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Abstract

The current agrarian and food crisis in the Middle East and

North Africa (MENA) has been interpreted through a num-

ber of tropes. Within the dominant mainstream discourse,

the MENA region is often depicted as a homogenous geo-

graphical area characterized by dryness, infertile lands and

poor water resources. How did imperialism, colonialism and

the Cold War influence the MENA food systems? What

were the effects of trade liberalization and neoliberalism on

the agricultural systems in the region? These are some

questions that this paper will try to answer using a geo-

graphical and historical-comparative analysis, through a

food regimes lens. Understanding contemporary social

relations dynamics cannot be limited to the recent period.

Agriculture and food in the MENA region are anchored in

the history of power relations ruled by flows of capital and

the shaping of ecological transformations during the longue

durée of capitalism and its corresponding modes of control

and regulation.

K E YWORD S

agrarian change, food systems, land tenure, Middle East and
North Africa, political ecology, political economy

1 | INTRODUCTION

According to the global report on food crises, six countries situated in the Middle East affected by protracted con-

flicts have registered the highest numbers of food-insecure populations worldwide in recent years: Yemen, Syria,

Sudan, South Sudan, Iraq and Palestine (Food Security Information Network [FSIN], 2022). There is little doubt that

war represents the main driver of food insecurity in major complex political emergencies. In 2020 and 2021, the
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COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically worsened the situation. More recently, the Ukraine war, which started in

February 2022, has shown asymmetrical impacts on countries in the region. On the one hand, struggling food

import-dependent countries with dire foreign currency reserves, on the other, oil-rich countries making record profit

due to the increase in oil and gas prices. Since war started in Yemen in 2014, the country has the world's gravest

food insecurity crisis in which two thirds of the country's population are food insecure. Whereas 6.5 million persons

suffered from food insecurity in 2018 in Syria, numbers doubled to reach 12 million in 2021 and 2022.

Arguments that the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region is one of the most food-insecure regions

because of its scarce resource endowments and growing population, wars and conflicts, along the heavy financial

burden of food import dependency, lack of technology and ‘good governance’, are often raised by global develop-

ment and international financial institutions (World Bank, FAO and IFAD, 2009). Epistemologically, this ‘con-
structed’ scarcity is at the root of the ‘manufactured’ crisis, which results from a historical representation of the

region as doomed by Hobbesian wars over resources, in a perpetual Malthusian crisis, with no Ricardian compara-

tive advantages to integrating a world economy. In addition, the ontological social Darwinist roots of colonial ideol-

ogy inspire the best historical explanations of region's oriental despotism and its contemporary bad ‘governance’,
representing the region as tribal, lacking modernity. Within this discourse, the MENA region is often depicted as a

homogenous geographical area characterized by dryness, infertile lands and poor water resources. Dominant argu-

ments discount the political and historical nature of power dynamics that are embedded in the making of Arab food

systems and the production of hunger. A primary counter-argument to such deterministic and reductionist views is

that the region not only is import dependent today but also has been historically export dependent, pointing there-

fore to the necessity of historicizing the relationship between food systems in the MENA region and the global

food regime.

As noted by Diana Davis (2007), nature was at the heart of the colonial reflection in North Africa, which blamed

the locals, in particular pastoralists, for the deforestation of what was mistakenly believed of being a fertile forest

landscape in antiquity. Interestingly, a common rhetoric among many countries in the region with an agricultural past

is that they all have been the ‘breadbasket of the Roman Empire’. A narrative of unharnessed abundance brought by

colonial powers in the past, and revived by authoritarian regimes and donors of modern times.

There is a long historical agricultural past to seize to understand the dynamics and challenges of contemporary

food systems in the MENA. Throughout history, the Arab region has embraced different food and agricultural

paradigms, ranging from imperial and colonial interests in industrial monocropping to self-sufficiency objectives dur-

ing the Cold War, and currently, neoliberalism and market-driven policies. Since the early 1980s, most of the Middle

Eastern and North African governments have engaged in trade liberalization, massive rolling-out of the state and aus-

terity budget measures. Those policies often led to civil discontent and massive ‘bread riots’ since the 1970s

(Walton & Seddon, 1994). Along with many demands for social justice, recent Arab uprisings emphasized again the

political dimension of food (Bush & Martiniello, 2017). The food crisis was metaphorically described as ‘the prover-

bial straw that broke the camel's back’ by Walden Bello (in Holt-Giménez & Patel, 2012, p. iv).

During the 2007–2008 financial, fuel and food crisis, also known as the Triple-F crisis for finance–fuel–food,

demonstrations exploded in the streets of many Arab cities, and later when wheat prices knew a second peak in win-

ter of 2010–2011, uprisings erupted in North Africa spreading to the Middle East. All faced bloody repressions.

Mohamad Bou Azizi, whose self-immolation ignited the Tunisian revolution, may not have acted for a hike in food

prices per se but against a repressive and authoritarian state represented by policemen who confiscated his stall. As

a fruit and vegetable street vendor, he was at the very bottom of an unequal food system, repressed by the security

apparatus of an authoritarian neoliberal state.

In order to dig into these interlinked political and economic questions at the heart of the contemporary food cri-

sis in the region, we interrogate the historical patterns of the MENA integration into the global food systems and

world capitalist economy; the ways in which imperialism, colonialism and the Cold War shaped the making of MENA

food systems; and the effects of trade liberalization and neoliberalism on the trajectories of agrarian change with

particular attention to land and agri-food systems in the region. A useful way to approach these questions is to adopt
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a historical-comparative analysis of the integration of the region's agri-food production into the global food system.

Understanding contemporary social relations in the food system dynamics cannot be limited to the recent period. As

we will see in this paper, agriculture in the Arab region has followed the history of power ruled and shaped by flows

of capital, ecology, ideology and food throughout the longue durée of capitalism.

In what follows, we will first present the conceptual framework to introduce the significance of the concept of

food regimes and explore its usefulness for a regional analysis of MENA food systems. The following sections will

explore the emergence of historical global food regimes and the ways in which the incorporation of the MENA

region within its operation and logics has shaped the region's land regimes and agri-food systems. In ultimis, we

conclude by highlighting the usefulness of heterodox conceptual underpinnings in understanding the nature of the

contemporary food crises.

