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Abstract 

The development of the Lebanese sectarianist-clientelist political economic system over the last 

decades is perceived as a metaphorical ‘minefield’ wherein citizens experience oppression and limited 

abilities to take control over their lives. The relationship between the Lebanese state and the market that 

led to the integration of the Lebanese agricultural and food system into the globalized economy; the 

structural absence of policies and regulations in the agricultural sector and; the current context of political 

impasse, economic collapse and social insecurity, have led to an increase of food insecurity and social 

insecurity and invoked socio-political responses of local agricultural initiatives in Tripoli. These socio-

political responses to the system manifested in ideologies and a set of social relationships structured by 

values of productivity, cooperation, empowerment, independency, dignity, autonomy, continuity, trust and 

diversity. For these initiatives, food security and sustainable development are issues wherein social 

dimensions, acknowledged by international policies but absent in practice within the Lebanese context, 

are foregrounded. 

The totality of the ideological, social, economic and historical grounds that form the social reality 

of the initiatives, structure the experiences and the processes of meaning making of the concepts ‘food 

security’, ‘sustainability’, ‘resilience’ and ‘agency’ that are centralized in international policy frameworks 

and debates on food security and sustainable development. The unpacking of meanings in the Lebanese 

context shows that the concepts are experienced as part of a political reality; part ‘survival navigation’ 

within the ‘minefield’. Increasing agency for and within local communities is acknowledging that the social 

world is grounded in the material world and manifests in social political relationships around the access to 

resources and infrastructures. Studying the concepts; sustainability, resilience and agency, and revealed 

an ideological gap and a gap on the level of development practice, between grassroots responses to food 

insecurity and the Lebanese ‘system’. Grassroots development towards food security and social security 

is focused on the open access to resources and the restructuring of relationships within the system.  

However, literature on the commons shows that this only partly can prevent the past from reproducing 

itself and requires a radical restructure of relationships and embracing the diversity in ideologies, realities 

and society, in order to work towards a common future of a food secure Lebanon.  
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

1.1 Developing a food secure Lebanon 

Prior to the start of this research, I was part of the humanitarian response after the disastrous 

blast in the port of Beirut in August 2020. During the time I spent volunteering in Lebanon, I came to 

understanding that the food insecurity problem cannot be solved by handing out food packages. The 

same people came back week after week, while the high rates of unemployment, the economic collapse 

and political impasse severed over time. It felt that the humanitarian responses were part of the crises, 

but I couldn’t explain how. Because, what could ever be wrong with providing people with basic needs 

like food, clothes and medicines? However, with the images of the recent revolution quite vividly in my 

head, I also knew that peoples’ awareness on this dependency cycle and wish for development of their 

country was very much present in society and could not have left the discourses and responses over the 

span of a couple of months. It turned out it didn’t; as a response to the growing food insecurity in the 

country, accounts of people growing vegetables on their balconies and roofs and opening local 

community kitchens was increasing.  

However, many external, (supra)national authorities also have ideas about food security and the 

development and future of Lebanon. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development describes the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s) and is the main framework through which sustainable 

development is articulated on a global level. Following the SDG’s determines which and how 

development programs are funded and governed (United Nations, 2016). ‘Sustainability’, ‘agency’, 

‘resilience’ and ‘local development’ are central concepts in the policies and development programs that 

are following this framework. Roles and responsibilities between State and citizens are expressed as a 

relationship wherein the national government should support development, while citizens have the 

responsibility to become resilient to inevitable crises. However,  

 

“Lebanon’s current political framework limits the voices of its citizens and inhabitants, those 

individuals lack a degree of agency in determining which agri-food system they would like for 

themselves and their country” while simultaneously “the food system in Lebanon continues to be 

a major contributor to environmental degradation and a threat to sustainable development and to 

the health of citizens” (American University of Beirut, 2020, p.3). 

 

Improving the Lebanese food system is thus an essential part of the development of the country, 

while apparently the population suffering from food insecurity is limited to act upon their humanitarian 

Right to Food. Furthermore it was unclear whether grassroots initiatives share the same interpretation or 

meaning of the concepts that are central in the policy-driven, top-down governed attempts like the 

programs that are run by the UNDP or Ministry of Agriculture. Anthropologists have expressed their 
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concerns about the inability of development planners to “acknowledge adequately the importance, and 

potential, of local knowledge” and the variety of social, political and cultural realities (Gardner and Lewis, 

1996, p.67), while this acknowledgement and recognition of local knowledge and realities is needed to 

socially and culturally appropriate projects, in order for them to be successful. Knowing whether local 

communities support the development that is written out for them and this development has a chance to 

be successful, requires us to think about whether they share the beliefs and ideologies reflected in these 

policies. The need to understand and acknowledge local realities necessitates looking into ‘bottom-up’ 

local grassroots responses. This led me to the following research questions: 

 

How do local Lebanese food producers and initiatives, within the context of development and political 

unrest in Lebanon, experience and give meaning to ‘sustainability’, ‘resilience’ and ‘agency’ in their 

responses to food (in)security? 

 

(1) How are the activities of local initiatives characterized and affected by the wider politics of the 

development field and political instability in Lebanon? 

(2) How are the activities related to notions of the past and the future?  

(3) What meaning do the concepts ‘food security’, ‘sustainability’, ‘resilience’ and ‘agency’ have within 

these local responses and initiatives that strive for food security?  

With this research I aim to contribute to the Sustainable Development dialogue, based on a deep 

understanding of the social-, political- and cultural reality of local initiatives that are contributing to the 

development of a food secure Lebanon. Self-organizing groups of people are trying to create a food 

system build upon local beliefs and meanings, and acting upon their right to food, even before agency 

was recognized as a dimension of food security (HLPE, 2020). Recognizing this agency while they are 

simultaneously limited in having a say in which agricultural and food system they prefer(American 

University of Beirut, 2020) shows the ambiguity in the current Lebanese system. Since giving a voice to 

the people and think about sustainable management of the environment is of profound meaning for the 

future of Lebanon, it is worth studying how this is already happening in local agricultural projects, 

especially while simultaneously Lebanon’s future and development is part of an ongoing political 

discussion that has fueled protests and political instability. Researching and understanding these 

responses will thus contribute to understanding how concepts like ‘sustainability’, ‘agency’ and ‘resilience’  

work in relation to food security at the interface of political conflict and Sustainable Development.  
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Tripoli; a place of growing resistance 
Through my friendship with Yahya1, a 31-year-old activist from Tripoli, I familiarized myself with 

the second biggest city of Lebanon. Throughout my visits I learned that the city represents a paradox; 

once one of the most prosperous cities at the Mediterranean, with a rich history of trade, agriculture and 

artisanal products, in 2021 it is nationally the poorest and most neglected city, with high poverty and 

food insecurity rates. Over 80% of the population of the city is food insecure, while the abundancy of 

food and food culture remains present in local society. On the other hand, throughout recent history 

Tripoli continuously represents resistance and opposition towards the ‘modernizing’ powers of the French 

Mandate (1920-1943) and the following Christian-based power in Beirut, the Syrian occupation during 

the 80’s and 90’s and in the endurance of the revolution in 2019 and 2020. In these events, Saht el 

Nour (Square of Light) has been the central scene of confrontations, demonstrations and symbolic 

marking of power (Mahoudeau, 2016). 

 

Figure 1: Saht el Nour (Square of Light) with the light statue written the word 'Allah'. Description on the building: 'Tripoli, city of 

peace' as a landmark from the October Revolution in 2019/2020. Picture taken by author. 

 

While the whole country was in lockdown in early 2021, Tripolitans resisted the imposed measurements 

and unlocked the city, since they couldn’t accept any more decline in living conditions. They took matter 

into their own hands and created a bubble of relative freedom compared to the rest of the country. Thus, 

in understanding local responses to food insecurity, Tripoli appeared to me as a place of possibilities, due 

to its food culture, cultural-related resistance, agricultural history and despite the food insecurity and 

poverty. 

 
1 All mentioned names in this thesis are fictive 
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Thesis outline 
Throughout the following chapters the socio-political context will appear both as the dominant 

factor for food insecurity, as well as a factor that structures the ideologies, beliefs, values and social 

relationships that are underlying for how the concepts ‘sustainability’, ‘agency’ and ‘resilience’ are 

understood and enacted within the initiatives that are central in this thesis. To comprehend the 

situatedness of this ethnographic account of two local agricultural initiatives in Tripoli, I will give an outline 

of this socio-political context and the two selected initiatives in the rest of this Introduction. The 

Theoretical Framework describes the different debates and perspectives on food security and the 

Sustainability and Resilience paradigms that dominate the discourse on Sustainable Development, 

followed with a discussion of the debates and perspectives on the Commons, theories that help me 

analyze the responses themselves and their underlying social relationships. Under Research Methodology 

I explain how participant observation and interviews have led to the collected data and how I used coding 

for the analysis of this data. In Chapter 4 I analyze and explain how the discussed context affects local 

initiatives in structuring their beliefs, ideologies and values. These ideologies, beliefs and values are in turn 

underlying for how they look at the future, a notion inherent in thinking about sustainability and directing 

actions towards that future in terms of resilience and agency. Thus in order to answer the second sub-

question I analyze how, in these ideologies, the past and future work through in their activities to put 

them in a historical context. In the last data chapter I then discuss the meaning of the selected concepts 

to explain in the conclusion how the socio-political context of Lebanon structured the social relationships 

within the selected initiatives that are focusing on food security and how this in turn structures how these 

local food producers experience and give meaning to the selected concepts.  

I want the reader to bear in mind that although I am not politically affiliated, with describing the 

initiatives and context in the way I did, I do reflect a critical stance towards the neoliberalist and capitalist 

processes that have structured the Lebanese food system which could invoke feelings that I take a 

political stance. However, in my defense, the academic debates and arguments that I have showed 

throughout the introduction and theoretical framework, point at the devastating effects of these policies 

and politics and I cannot but stand with the people that are subjugated to them and try to give a 

thorough account of the effects on the social and community level. In order not to invoke tension or a 

political discussion that can affect my informants and their projects, I attempt to stay away from trying to 

‘prove’ these systems, be vague about ‘politics’ while referring to the government as an entity - although 

it seems that there is no unity in that entity - and refrain myself from talking about specific political parties 

or politicians. Instead, I prioritize explaining how people react to them. I take into account that 

generalizations made about NGO’s or politics, might not be fully accurate, but I describe them here as an 

attempt to explain the reactions on the discourse on these topics. Historical notions discussed in this 

thesis are furthermore perspectives of my informants and reflect their social reality. Since this thesis is 

about experience and meaning, these perspectives have the sole function of representing a particular 

social reality on which they build their belief system, values and memories. 
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1.2 Lebanon’s political economy – the coming into being of 

a minefield 

 

Political impasse, economic collapse and food insecurity 

Although Lebanon has not seen any long-term stability since its independence, the current 

situation is characterized by crisis. The country is suffering from a deep economic crisis, wherein the 

Lebanese Lira has lost 90% of its value against the dollar while the Central Bank of Lebanon keeps 

printing currency to pay off its debt, resulting in hyperinflation. Over the course of this research, food 

prices continuously rose and when the Lebanese Lira exchange rate hit 15.000 over 1 dollar, shops 

were closing their doors due to food shortages2. Tremendous price hikes are hitting the economy on a 

daily basis, leading to increasing accounts of people fighting over scarce goods in supermarkets and 

pharmacies, while gas stations are closing or become scenes of long queues and deadly disputes due to 

fuel shortages3. Over the span of the last eight months, the ruling elite appeared to be unable to form a 

government, which means that economic and financial reforms are refrained from being implemented. 

Negotiations with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for a bailout from the States’ debt cannot be 

continued without a functioning government and international financial aid remains locked while 

politicians remain to fight over veto rights and power over certain ministries.   

According to the outcomes of a recently conducted survey of the World Food Program (WFP)4, 

half of the Lebanese population is worried whether or not they will have enough food on the table. 

According to the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) “sufficient and good food is available, but 

not always accessible for everyone”5. Hence the rising food prices and the ending of subsidies in 2021, 

means that food insecurity will keep increasing, since food insecurity is closely linked to the inability to 

buy food6(American University of Beirut, 2020, p.3). The lack of access to food is a direct result from the 

current economic collapse in Lebanon, since the majority of the food for the domestic market is imported 

and the hyperinflation of the lira led many into poverty. Dollars needed to pay for import of goods for the 

domestic markets are not accessible for the people that get their income in Lebanese Liras. Hence, a 

division between those who have access to dollars and are able to accumulate their capital, and those 

who do not, is deepened. The current crises are the outcomes of decade-long processes within a 

 
2 http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2021/Mar-17/518525-brawls-in-shops-as-lebanons-
financial-meltdown-hits-supply-of-food.ashx  
3 https://www.the961.com/ghais-masry-retaliation-akkar/  
4https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000116784/download/ 
5 https://www.lb.undp.org/content/lebanon/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/goal-2-zero-
hunger.html 
6https://www.dailystar.com.lb/Business/Local/2020/Sep-23/512147-prices-of-basic-items-to-soar-dramatically-
once-bdl-subsidies-end.ashx 

http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2021/Mar-17/518525-brawls-in-shops-as-lebanons-financial-meltdown-hits-supply-of-food.ashx
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2021/Mar-17/518525-brawls-in-shops-as-lebanons-financial-meltdown-hits-supply-of-food.ashx
https://www.the961.com/ghais-masry-retaliation-akkar/
https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000116784/download/
https://www.lb.undp.org/content/lebanon/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/goal-2-zero-hunger.html
https://www.lb.undp.org/content/lebanon/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/goal-2-zero-hunger.html
https://www.dailystar.com.lb/Business/Local/2020/Sep-23/512147-prices-of-basic-items-to-soar-dramatically-once-bdl-subsidies-end.ashx
https://www.dailystar.com.lb/Business/Local/2020/Sep-23/512147-prices-of-basic-items-to-soar-dramatically-once-bdl-subsidies-end.ashx
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neoliberal political economy wherein the ruling elite accumulates its power and capital on the expense of 

society.  

The Lebanese economy is characterized as an “outward looking service economy” (Traboulsi, 

2012, p.93) which has developed gradually. Lebanon’s situation in both the Levant and the 

Mediterranean had significant influence on its culture, history and economics since it has been perceived 

as the gateway between the Middle East and the West. In the period following the independence of 

Lebanon, certain families – mostly linked to the ruling president at the time - dominated and monopolized 

the different economic sectors and controlled important positions within banks, the ports, water- and 

electricity companies, construction companies, the country’s biggest airlines and had large holdings in real 

estate. As a result of this domination the economy was soon characterized by imported goods for the 

domestic market and domestic produce for export in foreign markets. Productivity of the sectors became 

increasingly subordinated to trade and Lebanon took an ‘intermediary’ role as importation and distribution 

middleman in the trade between Western, Arab and African markets.  

