14 in addition to the count

-

less sm
aller groups that have often splintered from

 som
e of these m

ain 

organizations. 

B
ounded U

rbicide 

A
lthough the term

 urbicide has not been w
idely em

ployed in the S
yrian 

context, various organizations have docum
ented instances of urban de

-

struction that could easily be understood as such. N
um

erous reports by 

groups such as H
R

W
, the IC

G
, and U

N
 agencies have detailed the delib

-

erate destruction of residential neighborhoods by both the S
yrian arm

y 

and opposition groups (IC
G

 2012; IIC
IS

 2015: 5; S
olvang and N

eistat 2014). 

F
or instance, in their report, 

R
azed to the G

round: S
yriaÕ

s U
nlaw

ful 

N
eighborhood D

em
olitions in 2012Ð

2013, S
olvang and N

eista
t (2014) of 

H
R

W
 focus on urban destruction in tw

o residential districts in H
am

a and 

Þ
ve in D

am
ascus. T

he report notes that Ò
since July 2012, S

yrian authorities 

have deliberately dem
olished thousands of residential buildings, in som

e 

cases entire neighborhoods, using explosives and bulldozers, in D
am

ascus 

and H
am

aÓ
 (1). A

 resident of one of the destroyed houses told H
R

W
, Ò

W
hen 

the bulldozers approached our house, m
y husband w

ent outside to talk 

w
ith the arm

y soldiers. M
y husband w

as begging them
 to spare our house 

but they shouted: Ô
W

e w
ant to destroy, w

e w
ant to destroy.Õ

 T
hey didnÕ

t ex-

plain to us w
hat w

as happeningÓ
 (S

olvang and N
eistat 2014: 13). S

olvang and 

N
eistat conclude that this destruction by the S

yrian governm
ent Ò

served 

no m
ilitary purpose and app

e
are

d to punish the civilian popula
tionÓ

 
 

(2014: 1). 15 
10.  In the 1980s m

any of S
yriaÕ

s urban centers experienced m
ass protests that culm

inated in the 
infam

ous devastation of H
am

a. T
he S

yrian governm
ent cut telephone lines, closed roads, and 

sent a line of T
-62 tanks into the city (F

isk 1990: 183-184). A
s R

apha‘l Lef•bvre (2013) details, 
Ò

T
hroughout the m

onth of February 1982, the B
aÕ

ath regim
eÕ

s m
ost loyal forces shelled entire 

quarters of the city and bom
bed m

any of its residential areasÑ
leaving betw

een 25,000 and 40,000 
deadÓ

 (xi). T
he urbicide of H

am
a entailed the deliberate destruction of the cityÕ

s entire urban fabric 
and, signiÞ

cantly, the process continued w
ith a reconstruction designed to enforce a new

 urban 
arrangem

ent. 
 11. T

his does not m
ean there w

ere no protests against the S
yrian governm

ent in D
am

ascus or 
A

leppo. In A
pril 2011, A

l Jazeera reported on anti-governm
ent protests in A

leppo and the scholar 
Lisa W

edeen (2013) likew
ise cites a num

ber of protests in D
am

ascus in 2011. H
ow

ever, it is w
idely 

accepted am
ong scholars and analysts that D

am
ascus and A

leppo largely rem
ained outside the 

revolt until the opening m
onths of 2012. 

12. T
his group is an offshoot of A

l-Q
aida in Iraq and its form

ation w
as announced in January 2012.

13. Follow
ing a breakdow

n in its alliance w
ith Jabhat A

l-N
usra, IS

IS
 form

ed and rapidly expanded in 
2014. 

14. In m
id-2012 the S

yrian governm
ent w

ithdrew
 from

 K
urdish m

ajority areas and w
as replaced by the 

P
eopleÕ

s P
rotection U

nits (Y
P

G
), the arm

ed w
ing of the K

urdish D
em

ocratic U
nion P

arty (P
Y

D
) in S

yria.  