2 | REGIONALIZING INTERNATIONAL FOOD REGIMES

Central to the effort of understanding food systems under a comparative-historical lens is the concept of interna-

tional food regimes. More than three decades ago, Friedmann and McMichael (1989) have developed the concept

of food regimes to explore the role of agriculture as a significant cluster in the development of capitalist states

formation and global political economy. The notion of food regime refers to a mode of food production, circula-

tion and consumption of food on a global scale pivoted around the market and the state in the context of gener-

alized periods of capital development and political hegemonies. Influenced by the regulation school and world-

systems theory, the food regime conceptual framework provides an analysis of the making of historically distinct

modes of food production and regulation in succession across long-term periods of accumulation and during their

transitional periods from crises and shocks. In its inception, two food regimes were identified: a first food regime

(1870–1930s) during the period of British hegemony in the world economy, or the ‘imperial food regime’, and a

second food regime (1950s–1970s) under US hegemony in the postwar world economy, also called the ‘indus-
trial-development food regime’ or ‘Green Revolution food regime’. Since their seminal work was published, devel-

opments of the concept proposed the emergence of a third stage, which is the ‘corporate food regime’ that

started in the 1970–1980s (McMichael, 2012).

Therefore, a periodization of stable phases of food production, distribution and consumption is useful to unravel

transition phases of political contestations and changes on different scales, from local to global power relationships

with the development of capitalism and its modes of accumulation (Bernstein, 2010). Based on the classical Marxist

base-superstructure theory, the regulation school distinguishes episodes of modes of accumulation and their modes

of regulation (Aglietta, 2000; Boyer, 1990; Jessop, 1990) and was of inspiration in the development of the food

regime concept.

Differentiating periods of capitalist accumulation and their corresponding modes of regulation enables a con-

ceptualization within episodes of power relations in food production and consumption historically. Because eco-

nomic interests shape state formation and ruling politics, its ideology, institutions and policies, the paper uses a

geographical historical-materialist conceptual approach to analyse the region. This conceptual framework has also

offered useful guidance to understand the technical and ecological disruptions brought by the contemporary food

regime (Holt-Giménez & Patel, 2012) but also contributed in a historical political ecological theory of capitalism

as world ecology, where accumulation of capital and the production of nature proceed in a dialectical unity

(Moore, 2000).

We highly consider Araghi's (2003) advice to be labour centric in approaching food regimes. Araghi argues that,

along this ordering and reordering processes of food regimes across different longue durée periods, there are

populations selling their labour power for food, whether through production or consumption. From Araghi's point of

view, the global history of primitive accumulation and the transformation of land rights should include the violent

confiscation of communal rights and customs over lands and water. An interesting aspect for analysing the region
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from a food regime perspective is historical: Beside revisiting its global periodization on a regional level, it emanates

from the geographical proximity between colonial and colonized areas. After appropriating and settling on distant

lands, America, India, Southeastern Asia and Australia, legalization and legitimization of property by colonial power

drifted to closer southern Mediterranean shores.

Despite that the region hosts around 20 million family farmers and is the most food dependent (Ayeb & Bush,

2019) and ecologically vulnerable in the world, it is substantially under-represented in Western prominent academic

journals concerned by issues of agrarian change and rural development (Ajl, 2021). A regional perspective on the

transformation of regional food regimes is ultimately needed at different levels, theoretical and empirical, to grapple

with the dynamics of agrarian change in the region. Analysing the regional aspects of food in the MENA contributes

to understanding the scales of social divides, adding a political economy lens in polarized regions among Global

South, notably the deep gap between the northern and southern shores of the Mediterranean, but also intra-regional

dynamics within food systems of the region.

To our knowledge, many studies have explored the concept of food regime through case studies in many parts

of the world (Bernstein, 2016), but very few used it to specifically analyse the MENA. Regional studies using the con-

cept have whether emphasized country cases, namely, covering Egypt (Bush, 2007; Dixon, 2014; El Nour, 2017),

or sub-regional level with emphasis on contemporary period and the core aspect of Arab Gulf countries' oil rents

(Henderson, 2019; Woertz, 2014). As pointed by Henderson (2019), one major critique of the food regime concept

in the literature is that it has obstructed research on local and regional levels, blurring geographic complexity. Fur-

thermore, the theoretical shortcomings of food regime theory's application to local social conditions have been

raised by contemporary scholars of peasant studies within the framework itself. Tilzey (2018), for example, argues

that Friedmann and McMichael silence local class relations in their analysis and definitions of capitalism and the rela-

tion of capital to the state is ‘undertheorized’. The adoption of a comparative perspective emphasizes similarities

and differences, endurance and change, continuities and discontinuities of spatio-temporal dynamics of power rela-

tions around food during the three food regime episodes.

3 | FIRST FOOD REGIME (1830–1930) : FELLAHEEN, MARKET
DEPENDENCY AND COMMUNAL LAND PRIVATIZATION

The first global food regime started in the late 19th century until the Great Depression and linked food and agri-

industrial crop imports from colonies to cope with European industrial expansion. A progressive stagnation and even

decline of productivity in staple foods in many colonized countries led to marginalizing the peasants while supporting

settlers and large landowners in producing high-value cash crops integrating them into imperial world markets. The

first food regime, which lasted from 1870 to 1930s according to Friedmann (1993), was shaped by Great Britain as

hegemonic imperial power and was based upon grain supplies from settler colonies such as Australia, the

United States, Canada and India, expanding later to the Middle East, Africa and Asia. During this period, the region

included the Ottoman Levant reaching the Arabian Peninsula (except Yemen), Egypt under Mohamad Ali's rule and

the Maghreb area, which was transferred from Ottoman to French, Spanish and Italian conquering powers along the

19th century.

Worth noting was that the profound transformations generated by colonization through the introduction of pri-

vate property did not start from 1870 as argued by Friedmann, at least not in the region. The establishment of prop-

erty title deeds on the best communal agricultural lands by French colonial settlers already started in 1830 in Algeria,

contributing to establishing agricultural systems meant to feed the French army in their regional conquests. Rosa

Luxembourg observes that ruining common property was an essential condition for economic control over Algeria,

seizing lands in order to hand them over to French capitalists on ‘legal’ basis (Luxembourg, 1952). As we will see in

what follows, the codification of land property by imperial and colonial powers has been a norm during the 19th cen-

tury in the Mashreq (Levant), Egypt and the Maghreb (Northwestern Africa).
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3.1 | A thread linking to global markets