Throughout the years preceding the start of the Lebanese civil war in 1975 the “commercial and 

financial oligarchy continued to dominate the economy [and] the salient characteristic of this period was 

the rising encroachment by the commercial/financial complex over industry and agriculture” (Traboulsi, 

2012, p.158). The trade deficit gradually increased, since import of materials in order to produce for 

export increased at a higher rate than the actual export of goods to foreign markets. The two productive 

sectors in the economy, industry and agriculture, were dominated by brokers who left these sectors in 

hands of the market and middlemen, creating a debt that until now they weren’t able to pay off.  

 

“The increasingly outward-looking nature of the economy, the absence of any price controls to 

check merchants’ lust for profits and monopoly control directly impacted the standards of living of 

the majority of Lebanese. Between 1967 and 1975 the cost of living had doubled [and] the 

price of imported goods rose by 10-15 percent” (ibid, p.161).  

 

Concentration of the country’s capital within the hands of the ruling class, while workers and the 

middle class became increasingly dependent on the monopolies of these politicians and their businesses 

resulted in a social crisis characterized by sectarian distinction on the expense of mostly Muslim 

communities, a growing middle-class suffering from high costs of living and exploitation of labor within 

the productive sectors. Protest movements arose against the capitalization and increasing dependency, 

which then turned into armed groups backed by political parties to pressure political and economic 

change. Politics thus became the subject of capital interests, while sectarian distinction deepened. Where 

poverty, hunger and a lack of services prevailed, local politicians provided the money, food and services in 

order to get votes, but without structurally adjust the political-economic system. The absence of structural 

change, combined with rhetorisc of providing security within the respective sectarian communities were 

the prerequisites of the civil war.  
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Since its independence in 1943 Lebanon has been the scene of several wars that were 

centralized around themes of Arab unity and national independence in different forms. External powers 

like Syria, the US, France and Israel played significant roles on the larger political stage and influenced the 

course of these wars by collaborating with and against particular political-sectarian parties that aligned or 

opposed their interpretation of independence and served their economic interests. However, it is foremost 

the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990) that has structured the Lebanese political economy.  

 

“[…] the Lebanese civil war created its own order, an order that was a monstrous mutation of its 

prewar political and economic system: the autonomy of the sects mutated into armed control and 

‘sectarian cleansing’, whilst the laissez-faire economy transformed into mafia predation” 

(Traboulsi, 2012, p.238).   

 

During the last period of the war sectarian militias took over the economic sectors, the states’ 

infrastructure, the states’ monopoly on violence and its income generation through taxes. The result was 

a country divided in different socio-political spaces, based on sectarian backgrounds and monopolies. 

Militias now controlled the political economy that was characterized by corruption and accumulation of 

capital and marginalized the power of the State. Eventually, in 1989 the Taif Agreement led to the 

forming of a new government, in which the militia warlords of the civil war took place in the parliament. 

Most of them are still in these positions, as we speak. The current political system is still built upon the 

idea that (the 18 recognized) politicized religious sects should take place in the government and share 

their power. Sects in Lebanon are recognized as political entities and the entrenchment of their power is 

visible in every part of the daily life.  

 

“Two major functions of sects are often neglected: first, their role as enlarged clientelist networks 

designed to resist the inequalities of the market, and compete for its benefits and for the 

appropriation of social wealth and services of the state; second, their long-standing habit of 

enlisting outside help in their struggle for power or for sheer survival” (Traboulsi, 2012, p.viii) 

 

Most of the (infrastructural) services are provided within communities through a system of 

clientelism. Clientelism is “a network of transactional ties, where economic and other services are 

distributed to the clients in exchange for political loyalty” (Hamzeh, 2001, p.172). In return for voting or 

supporting the one in power, certain resources get allocated, people get jobs, capital and security (within 

some groups even social welfare) and thus creates a form of dependency. The development of the 

clientelist systems followed the changes in society with the intertwining of sectarianism, politics, militias 

and business, became increasingly repressive and resorted into local monopolies and corruption. 

“Clientelism has crippled the role of the legislature and eroded the power of the state” (ibid, p.172), 

entrenched every part of daily life and reproduces the power of religious, political and militia groups; the 
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ruling elite. Especially prior to elections, poverty, food insecurity and dependency on the system become 

useful gaps that can be filled with money, food and privileges in order to buy votes. With the increasing 

social insecurity, these groups provide people with security and thus reproduce their power through 

vulnerability and dependency. Following the political developments of post-civil war Lebanon  

 

“clientelism has been institutionalized into Lebanon’s political system, thus making the Lebanese 

State an association of a variety of patrons [and has] a constraining effect on the enactment of 

universalistic policies and discouraged the development of Lebanese citizen participation in an 

already fragile consociational type of democracy” (Hamzeh, 2001, p.176).  

 

The disfunction of the States’ infrastructure and privatized service economy can be exemplified by 

the electricity sector. In May 2021, two large powerplants in the country were shut down, as a result of 

unpaid bills by the government 7 and the country lost a quarter of its power supply. While in most areas 

electricity was already only available for a couple of hours a day, a new increase in electricity cuts makes 

people almost completely reliable on private generators. The infrastructural gap that appeared due to 

state reluctance in providing electricity has been filled with local providers of generators. Those who can 

afford can put a generator on the roof to provide them with electricity during governmental power cuts. 

These privatized services come in local monopolies; every neighborhood has its own provider which is 

tied to and allowed by local politicians to operate within the specific area. However, the governmental 

electricity bills are mandatory and have to be paid although electricity is not provided. Households with a 

generator thus pay double bills not to be put in darkness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7 https://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2021/May-14/520110-turkeys-karpowership-shuts-
down-power-to-lebanon.ashx  

https://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2021/May-14/520110-turkeys-karpowership-shuts-down-power-to-lebanon.ashx
https://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2021/May-14/520110-turkeys-karpowership-shuts-down-power-to-lebanon.ashx
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Absence of agricultural policies and regulations 
 

“The Lebanese civil war further stratified the country into fragmented political spaces […] This 

situation has led to the creation of agro-political spaces, whereby the different political parties of 

influential landlords determine their agricultural and rural development policies” (Hamade, 2019, 

p.256). 

The absence of policies and regulations, complemented with a strong focus on export has created large 

inequalities within the sector. In cooperation with the ruling elite, large industrial and agricultural 

businesses were able to create monopolies by accumulating their wealth, thus having an advantage in 

competition with small-scale farmers in a non-regulated sector with high costs for the import of 

resources. The growth processes of industrial farming were furthermore on the expense and exploitation 

of refugees for cheap labor and destructing traditional agriculture to replaced it with large-scale 

investments and trade. As a result of these processes, the sector is characterized by; a decline in 

agricultural productivity, due to a lack of supporting infrastructure; fragmented agricultural lands; a lack of 

technological modernization; an aging farming population and; a lack of efficient agricultural cooperatives 

(Hamade, 2019).  

Until 2020, Lebanon lacked an official agricultural policy and funding of the sector came mostly 

from external and international donors. The course and development of the sector and the larger food 

chain was entirely in the hands of private, politically affiliated parties connected to the ruling powers of 

the country. In July 2020 the Ministry of Agriculture presented the National Agricultural Strategy 2020-

2025 (NAS) for a ‘transformative change’ of the sector. The NAS envisions an agri-food system that is “a 

main contributor to the achievement of food security”, “a key driver of resilience and transformation of the 

Lebanese economy into a productive economy” and that is “more resilient, inclusive, competitive and 

sustainable” (Lebanese Republic Ministry of Agriculture, 2020, p.1). However, the NAS is problematic for 

multiple reasons. Not only is it still based on a trading rationale, rather than a productive rationale, for the 

execution of the NAS the minister identifies a financial gap of 73% of the budget that needs to be 

covered by unspecified ‘systematic resource mobilization’, indicating a certain unconditionality, since there 

is currently no government and a deep economic crisis. While the government has the role of financial 

supporter and legislator, but is simultaneously not able to provide this support and allocates this 

responsibility to private investors, the sector is thus vulnerable for the reproduction of capital and power 

of the ruling elite (politicians and landlords). This implies that the market and private parties will again 

have the opportunity to impose their agenda on the system and becoming the executive force of the 

government, which is the root cause for the current weakness of the sector (Hamade, 2019). Finally, 

governing the NAS implies that other ministries and public institutions have to be involved, coordinated 

and harmonized. Given the current political impasse and inability to form a national government over the 

last 8 months, this as well seems to be an utopian vision for implementing such a vital policy.  
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Local agricultural initiatives in Tripoli 

On the 17th of October 2019 a large-scale uprising took place in different places in the country that 

resulted in the October Revolution. Thousands of people went into the street protesting against the 

system and its corrupt local and national power structures8.  

 

“As I arrived, I was overwhelmed by the sheer number of people, there was an unprecedented 

energy among the crowd, as if at this very moment everyone was ready to channel their 

decades-long frustration, anger and despair into a great movement where we all felt that we 

shared this city, where Saht el Nour would become a space for harnessing collective power and 

for experimenting a new sense of community”  - Sayed-  

 

During the revolution a couple of activists in Tripoli connected with each other during the protests and 

expressed the need to cooperate in order to survive in the current political-economic context. Within the 

uprising one of the activists, Sayed, started cooking in the main square in Tripoli (Saht el Nour) while 

others provided him with resources to cook. A small-scale cooperative logic emerged and increasingly 

attracted people. It made the newly formed group realize this logic could work on a larger scale and they 

decided to start a movement called The Green Movement9. As a group they started connecting with food 

producers and farmers in other regions of Lebanon, resulting in the creation of a larger network of like-

minded farmers and food producers that share their cooperative logic. It led them to the idea that 

productiveness and cooperation were shared values, not only among the group, but among a larger 

group of people; values needed to survive in the current political-economic context. Through farming and 

networking activities they create and manage resources which are shared with members among the 

network, like seeds, lands and knowledge. Their main goal is the establishment of an alternative economy 

characterized by productivity for use, solidarity and open access to resources in order to create food 

sovereignty. The group itself wants to be a catalyst, a support group that builds communities around the 

ideas of solidarity, productivity and cooperation. Through the establishment of their network they aim to 

challenge and undermine the current system of dependency wherein ‘everything is politics’.  

Another initiative that aims to challenge the dependency cycle, food insecurity and social 

insecurity was started by a 25-year old man called Joud. The specific area he operates in was the scene 

of ongoing war and conflict between different sectarian groups for over six years. The conflict stopped in 

2014 when the Lebanese army was permanently stationed in between the neighborhoods but there 

were no sustainable and structural changes within the communities. Soon after the fighting ended, Joud 

started up small initiatives to fix the broken houses in the area, cleaned public spaces and started 

connecting with key figures within his own community to start assessing what possibly could prevent 

 
8 https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/protesters-fight-corruption-lebanons-northern-city-tripoli 
9 To protect the identity of the activists, I have chosen a fictive name for the activist group 

https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/protesters-fight-corruption-lebanons-northern-city-tripoli
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conflicts in his area. During the time of voting, he realized how the underlying processes affected his 

activities and he started his initiative to address a bigger problem; the dependency of people on local 

politicians for money, food or services that makes them vulnerable for participating in conflict. Joud 

started a focus group within the community and connected people (mostly women) from the different 

sectarian backgrounds which each other to let them discuss possible solutions to improve their 

environments and to start processes of peacebuilding. This focus group started with the idea to collect 

and recycle plastic garbage. Selected households are encouraged to recycle their garbage and to hand it 

in with another local NGO, and in return they receive basic food items and goods they cannot afford due 

to the economic crisis. In order to fund the provision of these goods and not rely on external funding, 

Joud started cultivating organic crops on a land just outside of Tripoli to sell them on the local market and 

use the profit to provide food packages.  

 

The metaphorical ‘minefield’  

One of the informants within the agricultural initiatives refers to the socio-political and economic 

context as a minefield. In order to explain the notion of survival navigation that characterizes my 

informants way of operating within the current crises-ridden context in Lebanon, I will explain this 

metaphor here as part of the contextualization of this research. 

“I mean, it’s about time that people should identify the killer. It is not just the politicians, it’s the 

whole system. […] “day by day this minefield I am talking about is losing some of its mines. 

What I am saying is, after corona it was pretty clear that this capitalist system is being tested and 

it is failing the test. You have seen all the protests, all over the planet. […] We don't want to 

always live with the residues of the civil war. Mainly these are half of the mines. We need to pick 

our words very carefully, we need to communicate very well with the people here.”   - Yahya –  

The minefield metaphor points at something larger than solely referring to the political-economic system. 

The full Lebanese system – with its clientelist system, different socio-political spaces, monopolies and 

corruption – is perceived as a network of mines. These mines create a field of repression, dependency 

and tension; one entering it should mind its steps. It illuminates the systems’ ability to operate as an 

endangering entity, a field created which in itself poses a risk, not just merely the people within that field 

that are metaphorically planting the mines. As long as mines don’t explode it almost seems as if you can 

walk around freely, but anyone familiar with the invisible mines knows better. As soon as you try to adjust 

the network, by detonating a mine, or stepping on it, it will kill just you and maybe some around you, but 

ideally leaving the rest of the network intact. According to all of my informants, the system is not just the 

outcome of certain historical processes, but is consciously designed to reproduce itself through the 

correlation between politics, religion and private sector; the correlation between the clientelist system and 

neoliberal, capitalist policies.  
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Chapter 2 - Theoretical Framework 

 

Perspectives on Food Security in the Middle East 
 

Due to the rise of capitalism and neo-liberal policies, worldwide “national, domestic agricultural 

systems became integrated into the globalized economy, national food security was delinked from local 

production and domestic agriculture became increasingly more aligned with the economic competitive 

advantages of international trade”(Babar & Mirgani, 2014, p.6). These processes are not the result of 

pure economic rationale, but from political and corporate interests in the capitalist economy, which steer 

the future of nations and their food systems. This led to the emergence of ‘food regimes’; policies, 

practices, institutions, regulations and interests that structure the food system, focused on the trade and 

competitiveness of the capitalist market and its interaction with the state (Woertz in: Babar and Mirgani, 

2014). After WWII food systems were increasingly characterized by subsidized agriculture in 

industrialized countries wherefrom the surplus – due to overproduction - was traded to developing 

countries. This led to dependency of all Middle Eastern countries on the import of grain from 

industrialized countries because the agricultural sectors in the Middle East couldn’t compete with the 

subsidized import. Due to deregulation of domestic agriculture and the shift to corporatization of the food 

chain, the most recent food regime is characterized by the domination of markets and multinationals, 

while the State is less involved (ibid.). Agricultural activities became largely focused on export while 

domestic food systems became dependent on the import of food, bought for high prices on the world 

market. In the current situation, with a somewhat still traditional procurement system and mainly local, 

small-scale farming with vegetable and fruit cultivation wherein Lebanon is not able to be agricultural self-

sufficient (Harrigan, In; Babar & Mirgani, 2014), Lebanese farmers are not so much pressured by 

wholesale retailers, but by global food prices. Lebanon’s increasing dependency on the import of food 

thus means that rising food prices automatically lead to an increase of food insecurity. 