15. A
ccom

panying the report, H
R

W
 released som

e of the videos that recorded this residential 
dem

olition and that form
ed the basis of its report. T

he Þ
lm

Õ
s voiceover highlights the parallels to 

Israeli anti-P
alestinian urbicide policies, as outlined by G

raham
 (2003; 2004): Ò

T
his is not P

alestine. 
T

his is not south Lebanon,Ó
 he says. Ò

T
his is Q

aboun [a neighborhood in D
am

ascus].Ó
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In addition to targeting w
hole cities or residential districts, the A

sad 

regim
e and anti-governm

ent forces have also undertaken m
ore focused 

actions aim
ed at the destruction of urban life. T

his has included targeting 

civilian infrastructure, m
arkets, shops, schools, hospitals, and other public 

spaces in an effort Ò
to render life unbearable in areas out of [their] con

-

trolÓ
 (IIC

IS
 2014: 16). For exam

ple, K
ilcullen et al. (2014), S

olvang (2013) of 

H
R

W
, and G

utm
an and R

aym
ond (2013) have all recorded the extensive de

-

struction of bakeries by various factions in the conß
ict. K

ilcullen et al. note 

that 40%
 of bakeries in opposition-held A

leppo are closed, destroyed, 

or dam
age

d, w
ith at least one-third of them

 lost to shelling. S
im

ilarly, 

P
hysicians for H

um
an R

ights has reported that from
 M

arch 2011 to 2014 

there w
ere 150 attacks on 124 different m

edical facilities (C
ousins 2014: 

221). M
eanw

hile, the IIC
IS

 (2015) calculated that 5,000 schools, w
hich have 

been frequent targets for both opposition and governm
ent forces, have 

been destroyed throughout the country since the start of the conß
ict (10). 

H
ow

ever, in line w
ith the discussion above, it is not only the destruc

-

tion of the built environm
ent tha

t w
arrants a

ttention
 Ñ

 re
construction 

efforts are signiÞ
cant as w

ell. In her analysis of Ò
post-uprising S

yria,Ó
 

V
alŽ

rie C
lerc (2014) ou

tlines how
 g

overnm
ent re

construction policies 

have also be
en use

d to enact urban destruction. C
lerc notes that urban 

renew
al proje

cts (entailing dem
olition and re

construction) have b
e

en 

undertaken in sp
e

ciÞ
c neighborhoo

ds de
em

e
d to support the revolu

-

tion (2014: 12). S
he argues that Ò

the authorities use
d urban planning as a 

w
eapon, not only by destroying opponentsÕ

 houses and bom
barding the 

quarters held by the arm
e

d opposition, but also by draw
ing up proje

cts 

for urban renew
al (i.e. dem

olition and re
construction) of spe

ciÞ
c neigh

-

bourhoodsÓ
 (2014: 12). 

A
t stake in this deliberate targeting of S

yrian residences, bakeries, hospi
-

tals, and schools, and also in the regim
eÕ

s construction policies is, as C
ow

ard 

has asserted, an attem
pt to eradicate plurality, be it ethnic or political. In 

som
e cases, this has been driven by an ethno-nationalist agenda, w

here
-

in perpetrators of urbicide target certain aspects of the built environm
ent 

that they associate w
ith a particular ethnic group. A

s K
haled Y

acoub O
w

eis 

(2013) reports, quoting an Ò
inß

uentialÓ
 cleric turned rebel com

m
ander, 

Ò
O

ne has to concentrate on their [A
law

itesÕ
] strongholds and on their dw

ell
-

ings and their infrastructure. If (A
law

ites) continue living as theyÕ
re doing in 

peace and safety w
hile w

edded to the regim
e they w

ill not be affected.Ó
 

In this conß
ict, how

ever, political plurality is just as m
uch a target as 

its ethnic counterpart. T
he IC

G
, H

R
W

, and IIC
IS

 all connect the destruc
-

tion of the built environm
ent to various partiesÕ

 attem
pts to raise the 

costs of dissent or alignm
ent w

ith opposing political groups. Indeed, Ò
ei

-

ther al-A
sad, or w

e burn the countryÓ
 is one of the Þ

rst slogans chanted 

by pro-governm
ent supporters and can often be found grafÞ

tied on w
alls 

by governm
ent soldiers and supporters (Jalabi 2013: 76).