In the 19th century, the cultivation of colonial export crops proliferated in the Arab world. Classes of private land-

owners dominated Syria, Iraq and Egypt, whereas the expansion of commercial farming led to the concentration of

landownership (Beinin, 2001). Beside subsistence farming, regional cereal markets and pockets of export cash crops

developed. Egypt, Turkey and Iran were the centres of cotton cultivation in the 19th century. Wine was produced in

the Levant, tobacco in Turkey and Syria and silk in Mount Lebanon (Beinin, 2001; Issawi, 2013). The importance of

the region in the global imperial markets was instrumental to the concession given in 1858 to the Suez Company to

carry on the works of a canal linking the Mediterranean to the Red Sea. The purpose was to simplify imperial trade in

reaching the Indian Ocean and the Horn of Africa, cutting the distance between Europe and the East. Brought as a

model for developing Egypt's economy, this concession has mainly served European capital during a century

(Headrick, 1981). Mostly built by Egyptian corvée, funded and designed by French capital and expertise, it was finally

Great Britain that benefited the most from the project, after putting Egypt under the British Empire tutelage in

1882. The Suez Canal along the development of new city harbours, namely, Alexandria, Algiers, La Goulette

(in Tunis), Izmir and Beirut port, with railways replacing caravans, have all played a role integrating Middle Eastern

cities in the world trade system (Issawi, 2013).

Cotton production in Egypt resulted from the colonial relationship of subordination, which integrated the coun-

try into the global capitalist system (Beinin & Lockman, 1988). As argued by Richards (1982), the development of cot-

ton cultivation in Egypt can be linked to the political imperatives of securing its detachment from the Ottoman

Empire and fund his military apparatus against it. Muhammad Ali (1805–1848) sought financial means to fuel a mod-

ernization strategy by selling cotton to Europe. Cotton was the most important cultivated input for the British Indus-

trial Revolution that was transitioning to a capitalist mode of production. The demand for Egyptian cotton surged

when the American Civil War disrupted supplies from the southern United States (Beckert, 2004). To meet capitalist

profits, cotton was grown on large estates, transitioning away from smallholdings of peasant farming staple crops

(Alleaume, 1999).

Accordingly, large farms took over land for cotton cultivation that used to supply subsistence crops for peasants

under pre-capitalist regimes. Forced labour in cotton field proliferated. By the end of the 19th century, this left the

vast majority of peasants ‘either landless or land-poor, while a new class of large landowners—an agrarian

bourgeoisie—had emerged’ (Beinin & Lockman, 1988, p. 8). According to Beinin and Lockman, ‘the central problem-

atic of modern Egyptian history is the integration of Egypt into the world capitalist system on a subordinate and

dependent basis, and the consequent growth of a capitalist mode of production and class differentiation’ (ibid). This
agrarian bourgeoisie and foreign capital that developed cotton production in Egypt set new means of control of the

agriculture and food production that are closely tied to the imperatives of the capitalist world economy.

Some countries completely shifted their agriculture to export cash crop, abandoning their subsistence traditional

crops, hence buying their food needs from adjacent regions or importing it from abroad (Issawi, 2013). This was also

the case of silk production in Mount Lebanon, the Syrian coastal area, and Palestine, which proliferated exponentially

after the Canut revolts by Lyon silk workers. This contributed to peasants' market dependency in the context of an

expanding colonial division of labour in which increased commercialization of industrial crops went hand in hand with

changes in the system of land tenure.

3.2 | Land appropriation and legalized dispossession

In its liberal sense, private property refers to the fullness of rights over property that is exercised by a legal person,

individual or community. This narrow meaning of property has been imposed on a world scale since the 19th century

as a pillar of the capitalist ideology (Amin, 2015). This has caused a wide process of de-legitimizing of customary and

communal rights of people in favour of a statutory land tenure system, which facilitated the massive transfer of lands
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to a nascent bourgeoisie during the Ottoman reforms in the Mashreq area, and as a latifundia type to the benefit of

European settlers in the Maghreb. The introduction of private property in Ottoman reforms known as tanzimat

(1839–1876) was conditional to the commercial liberalization Treaty of Balta Liman signed in 1838 between the

Ottoman Empire and Great Britain and later extended to France. Hence, Napoleonic-style reforms of land tenure

were introduced, including the defter khane registry in 1858 and commercial codes to increase the Empire's tax

bases. The ease of juxtaposition of the hanafi doctrine jurisprudence, ruling Ottoman tribunals, and the new Napole-

onic civil code produced the Ottoman Mecelle in 1877. The codification of the sharia showed more similarities than

differences with Roman-inspired code, namely, the categorization of property and usufruct rights over resources

(Riachi, 2013). Perhaps this shows the extent to which colonizers and colonized shared the same secular geography

and history of capitalism Braudel may refer to as très longue durée, extreme or very longue durée of Mediterranean

societies and roots of capitalism (Braudel, 2002; Wallerstein, 2009).

The new land tenure systems facilitated debt collection and allowed land to be owned, sold and mortgaged by

private individuals. Through the registration of tribal land to village notables or the privatization of communal mushaa

lands, the dynamics of capitalist agriculture led to the emergence of large landholding families and a peculiar social

stratification between them and peasant smallholders, sharecroppers and landless population. Old communal ties

and family farming working on mushaa were replaced by private property that passed into the hands of urban nota-

bles and tribal chiefs. As noted by Issawi, large landowners were not necessarily viewed with no benefits by the

authorities, as they facilitated tax collection (Issawi, 2013). Selling amiri—lands belonging to the Ottoman Sultan—the

Sublime Porte, among them collectively harvested mushaa lands, was a fast way to raise fiscal benefits and recover

foreign debts.

The spread of new capitalist social relations led to the rise of a new urban bourgeoisie whose fortunes were

linked to Europe (banking, silk, cotton etc.), making a new urban-based class of landowners engaged in commercial

agriculture for export. As part of the liberalization of empires relations, the concessions of public urban works

granted by the Sultan to European companies in many sectors, such as railroads, tramways, water and electricity ser-

vices provisioning in cities, consolidated the power of this new wealthy urban bourgeoisie.