According to the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO);  

 

“Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, 

safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy 

life.” (FAO, 2020) 

According to the UNDP, good and nutritional food is available in Lebanon, so the Lebanese food 

insecurity issue is merely an issue of accessibility and utilization. The concept food security is not a legal 

concept, but is based on the international human right to adequate food, which legally obligates States 

that have recognized international human rights to enable its citizens to produce or procure adequate 

food (HLPE, 2020; OHCHR, 2006).  
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The debate on whether Lebanon should adopt a food security strategy focused on self-sufficiency 

has been merely a debate on economic advantages and disadvantages. Lebanon’s current food security 

strategy is “to increase domestic food crop production, particularly cereals, in order to increase domestic 

food self-sufficiency [but] the government's plans clash with the policy advice of many international 

organizations working in Lebanon” who state that Lebanon should invest in intensified trade of the crops 

that it is successful cultivating (Harrigan In: Babar & Mirgani, 2014, p.23). “Lebanon’s laissez-faire trade 

and agricultural development has created a situation in which enough access to safe and nutritious food 

is solely thought of in terms of trade openness and possibility for trade exchange” (Hamade, 2019, 

p.269). Harrigan (In: Babar & Mirgani, 2014, p.23) states that increasing self-sufficiency comes with an 

economic cost which should not be underestimated and that striving for self-sufficiency would inefficiently 

use scarce resources like water and land. Even if Lebanon would increase its domestic cereal production 

to 25 %, it is still dependent on import. Agricultural self-sufficiency does not automatically lead to more 

food security, as this depends on the local context and environmental possibilities or limitations, 

population size and dietary patterns(Babar & Kamravi, 2014).  

In Cheeseman’s (2016) socio-environmental perspective on the problem of food insecurity, he 

acknowledges that food insecurity is an inequality and distribution problem and points at the positive 

correlation between political instability, climate change and food insecurity. Food insecurity increases in 

cases of political instability because it lacks attention to address climate change issues, while food 

insecurity and climate change further fuel political instability. He states that, instead of focusing on the 

import of food, crop modification - crops that are appropriated to their environment – should be 

considered as a strategy to tackle food insecurity. Even in areas of political instability, poor infrastructure 

and few financial resources, localized development of new crops for local consumption is possible 

because it builds on local knowledge with the assistance of specialists. Whether this kind of 

environmental strategy would be successful, depends on whether locals will culturally accept cropping 

methods that are introduced by outsiders, and on the support through funding from governments and 

international organizations(Cheeseman, 2016). 

Recently, the High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security (HLPE), an international and 

intergovernmental platform, which aims to structure the Food Security and Nutrition discourse and 

policies based on their research, included ‘agency’ and ‘sustainability’ to the food security definition as 

dimensions that have to take into account when striving for food security(HLPE, 2020). Babar and 

Kamrava (In: Babar & Mirgani, 2014, p.3) point at the notion of vulnerability and claim that any food 

security approach should focus on “securing vulnerable populations from the structural violence of 

hunger”. With these additions, the debate moves to a more social instead of a mere political-economic 

perspective.  

The concept ‘food sovereignty’ points at the socio-political implications of the current food 

regime, which reflects merely market and State interests while depriving local communities from their 

rights to make choices on how to access, produce and consume food. Food sovereignty is 
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conceptualized as the autonomy and power to make these choices, while structuring the food system and 

assuring food security according to the interest of local communities. The concept was introduced by La 

Via Campesina, an activist movement, which strives to give peasants worldwide a voice to “counterpower 

international institutions” and challenge the ‘neo-liberal economic policies’ and state and market interests 

in the production and trading of food, that lead to food insecurity. They call for more local power and 

local focus within the debate, as opposed to the state domination of the market and demand peasants’ 

rights to access to land and “decision making in agricultural issues on a national level, based on the Right 

to Food” (La Via Campesina, 2017, p.19).  

A case study on agrarian reforms to achieve food sovereignty in Havana, Cuba shows that 

although State and farmers agreed that food sovereignty should be strived for, this can be conceptualized 

differently and this has implications for agricultural activities (Leitgeb et al., 2016). The reforms did not 

have the envisioned eco-friendly effect, since the Cuban State insufficiently supported the farmers with 

resources or changes to participate politically. When national policies do support agricultural activities, 

producers become more food secure and urban agricultural can provide as a safety net (Hamadeh et al. 

In: Babar & Mirgani, 2014). Thus, what is needed is a “holistic, comprehensive multi-agency approach” to 

address food security at all levels” (Harrigan, 2014, p.68) while taking into consideration also 

environmental and social concerns instead of a merely economic rationale, and which implies the support 

of national or supra-national authorities in the form of policies or funding in close cooperation with 

farmers.  

 

Shift to the Sustainability and Resilience paradigms 

Since combating hunger is one of the adopted Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s) (number 

2), food security is on the agenda of political bodies like the UN, EU and other international 

organizations. Sustainable Development is considered development that “meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Howell in Brightman & 

Lewis, 2017).In relation to food security and nutrition, the HLPE defines sustainability as  

 

“the long term ability of food systems to provide food security and nutrition today, in such a way 

that does not compromise the environmental, economic and social bases that generate food 

security and nutrition for future generations” (HLPE, 2020, p.9) 

 

Lebanon, as part of the MENA Region, is considered a ‘Southern neighbor’ of the European 

Union. Specific policy has been written for the countries that touch the outskirts of the Union, called the 

‘European Neighborhood Policy (ENP). In the ENP the EU expresses its wish to cooperate with the 

neighboring states in order to promote democracy and create security through development. For the 

Southern Region, it is the Union for the Mediterranean in which these countries are united and further 
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implementation of the policies and projects are discussed. The ENP is also a mean to support the SDG’s 

and “closely coordinated as part of the broader work on the EU Global Strategy on Foreign and Security 

Policy” (Stroetges, 2013, p.3). It is strongly attached to prevent the ‘uncontrolled movement of people’ 

(p.4) which in the case of Lebanon is also linked to the current situation since an increase of food 

insecurity will likely increase migration (American University of Beirut, 2020) 

Following the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, United Nations Environment 

Program (UNEP) and Mediterranean Action Plan (MAP) presented a strategy on how to meet the SDG’s 

within the Mediterranean Region (UNEP/MAP, 2016). Their policy framework focuses on how to 

challenge food insecurity through local development, the use of traditional knowledge and protection of 

the environment and natural resources (UNEP/MAO, 2016). However, critique from anthropologists on 

development practices focus on the fact that development planning is governed ‘top-down’ and beholds 

the view that “development can only ever be sustainable if it is from the ‘grassroots’” and is sensitive to 

the “cultural and social complexity of local conditions and thus to the diverse effects of externally induced 

change (Gardner & Lewis,1996, pp 63-64).  

 

Sustainability and Resilience as concepts 

Both ‘sustainability’ and ‘resilience’ have become frequently used concepts in EU foreign policy, 

serving as a new paradigm through which the EU wants to create security and approaches the ‘Southern 

neighborhood’(Anholt & Sinatti, 2020; Anholt & Wagner, 2020)of which Lebanon is part. The concept 

‘sustainability’ is a socio-historical product which has evolved over the years, from being a product of 

environmentalist thinking (sustainability as the preservation of nature) to become a product from an 

economical framework of thinking (sustainability as addressing environmental problems through 

economic growth) (Brightman & Lewis, 2017). The sustainability discourse has become more and more 

socio-economic focused; in line with neoliberal thinking and the commodification of nature; 

institutionalized in order to serve development through economic growth (Howell in: Brightman and 

Lewis, 2017; Brightman & Lewis, 2017). 

Furthermore, the term seems to be universalized and embedded in development thinking, as a 

buzzword. Buzzwords are concepts that are agreed upon in abstract terms, but not unpacked in meaning 

in practice(Cornwall, 2007). Because they are vague, they are open to multiple interpretations and 

meanings, and therefore practice that uses these buzzwords can stay vague as well, can lead to 

ambiguity and serve several political agendas. Studying the meaning of sustainability in its local context 

explains how it is used by different social actors and shows that sometimes the underlying premises of 

the different actors seem to conflict, leading to unsustainable practices in the name of development. 

“Unpacking these layers of meanings brings identifiably ideological differences into clearer view” 

(Cornwall, 2007, p.478) like is the case with ‘sustainable development’. According to Brightman and 

Lewis (2017) sustainable development does not so much leads to sustainability, but towards ‘reducing 
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unsustainability’ because it doesn’t challenge the neoliberal and modernist framework which is the root 

cause for the unsustainable practices responsible for the ecological crisis. Thus studying the local 

meaning of buzzwords used and practiced contributes to their ‘constructive deconstruction’ – reflecting 

on them, breaking them down in meaning in order to ‘reclaim that meaning’ in order to make them ‘work’ 

for the people that should be benefiting from them.  

 

“[Resilience is] the ability of an individual, a household, a community, a country or a region to 

withstand, adapt and quickly recover from stresses and shocks” (European Commission, 2012, 

p.5) 

 

The UN adds to this concept: “[and] to recover from those stresses, and to work with households, 

communities and national and local government institutions to achieve sustained, positive and 

transformative change” (UNDG, 2014, p.13) 

Critics of the term argue that using resilience in policies has implications, like the fact that crises 

are perceived as inevitable while people have to learn to live with the complexity and uncertainty of their 

lives. Governments are unable to provide security, so citizens are made responsible for their own security 

through self-organization. Where the concept of food security put attention to the vulnerability of the 

communities, the concept of resilience bends this vulnerability to responsibility since it is “portrayed as a 

learnable skill rather than a natural capacity, a human attribute that can be reconfigured into coping 

strategies and skills that can be learned by anyone” (Anholt & Wagner, 2020, p.7-8).  

Ambiguities appear within the UN’s conceptualization, because it simultaneously reflects the wish 

for sustainable, positive and transformative change of crises that are perceived as inevitable. This part of 

the definition does point at the root cause for crises and uncertainty which means that the crisis itself, is 

not inevitable(Anholt & Wagner, 2020). In the case of food security in the Middle East in general and in 

Lebanon in particular, this poses questions on to what extent citizens who are subject to food insecurity 

can self-organize, become independent from the import of food and the high prices on the world market 

and strive for food sovereignty. It is noteworthy that, contrary to the debates on food security in Lebanon 

as presented above, within the HLPE’s definitions and the development policy frameworks social 

dimensions are taken into consideration. What appears is a gap considering the role of social 

relationships when envisioning a secure, sustainable future.  

Any project on sustainable development, should take into account the diversity of communities 

and their realities. It is this diversity that Brightman and Lewis (2017) address as the “foundation stone 

of hope for a live-able future earth” (p.7) because universalizing practices have shown to be 

unsustainable and ineffective and haven’t produced the envisioned outcomes. Cultural studies on 

sustainable modes of living show that, although there is a focus on local communities in policies, their 

underlying local perceptions and beliefs are often left out of the discussion(Brightman & Lewis, 2017). 

Local, cultural realities should not only be central in policy, but in practices as well, since policies are often 
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general while outcomes and implications of those policies are local. Local knowledge can be used, when 

local ontologies, epistemologies and moralities are taken into consideration and are respected in their 

local context. They should not be considered as superficial elements, but as constituting for practices. 

Since they are grounded in local realities, it is not possible to generalize them, which points at the main 

reason that there are no general applicable policies for sustainability. Any food security strategy should 

include the support from national or supranational authorities, but in close cooperation with, and 

participation of, locals and local communities, for it to be sustainable(Babar & Mirgani, 2014; 

Cheeseman, 2016; Gardner & Lewis, 1996; Leitgeb et al., 2016). Effective use of participation to ensure 

sustainability should involve “having to disentangle conflicting interests within local communities and 

building support for the interests of particular, identifiable groupings of people" (Gardner & Lewis, 1996, 

p.112). 

These discussions point at the ambiguity that communities are expected to become resilient, but 

that it is unclear how much support there is for them to grow and produce their own food and in some 

cases to become independent, and, who is there to support them. The concept resilience thus implies 

that it should be discussed in relation to ‘agency’ within the local context of (food) security in Lebanon, 

while taking into account the different social and power relations that are at stake. 

 

Agency 

The notion of ‘agency’ entered the development discourse in the 70’s, with the “recognition that 

people actively engage in shaping their own worlds” instead of being passive agents, subject to the 

structures that are imposed on them (Gardner & Lewis, 1996). In shaping their worlds they adapt to 

their circumstances in different ways with unique experiences (Currie-Alder, 2016). The HLPE defines 

agency in relation to food security as: 

 

"The capacity of individuals or groups to make their own decisions about what foods they eat, 

what foods they produce, how that food is produced, processed and distributed within food 

systems, and their ability to engage in processes that shape food system policies and 

governance"(HLPE, 2020, p.7) 

 

Elaborating on their definition, they claim that “agency goes beyond access to material resources [and] 

includes empowerment” (ibid p.7) and that they want to promote agency in order to promote equity 

between food system participants. Furthermore, they point at the role of governments in supporting 

agency by supporting democracy and "inclusive and participatory processes and institutions” while 

simultaneously challenging inequal power relations within the discourse on food security and nutrition. 

This definition leans more towards the definition of food sovereignty, as discussed earlier. 
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 Giddens explains the relationship between people’s agency in relation to their structural contexts 

like society(Giddens & Pierson, 1997). While the HLPE’s definition of agency seems to imply that people 

should be free in their choices, Giddens shows that this can only be partly the case based on the nature 

of the relationship with a certain structure. Society exists through the social relationships between people 

as conventions, processes and continuous reproducing actions of individuals in regularized and 

institutionalized ways. People produce institutions, which in turn structure the processes and practices 

from which they are subject. According to Giddens there are two ways in which agency is structured; 

through conventions and through the unintended consequences of their actions that structure future 

actions. This points at an underlying “practical consciousness" (ibid p.7). Agency is more than just 

structured by an institution or social structure; it involves the intentionality to make certain conventions 

and reproduce these conventions in order to make them work. Any relationship between structure and 

agency should be studied within its context, since it can have different meanings in different contexts; 

structure doesn’t always have to be constricting and agency not always liberating. (Altorki, 2016).   

 

"In between these there is the knowledgeable use of convention in practical consciousness- and 

there is power [...] So it's agency, structure and power. Agency is an elemental basis of power. It 

is the capability to do otherwise and that is the basis of power, no matter how large-scale any 

given structure of power may be" (Giddens & Pierson,1997,p.84).  

 

 

The logic of the Commons  

 

“Everywhere we hear it said, all day long – and this is what gives the dominant discourse its 

strength – that there is nothing to put forward in opposition to the neo-liberal view, that it has 

succeeded in presenting itself as self-evident, that there is no alternative [and] dresses up the 

most classic presuppositions of conservative thought of all times and all countries in economic 

rationalizations” (Bourdieu, 1998, p.29) 

The self-evidency as described by Bourdieu (1998) has been created and crafted through 

procedures and discourse and affirmed the notion of the inevitability of maximum economic growth, 

productivity and competitiveness, which ‘cannot be resisted by the people’. “A radical separation is made 

between the economic and the social”(ibid.,p.31) and the neo-liberal system is projected as a liberation. 