U
rban A

rrangem
ents

T
he exam

ples of urban destruction/construction can easily be understood 

as m
anifestations of urbicide according to the deÞ

nitions outlined above. 

S
igniÞ

cantly, how
ever, they all take place w

ithin the m
unicipal and im

ag
-

ined boundaries of cities and are focused on the ground. T
his provides only 

a partial understanding of how
 the urban has be

en targete
d and trans

-

form
ed in the course of the uprising. F

or a full account of urbicide, con
-

siderations of destruction and (re)construction in the urban center (or 

m
ore generally w

ithin som
e bounded notion of the city) m

ust be supple
-

m
ented w

ith an exam
ination of the Ò

system
atizing netw

orks w
hich give a 

provisional order to urban life,Ó
 and w

hich run both through the city and 

beyond its borders (A
m

in and T
hrift 2002: 3). T

hat is to say, it is necessary 

to expand the scope of investigation to include the com
plex e

cologies 
 

of buildings and infrastructural arrang
em

ents tha
t are constitutive of 

 

contem
porary urban life and w

hich often reach beyond the cityÕ
s osten

-

sible lim
its. 

Infrastructure form
s a critical urban arrangem

ent in this regard. U
rban 

ß
ow

s inside a city
 Ñ

 of people, foodstuffs, electricity, w
ater, etc.

 Ñ
 are di-

rectly connected to its infrastructural arrangem
entsÑ

of roads, pow
er ca

-

bles, sew
ers, etc.

 Ñ
 both w

ithin and beyond its physical boundaries. It is 

therefore unsurprising that in the Þ
ght over cities, m

ain supply routes have 

em
erged as central sites of conß

ict and com
prise an im

portant focus of 

concern am
ong m

ilitary analysts. 

In the S
yrian context, roads have been intensely fought over, guarded, 

and rearranged.
16 W

riting for the consulting com
pany C

aerus (closely linked 

to the U
S

 m
ilitary establishm

ent), K
ilcullen et al. (2014) detail how

 arm
ed 

groups on all sides have poste
d restrictive che

ckpoints along A
leppoÕ

s 

busiest roads that have im
peded m

ovem
ent in the city (4). C

heckpoints 

are used not only to secure territory but also to control the residential 

population w
ithin districts, and to regulate the m

ovem
ent of key com

-

m
odities and people through the cityÕ

s m
ajor arterial roads (K

ilcullen et al. 

16. S
peciÞ

cally, the M
5 and the M

4 highw
ays have both been the sites of extensive battles and part of 

the broader reason for intense Þ
ghting in northeastern S

yria (M
ulcaire 2012; P

etrocine 2014). T
he M

5 
highw

ay is particularly im
portant as it runs the leng

th of S
yriaÕ

s w
estern corridor, w

here m
ost of the 

S
yrian population is located. It connects D

am
ascus to m

ajor cities such as A
leppo, H

om
s, and Latakia 

in northeastern S
yrian and D

arÕ
a in the south, and also allow

s access to Jordan. 
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2014: 20). Further, they have noted that the price and availability of bread 

in A
leppo has ß

uctuated greatly in relation to w
hich faction controls the 

m
ain supply route to the city: Ò

B
read price ß

uctuations [in A
leppo] reß

ect 

conß
ict outside the city for control of supply routesÓ

 (53). 

In addition to road infrastructure, both the S
yrian governm

ent and 

opposition groups have frequently targeted food, w
ater, and electrici

-

ty system
s. N

ouar S
ham

out (2014) of C
hatham

 H
ouse docum

ents attacks 

on several w
astew

ater treatm
ent plants, sew

age facilitates, dam
s, and 

w
ater pip

es that have b
e

en felt acutely in the countryÕ
s largest cities. 

F
or instance, T

abqa D
am

, w
hich as the largest dam

 in S
yria is critical not 

only for its rural uses but also for supplying drinking w
ater and electrici

-

ty to A
leppo, has becom

e a central site of conß
ict, w

ith rebel groups and 

governm
ent forces engaging in Þ

erce battles over its control (S
aad and 

G
ladstone 2013: A

8). 