Hence, precarious sharecropping contracts and heavy fiscal impositions in rural areas proliferated generating

many agrarian and rural revolts in the 19th century led by peasant communes in Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco,

Mount Lebanon, Syria and Palestine (Kazemi & Waterbury, 1991). Local elites and religious clergy were central in

coopting those movements, reaching compromises with foreign powers and the established authorities, increasing

their control at the local level. Once they consolidated their power, they later repressed the rebellions (Burke, 1976;

Kazemi & Waterbury, 1991). This was the case of a nascent confessional model rule over a limited autonomous

Mount Lebanon with the Règlement Organique in 1861 (Trabulsi, 2007). This ruling model will be replicated later to

other nation-state aspirations during colonial mandates in the Mashreq area. Ruled by European countries at the end

of the 19th century, the longest rule being Algeria (since 1830), Western countries imposed statutory land systems

and forms of organization that linked agriculture to international markets, like in the case of cotton production in

Egypt. In French colonies, the instauration of the third Republic will accelerate this appropriation trend. In Algeria,

concessions were attributed to colonial companies with the adoption of the Sénatus-Consulte of 1863 aiming at the

institution and the extension of private property (mulk) on the lands owned by rural communities (arche or guish

lands, equivalent to mushaa in the Levant). The Warnier law of 1873 will be used as a powerful instrument of land

dispossession and the proletarianization of the vast majority of the Algerian peasantry. Out of 400,000 ha belonging

to French in 1873, 120,000 were in the hands of two colonial companies, la Compagnie Algérienne and the Com-

pagnie Sétif (Luxembourg, 1952).

In 1885, French authorities pressed the Bey in Tunisia, conquered in 1881, to issue property registration

reforms, a process that removed land from customs and the jurisdiction of the Muslim jurisprudence. In 1886, con-

tracts were initiated, allowing European acquisition of pubic or habus lands (equivalent to waqf in the Levant) in the

form of a perpetual rent, called inzal (Lewis, 2013). In 1898, a decree enabled European settlers to serve as ‘substi-
tutes’ to the colonial power and purchase the right to exploit those public lands, registering them under their
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European national identity (Elloumi, 1993). Between 1881 and 1886, the hectares owned by Frenchmen alone more

than doubled; by 1897, they had almost quadruplicated. At the end of the century, around 50 parcels represented

450,000 ha of colonial lands, and in 1910, settlers were occupying 800,000 ha (Elloumi, 1993; Poncet, 1951).

At the heart of the food system appropriation process during the first food regime, we find the

instrumentalization of laws and the introduction of property reforms to be central. Ottomans rulers extracted exorbi-

tant land taxes from the fellaheen—peasants, through assigned local agents, in exchange for granted large landhold-

ings. Later, with the British and French mandates over the region after World War I (WWI), colonizers expanded

their farms and corporate entities. Property and usufruct rights were granted by colonial administration to certain

tribal chiefs, senior officials and influential native families on whom the power of the foreign rulers depended. The

result was a juxtaposition of export-oriented agriculture, mostly on irrigated lands controlled by colonizers, large

native farms and a vast area of poor rain-fed sub-sector producing at subsistence levels occupied by most of the

farming and nomadic population. Processes of polarization in the distribution of land and income started to take root

in most countries of the region.

The same elements in the process of appropriation of agricultural surfaces are seen in the entire region, through

the manipulation of land rights and their transfer to local notables or European colonizers. Nonetheless, mushaa still

represented 70% of Palestine in the 1930s (Issawi, 1988, p. 286). The installation of kibbutz primarily took place on

dispossessed mushaa lands purchased from British authorities by the Joint Zionist Council, the Jewish Colonization

Association or, later, the Jewish National Fund. With large funding by the Rothschilds, these lands were transformed

by mechanization and groundwater pumping into the first intensive orchards (viz., citrus) in the region and represen-

ted by European mandate authorities as models to follow by native populations to make the ‘desert bloom’
(Weulersse, 1946). It is through land dispossession that private property was consolidated as a form of primitive

accumulation, later sustained by a whole set of legal instruments enforced by colonial authorities.

3.3 | From subsistence to monocropping to famines

At the beginning of the 20th century, about 80% of agricultural lands were cultivated with cereals in the Levant

(Issawi, 1988, p. 271). Half of the cereal production was grown for subsistence, whereas the remaining was sold in

local and regional markets. Olives constituted the bulk of fat supplies. Livestock production was also extensive, but

fodder production for livestock was only common in Egypt (ibid, p. 97), notably berseem, or Egyptian clover. With the

growth of cotton, there was a deficiency in the production of cereals, and Egypt was forced to import large quanti-

ties of staple food, rather than exporting them as before. On the eve of WWI, cotton made up 93% of Egyptian

exports (Richards, 1982, p. 9). As a result of military-induced food shortages, many Egyptians faced hunger by 1918.

In Cairo, the cost of living for a typical poor family tripled between 1914 and 1919, leading to the March 1919 Revo-

lution. In response to repression, rural insurgency erupted, featuring attacks on telegraph and railroad stations as

symbols of British authority.

After a sustained period of growth in agricultural production in the region (1800–1914), the blockade of trade

brought about by the burst of WWI generated social devastation: Half a million perished up until the end of the war

in greater Syria. Mount Lebanon was particularly affected as it had re-oriented its agriculture almost exclusively

towards mulberry trees and silk (Owen, 1993). A lucrative strategy during peacetime, but proved disastrous during

the war as no grain reached the area due to the Allied maritime blocade of the Eastern Merditeranean shores.

Yet after a period of recovery, on the eve of the post-WWI, the dietary intake in the Middle East was richer than

that in other developing countries like India but lagged behind that of developed countries. Bread dominated diets in

the Middle East, with 63% and 70% of caloric intake in Palestine and Egypt, respectively (Bennett & Lloyd, 1956). By

1935, after recovering from WWI and the Great Depression, the Middle East became a wheat exporter again as it

was before the war. Anatolia, Iraq, Transjordan and Egypt were major producers. Iraq exported considerable quanti-

ties of barley and feedstock to the United Kingdom (ibid, p. 171). Between 1934 and 1939, average annual barley
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exports from Iraq to the United Kingdom were 200,000 tons (ibid). Although the Middle East was a net grain

exporter, there were regional imbalances between surplus regions like Iraq, Egypt and inner Syria and importing

regions like Palestine, Lebanon and the Arabian Peninsula.

The first food regime in the region was characterized by a shift from local feudalism overseen by the Ottoman

Empire to mercantilism supplying imperial industrial monocrops from Egypt and the Levant and cereals from the

Maghreb region. The relations of production metamorphosed rapidly with waves of privatization of mushaa and

other state lands (amiri) that dismantled communal agriculture. The mode of regulation during this phase was centred

on liberal ideals, notably, the supremacy of private property advocated by imperial powers. In summary, the first

colonial food regime emerged from industrial cash crops governed by imperial powers, mainly Great Britain. Imperial

relations with colonies and so-called modernization of land tenure, along with free trade policies, technological inno-

vations in transport infrastructures and the geopolitical importance of the Suez Canal, were the main pillars of the

incorporation of the region within the first international food regime. After the Great Depression, the collapse of free

trade and the emergence of protectionism, the Bretton Woods Agreement-gold pegging standard turned in favour of

an international US dollar-led trade, sustained by the reconstruction of the Marshall Plan and the creation of the

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank Group, paving the way to the new post-WWII trans-Atlantic

hegemon of the second food regime.