This rationale is built upon the idea that societies and nations have to develop through distinctive stages 

of economic growth, to eventually come to a stage of modernity (Rostow, 1959)which is the ultimate 

goal for nations. This idea of development legitimizes the economic rationale that is underlying for the 

neoliberal system as it was produced and structured the relationship between States and markets.  
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As discussed earlier, these political-economic rationalizations and the socio-economic distinction 

are at the core of the food security debates, reflecting a lack of acknowledgement for the environmental 

and sociol-cultural dimensions that should be more centralized in these debates(Cheeseman, 2016; 

Gardner & Lewis, 1996; Hamadeh et al. In: Babar & Mirgani, 2014; Harrigan in: Babar & Mirgani, 2014). 

Furthermore, within the conceptualization of resilience, crises are perceived as inevitable, resonating a 

logic of self-evidency and inevitability, implying that the root causes for crises cannot be avoided (Anholt 

& Sinatti, 2020; Anholt & Wagner, 2020). In this case the root cause for food insecurity is the high 

dependency on import, low agricultural self-sufficiency and an economic collapse; outcomes of neoliberal 

policies. The procedures, discourse and practices and the resulting economic rationale Bourdieu (1998) 

points at, can be understood as the kind of structures Giddens (1997) relates to agency. The emerged 

paradigm of the commons is in turn the agency – the practical consciousness and intentionality to 

produce and reproduce certain conventions - that was put forward in opposition and as a form of 

resistance to this structure.  

The commons are a “system of provisioning and governance [which] give participating members 

a significant degree of sovereignty and control over important elements of their daily lives […] while 

meeting human needs in more equitable and ecologically responsible ways” (Bollier, 2014, p.1). 

Additionally, Brigstocke et al. (2016) define commons as “spaces, experiences, resources, memories or 

forms of sharing and living that are positioned outside of a ‘managing scarcity’ agenda” (p.153). What is 

evident in any account of the commons, is that it is tied to processes that are a reaction to the global 

inequality and unequal access to resources due to a full reliance on the Market with nearly no State 

intervention or regulation; the outcomes of systems characterized by neoliberalism and capitalism. The 

commons discourse offers a critical political-economic view on the role of the market and the State in 

structuring the relationships between humans and resources and serves as a paradigm to construct an 

alternative that is ecologically sustainable (Bollier, 2014).  

At the core of the commons logic lies the revaluation of resources. Instead of the ‘exchange-

value’, that allows them to become commodities and private property, resources are valued for their use. 

When resources are not managed for their surplus or profit, but for their use, the circulation of surplus for 

use in turn results in the growth and sustainability of the system itself. Thus, through using and 

reproducing them, the notion of scarcity is undermined while the wealth of the commons grows and 

strengthens the relationships upon which the network and system exists (Bollier, 2014; Bresnihan in: 

Brigstocke et al., 2016). Following this logic is the emergence of a solidarity economy as opposed to a 

liberal political economy. 
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Commoning relationships 
Central in commons’ theories is the binary between common and enclosure. Resources, spaces, 

experiences or practices of commons are a form of resistance towards the expanding practices of 

individualization and privatization that ‘enclose’ the environmental, material or even intellectual resources 

into properties that cannot openly be accessed. Critics point out that these ideas are based upon the 

underlying assumption that the natural world is separated from the cultural world and social practices. 

Brigstocke et al. (2016) claim that we should think of commons as an interaction between nature and 

culture and approach the commons not as “anatural – excluding the material limits and properties of 

more-than-human bodies involved in the (re)production of the ‘social’ commons” (p.94) distinctive from 

the natural world. Instead, the commons are an affective, reciprocal relationship between humans and 

non-humans – the natural world as well as created resources- (ibid.). Not taking account this relationship 

is what legitimizes the principle of enclosure; the natural world is outside of what constitutes us as 

humans and is thus suitable as subject for privatization. This distinction carries a risk of the inevitability of 

the degradation of for example that natural environment if it’s not taken into account that it is our 

relationship with it that causes that degradation and in turn the degradation of us human beings because 

we are part of that same world.  

Understanding the commons as the production and reproduction of resources, ideas and space, 

leads to a political view on the management of resources. A distinction is made between commons and 

common; respectively that what can be created and shared and the relations of production and 

reproduction wherein the commons manifest. What is important, following this distinction, is that it 

challenges the idea that commons cannot exist within or through the neoliberal and capitalist system and 

challenges the notion of scarcity upon which this system thrives. Within the current socio-historical 

realities, capitalism offers opportunities for common’ like networks and relationships that are based upon 

the logic of sharing and commons as products of capitalist labor (Birgstocke et al.,2016). Although the 

risk of enclosure within neoliberal and capitalist systems might be present, Brigstocke et al. (2016) 

challenge the common/enclosure binary by explaining that commons cannot be understood as separated 

from capital relations. Rather, it is a case of interdependency wherein commons are responses to the 

threat of enclosure and thus gives it their ideological ground and “operate through the neo-liberalizing 

forces that both restrict and produce the possibilities for common life” (p.2). The common world is a 

world “within the neoliberal landscape [and is] altering subjectivities, relations and spaces” (p.4). Their 

argument reflects the relationship between structure and agency as discussed by Giddens (1997) where 

the commons appear as a form of agency. Commoning  can thus be understood as a form of politics; the 

collective production and (re)claiming what should be common, whether it be spaces, resources or ideas 

and through this undermining the self-evidency of growth and private property. Recognizing the commons 

as practices within the neoliberal landscape, implies an acknowledgement of the making of our worlds 

through shared practice and thus opens a window of opportunity for change, wherein both the 
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limitedness of certain resources are respected and the unlimitedness of other resources are recognized 

and used for navigating within the current systems.  

The commons logic furthermore conceptualizes time as something shared, practiced and 

indefinite and thus withholds a sense of agency that we should act upon this shared time/future in the 

present. However, 

 

“by assuming that it is possible to speak ‘for’ future generations, there is a risk of assuming that 

the future will look similar to the present, that the future is knowable and calculable. Yet this 

precludes […] the possibility of a drastically altered future […]. By using the representation of 

future generations as way of calling for change (and averting undesirable change), it seems to 

implicitly assume a model where the future does not radically change. It performs the stability 

that it aims to undermine”. (Brigstocke in: Brigstocke et al., 2016, p.161).  

 

Alternative conceptualizations wherein the unknown, incalculable future is acknowledged, while “insisting 

with alternative practices in the present” (p.150) refer to a specific sense of agency wherein the future 

should be practiced through politics and ethos of generosity and ‘taking care’, as something that cannot 

be fully imagined, calculated or measured for it to be justice to these future generations. Skillington (in: 

Brigstocke et al. 2016) adds that in the interwovenness of past, present and future within narratives of a 

common future, stories and memories serve as an incentive for collective moral agency to collectively 

produce that future. She warns that, when these memories are used as a form of power “collective 

capacities to learn are diminished” (p.177). For this moral agency to work it requires to “break down the 

kind of distinctions between self and other that hypostatized memory communities insist upon” and focus 

on allowing “multiple cultural perspectives and layers of representations of entangled pasts to speak 

knowingly to ‘our common future’” (ibid., p.177-178).  

 

Commoning, infrastructures and food security 
Following the understanding of commons as the (political) relationship between humans and 

non-humans, infrastructures can be understood as the (political) human, non-human relationship that 

enables practices of food security and affects food insecurity to get an understanding of the more specific 

socio-political realm in which this research takes place. In order for food systems to work, they rely on 

infrastructures like water supplies for agricultural lands, electricity networks for storage and refrigeration 

and distribution channels to procure the goods. The Infrastructural Gap (IG)(Dalakoglou, 2016) left open 

by the Lebanese State is been filled by the local market and allows the emergence of local monopolies to 

provide these services and infrastructures which in turn correspond with local (sectarian) power 

structures. The lack of infrastructure, creates a niche for local politics, since a lack of water, electricity and 

gas significantly decreases the quality of life and makes people vulnerable for bribery. Furthermore, since 
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citizens thus have to pay twice for infrastructure –  a mandatory charge to the State and secondly for the 

local service provider - it increases the financial pressure and thus affects food insecurity.  

What is important in Dalakoglou’s account of the IG in Greece, is that it led to “a shift in the ways  

the society imagines its infrastructures and its relationship with the state authorities, private investors, 

etc.” from “notions of the public […] towards ideals of a post-capitalist economic paradigm” (2016, 

p.824-825)in the form of commons. Collective actions, like self-organized clinics, common control of 

water provisions and sharing economies change the relationship between citizens, state and market, and 

change the political and social realms. Forms of solidarity in the emerging solidarity economies should be 

distinguished from the form of solidarity that states are trying to orchestrate ‘top-down’ as a solution for 

IG’s. Contrary to top-down governed solidarity, the core of the self-organized solidarity practices is a 

fundamental change of the social relationships through which the infrastructure emerges.  

 

“Infrastructures have commonly been considered, within social sciences, to be primarily 

connected to the material, economic and political spheres, rather than to the social one. This 

‘anti-social’ understanding is reflected in ideas about infrastructures as stable and neutral 

technological systems” (ibid.,p.828).  

It is often when networks are not functioning, for example in times of crisis, that this social perspective is 

foregrounded. For this research the commons debate points at an important element of agency; namely 

the structure of the social relationships through which practices are possible. Understanding changes in 

socio-technological innovations like infrastructural organization, commoning or food security responses, 

thus not only requires an examination of these practices, but as well the socio-political relationships that 

contextualize and constitute these practices.  

The commons paradigm invokes feelings of hope that our common future does not rely upon the 

seemingly unescapable logic of private accumulation and inequality. It connects with the concepts 

resilience and agency as discussed above, since it opens a window of opportunity to question whether 

the outcomes of neoliberalist and capitalist processes, like food insecurity in Lebanon, cannot be 

prevented and whether or not we can make or own choices according to what we grow, produce and eat. 

Acknowledging future generations within policy frameworks and definitions like the Sustainable 

Development, acknowledges a common future and thus ideally ties sustainability to shared practice. 

Following this argument, this could imply that the logic for the sustainable development of food systems 

follows the logic of the commons as opposed to capitalism within the neoliberal political economy. 

However, here appears a gap, since the discussions above show that the debates on food security in 

Lebanon are still tied to a logic of economic growth and articulated through a political-economic analysis. 

Rival (2017) approaches sustainability as a set of values, norms and principles. Since 

sustainability is a way to address a common, desirable future, it should be viewed through value sets, 

norms, principles and commitment connected to an underlying vision of that future. Values, norms and 
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principles structure the social relationships between people and the actions which are the outcomes from 

these relationships. The politics involved in the choices that need to be made regarding land and 

resources, reflect the relationship people have with their natural environment; how they value it. Often 

these values interact with discourses about society, development and political friction, as the debate on 

the commons reflects.  She calls for connecting imagined worlds (futures) to “the material conditions that 

give rise to them” (p.202) because how people adapt to their environment is grounded in these 

imagined worlds.  

This definition of sustainability ties the different debates together and centralizes the socio-

political dimensions that come forward in all of the debates. This perspective on sustainability implies that 

any of the here discussed concepts should be approached through its socio-political relationships, and 

allows me to find an anthropological position in between the political-economic rationale and the socio-

cultural relationships, to give an account of the kind of social relations and practices that structure the 

local realities and meaning of concepts in the interface of sustainable development, food security and 

crisis.  
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Chapter 3 - Research Methodology 

In order to select two different agricultural and food production projects in Tripoli I used my 

informal contacts within the city to start the process of snowball-sampling. My friend Yahya, whom I met 

in Beirut, turned out to be my gatekeeper and played a major role in the course of my research. He took 

me to a café and was keen for me to meet with the Dutch owner and to sit down for a beer. This man, in 

turn, not only helped me with reflecting upon my experiences throughout my fieldwork, he also 

introduced me to his friend Joud who recently started cultivating a land for his initiative. As soon as I 

moved from Beirut to Tripoli, I met with Joud on his land to discuss his project and the possibilities for me 

to participate. Although he mastered a fair amount of English he looked quite dazzled when I started 

asking him questions about sustainability and other concepts related to sustainable development, to 

assess whether this project would help me answering my research questions. However, the activities of 

the project seemed promising so I decided to start with my participant observation a week later and I 

literally stepped into a field of organic grown olive trees, potatoes, cabbages and onions.  

His English and my Arabic were sufficient enough to have conversations about the agricultural 

activities and events, but when I tried to start conversations with him about his beliefs and motives to 

start this initiative, what the initiative meant to him and what meaning the selected concepts have for him, 

he didn’t always understand my questions. Due to these linguistic difficulties, the focus during this period 

of my fieldwork was merely on the activities itself and the interpretation of it would depend on me. I 

chose to start with participant observation and follow-up with semi-structured interviews as the main 

methods to get an understanding of the meaning of the agricultural activities, how the concepts 

‘sustainability’, ‘resilience’ and ‘agency’ are articulated and enacted within these activities and how the 

initiative is situated within the socio-political context. 

 

Participant Observation and informal contacts 

I gained an insider role within the initiative and familiarized myself with Joud’s experiences, 

through working with him on the land on a daily basis and help with the sowing, planting, digging and 

ploughing. He employed two Syrian workers but he was always around to give instructions and work with 

us. Furthermore I was assigned the task to communicate with external partners to search for funding and 

resources. I initiated an online meeting with a possible financial donor to discuss the initiatives’ activities 

and strategy and a possible cooperation in the future and initiated contacts with possible organic seeds 

providers both in and outside of Lebanon. Through these activities and conversations I got an 

understanding of the full initiative, of which the agricultural activities were just a part, and how the 

different projects within the initiative related to each other.  

My observations within Joud’s initiative continued for almost three weeks but ended quite 

abruptly. Because of an increasing deterioration of the healthcare system, further economic collapse and 

no progress whatsoever in forming a government, Joud and his wife decided to leave the country. We 
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continued our contact through social media but the communication decreased in terms of quality and 

frequency and I lost my opportunity for participant observation. In response to these limitations, I decided 

to pay some visits to the initiatives’ beneficiaries. This provided me with information about their 

experiences in relation to the severing security situation and food insecurity.  

After the first month of fieldwork I moved on to a second project. Again my friend Yahya played a 

major role in getting me the right connections, but this time within his own team. Since he is one of the 

founders of the Green Movement, I had direct access to his team and due to my friendship with him I had 

the advantage of having a reputation of being trustworthy. In the beginning I felt nearly no limitations in 

getting access to the information I was looking for and all of the members of this project were open to 

showing me anything I wanted to know and discuss and shared their experiences with me. I started 

participating in their weekly meetings but there were plenty of days that my participant observation was 

paused, due to my informants’ personal problems or the simple fact that they weren’t working on the 

project and so there was nothing for me to attend. To gain an insider role, they assigned me with the 

task to document their meetings and work on a profile document which they want to use for internal and 

external communication. This allowed me to ask specific questions and get a deep understanding of their 

ideology and the full scope of what their initiatives mean and what they want to achieve in the future. 

During my observations and activities in the meetings I thus focused on their ideology and how their 

beliefs structure their activities; the challenges my informants are dealing with, both on the projects’ level 

as on a personal level; and how their project is related to the past and the future.  