IIC
IS

 notes that Jabhat al-N
usra and the sm

aller splinter groups of the 

Islam
ic F

ront and Jaish al-M
ujahideen have all targeted A

leppoÕ
s electri

-

cal grid and w
ater supply to deprive the civilian population of potable w

a
-

ter and sanitation (2014: 20). U
rban areasÕ

 food infrastructures have also 

em
erge

d as prom
inent m

ilitary targets. T
he IIC

IS
 (2014) reports, for in

-

stance, that IS
IS

 Þ
ghters intentionally targeted the A

l-Faisal F
lour M

ill north 

of A
leppo, dism

antling e
quipm

ent and detonating explosives inside the 

m
ill, because of its im

portance to the cityÕ
s food supply (21). 

K
ilcullen et al. report tha

t the S
yrian governm

ent has not only de
-

stroye
d ele

ctrical infrastructure but has also w
ithheld ele

ctricity from
 

opposition-held neighborhoods in A
leppo (2014: 41). S

im
ilarly, a D

arÕ
a res

-

ident described to a journalist how
, after the neighborhood of M

ahata sur
-

rendered to the S
yrian governm

ent in 2011, it soon had its electricity and 

w
ater restored (A

bouzied 2011). B
y w

ithholding infrastructure rather than 

destroying it, the governm
ent is able to Ò

deny the cityÓ
 and then grant it 

back on its ow
n term

s. 

It is im
portant to note that this ability to Ò

deny the cityÓ
 is not passive

-

ly accepted by residents. E
vidence of this can be seen in the new

 roads 

that em
erge w

hen an old one is blocked by a checkpoint (U
N

ITA
R

/U
N

O
S

A
T

 

2014b: 6). In other w
ords, roads can be blocke

d or destroye
d but they 

can also be created or rearranged. T
his suggestion brings us back to the 

idea that urbicide can paradoxically result in the form
ation of new

 urban 

spaces and the creation of new
 arrangem

ents to existing urban life. T
his 

aspect of urbicide is particularly evident w
hen w

e consider the phenom
-

enon volum
etrically.

T
he V

olum
e of U

rbicide: O
n M

oles and H
ornets

A
 distinctive Ò

sym
m

etrical urbicideÓ
 has em

erged in the S
yrian conß

ict. 

A
s a S

yrian businessm
an told the A

F
P

 journalist S
am

m
y K

atz, Ò
T

his is a w
ar 

of m
oles against hornetsÓ

 (2013). T
he hornets refer to the S

yrian arm
yÕ

s 

bom
bardm

ent from
 the air and the m

oles to the vast netw
ork of tunnels 

constructed by anti-governm
ent groups. 

T
he arm

yÕ
s aerial assault has relie

d on barrel bom
bs, low

-cost cyl
-

inders Þ
lled w

ith explosives, fuel, and steel fragm
ents that are m

anually 

deploye
d from

 helicopters (Lloyd 2013). T
he bom

bs have be
com

e syn
-

onym
ous w

ith the governm
entÕ

s indiscrim
inate destruction of the S

yrian 

urban landscape. A
s the m

ilitary analyst R
ichard Lloyd (2013) notes, Ò

T
he 

m
ain objective of the S

yrian barrel bom
b program

 is to provide cheap and 

lethal dam
age to urban areas in S

yria.Ó
 W

hile reporting on barrel bom
bs 

and their destruction of the built environm
ent has been extensive, only 

the area of their im
pact has been considered, w

ith little attention given 

to their ancillary effects. 