4 | SECOND FOOD REGIME (1940s–1970s) : GREEN REVOLUTION, FOOD
AID, ARAB NATIONALISM AND THE COLD WAR

The second food regime that lasted from WWII to the collapse of the Bretton Woods Agreement was characterized

by the completion of the nation-state system following the decolonization process. The second food regime reversed

the existing flow of food from the Northern Hemisphere to the Southern Hemisphere. After WWII, diets in the

Western countries underwent a process of meatification and consumption of packaged durable foods. Synthetic

fibres replaced cotton, and corn syrup and other sweeteners became a substitute for colonial export crops and were

produced now in the centre, especially in the United States (McMichael, 2012). Also, grain was subsidized and

moved back to core countries. The second food regime was grounded in a process of transnational restructuring of

the agro-sector with intensive meat production and the durable food sectors as central components, and subsidized

agriculture in the centres of the food regime (Friedmann & McMichael, 1989). The dominant global narrative entailed

the promotion of the modernization theory adoption in Third World countries as the new paradigm to follow in order

to catch up with the development trajectory of Western countries.

4.1 | Land reforms under Arab nationalism

Since independence, newly formed Arab nations had a major food security concern, placing increasing emphasis on

the production of subsistence food crops, engaging in land reforms, subsidies, prices support, cooperatives and credit

facilities. The Green Revolution ideal was a driving force in the Arab region through the central control of resources

and inputs, the promotion of large-scale infrastructure, water projects and irrigation schemes. Post-WWII decades

saw revolutionary changes by military and nationalist officers, land reforms, the advent of oil-based economies,

import-substitution industrialization (ISI) strategies and the rise of a new urbanized middle class. At the time of inde-

pendence, foreign-owned lands (individual and companies) as a percentage of total cultivated lands represented

nearly 30% in Algeria, 20% in Libya and Tunisia, 10% in Egypt and 3.6% in Morocco (El-Ghonemy, 1993, p. 456).

Western push for food surplus disposal coincided with relative neglect of agriculture in the Middle East by the new

independent states, and priority was accorded to the initiative of private capital. Yet many Arab governments saw

the problem of unequal land distribution as the culprit for low productivity and self-sufficiency became synonym
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with national sovereignty. With agrarian reforms and repossession of foreign lands, tenants had their rent ceiling

controlled, giving them more tenure security and providing a push to initiate rural development. Land reforms were

implemented throughout the region, including substantial land distribution in Nasser's Egypt, the Baathist rulers of

Iraq and Syria, and the Shah of Iran through his White Revolution, all of whom utilized land reforms as a measure for

promoting economic development and modernization.

More equitable land distribution was meant to raise productivity, create higher incomes and increase purchasing

power. For instance, El-Ghonemy records a substantial improvement in the quality of life in North African rural areas

from 1950 to 1980s. From 1951 to 1982, rural poverty levels were reduced from 56.1% to 17.8% (El-

Ghonemy, 1993). As we have noted earlier, agriculture employed a major section of the total labour force (between

one third and two thirds) and contributed between 20% and 35% of total GDP in the 1980s. In addition to land

reforms, reducing the cost of agricultural loans, reducing the tax burden on farmers, the rapid rural electrification and

health care, and the development of communication and transportation were all signs of progress made during this

era, with substantial technical and financial foreign assistance.

In Egypt 1951, 0.1% of landowners owned 20% of the cultivated land, whereas 3 million fellaheen owned less

than 1 feddan (�0.42 ha), 13% of the total cultivable land. These near landless people constitute 75% of farming

units (Bush, 2016). After the Free Officers seized power in 1952, the reforms redistributed about one seventh of the

country's cultivable land from large landowners to smallholders, and landless people, by setting the maximum limit of

large landownership at 200 feddan. In Syria, the state appropriated about one fifth of the cultivated land in 1958

and 1963, and in Iraq, a half of cultivated land was appropriated and redistributed after 1958 (Owen, 2004). How-

ever, rural development policies were central in regimes' glorification, offering power manoeuvres in gaining popular-

ity on the one side, while benefiting few private interests on the other. Along new state-owned land reclamation

with the Aswan dam and state control over production, the rise in rural development in Egypt started declining, with

the Sadat's infitah era in the mid-70s (El-Ghonemy, 1990). After the completion of land reform in 1985, nearly one

third of agricultural households remained tenants, and another 35% landless wage-workers (El Ghonemy, 1993).

The Syrian Baath party presented the project as the milestone in the foundation of a socialist transformation of

the country along the 1958 and 1963 land reforms. However, as Batatu (1999) notes, the emerging reformed tenure

system revealed flagrant inequalities. Syria, for example, witnessed since 1970 a decreasing shift in the number of

smallholders, whereas middle and large landowners' power and size grew, not surprisingly part of the regime's inner

circle. Most importantly, land reforms reinforced colonial-inherited private property regimes in Arab countries, by

dispossessing large landowners to the benefit of middle and rich peasants, ignoring the interests of the poor peasants

and landless farmers (Amin, 2015; Tilzey, 2018).

4.2 | An unequal intensive agriculture

An important component of modernization theory was the United States-led ‘Green Revolution’. The Green Revolu-

tion was mainly perceived as an exportable technological paradigm (Otero, 2008). In 1968, in a speech celebrating

15 years of development assistance successes for making agriculture ‘more intensive, more productive’, thanks to the

use of hybrid seeds, chemical pesticides and synthetic fertilizers, William Gaud, director of the United States Agency

for International Development (USAID) that coined the term, stated: ‘Developments in the field of agriculture contain

the makings of a new revolution. It is not a violent Red Revolution like that of the Soviets, nor is it a White Revolution like

that of the Shah of Iran. I call it the Green Revolution’ (Gaud, 1968).
The Cold War foreign policies, primarily driven by US politics of containment, shaped the flows of development

aid funding large-scale infrastructure and extension programmes. During this developmentalist era that followed

WWII, science and technology encapsulated the supremacy of Western countries. Led by Rostow's modernization

theory, this vision stated that prosperity required an increase in economic growth and productivity that would ema-

nate from the positive impulse of the scientific and technological knowledge held by the industrialized countries.
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Dams crystallized this credo (McCully, 2001; Mitchell, 2002). On 26 July 1956, Abdel Nasser announced the nation-

alization of the Suez Company, following the refusal of the Americans and the International Bank for Reconstruction

and Development (IBRD) to finance the Aswan Dam. Lebanon, instead, with a pro-Western government, was granted

a major loan to construct the Qaraoun dam on the Litani river (Riachi, 2013; Sneddon & Fox, 2011). Egypt, Syria and

Iraq were allocated Soviet assistance to build large reservoirs, which nevertheless contributed to tensions between

the two branches of Baathism. The Euphrates dam, or Tabaqa dam, forming the Assad lake, was expected to irrigate

640,000 ha of land along the Syrian part of the river. Three decades later, only 60,000 ha are irrigated, noting that

the dam flooded about 20,000 irrigated fertile lands (Hinnebusch et al., 2011).