Yahya and I also spent a considerable amount of time together, outside of these meetings. We 

had personal conversations about his life in Lebanon and Tripoli, while driving around in his car when we 

wanted to spend time outside of the house but weren’t really able to go anywhere because of the 

security situation or the lockdown. Looking back at these moments, although they happened along the 

way and weren’t planned as a research method, these conversations turned out to be a major source of 

information to understand how people are navigating within their social context, connected to this city 

and its particular social-spatial fabric.  

 

Semi-structured interviews 

Complementary to the observations, I conducted a total of 9 both semi- and fully-structured 

interviews of approximately 1,5 hour each. Of these interviews, 8 were conducted in English and 1 

interview partly in English, partly in Arabic, with the help of an informal translator. Although I master a fair 

amount of Arabic that helps me in my daily life conversations and to understand what more in-depth 

conversations are about, it is not sufficient enough to fully conduct interviews or ask detailed follow-up 

questions. All of the interviews were thus conducted, recorded and transcribed in English and are securely 

stored on an external hard drive. The fieldnotes and the transcribed interviews have been coded within an 

online coding program, Atlas.ti. For the first round of coding I used the selected concepts and the political 
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context to, in the second round of coding, allocate codes that emerged from the data and came forward 

repeatedly in the different interviews. Based on these two rounds of coding, both broad and detailed, I 

then made groups according to the topics in the different sub-questions and analyzed the 

interdependency of the data groups to write the data chapters.  

My interview questions were structured by the data I collected during my observations in 

connection with the selected theories. The questions thus were focused on the origins of the projects and 

how their activities relate to each other; how the interviewees understand the selected concepts in 

relation to their activities, socio-political, economic and security events in Lebanon related to the current 

crises as well as to previous crises and conflicts; and to the current state of the food system and the 

increasing food insecurity. This led to the emerge of a data set through which I understand how the 

concepts ‘sustainability’, ‘agency’ and ‘resilience’ get their meaning and how the initiatives carry out this 

meaning in their responses to food insecurity.  

Due to the linguistic limitations in my contact with Joud, I needed to prepare my conversations 

and interviews with him. He wanted to know the questions and information I was going to ask him on 

forehand, preferably in Arabic. During our interviews, he thus focused solely on answering the questions I 

was asking, so my interviews changed from being semi-structured, to fully structured. However, although 

the spontaneity to explore subjects that he could put forward as meaningful was lost and he barely 

opened other subjects than were discussed in my topic list and interview questions, we were still able to 

discuss all of the topics needed to answer my research questions. In contrast, the interviews with Yahya, 

Sayed and Hakeem remained semi-structured and it was possible to let them direct the conversation to 

what is meaningful in connection with the concepts. Through these interviews I got a deeper 

understanding of the interconnectedness between ‘food security’, ‘sustainability’, ‘resilience’ and ‘agency’ 

and how they get their meaning within the socio-political context.  

   

Doing fieldwork in Tripoli 

Although I expected limitations in doing fieldwork due to the Covid-19 crisis, it was mostly the 

overall social insecurity that has played a significant part in this research. Some of my informants left the 

country, which limited me in my observations and some interviews were cancelled due to unrest 

elsewhere in the country. Having to deal with insecurity is an inherent part of the social reality in Lebanon 

and thus became part of my research, instead of a limitation. Overcoming practical limitations with the 

help of my friends, by taking me out with their cars and explaining the meaning of the events and 

insecurity for their lives and their projects has had an enabling character, more than a limiting one.  

The informal contacts with the people I worked with in the initiatives have allowed me to enter 

their personal lives and to get a deep understanding of how their personal lives are affected by the 

hardship that characterizes life in Lebanon. However, due to the tight connections between the different 

informants and within the close communities in Tripoli, it was impossible to prevent outsiders from 
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knowing who I was working with. A white, European woman in connection with some well-known figures 

from these communities will make it easy to trace back the central figures in this research. In the 

politically tense context of this research it is important to not fully disclose details about their personal 

lives, although these personal backgrounds are affecting their social reality and how they approach their 

political context. I therefore choose not to describe their personal backgrounds to protect their identities 

and to not invoke a personal political discussion. Furthermore, besides security and privacy reasons, I 

prioritize telling the story of their initiatives and how they act the way they do in connection to the 

context, because it is foremost the ‘socio-political lens’ that is structuring their social reality and explains 

how they understand the concepts that I am interested in. 
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Chapter 4 – Navigating Through the Minefield 

 

4.1 The meaning of organic agriculture in Tripoli 

In early January Joud’s land is getting prepared for the last crops of the winter season; broccoli; 

cabbage, lettuces and cauliflower. Although it’s winter, the atmosphere is warm for January and the Syrian 

workers on the land complain about the temperature and the lack of rain. A sense of nostalgia sweeps 

over the land when a group of youngsters on an old tractor pass by, and the faltering sound of the 

machine is carried away with the warm wind. Looking over the land and its neighboring plots I am yet to 

become familiar with this area that has a rich history of agriculture, specialized in fruits, nuts and olives 

and has developed through the processes as a characterization of the whole system. Land here is still 

being cultivated on a small-scale, but the techniques have changed along with the power of the 

businesses dominating the market, while the tools that 

are still used seem to reflect that time has stood still since 

the civil war. The techniques Joud prefers cost a lot of 

time and effort. Avoiding the use of chemicals that affect 

the soil and vegetables, requires the creativity of making 

organic fertilizers, planting smart, and doing most of the 

work by hand. The lack of rain, resulting dry grounds and 

overall water scarcity complicate this, but don’t prevent 

him from trying and preceding. 

The availability of organic seeds is an outstanding 

difficulty when it comes to making choices on whether or 

not to apply organic cultivation methods. The labels on 

the bags of seeds bought on the market in Tripoli disclose 

that a chemical treatment is needed for these seeds to 

give the promised yield. A small online research on the 

origins and chemical treatment of these specific seeds 

shows that the required chemicals are classified as highly 

toxic for both humans and animals and are banned in the 

EU for these reasons since this year. The only provider of 

organic seeds in Lebanon is a local seed bank at a farm in 

Bekaa in the east of Lebanon.  

 

 

 Figure 2 - Young men passing the land with their sheep. 

Photo taken by author. 
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During a tour on this farm in Bekaa one of the farmers explains to me that the ‘hybrid seeds’ 

available on the market are genetically modified. Market leading, large corporate agribusinesses have 

specialized in genetic modification to create crops that are less vulnerable for certain environmental 

influences and thus generate higher yields. Although in relation to food insecurity this is often projected 

as a positive trait, these seeds cannot be reproduced and have to be bought every time in combination 

with the chemical treatments, leading to costs most small-scale farmers cannot afford. Genetically 

modified seeds are intellectual property and thus patented. This means that, both according to private 

property law and through their modification techniques these seeds cannot be reproduced, which gives 

these companies a monopoly in the market. As a reaction to this monopoly, the farm in Bekaa started a 

local seedbank with heirloom seeds - seeds that have their origin in this region, are not genetically 

modified and can thus be reproduced -  and is providing these organic seeds throughout Lebanon. They 

furthermore provide open access to knowledge of best practice in organic agriculture in Lebanon, 

because they believe that seeds and knowledge are common goods that shouldn’t be restricted and 

through this acknowledge the (agri)cultural heritage of this region. However, their dependency on 

funding allows them only a small-scale production, so they could not provide Joud and his project with a 

quantity of seeds sufficient enough for the amount of square meters Joud is cultivating. The absence of 

any other organic seed provider in Lebanon required us to buy the rest of the seeds on the market, with 

the risk that yields will be expectedly lower quality.  

While Joud chooses to apply and promote organic cultivation techniques and avoid the use of 

chemical products on the crops, a paradox appears as I assume this happens for merely environmental 

reasons. Finding a bag of ‘Metatox’ on the land invoked a curious inspection from my side. My surprised 

reaction while reading its prescriptions, sparkled the reaction of Joud, who assured me that it wasn’t a 

chemical product but ‘just some sort of salt’. A little embarrassed I assured him that the name ‘Metatox’ 

indicated the presence of a toxic substance in that bag. Google affirmed my assumptions and I was ready 

to ask more questions, but tests we did on the land proved the soil was chemical-free and I felt assured 

that we were still within the safe zone of organic farming. However, then Joud added to the conversation 

that he would only use these kinds of products on neighboring plots, but never on the vegetables 

themselves. Surprised by his answer I followed up and asked him what he meant with that since I 

considered the neighboring plots as ‘environment’ as well. He explained that it would be no problem to 

him if it was used on neighboring plots, to prevent natural intruders from these surrounding plots to affect 

his harvest.  

This indicates that other motives than environmental health are at stake for Joud to choose 

organic cultivation methods; it reflects a perception of organic agriculture as a tool. Although all of my 

informants acknowledge the health and environmental benefits of organic agriculture and relate it to a 

way of farming as it has been done for decades, it does not invoke an overall awareness of wanting to 

protect the environment. They point at local traditional agricultural knowledge that reflects a logic of 
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organic farming. Accounts of agriculture in the past are related to natural methods passed on from the 

elderly onto the next generation, until farmers became subjects to the recent food regime.  

Organic agriculture in this context seems to point at an economic rationale; non-use of chemicals 

allows farmers to receive a certification for organic growing, which in turn allows the farmer to sell his 

vegetables for a higher price. Simultaneously, since organic crops are often smaller, and come in smaller 

yields, they cannot feed the families that are food insecure due to a lack of economic access to food 

since it would require them to buy more vegetables for higher prices. Joud thus doesn’t perceives organic 

cultivation as a strategy to improve food insecurity directly, or to merely improve the environment, but he 

uses it as a strategy to yield more profit, which in turn he uses to buy food for food insecure families. 

Furthermore, the organic certificate is needed in order to get particular types of funding from international 

donors and thus allows access to other financial resources. Therefore, choosing using organic methods, 

in this context means using environmental friendly and culturally known ways in order to make more 

profit which in turn can be used for the goals of the project.  

 

“This is what is making us poor. Depending on the ruling power, through importing, through 

accepting their policies. We cannot accept this anymore. We need to take back control on our 

lands, our crops, our pesticides. We need to get back to sustainable methods and organic 

farming as a bigger title”   - Yahya- 

 

For the Green Movement, organic cultivation has a symbolic meaning. Perceiving organic farming 

as a bigger title, indicates a meaning beyond the cultivation itself. Like the farm in Bekaa their activities 

are focused on resisting the restricted access to resources by the monopolies within the sector and gain 

control over lands, crops and seeds. To them these monopolies and their local power structures 

represent the root cause for food insecurity and organic agriculture is a model to undermine that root 

cause in terms of control over their food system. This politicized symbolic meaning corresponds with an 

often heard phrase; “here in Lebanon, everything is politics”.  

Thus, in this context, organic agriculture is not perceived as suitable to directly improve food 

security, since the small crops and yields are too expensive for food insecure families because of a lack of 

financial means. Simultaneously non-organic methods are too costly for small-scale farmers and are 

perceived as the root cause for food insecurity. In their responses the organic agriculture becomes part of 

economic and resistance strategies, indicating that the meaning of the subject is characterized by its 

socio-political context, in that organic agriculture holds meaning as a tool to improve the access to 

resources (seeds, money and knowledge) and thus can indirectly contribute to improve food insecurity. 

The situation in the context gives it this particular political meaning.  
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4.2 “Everything Is Politics” – Operating in the minefield  

Since the Green Movement is rooted in the Revolution, this inherently structured and 

strengthened their ideology, values and beliefs. Within the uprising, Sayed started cooking in the public 

space of Saht el Nour while others provided him with resources to cook and hand them out to the 

protesters. A small-scale cooperative logic emerged and attracted more people to the space they created. 

Eventually, this emerged logic led them to realize that productiveness, cooperation and solidarity were 

shared values, not only among the group, but among a larger group of people and they reckoned these 

values needed to operate in the current political-economic context. It made them realize this could work 

on a larger scale and this logic and events continued after the uprising.  

 

“It is our responsibility, no one is going to do the work. We should be doing the work. So we 

decided we needed to make a statement. Let’s get the plants from our balconies and plant them 

in Saht el Nour as a statement that we want to reclaim the public spaces. We want to go back to 

the land. Take what is ours. We want to plant our own food and have control over our food. We 

want to have our own policy. […] We are always going to be slaves of the system if we don’t 

actually work on providing our own food and having control on our food security. […] We believe 

that bringing back our cultural values in terms of how we grow our own food is basically one 

form of resistance”   - Yahya -  

 

While in the Lebanese context food insecurity is mostly an issue of a lack of economic access to 

food, the movement envisions food security through food sovereignty. Contrasting with approaches to 

improve economic means to improve access to food in the current system, their political approach 

focuses on improving productivity and the ability make choices on what to grow and produce and is a 

direct reaction and resistance to the system. In their strategy they go beyond an ideal and want their 

initiative to prove that organic farming can mitigate food insecurity by tackling the root cause instead of 

mitigating the symptoms by making money and thus create the ability to buy imported food. By building a 

cooperative network of farmers and food producers, in order to create an alternative economy wherein 

seeds, lands, tools and any other resources are produced and shared among the members, they function 

as a catalyst and middleman for solidarity. Although organic agriculture has the function to produce and 

reproduce resources, the focus of their activities is on building relationships within the network. On their 

7000m2 land they create resources through organic agriculture; organic seeds, crops and best-practice 

knowledge, which are injected into the network, in order to support the members. In return, these 

members start empowering each other with the resources they produce, aiming to result in a sustainable 

system and security through community development.   
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A logic of sharing and cooperation 
Central within the logic of sharing and cooperation among the network is valuing and perceiving 

resources as common goods. Especially the value of and access to agricultural land in response to 

neoliberal and capitalist processes of enclosure is foregrounded as a resource for the productive 

economy. The 7000m2 land, used to cultivate to produce resources like crops, organic compost, organic 

fertilizer, seeds and best-practice knowledge for the movement is owned by Sayed’s family. The current 

crises made Sayed realize that they were giving up more than a plot of land, but that the risk of enclosure 

of these lands would limit their chances to make a change in the system. The organic seeds needed to 

grow on their 7000m2 of land, are provided by the seed bank of the farm in Bekaa, along with their 

expertise and open access knowledge on how to germinate, grow and reproduce these seeds and how to 

farm organically and produce compost. On another plot of land, Sayed opened a kitchen to process the 

harvest and add value to the crops by producing local products and dishes from which the profit will be 

used to financially support other initiatives in the network to get access to resources. Simultaneously, 

through the kitchen jobs are created and cooking classes will be given to promote the cooking and 

consumption of organic food. The logic is that the movement grows and provides vegetables and fruits to 

the kitchen, while in turn the kitchen makes a profit that is partly injected back into the network, with 

other farmers and food producers, while empowering communities through cooking, learning and meeting 

over food.  