S
igniÞ

cantly, the S
yrian m

ilitaryÕ
s aerial dom

inance and the devastation 

it has w
rought have pushed urban life below

 the surface. S
everal reports 

have noted how
 the Ò

conß
ict in S

yria has gone undergroundÓ
 (S

w
eid 2014) 

and how
 Ò

tunnels snake their w
ay all over S

yriaÓ
 (S

hay 2014). T
hese tun-

nels, w
hich often follow

 the paths of existing infrastructure in urban areas, 
 

are w
ell ventilate

d and ele
ctriÞ

e
d (and even have surveillance cam

er
-

as), and enable anti-governm
ent groups to transport hum

ans, food, and 
 

w
eaponry (S

w
eid 2014; W

inter 2014). T
hey are also used to plant Ò

tunnel 

bom
bs,Ó

 m
ost fam

ously use
d in an attack on the C

arlton C
itadel H

otel 

in central A
leppo. T

his bom
bing, for w

hich the L
iw

a al-T
aw

hid B
rig

ade 

claim
e

d responsibility, kille
d an estim

a
te

d 30Ð
50 troops (S

w
eid 2014; 

W
inter 2014). 

T
he destruction of cities from

 the air has also resulted in a broader 

subm
ersion of urban life. T

he targeting of m
edical facilities and schools 

has led staff to build subterranean operating room
s (C

ousins 2014: 221). 

E
ntire schools are likew

ise being reconstructed underground (B
rum

Þ
eld 

and A
bedine 2012; S

afar 2014). In northeast S
yria, C

hris C
hivers (2013) re

-

ports that som
e fam

ilies have m
oved into underground shelters, w

hich, 

som
e sources allege, include form

er pens for livestock, R
om

an ruins, and 

even crypts (A
1). 

T
he vertical politics of the S

yrian conß
ict illum

inates the pow
er of vol

-

um
e (E

lden 2013: 49). It illustrates not only the Ò
depth of pow

erÓ
 (E

lden 

2013: 40) but also the depth of resilience am
ong anti-governm

ent groups 

challenging the governm
entÕ

s efforts to enforce separateness and hom
o

-

geneity from
 above. S

yrian responses to the governm
entÕ

s aerial assaults 
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show
 us that attem

pts to violently im
pose certain urban arrangem

ents 

can never be Þ
xed and alw

ays leave open the possibility of rearrangem
ent. 

C
O

N
C

LU
S

IO
N

In exam
ining urbicide, this essa

y has suggeste
d tha

t the phenom
enon 

should be understood as m
ore than the sim

ple destruction or construc
-

tion of the built environm
ent. T

he concept m
ust be expanded to account 

for the fact that urbicideÕ
s central concern is often the arrangem

ents that 

give a provisional order to urban life. U
rbicide, understood as the violent 

attem
pt to im

pose a certain urban arrangem
ent that w

ill enforce politi
-

cal and/or ethnic hom
ogeneity, can result in the large-scale destruction 

of buildings or infrastructure, but it can also entail processes in betw
een 

destruction and construction, such as the provision or w
ithholding of 

infrastructure. 

H
ow

ever, urbicide is rarely undertaken w
ithout contestation and tends 

to engender various form
s of resistance. T

his resistance can itself result 

in the conÞ
guration of new

 sociospatial form
ations. B

y exploring the vol
-

um
etric aspects of urbicide in the S

yrian conß
ict, I have illustrated one in

-

stance of this phenom
enon: the subterranean space S

yrians have used to 

survive and to engage in acts of arm
ed resistance. Locals have subm

erged 

m
any aspects of daily life in order to challenge and endure attem

pts to 

im
pose a hom

ogenous political and/or ethnic urban arrangem
ent. In ad

-

dition, anti-governm
ent groups have subm

erged the conß
ict by utilizing 

tunnels to engage in arm
ed conß

ict. In so doing, they have produced new
 

urban arrangem
ents that attest to their resilience.  

W
hile urbicide m

ay not alw
ays produce such arrangem

ents, the na
-

ture of the urban as a fundam
entally shared space suggests that urbicidal 

acts are inherently lim
ited in their ability to enforce a politics of separa

-

tion. C
oupled w

ith the im
possibility of m

urdering the city, this dim
ension 

of the urban ensures the endurance of heterogeneity. Failures by the A
sad 

regim
e and anti-regim

e groups to enforce their preferred political and/or 

ethnic hom
ogeneity through urbicide is illustrative in this regard: despite 

continued efforts, S
yria cannot be hom

ogenized politically or ethnically. 
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