Despite implementing several types of large infrastructure, land reforms and rural development programmes,

inequality, landlessness, infant mortality and illiteracy rates remained high. These initiatives were also refrained by

extensive bureaucratization of agriculture, through a variety of government interventions, weakening the producer's

incentives and motivation and increasing transaction costs. Through the privatization of communally held land,

women lost their long-established equal rights in land use under customary tenure, but they were also deprived of

self-produced crops as land settlement schemes were confined to male household heads. Allotment of individual

rights in land were pro-male and pro-cash crops, which enhanced a reallocation of labour to the disadvantage of

women. Also, the redistributive scope of agrarian reforms in Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia excluded the wage-

dependent landless workers from the transfer of property rights (Bush & Ayeb, 2012). Foreign aid and investment in

agriculture prioritized export industrial crops (but not traditional food crops), importing farm machinery and seed

breeds. Priority in terms of expenditures was accorded to non-productive sectors of government administration,

notably military expenditures including the purchase of arms and the armed forces wage bill (Woertz, 2014, p. 29).

4.3 | Abandoning a primary sector

During the 1960s–1970s, ISI strategies became the impulse for industrialization in the Arab region. Self-sufficiency

was the drive in many countries that were implementing ISI policies to boost economic growth (Harrigan, 2014;

Rist, 2010). From the early 1970s, there was support for the agricultural sector to ensure domestic food production

in a number of Arab countries; therefore, investments in agricultural sector increased along with the use of tractors

and fertilizers not to mention the rapid increase of irrigation of arable land (Harrigan, 2014). However, the practice

of ISI resulted in policies biased against rural areas and favoured urban and industrial ones through agricultural inten-

sification, pricing policy, domestic taxes, consumer subsidies and public investments policies (Lipton, 1977).

Against this background, El-Ghonemy (1993) concludes that despite governments' efforts and plans to food self-

sufficiency since 1960s, the Near East and North African countries have failed to feed their people from domestic

production, nor they have sustained high rates of agricultural growth and increases in real income per person work-

ing in agriculture. According to the author, food insecurity remained high in the 1980s as agriculture continued to be

neglected, particularly rain-fed areas, where most of the rural poor live. Dependency on food imports started to be

substantial: In 1988, food imports as a percentage of total domestic requirements were 69% in Algeria, 47% in

Egypt, 42% in Tunisia, 31% in Morocco and 12% in Sudan (ibid, p. 452). Besides Egypt, most of the cereals grown in

the 1990s (wheat, barley, millet and sorghum) were produced by smallholders with less than 5 ha and located in rain-

fed areas with massive fluctuation in output because of variations in rainfall. Other factors shaping the cereal pro-

duction instability included government policy in pricing cereals far below world market prices, the intervention of

governments in the allocation of land and uneven irrigation privileges granted to non-food and cash crops. Under this

trend, many Arab governments reduced cereals cultivated areas and sponsored the cultivation of high-value food

crops such as vegetables and fruits with export potential (ibid, p. 455).

Transformations were in general to the disadvantage of the large traditional rain-fed sector, where most of the

poor cultivators and all nomadic-pastoral population lived. Large commercial farmers have often encroached on pas-

tureland, and the nomadic population has gradually been restricted within smaller boundaries (Chatty, 2005). In
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Egypt, agriculture was heavily taxed to provide capital and resources for industrialization; in Iraq and Iran, the oil rev-

enues led to a neglect of agriculture, inducing an import boom that gravely affected farmers. Despite that some

countries, such Saudi Arabia or Libya, launched abnormal subsidized local wheat production in desertic areas in the

1970s–1980s, these attempts often led to major ecological degradation, depleting non-renewable aquifers to grow

wheat in extremely arid areas, applying Green Revolution's ideal to ‘bloom the desert’.
The relative neglect of agriculture compared with the industrial sector was reinforced by foreign food aid,

namely, the US ratification of PL 480 Food for Peace programme, which disposed the use of food surplus for devel-

opment aid in developing countries (McMichael, 2003). PL 480 in the United States lobbied for wheatification of

diets in developing countries at the expenses of traditional local cereals such as teff, sorghum and heirloom varieties

of durum wheat. Egypt was the largest recipient of US food aid worldwide between 1958 and 1965. Its wheat

imports increased from 0.1% of the total imports in 1955 to 18.6% in 1964, becoming a severe drain on foreign

exchange. Securing cheap food imports at preferential prices became a high priority of the Egyptian foreign policy,

and the United States was the only country able to supply the required quantities. About half of PL 480 supplies in

the Middle East went to Egypt and Israel in the 1960s. Roughly, the same share went to Morocco, Algeria and

Tunisia. Other countries in the region received less than 10%. By 1978, Egypt was again the largest recipient of PL

480 food aid with 30% of the total (Burns, 1985, p. 174).

As a result of cheap foreign supplies of soft wheat, diets in the developing countries became wheatified, and

most countries in the Middle East became net grain importers, progressively abandoning local durum wheat, sor-

ghum and other Indigenous cereals. These countries became massively involved in procuring cheap food supplies for

an expanding urban workforce. Farmers, in turn, had a hard time to compete with subsidized grain imports and aid.

Such condition of food dependency was made worse by the use of food aid as a political weapon: a lesson that the

Arab countries learned when a food stoppage against the region was contemplated in retaliation to their oil embargo

in 1973, following the suspension of the Bretton Woods system impact on their revenues.

Arab governments came to understand once further that their food security was a precondition of their political

sovereignty. By the 1970s, almost all countries in the Middle East were dependent on grain imports. The ‘Green Rev-

olution’ bears all the qualifications of state-led capitalism, with agriculture intensification and large-scale infrastruc-

ture. With the exhaustion of the Fordist mode of accumulation, a global new mode of regulation based on world

trade liberalization, deregulation of agriculture, speculation, financial markets' demands and increased corporatization

of value chains in global food production helped precipitate crises and the emergence of the third food regime.