The logic of sharing is widely recognizable among the network of young people that establish 

initiatives in Tripoli. Hakeem, another prominent figure who participated in the public spaces during the 

Revolution started a food lab for experimenting with food-producing and preserving techniques to create 

fair and nutritious food that can be bought directly through social media. Recently he started a 

cooperation with the local community center by sharing his machines for food production by placing them 

in the community kitchen, in return for being able to use their kitchen. While giving workshops on food 

production and preservation, together with Sayed, they share their knowledge with a group of women, 

giving them the ability to meet each other outside of their houses and learn more about making bread, 

pasta and how to preserve their food. He describes it as a win-win situation, because this cooperation 

allows him and the people in the center to be empowered through sharing knowledge, equipment and 

space. The women participating in the workshops learn cooking techniques to increase their ability to 

make bread, pasta and conserves instead of buying them for raising prices in the local supermarket, while 

Hakeem now has the space to expand his project and Sayed has a space to share his knowledge.  

Through access to resources limitations to make choices on what to grow, produce and eat 

mitigate because it challenges the enclosure of these goods though privatization and monopolies. The 

logic is that through this sharing and empowerment, the system as a whole will grow, and thus the scope 

of choices to make will grow as well, independently on whether or not they are financially accessible. This 

in turn will contribute to development of the whole community.  
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“[We] started in the time of voting. In the time when people start to focus on who they will be 

voting on. Who will give us money to vote. Because they [local politicians] giving money to 

people to vote for them”  - Joud -  

Joud’s focus on social and community development reflects a different ideology. While using 

organic agriculture as a tool, he believes that by providing resources he can make people cooperate, 

empower them and create independency, which leads to social and community development with the 

ultimate goal to prevent conflict and build peace within the communities that have been in war for years.  

His food distribution activities happen with as less attention as possible, so local tensions are mitigated 

and people preserve their dignity. In his approach, he asked the receivers of food packages on forehand 

what kind of products they wanted to receive in return for their recycling activities, to make sure the 

distributed products meet their needs, and he lets local volunteers who are in close connection with these 

families – and part of the project as receivers themselves – distribute the food among the families. In this 

way, he foregrounds the agency in contributing to their own food security by connecting, negotiating and 

distributing among their own people.  

 

“For me, it is important because I am from this community and I feel no one is working in a good 

way. No one is asking the community what they need. It is important for me because it is my 

community, because I don’t like to see something like, wrong from the government and 

politicians. They were making us fight. So, I want to fix this and show the people it is not us. We 

are the same”    - Joud -  

Joud’s strategy and ideology also reflects a reaction to the system. He believes that through 

education, empowerment and undermining the local power structures – the root causes for why people 

are dependent -  the community’s independency and ability to make choices about their (socio-political) 

environment grows. Thus, by showing the community their capability to do differently, by taking care of 

their own environment and community, he attempts to undermine the political mines. However, he 

connects this agency to the concept of food security, understood as improving the accessibility to food, 

instead of striving for food sovereignty. Notions of cooperation and sharing manifest in his ideas on the 

sharing of public space in order for people from different sectarian backgrounds to meet each other and 

cooperate on tackling shared problems like the garbage pollution of their direct environment; their 

dependency on politicians that buy their votes or; the common suffering from the economic collapse, food 

insecurity and poverty.  

In his approach Joud shows the community that they are suffering from the same problems but 

simultaneously they have the opportunity to create a shared future and overcome the root cause for 

conflict in their communities through cooperation in recycle projects. His logic is to assess through focus 

groups with locals from different communities what the underlying problem is from their perspective and 

in turn give the community the opportunity to start acting on these problems and make choices about 
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their environment and connect with each other by providing resources like food packages and training 

about communication without conflict. Through evaluations he learned that locals that participated in his 

initiative recognized the power of a shared future and shared commitment for their environment in order 

to prevent conflict and felt that ‘others’ were suffering from the same problems as they did.  

While the above explanation shows how the initiatives are reaction to the system, which has 

structured their ideologies, it is furthermore their situation within a field of national and international 

NGO’s that has structured their ideologies and value systems even further. The common belief among all 

of my informants that most NGO’s in Lebanon are part of the reproduction of the system, based on the 

argument that their decade long presence in the country has not led to the envisioned development and 

security of the society, is part of a broad ‘NGO-discourse’ that shows to have its effects on both the 

communities and my informants. Although I am not in the position to assess if and within which NGOs 

this is happening, the effect of this discourse is present. The agony on systems that sustain themselves 

through unsustainable practices, without positive outcomes for the society and communities strengthens 

the ideologies, values and beliefs of the initiatives.  

 

“This is just another morphine shot” 
The short-term nature of most NGO projects and their reaction to crises - reflecting an approach 

which is not focused on tackling the root causes of the problem - sparkle agony among my informants 

who claim that most NGOs lack real connection with the communities. NGOs are mainly perceived as self-

sustaining entities for the sake of running programs, using concepts as ‘sustainability’ and ‘resilience’ as 

hollow phrases to get funding, while real empowerment of the targeted communities is absent. This belief 

is strengthened by the conception that in order for NGOs to be able to operate within a certain area, they 

have to cooperate with local politicians who have to grant them permission to enter the neighborhood or 

village in return for a partnership with the NGO. The results of this partnership are often short-term 

operations, perceived as a ‘morphine shot to the people’ wherein local politicians keep their power over 

the community.  

“While distributing food packages in Saht el Nour you could see the chaos that comes out of it 

and, for people that were protesting, shifting to these NGOs and asking for more packages. This 

is just another morphine shot. Diverting the focus of the people from who is depriving them from 

their food and their money, to NGOs and asking for more. NGOs I think, by doing this, encourage 

people to stay in this loop and depend on certain NGOs to get some money and food. [It is] 

basically giving the farmer food when he needs tools and seeds” - Yahya -  

For the Green Movement this example and a discussion on whether or not to hand out food 

packages is related to notions of dignity. In their view, staying in the loop of dependency wherein food 

security has to come from food packages, while simultaneously refraining from raising awareness on the 
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root cause, reflects a lack of dignity towards the people subjected to the programs because this lack of 

awareness is part of the root cause.  It fueled their belief that their initiative should go to the root cause 

of the problem and they should focus on productivity, empowerment and autonomy. 

 

“When we tell them we are an NGO, then they directly think of how we can get money from 

them? How can we get stuff? How can we get help? But if you tell them we are an initiative, this 

initiative leads to change. When people see NGOs, they see money”  - Joud -  

According to Joud the NGOs taught the people to not do anything for themselves without 

receiving money, or not even doing anything at all and be dependent on help from outside. Discussing 

this view with two female volunteers within the recycle project taught me that this is a commonly held 

view among the community, although they do claim that money from NGOs is needed in order to start up 

projects and thus they would not want them to stop giving money in the current economic hardship. 

However, they rather see change wherein they get the opportunity to create an upward cycle to 

independency, for example by starting their own business and be productive.  

The ideologies are, in a reaction to the system, built on the values productivity, cooperation, 

solidarity, empowerment, independency, dignity and autonomy.  Both initiatives aim to challenge the 

dependency cycle by raising awareness that people in these communities have the right and 

responsibility to take control over their environment, either within a recycling project that is supported by 

agricultural activities, or a productive solidarity economy network of farmers and producers, that lead to 

autonomy and sustainable change. However, the initiatives responses to their context and how this 

structured their ideology is just partly explaining their social reality. Since it is a minefield, they operate 

and navigate. I will turn to a description of this navigation by explaining how surviving is the main mode 

and apply the notion of survival navigation.  

 

4.3 Surviving as the main mode – navigating the minefield 

In the beginning of March 2021, riots broke out and protesters put road blocks on the main 

roads around Tripoli, Beirut and on other vital roads in the country. Protesters announced the road blocks 

as a protest to the deteriorating economic situation and as an attempt to pressure politicians in forming a 

government and to find a way out of the economic malaise. Complementary to these road blocks videos 

appeared on social media of armed groups in certain areas of Beirut and of fights in local supermarkets 

over scarce goods. Prior to one of my interviews with Yahya, we sat down and talked about these events. 

His body language showed his disturbance and concern about what was happening around us: “What we 

are witnessing now, is my country falling down”. The disturbance and concerns were present to such an 

extent in both me and him, that it was impossible to focus on the interview we had planned. After giving 

it a couple of attempts we acknowledged that it was too much for that day; Yahya couldn’t focus on his 
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answers and I couldn’t focus on steering the conversation in a constructive way. We decided that we 

should take a break and try another time, expressing a sense of hope that the future will be better.  

Neither Joud nor the members of the movement are situated outside of the communities that are 

suffering from the current context and they are aware that they have to operate within the current 

system, as this system cannot be altered and there is no escape from it. Since they are part of the 

communities they are working with, they navigate through the minefield with the benefit and the 

perspective of the community in mind. One of the biggest challenges is the essence of sustainability; 

finding the ability to continue with their lives while working on these projects. Uncountable are the times 

that I found them getting caught up in a political conversation or talking about how the crises affect their 

personal lives. Not having the ability to earn money or to sustain themselves, plants a seed that grows 

out to a wish to leave the country and build up a life elsewhere. Leaving the country seems to be in 

everyone’s head, although these ideas are refuted with a feeling of responsibility to stay.   

The insecurity, tensions and fear connected to notions of the near past wherein war and conflict 

were so present in daily life, have structured life in Lebanon immensely. Since the current socio-political 

processes have similarities with the socio-political processes prior to the last civil war, these worries 

connect more easily to the past than to the future. Worries about unemployment, the ability to make 

important life choices, whether there will be enough food on the table and whether your loved ones will 

be safe are at the center of daily conversations and are at the center of what makes life worth living. 

These worries and emotions consume an amount of energy needed to imagine a better future and 

contribute to a feeling of being out of control. It problematizes the coming into being of actions towards a 

common future. It is not the absence of the ideas about the future itself, but the lack of money, jobs, 

food, safety and trust in the near future that challenges the imagination of how these ideas can be 

enacted without having a stable present.  

This shows that they are not merely operating within the system; connected to the political 

strategies to build a common future, these actions can be characterized as survival navigation. I want to 

use the notion of survival navigation to explain how actions regarding surviving in the present and trying 

to establish basic continuity of personal lives structure the continuity of the projects and are thus put 

within a frame of both the personal and the collective, connected to both the present and the future. It 

reflects a constant reaction to events in the social environment, that require them to act now, to find 

continuity in their lives. Jobs, money, food and safety are central elements in creating a ‘sustainable’ 

future on the personal level. Without a stabilization in the here and now, the future seems unimaginable 

in specific terms. Adopting the notion of survival navigation points at something larger than merely 

challenges on the road of an initiative; it is its specific situation within a minefield that thrives on the 

insecurity and dependency and thus requires political strategies. On the initiatives’ level this means they 

are operating within a survival mode: 
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“Inside Lebanon you can’t plan for the future. Every time it is something. Now we changed many 

things in the initiative that we planned, and we focus now on giving food to the people. Because 

they don’t have the money to eat now. So I can’t see the future. We are doing emergency 

interventions and it is important to me that when I see change, to keep on working”.     - Joud -  

Furthermore, as a result of survival navigation, what appears is a trend of ‘project opportunism’. 

During one of my conversations with Yahya about unemployment, I ask him how he is managing all of 

the projects he is working on at the same time, while not being paid for any of them. I am curious; not 

about the lack of money but about where his hope and energy come from. He simply remarks that he 

doesn’t know and that he feels out of control. It seems just the way it is; whenever there is a project 

available, that has a possibility to make money, you take it. Everyone has its projects going on and during 

a period characterized by high rates of unemployment, jobs are mostly projects instead of contractual 

jobs. In a constant insecure and changing environment, personal projects are a way to adapt to that 

reality. Simultaneously it requires them to constantly adjust the different projects to the changing 

environment, endangering its continuity. Furthermore, whenever these projects do not lead to a paid job, 

this endangers its continuity as well, since chances of being employed constantly need to be weighed 

and define the strategy someone applies in order to survive and continue with daily life.   

The initiatives thus have a personal meaning. Accomplishments and continuity on the initiative 

level means an accomplishment and continuity on the personal level as well. The uprising has played a 

central role in survival navigation and served as a momentum of hope and change for the movement and 

their network. It represents the fuel for their activities and the ideas that through cooperation and shared 

ideals, change is possible. The 17th of October is referred to as a turning point and during conversations 

about the protests and activities they organized and what effect it had, their (body) language changes: 

their voices sound strong, empowered and they articulate as leaders with firm hand gestures and a hard 

tone. Faces enlighten and discussions about the project get another, more empowered atmosphere. 

Simultaneously, increasingly throughout my work with them, they express that they feel defeated and the 

uprising becomes increasingly a notion of the past, since it didn’t led to structural change.  

The notion of survival navigation sums up the answer on the question; How are the activities of 

food production and agricultural initiatives characterized and affected by the wider politics of the 

development field and political instability in Lebanon? As a result of their situatedness within the socio-

political context, every activity is characterized as a political act. In their social adaptation to that system 

ideologies are built upon the values productivity, cooperation, solidarity, empowerment, independency, 

dignity, autonomy and continuity.  By sharing resources, building relationships and trying to use the 

system without stepping on mines, they navigate within a minefield. Survival navigation points at actions 

that regard surviving in the present to secure the future and trying to establish basic continuity of 

personal lives through the continuity of the projects and are thus put within a frame of the inextricability 

of both the personal and the collective, connected to both the present and the future.  
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Chapter 5 – The past, present and future of war, revolution 

and development 

While the previous chapter focused on my respondents acting in the present related to the future, 

in this chapter the continuing of the past into the present will be central. A culture of sharing and a 

cooperative logic seems to be the common thread in how my informants are operating within a network 

of food producers and navigating within the minefield, as opposed to the ‘neoliberalist’ culture manifested 

as the basic structure for the system. These cultures conflict with each other and represent notions of the 

past, the present and the future. The underlying values and structure of social relationships within the 

perceived ‘new culture of neoliberalism’ are perceived as the root cause for food insecurity in Lebanon; a 

belief that structures both my respondents relationships and the experience of the context they are living 

in. Since culture is produced and reproduced through social relationships I will turn to a description of 

how my informants view and experience these relationships and explain how this culture comes into 

action. Concluding I will explain how the past, present and future form a continuum wherein a 

configuration of weakness and strength affects the dynamics.  

“The first weeks of the revolution in Tripoli saw the city reinvigorated after decades of 

frustrations, wars, and exploitation, there were a lot of possibilities. […] Nevertheless, beyond 

the euphoria of what was happening, the square had also reproduced the dynamics that are 

within the city. It failed to create connections, solidarities between the people of the different 

parts of Tripoli. […] As time passed, the economic and health crisis unfolded, the square 

returned empty and the window of opportunity to establish a basis for organizing and mobilizing 

beyond the uprising failed to materialize. Nevertheless, the brief revolutionary moment in the city 

constituted for many Tripolitans a material evidence that different realities are possible, and this 

in itself was a seed planted, a blue print for a different future”     -Sayed –  

The reproduction of the minefield, is a continuing of the past into the present. This presence of 

the past – with its active memories of the civil war and other conflicts, the emergence and continuing of 

the current political-economic system and the resulting crises – threatens the future since thinking about 

the future is structured and limited by a focus to surviving in the present. The revolution is perceived as a 

momentum of change, to detach society from the shackles of the past reflected in the socio-political 

relationships that dominate the ruling of society. However, change didn’t happen on a big political scale 

but on the small scale of building new social relationships. While reflecting on the uprising it is sometimes 

perceived as a defeat and part of the loop; the system they wanted to change is the same system that 

limits them in the agency to do so; the crisis is both their hope and fuel to change the future as the 

endangerment of it.   

Tripoli’s tradition of resisting the system has characterized its past (Mahoudeau, 2016). Within 

the dynamics between Tripoli as a city and Lebanon as a country, Tripoli’s position towards the national 
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project of Lebanon after its independence, is one of resistance. The country’s ruling elite reflect a culture 

my respondents don’t identify with, while their identification on the city level means that it is almost 

impossible for them to formulate a future unless they develop their communities as a safety net. They 

don’t want a reproduction of the past, however, how can they conceptualize the future within this 

identity? The answer in both the strength and weakness lies in the diversity of the society.  

 

“When you grow up in Lebanon you are exposed to all sorts of ideologies. Here we have 18 

sects and each sect has a different version of history. Everyone has its own perception of history” 

- Yahya -  

The civil war deepened divisions and created several socio-political spaces in which the daily social reality 

takes place. While this division has been part of the power structure wherein local politicians and sects 

and a lack of national unity define the politics, the initiatives embrace diversity and find commonness in a 

restructuring of their social relationships. Worries about a reproduction of the past are less foregrounded, 

when they focus on the initiative. It is the initiative itself that points at the conceptualization of the future 

as the enactment of a different future since the concepts, activities and ideas are focused on assuring a 

security and continuity and are in their manifestation radically different than the system. 

What emerges is a dynamics of strengths and weaknesses. Tripoli as a city is a strength and a 

weakness; although characterized with poverty and high food insecurity, it still represents resistance and  

potential for change. The system and its ongoing crises have weakened the country, its citizens and their 

agency, but raise the awareness and motivation for change. The revolution as a moment for change and 

building new social relationships is a strength, while seeing it as a defeat because it didn’t radically 

changed the political-economic system, is a weakness. Restricted access to resources are perceived as a 

weakness in the system, but have the ability to become a strength through these new relationships. The 

refugee workers that are working on the agricultural lands are (amongst many) culturally perceived as the 

weak, as the marginalized of society. However, in the light of developing the agricultural sector and the 

food system, they are the strength in their representation of the cultural knowledge and the labor force 

on which that development is built (Hamade, 2019).  

Within these dynamics of weaknesses and strengths, it is the inextricability between personal 

future and future on the initiatives’ level that indicates whether something is seen as a weakness or as a 

strength, whether it is seen as a self-fulfilling prophecy of the past or a window of opportunity for the 

future. This points at collective thinking; they see the change of the future in the change of values and 

relationships through the use of resources; a change of culture through the development of their 

communities. The future has to be radically different but is in this sense still put on the continuum 

between past, present and future since it cannot fully escape the current context it is situated in. The 

future is thus conceptualized as an opposition of the near past, manifested in culture.  
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5.1 ‘Old’ versus ‘new’ culture  

 

New culture of neoliberalism and the system 
People actively engage in the making of their worlds and structures exist through the 

conventions, processes and continuous reproducing actions between people (Gardner & Lewis, 1996; 

Giddens & Pierson, 1997). The (re)production of the minefield as an institution thus comes through the 

underlying sets of social relationships. These social relationships are characterized by certain values at 

which my informants point at as the root cause for food insecurity. The total of these social relationships 

form a culture; in this context a culture that is rejected from the point of view that it doesn’t represent the 

local culture but represents the culture of the ruling elite. The structure/agency approach to analyze this 

culture, indicates that the minefield and its culture are a structure and that the activities of the two 

initiatives, can be understood as agency, with new conventions, processes and reproducing actions, 

based on an ideology and set of contrasting values. The practical consciousness of the groups and their 

momentum of change in the revolution point at the an awareness of the unintended consequences that 

should shape their future and have culminated in their reaction to that system. Their attempts to regain 

power over their lives is agency; the capability to do otherwise (Giddens & Pierson, 1997). 

The events of late decades as described in the introduction, indicate that a change in social 

relationships has taken place, and that society is increasingly characterized by division, exploitation, 

corruption, competitiveness and dependency. Structured by the States’ neoliberalist policies, absence of 

regulations and support, and the emergence of the market as a powerful actor, people and communities 

revalued their relationships, resources and surroundings. Increasingly, both on sectarian community level 

as on personal level, accumulation of private property became the main way to develop and survive in the 

new modern state.  

“Everything happened after the war. Before the war we had public schools and universities. 

People would meet each other there. The function of the war was for the poor to get their rights 

but it was also a legitimization for the rich to keep their power. The rich became richer and the 

divide got bigger”  - Sayed -  

As the public state disappeared and society became increasingly organized according to class and 

sectarian background, most services, like healthcare and education became sectarian based instead of 

state based. The different sects were living in different areas and cities, creating socio-political spaces 

where the state had nearly no influence. Sectarian communities allocated their money in private sectarian 

schools while public schools became solely for the poor where the quality of education decreased. There 

was a logic of protection and surviving (Traboulsi, 2012) on the community level. Divisions were 

eventually fueled into conflict and the civil war. Currently, the division between ‘those who can afford and 

accumulate’ and ‘those who can’t’ due to the economic crisis reproduce the culture of individualism and 

private accumulation.  
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Values of common sense 

 

“My grandfather is from a village in the south. It used to be occupied by the Israelis. During the 

occupation the UN troops asked my grandfather on how he could survive without international 

support. How do you feed yourself? How do you feed your village, your family? And he told 

them: we have a wheat mill in our village. We don’t have the wheat, but we get our wheat from 

nearby villages and we grind it to make bread. We share the production and the bread with the 

wheat providers. This is a shared economy and this is how they survived the Israeli occupation. 

They had a network of producers, they used to rely on this network. It was part of the culture. 

Putting their resources together and sharing the product. I think we are in a different kind of 

occupation right now. We are living under the occupation of the Lebanese system, the Lebanese 

elite. And we should do the same as our grandparents […] We need to go back to this culture, 

this is our culture. This is not something alien to us. But the oligarchy ruling the country, they 

managed to transform or to get us far away from our ancestors”   - Yahya -  

Although the Green Movement has elaborated these social relationships of commonness within their 

ideology, they are also visible in the daily interactions between my informants and their communities. 

Characterized by reciprocity, they share their resources; the public use of machines and kitchens; lands; 

seeds ,crops, money, spaces and knowledge, with the underlying logic that through sharing, the 

community can grow. In their daily life interactions they praise and empower each other in their strengths, 

capacities and for what they are productive for. Their facilitating and empowering approach reflects the 

belief that through cooperation, a bigger outcome is possible, instead of all figure it out themselves 

because of competitiveness. They value the other and provide them with opportunities to complement 

their own productivity, indicating an absence of competitiveness on the expense of the other.  

More specifically within the network of the Green Movement, through the creation of a 

framework of reference based upon shared values they manage the contacts and dynamics between the 

members to make sure values are shared and enacted and exploitation is avoided. Opposing a culture of 

dependency, exploitation, competition, individualism and private accumulation, they promote and enact 

values like independency, autonomy, solidarity, cooperation, reciprocity and empowerment. The 

characterization of social relationships between the Green Movement and their network, translated in a 

dichotomy between partnering and brokering, is characterizing for the underlying values of the structure 

of these kinds of relationships. The movements’ ‘middleman role’ is envisioned in terms of facilitating and 

meeting needs with resources while being part of the procurement process in order for the relationship to 

be reciprocal. Brokering represents a relationship between producer and middlemen where during the 

procurement process, commissions are taken and producers lose control over the prices of their 

products. Partnering on the contrary represents a relationship between producer and middlemen wherein 

they both take control over the procurement process and the prices of the products. It characterizes a 
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dichotomy between horizontal social relationships of autonomy, trust and cooperation as opposed to 

vertical relationships of hierarchy, dependency and power.  

A distinction between a business and a cooperative is made to illustrate how horizontal 

relationships reflect the safety net they want to create. In the vertical relationships of a business, high 

risks are connected to high profits. However, these profits often do not go to the workers but are secured 

capital for the ruling authority of that company and not more than often do the workers carry part of that 

risk as well. In a cooperative, both the risk of losses as well as the profits are shared. These more 

horizontal relationships are structured by loyalty, since the members are co-owners of the network, the 

profit and the losses, so their loyalty towards mitigating risks and increasing profit is higher than in a 

business. Characterizing relationships as partnering, they believe, creates trust since others are not just 

employees, but co-owners of the network, trust needed in order to act as a community within a society 

where division is exploited for power. Shared values are perceived as the glue for that trust.  

Since society – and thus the agricultural sector – is comprised of different socio-political spaces, 

they believe that in order to be partner, it is essential to have a deep understanding of the local social, 

historical, political and cultural ‘fabric’ and to embrace that socio-political diversity. In the embracing of 

diversity, commonness is foregrounded; by identifying the minefield as the opposer, they hope to 

foreground commonness between different ideologies and work on the same root cause for the shared 

problems they are facing, articulating a common future descending the divisions in society. 

 

5.2 Social and Community Development 

Joud applies the same logic of focusing on the commonness of problems and solutions and the 

structure of the underlying social relationships within his initiative reflect the same values; trust, 

empowerment, productivity, independency and autonomy.  He centralizes the community in order for 

them to be in charge in assessing the problem and formulating a solution and through continuous 

evaluation and connection with his community and focus groups, he keeps in touch with their needs and 

takes a facilitating role.  

These notions of agency and independency are related to a notion of common ownership; which 

my informants mark as the success-factor of their initiatives. Feelings of a common problem and a 

common solution, a common environment, led to a common ownership of the problem, solution and 

environment and is leading to social and community development as a whole.  

 

“What is changing with them is when we get them to do something. To feel like we are doing 

something for the environment, for our space we live in, for our health. It lets them trust 

themselves, that they can do something”   - Joud -  

Trust is the basis for both the notion of commonness as for agency and cooperation. Having the 

trust that they can make a change and have an effect on their future and environment, while in turn  
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cooperate based on that trust, leads to a foundation that is needed for peacebuilding. However, within 

this commonness, diversity within the community is acknowledged. Where diversity is exploited by the 

system in order to keep power, Joud embraces this diversity and diverts the attention to commonness 

wherein this diversity may exist.  

Furthermore, in the common belief of producing and using resources, the value of these 

resources is seen in light of the community; the value for the community is bigger when resources are 

shared than whether they are privatized and accumulated. Resources like knowledge, seeds and lands are 

seen as common goods and through sharing them in relationships of empowerment, the system, the 

community, as a whole will grow. Opposing the logic of merely economic growth and providing short-

term aid, social and community development is seen as the root solution and breaks through the cycle of 

monopolies by giving autonomy within the social relationships; by doing assessments, focus groups, tours 

around Lebanon to ask farmers what they need and creating agency in any form. The overall focus on 

social and community development reflects a change of the dependency cycle.  Where this dependency 

serves as keeping people within the minefield and reproducing that minefield, development of the 

community could thus be visualized as a common detonation of the mine and the space for mines to be 

dug decreases. Beyond awareness and recognition of these mines and the navigation within the 

minefield, people build bridges and find ways to create more space to move.  

The activities are thus related to notions of the past and the future because the navigation of the 

initiatives within the minefield is structured by their position on a historical continuum. As a reaction of 

how the past – the emergence and continuity of the socio-political system – is still present, they have 

structured their relationships upon values productivity, cooperation, empowerment, independency, dignity, 

autonomy, continuity, trust and diversity  as opposed to notions of dependency, competition, 

individualism and private accumulation. These cultures are built upon the belief that the outcomes of 

cooperating is more than the sum of its parts; development of the community that creates security and a 

safety net for the individuals within it. They build relationships through the commonness; of resources, of 

the future, of problems, of responsibilities, of risks and of benefits and therefore it is a culture that values 

the collective wherein the individual is placed.  The community and the development of that community is 

the conceptualization of the future that affect the dynamics of weaknesses and strengths. It is the 

inextricability between personal future and future on the initiatives’ level that indicates whether something 

is seen as a weakness or as a strength, whether it is seen as a self-fulfilling prophecy of the past or a 

window of opportunity for the future.  
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Chapter 6 – The Socio-Political Lens 

Following the analysis from the previous chapters the local responses to food insecurity operate and 

navigate within the socio-political context that is conceptualized as a minefield. Through the relationships 

build and structured within that context, my informants give meaning to concepts sustainability, agency 

and resilience. In this chapter I will explain what meaning the concepts ‘food security’, ‘sustainability’, 

‘resilience’ and ‘agency’ have within these local responses and initiatives that strive for food security.  

 

6.1 Food Security  

The meaning of the concept food security is centralized around its social dimension. Food 

security is understood as the accessibility to food, but moves beyond the definition that the FAO uses. 

Like the HLPE (2020) both Joud and the Green Movement acknowledge and emphasize the importance 

of agency and continuity of accessibility of food as essential elements to define whether one is food 

secure. Furthermore, food security cannot be met with compromises on social security; when igniting 

social tension in and between communities, or through exploitation of labor, both for the workers on the 

land as for the people that need to do exploitative work to make ends meet and buy basic food.  

In challenging the exploitation of food insecurity for the reproduction of power structures, this 

agency is unpacked and enacted through notions of dignity and independency. The accessibility to food is 

prioritized, claiming that it’s okay to hand out food packages, but it is the way in which this is done which 

acknowledges peoples dignity. Food aid is regarded an exceptional situation – although the reality in 

Lebanon shows differently – and should be complemented with development to work towards 

independency. In this aid, food security can be reached in dignifying ways, when the aid provider doesn’t 

depict himself as a hero, when it happens low profile without unnecessary attention and when the power 

relationship between provider and receiver is an equal one. Equal relationships in aid provision are 

possible when citizens are informed about the root cause and the politics behind food insecurity, and 

they are thus aware of the underlying dynamics; a prerequisite for agency. People cannot make choices 

on what to eat because they will take what they can get to survive but also because they are not 

informed about alternatives. Food distribution mitigates the dependency on others that profit from their 

food insecurity indicating an indirect effect on independency. However, another way to mitigate this 

dependency is the capability to do otherwise; agency (Giddens & Pierson, 1997) which they believe 

comes through awareness on the nature of the problem and on the definition of good and healthy food 

and thus should come through education. While acknowledging that full self-sufficiency through cultivating 

organic food is out of reach, in navigating the minefield it are these two factors that both of the initiatives 

address related to agency.  
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6.2 Sustainability 
The concept sustainability is unpacked in notions of continuity and self-sufficiency. Within the 

food and social insecurity context, sustainability is understood as continuity and to sustain; whatever is 

regarded as sustainable has not stopped. Although this has overlap with the HLPE’s (2020) definition of 

sustainability in relation to food security and food systems, as the long term ability without compromises 

on the environment, economy and society there is a big difference. Where sustainability in policy 

frameworks is mostly focused on large scale and the long term ability, my informants understand 

sustainability foremost on the level of their own projects and their own lives. It gets its meaning through 

their projects and is as such understood as continuity in order to survive; indicating the effects of the 

inextricability of the personal and the collective.  