5 | THIRD FOOD REGIME (1970s TO PRESENT): NEOLIBERALISM IN THE
ARAB FOOD SYSTEMS

Today's corporate food regime is characterized by the monopoly of market power and mega-profits of agri-food cor-

porations. The Bretton Woods system collapse in 1971, the oil and food crisis of 1973–1974, the breakdown of

international commodity agreements in the 1970s and the inclusion of agriculture in the Uruguay round of the Gen-

eral Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATTS in 1986) that led to the establishments of the World Trade Organiza-

tion (WTO) in 1995, along with the decoupling of farm subsidies from price support schemes in the United States in

1996, represented key features of the transition to what McMichael (2005) calls a third, ‘corporate food regime’.
The third food regime massively accelerated the circulation of global food commodities along with a newly defined

corporate temporality, enabling corporate profits from market price fixing, which lead to producers receiving low

markups while input suppliers, intermediaries, processors and retailers had all the manoeuvre to leverage prices to

their profit.

Neoliberal policies have paved the way for agribusiness-dominated markets, a monopolistic structure of few cor-

porates, from the chemical industry and biotechnology inputs to final processed food products. At the level of

national policies, this led to dismantling small farmer subsidies and rural support, while liberalizing trade and
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investment relations, leading to a massive wholesale conversion of the Global South into a ‘world farm’
(McMichael, 2005). Rural exodus disrupted food production, powerful foreign retailers imposed contract farming on

farmers, whereas supermarketization undermined local economies. This new corporate food regime has also pivoted

around a private re-regulation of the management of food, and the dominance of food empires and transnational

corporations (Van der Ploeg, 2012). Following a restraint in foreign aid, neoliberal reform agendas promoted govern-

ment expenditure cuts and the dismantling of what remains of rural support schemes.

5.1 | Neoliberal austerity and bread riots

The previous unconditional foreign aid flows of the second food regime became conditional under Washington

Consensus prescriptions. Under neoliberalism, Arab countries were engaged to reform their agricultural sectors with

pro-market policies, liberalize input and output prices, reduce state activity, dismantle state marketing boards, dereg-

ulate international trade, improve market infrastructure and trading norms and establish the legal framework for a

market-based economy.

In the mid-1970s, massive protests erupted against economic reform policies that led to budget cuts, reduced

subsidies and increased the price of basic goods. Widely referred to as ‘hunger uprisings, bread riots, food riots, and

even IMF riots’ (Walton & Seddon, 1994), these protests erupted in opposition to structural adjustment programmes.

In 1977, the Sadat government in Egypt raised food and fuel prices by over 30%, as part of an austerity reform

designed under the auspices of the IMF, provoking rioting in several major cities, which left 171 dead and hundreds

injured (ibid). In 1983–1984, it was Tunisian President Habib Bourguiba who faced bread riots after removing subsi-

dies on wheat and semolina. An estimated 110 Tunisians died during the government repression of the riots.

In the 1980s, food riots led to the overthrow of the regime in Sudan, political reforms in Egypt, Morocco,

Tunisia, Algeria and Jordan. In Lebanon, massive demonstrations took place in Beirut in 1987 against the effects of

devaluation of the local currency in the midst of its civil war (ibid). All these governments undertook IMF Stand-By

Arrangements, using the same nomenclature referring to those policies as infitah or ‘opening’, standing for economic

liberalization. This was the case since Sadat's rule in mid-1970 and pursued by Moubarak in Egypt, Bourguiba in

Tunisia and Assad's Syrian Baath, among others, benefiting of World Bank development loans in exchange for struc-

tural adjustment programmes. The salience of the political economy of food and agriculture has been recently

highlighted in the wake of the Arab Spring and in more contemporary financial crises, such as Lebanon's recent mon-

etary collapse that started on September 2019.

A feature that has outlasted during the third food regime has been the persistently high price of commodities,

including food, and their price volatility. The period between 2003 and 2011 was marked as the longest, most infla-

tionary and most inclusive commodity boom of the 20th century, with 2008 representing the initial peak and another

occurring more recently in 2011–2012 (Moore, 2010, p. 232). Moore's explanation for this is that rising cost of pro-

duction is connected to natural resources' depletion and more significantly to the growing hegemony of finance capi-

tal over the entire global agricultural value chains. Economic liberalization and growth in the Middle East have often

benefited only a few politically connected businessmen close to the respective regimes. This has fuelled a new rush

of speculation with finance capital flowing into commodity markets, land grabs and primitive accumulation aimed at

stripping resources rather than investment in productive assets, promoting new speculation and sustaining volatility

in commodity markets (Akram-Lodhi, 2012; Bello, 2009; Ghosh, 2010; Isakson, 2014).

Neoliberal adjustment policies implemented by authoritarian regimes in the region marginalized rural areas by

cutting subsidies and reinforcing a regime of private property in land, therefore, rolling back previous advances

brought about by redistributive land reforms. In Egypt, for example, this meant the liberalization of land rents and

the real estate sector, resulting in land speculation and a reversal of Nasser's land redistribution policy with many

small farmers losing their land, notably with the implementation of Mubarak's Law 96 in 1997 (Bush, 2000). Frag-

mentation and polarization of farms are common to the region with 60% of farms of less than 1 ha, 85% of all
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holdings less than 5 ha, with holdings of over 10 ha representing 50% of cultivated lands, whereas only 6% of hold-

ings between 10 and 50 ha constituting 40% of total land area (Bush, 2016). This high level of inequality in land

depicts well the uneven access to means of production and socio-economic marginalization of small farmers in the

region's agricultural countries.

5.2 | Uncovering region's food export dependency

The newly adopted trade-based approach to food security working according to the economic principles of interna-

tional comparative advantage pushed countries to move away from wheat, barley and other grains towards higher

value (export) crops such as fruits and vegetables and tree crops. Today, most countries in the region produce two to

three times their needs in most fruit and vegetable water-intensive crops, but also recently expanding to specializing

in agro-food industries and livestock products, also destined to export. Export earnings are praised by international

financial institutions to be primordial for maintaining the balance of payments in foreign currencies, hence, pay back

loans (Rist, 2010). Trade-based approach to food security represented a reversal of the earlier Arab emphasis on

self-sufficiency and domestic food production. This new agricultural export trend that benefited large landowners

and traders and was detrimental to small farmers was pivoted on an extractive logic based on the maximization of

value extraction from nature without taking into account the necessity of its regeneration, leading to enormous envi-

ronmental problems.