For Joud, the meaning of sustainability is to keep on going and existing without support. Applying 

organic cultivation methods, is a tool for this sustainability because by making profit his initiative can 

continue. Recycling is sustainable when people continue doing it, even without the incentive of receiving 

food. Helping the environment in this case is a goal, that can be met through sustainability. Self-

sustaining as an element of the meaning of sustainability reflects again the notion of independency. His 

system, to sell vegetables to be able to continue with his peacebuilding activities without financial support 

from outside, reflects the wish to be an independent entity. The issue of funding and whether to register 

as an initiative, NGO or business, points at the paradox in this meaning of sustainability. To become 

sustainable in terms of a continuous, self-sustaining project, you need financial support. The availability of 

money when being registered as an NGO has a downside; it means that not all of the money that is 

meant for the beneficiaries, will actually go to them, because of the disabled banking system in Lebanon. 

Money that goes through the banks disappears or is withdrawn against a rate wherein the Lira is worth 

nothing. This thus threatens the outcomes of the projects on the community level. Furthermore, the 

continuity of community development is threatened because of the perceived image as NGOs, limiting the 

ability to address agency within the community, as Joud has explained. Thus the other option; staying an 

initiative means that there is less money available and it needs to come from private funding, which tends 

to be less continuous. 

In the Green Movement’s understanding of sustainability they distinguish different elements; 

technical, social and economic sustainability. Sustainability in the technical sense refers to methods for 

maintaining and using resources like energy, land or money, which are beneficial for both the 

environment and the people. They believe that avoiding the depletion or enclosure of these resources on 

which they rely for continuity, can only happen by maintaining and using them, while simultaneously 

being able to continue developing the community and sustain that community without support from 

outside. Sustainable development of the food system happens through agriculture and local production; 

development possible with independency and self-sufficiency in maintaining resources. Implementing 

sustainable methods are thus a way to come to sustainability of the community and of their personal 
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lives. Looking at sustainability in the technical sense is too narrow and reflects the capitalist culture to 

which these initiatives are a reaction to. 

 

“Sustainability nowadays is being put as a product that can be sold and bought, where the true 

meaning of sustainability is our resources that are not used on the expense of others and not to 

recreate the same system that is not sustainable for people. Not on an economic level and not 

on a social level”  - Yahya -  

Understood as the opposition of the unsustainability of the system, sustainability is a social 

concept; something is sustainable when both people and environment benefit from it and are able to 

continue their lives. It is thus understood as a form of safety and social security. Sustainable methods and 

techniques support the social sustainability because it leads to an extent of independency as the 

opposition of unsustainability through dependency. The ‘cooperative’ is at the core of how they 

understand sustainability; continuity in the current context is only possible through sharing risks and focus 

on the sustaining of relationships needed for continuity.  

In line with the development of the concept as the commodification of nature and addressing 

environmental problems through economic growth (Brightman & Lewis, 2017), sustainability as 

continuity is in this context related to making enough money to continue. Discussions about whether or 

not to produce for export and earn money for the continuity of the project, or to produce for domestic 

food security, reflects the choices they need to make in order to navigate within the system with an 

acknowledgement for being part of that system; since within the neoliberal and capitalist rationale, this 

would be the way to make money. In both cases strategies were focused on finding ways to produce for 

selling in Lebanon, adding value to products or to receive private funding, while contributing to social 

security and protection of the environment. Continuity in all cases thus needs to be found in financial 

continuity; due to the crises and dependency relationships, economic thinking needs to be foregrounded 

in order to work at sustainability as an ideal, showing how the navigation in the minefield works.  

Finally, unsustainability is understood as ‘not getting to the roots of the problem’. Picturing NGOs 

as the image of unsustainable practices due to their perceived inability to create community development 

and independency for these communities indicates that sustainability is linked to development and thus 

points at the difference between humanitarian aid and developmental organization in relation to food 

security. Aid is considered an unsustainable practice because it doesn’t tackle the root cause and it 

doesn’t provide a structural or sustainable solution or any consistency in the help. Following this logic, 

sustainability thus refers to specifically the practices of continuity and self-sufficiency of the initiatives and 

thus points at something bigger; the social and communal element of continuity and who benefits from 

that.  
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6.3 Resilience and Agency 

 
“You know when you carry bags? And you stand up. Resilience is like how much can you carry 

and still standing up”   - Joud -  

Resilience is understood as coping with the weight of the crises, while still being able to continue. 

It is perceived as an attitude that is connected to the root cause of the problem; the passive attitude of 

being okay with the morphine shot, the unproductivity and the unsustainable practices of aid, because 

these ‘aid morphine shots’ still support people to cope to some extent. Within the example of the 

minefield, resilience means to cope with the restricted movement and to stay in place between the mines; 

if you accept the electricity crisis and act resilient, then you subscribe yourself for a generator. However, it 

is this resilience that is the foundation and the reproduction of the minefield since subscribing for a 

generator implies acknowledgment that the market fills the infrastructural gaps the state leaves open and 

thus reflects no incentive to change the root cause for why that generator is needed and how the 

dependency within the power relationship of the generator guy is part of that same system. However, the 

alternative is not not being resilient, since resilience is considered something evident in society and the 

people, understood as that it is nothing to choose or to strive for. It is there, as a way they are already 

dealing with the crises. 

 

“Resilience, I get it, but fighting for resilience, fighting after resilience, we don’t want another 

morphine shot that is telling us to be resilient and this shall pass and life is going to be brighter. 

No, we are expecting bigger crises. Bigger blasts. This is how we wake up every day. Resilience 

is already installed in our program. It’s there”  – Yahya –  

The alternative to resilience is to complement it with action; to take a step out of the loop or 

create pathways to take within the minefield to provide a safety net wherein people can be independently 

resilient to the crises. The focus groups, creating access to resources, networks and public spaces, are a 

form of agency because they are the “the knowledgeable use of convention in practical consciousness” 

and “the capability to do otherwise” as the basis for power (Giddens & Pierson,1997,p.84). The 

structure in this sense is the minefield and the agency is the building of new pathways within that 

minefield, to expand the scope of choices people may make under the subjugation of that minefield. 

Opposing the culture of morphine shots, dependency, unproductivity and unsustainability, agency is 

related to development, independency and the ability to make choices; giving the farmer tools instead of 

a food package. Where productivity and agency are understood in terms of dignity, resilience is 

understood as an attitude with derogatory connotations. If resilience in this sense means passivity and 

reproduction of the unsustainable practices, it thus conflicts with the meanings of agency and 

sustainability. The notion of survival navigation points at this; sustainability is not merely surviving through 

coping; its surviving through action; through navigating in the system.  
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Chapter 7 - Conclusion 

The unpacking and explaining of the meaning of the concepts ´food security’, ‘sustainability’, 

‘resilience’ and ‘agency’ within local responses and initiatives that strive for food security shows that the 

concepts are experienced as part of a socio-political reality whereby the social dimensions of these 

concepts are foregrounded. Local Lebanese food producers and initiatives experience these concepts in 

relation to the development of their communities, social security and the values productivity, cooperation, 

empowerment, independency, dignity, autonomy, continuity, trust and diversity.  

In the seemingly self-evidency of the neoliberal system with the therein interwoven inevitability of 

the current crises, the radical separation between the economic and the social (Bourdieu, 1998) is at the 

core of the ideological conflict between grassroots initiatives and how the current food system is 

structured. By separating food security from social security, economic growth of the few is foregrounded 

over the social security of many. The shift of the food security discourse from an economic to a more 

social perspective corresponds with how local initiatives centralize the social dimensions of food security. 

The data in this context shows that it is the structure of relationships between state, market and citizens 

that stands in the way of enacting these social dimensions. In this sense, any sustainable development 

project focused on improving the Lebanese food system and food security is inherently a political one, 

since it is the socio-political context that is both underlying for its cause and underlying for limiting agency 

to come to that food security. Even the conceptual resilience as proposed in the discussed policies 

(Anholt & Sinatti, 2020; Anholt & Wagner, 2020) in the form of self-organized security, is un-

accomplishable since people are almost completely limited in ‘self-organizing’ by the mines that are 

planted around them. The concept resilience bends communities’ vulnerability to responsibility; while 

within the local meaning resilience is projected as an inevitability present in communities. However, the 

responsibility that the initiatives are willing to carry, lies not within the concept of resilience, but in agency 

to find relief from that resilience through sustainable development on the community level that is 

perceived as a way to come to transformative and sustainable change. 

Studying grassroots development initiatives shows that communities adapt to their environment 

through imagined worlds connected to “the material conditions that give rise to them” (Rival, 2017, 

p.202) and reflect the inextricable link of access to resources like space, knowledge, seeds, land, 

infrastructures and their social structures. The unpacked meaning of agency as action as an alternative for 

resilience, requires knowledge, awareness and the use of resources.  Empowerment happens through the 

access to resources and allows agency to build new relationships around the managing of those 

resources and enables people to act and to do otherwise. Agency is in this sense limited on a policy level, 

because of the absence of support or regulations and a lack of infrastructure. 

The critical political-economic view on the relationship between the Lebanese State and the 

market and how this resulted in the here discussed responses corresponds with the commons paradigm. 

Although this paradigm offers a sense of hope that our common future does not rely upon the seemingly 
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unescapable logic of private accumulation and inequality, and opens a window of opportunity to question 

whether the outcomes of neoliberalist and capitalist processes cannot be prevented and whether or not 

we can make our own choices according to what we grow, produce and eat, these choices are currently 

heavily affected by the lack of money and access to resources due to the structure of the social 

relationships in the hegemonic neoliberalist culture.  

Through a ‘commons logic’ the network of the Green Movement challenges this social structure 

while it are the processes of enclosure of resources that give ideological ground for their solidarity 

economy that is opposed to a liberal political economy. Within their political relationships of production, 

reproduction and management, their common practices (Brigstocke et al., 2016) however, the natural 

world is still perceived as a tool, as something outside of these social relationships, while in order to 

challenge enclosure, it should be approached as a reciprocal and interdependent constitutive relationship 

(Bresnihand, 2016; Brigstocke et al., 2016). The example of finding a bag of Metatox or the perception 

that sustainability should benefit the social, indicates a non-reciprocal relationship with the natural world 

wherein nature is dominated for the benefit and sustainability of the social. This distinction between 

human and nature shows that the resources that are perceived as essential for the growth of the 

community are not part of a reciprocal relationship but an exploitative one. Not taking into account the 

affective, reciprocal human-nature relationship is what legitimizes the principle of enclosure (Bresnihan, 

2016; Brigstocke et al., 2016) and could actually pose a risk on both the ideological level as on the 

continuity of the community.  

Limitations on elaborating the future due to the survival mode and focus on the continuity in the 

here and now holds the risk that the future indeed is going to be a reproduction of that past rather than a 

drastically altered future (Brigstocke et al., 2016) since it projects the future as the reproduction of a 

different past and thus “performs the stability that it aims to undermine” (p.161). Radical change in order 

to change the course of history, thus requires these kinds of approaches to radically change the social 

relationships that are underlying for the current social structures. As Sayed has pointed out about the 

Revolution on Saht el Nour; since it reproduced the distinctive dynamics within the city, “it failed to create 

connections, solidarities between the people of the different parts of Tripoli […] and the window of 

opportunity to establish a basis for organizing and mobilizing beyond the uprising failed to materialize”. 

Within the initiatives a common future is merely envisioned within their communities. Although this 

resonates notions of commonness, this doesn’t include a full acknowledgement of ‘others’ that might not 

share their values and ideologies. When the continuum of past, present and future serve as an incentive 

for moral agency but are used to produce power structures, the capacity to collectively produce a ‘new’ 

future is limited (Skillington in: Brigstocke et al., 2016). For the kind of moral agency as presented in this 

thesis to work, it requires to “break down the kind of distinctions between self and other that 

hypostatized memory communities insist upon” (ibid., p.177). The ‘us’ and ‘them’ distinctions that 

characterize Lebanese society thus pose a direct threat to a common future, as has been shown 

throughout history. Although within the two initiatives it has become clear that distinctions are to a lesser 
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extent sectarianist and built upon ideas of the Revolution, it is still characterized as a surviving based 

upon distinction; the community is us while the system is them. While the current structure of 

relationships still reflect an exploitative human- natural world relationship and a disclosure of partial 

commonness, these relationships thus still reproduce what is underlying for a repetitive future.  

However, the collective thinking that defines whether something is perceived as a strength or a 

weakness and the self-organized solidarity practices and economies focused on change of social 

relationships through which new infrastructures emerge, have been successful in other places 

(Dalakoglou, 2016) and can thus undermine the foundation of the minefield. Common practices should 

focus on allowing the different versions of history to melt together into a common future wherein the 

diversity of those different social realities are fully embraced as they are already showing on a small scale 

by approaching common ownerships. A common future will only be possible if those outside of the 

communities can be included in that ownership. Following Brightman and Lewis (2017) that diversity is 

the “foundation stone of hope for a live-able future earth” (p.7) I would add here that it is both the 

diversity and the commonness that glues this diversity into a community that can serve as a foundation 

stone to build a bridge over the minefield.  

 

7.1 Building bridges through practice 

The here proposed conclusions lead me to answer the larger question proposed in this research; 

to what extent do grassroots development share the same interpretation and meaning of concepts as 

discussed in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and their related development programs?  

What has appeared throughout the accounts of these initiatives is an ideological and practical gap, that 

has implications for the interaction between the diverse actors in the field that have ideas about the 

development towards a food secure Lebanon. Bridging a gap between top-down governed policies and 

grassroots development means bridging the radical separation between the economic and the social; by 

foregrounding social dimensions in practice. The concepts used in policy frameworks lack practical 

meaning without supporting national policies or regulations of the market that enable citizens to act upon 

their Right to Food. Development of the agricultural sector or any other development to come to food 

security that doesn’t take into account in its practices the agency, empowerment, continuity, 

independency, autonomy, dignity and diversity of the community are not sustainable development 

practices. To come to sustainable development, authorities should thus address the socio-political power 

relations that currently undermine the sustainability of these communities. The grounding of the social 

world in the material world, and the socio-political relationship it represents, points at where practice can 

manifest these social dimensions. As both the restricted access to resources and the Infrastructural Gap 

represent the socio-political relationships that underlie the minefield and characterize the relationship 

between State, Market and citizens, this is a critical point where policies, regulations and practice can 

have a huge impact on food security, social security and on the agency of communities that want to 
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enact their Right to Food. It is a critical point where the Lebanese State has to take its responsibilities 

that it has lacked taking until now.  

To better understand the implications of these gaps, future studies should address different 

initiatives in different regions over a longer period of time. The Tripolitan identity related to agriculture and 

resistance structured the findings of this research and in order to generalize the trends as explained here, 

other regions and other development projects should be included. Although in all regions poverty and 

food insecurity is rising, since Lebanon is comprised of different socio-political spaces, the socio-political 

implications and cultural structures might be different. 
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