While import dependent on most staple foods, namely, cereals, agricultural production in the Middle East has

increasingly become more specialized in water-intensive fruit and vegetable export markets. Lebanon, Syria, Jordan,

Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt became progressively significant exporters of fruits and vegetables to Gulf countries

and the European Union. Despite being represented as poorly endowed with natural resources, Arab countries

accounted for around 15% of global tomatoes market in recent years (UN-Comtrade, 2019). Morocco is the fourth

exporter of tomatoes worldwide; in 2017 alone, it accounted for 6.5% of the world's market share (ibid). Also, Jordan

has become among the 10 largest exporters during the last decade and holds 4% of total global tomatoes market

share. Despite ongoing war, Syria represents around 2% of the exported production, Egypt 1% and Tunisia 0.5%

(ibid). Production in the Mashreq region is often destined to Gulf countries, whereas production undertaken in the

Maghreb region is generally directed towards European Union countries. Egypt provides both regions.

Large-scale land acquisitions surged in coincidence with mutually reinforcing financial, energy and food crises.

Hundreds of millions of hectares of acquired land contributed to restructuring the landholding structure of many

African countries towards large-scale monocropping plantations for export (Borras & Franco, 2013;

Martiniello, 2013; White et al., 2013). This has produced major implications on farmers' livelihoods, in terms of eco-

logical damages and viability of small-scale family farming. Since the oil crisis of the 1970s, several land-poor coun-

tries, including Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and Egypt, started to invest in close neighbouring countries richly

endowed with agricultural lands but prone to famine, like Ethiopia and Sudan. Within pro-market reforms, invest-

ments from the Gulf countries towards North African countries emerged in the 1990s (Woertz, 2017). To increase

its foreign reserves, the Egyptian government has actively pushed for a more export-oriented agricultural model that

took off with the support of Gulf countries' investments. Since the 2008 food crisis, GCC states preferred to increase

investments in raw products (cereals, fodder, oilseeds, livestock and vegetables) in Asia and Africa to avoid market

dependency (Shepherd, 2014). Foreign direct capital investments are mainly derived from Sovereign Wealth Funds

and directed towards agro-industrial complexes. This has allowed Gulf oil monarchies to diversify their business port-

folios and food supplies into what McMichael (2013) calls ‘agro-security mercantilism’.
While purchasing power in the countries that are targets of land grabs is lower than that in Gulf countries, their

consumption potential, along with a growing population, makes them profitable markets to conquer with fast food

franchises and international brands processing industries (Vignal, 2016). This expansion of GCC food industry groups

has a double movement: On the one hand, it exploits the resources needed for their business such as raw agricultural
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products that are integrated into the production chains controlled by the Gulf groups; on the other, countries that

have become object of land grabs constitute privileged markets for the products processed by the same agro-

industrial groups. As noted by Adam Hanieh (2018), this accumulation of capital in the hands of few ruling families is

linked to the presence of hydrocarbon resources in the region. Also, GCC capital portfolio assets include supermar-

kets, hypermarkets and malls. Many of these retail companies, namely, from Saudi Arabia and the UAE, are owned

by the same large corporations that are active in other parts of the commodities circuits (ibid). Besides the exploita-

tion of lands and labour abroad, corporate capital is taking over traditional commercial structures, threatening the

existence of local economies. By shaping global food supply networks, diet patterns and culinary cultures, supermar-

kets are not only dislocating the ties between society and nature but also contributing to the profound disturbance

in human health by encouraging the over-consumption of food, calories and energy (Goodman & Sage, 2016).

According to the Brazilian Beef Exporters Association (ABIEC, 2018), in 2018, 341,660 tons of cattle meat got

shipped to 15 out of the 22 existing Arab countries from Brazil, representing 20.8% of the country's meat export. As

reported by EuroMeat, despite the fact that Saudi Arabia population size is only a third of Egypt's, in 2016, the king-

dom imported 50% more meat in 2016 than the North African country (EuroMeatNews, 2018). In order to cope with

this rising demand for meat, Brazil's total meat production increased 11-fold between 1961 and 2010 and meat

exports quadrupled between 2000 and 2010, becoming now the largest exporter of beef (Weis, 2013). This growth

is based on both a highly competitive industrial grain-oil seed-livestock flexi-crops complex and expansive cattle

ranching and soybean culture that razed great parts of the Amazonian rainforest (North & Grinspun, 2016;

Weis, 2013). This shows that the ecological impacts of the regional food system are not only local but also imported

from far geographical areas.

5.3 | Socio-natural contemporary metabolic rifts

Marx noted that there is a metabolic symbiotic relationship between social and nature, which is at the core of all rela-

tionships, defining the labour process as ‘the metabolic interaction between men and nature’ (Goodman &

Sage, 2016, p. 132). Central to political ecology studies, the concept typically focuses on the relationship between a

depleted biosphere and exploitative social relations, on resource degradation at points of production and pollution at

points of consumption, leading to disruption and rupture of natural regenerating cycles (Foster & Magdoff, 1998). At

the heart of the metabolic rift, theory is the capitalist relationships of production and the antagonistic separation

between the periphery and the centre, in other words, the depleted countryside and the concentrated wealth in the

city (Harvey, 2006). For Marx, restoration of the metabolic relationship would be possible only through a strong ‘syn-
thesis between city and countryside’ (McClintock, 2010; Moore, 2000). This widening separation of rural producers

from urban consumers has disrupted traditional nutrient cycling, causing extensive soil fertility depletion and depen-

dence on chemical fertilizers (Foster, 1999). We believe that the region offers a tremendous fertile research ground

for political ecology case studies; we will be content with enumerating some thoughts about reading the region's

socio-natural metabolism.

J. Dixon et al. (2014) present the disrupted exchange between social and natural systems in the contemporary

metabolic rift as propelled by four major ecological ruptures. We find them very compelling to the analysis of the

MENA region: (1) agroecological depletion due to an unsustainable food production and distribution system—this can

be perceived in the region at different scales, for example, the depletion of aquifers to produce cash crops for

exports; the decreasing soil fertility of riverbeds, such as the Nile and its delta; the establishment of water-intensive

oasis in many North African and GCC countries for dates production; or even the more distant effect of meat con-

sumption on the Amazonian forest. There is also much evidence about local ecological disasters and the impact of cli-

mate change on the region; (2) erosion of food sovereignty at the nation-state level—this is mainly due to corporate

food supplies with new food retailing systems and to land dispossession of small farmers. Vivid attention must also

be attributed to the introduction of genetically modified crops in the region, in which Monsanto is continuously
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trying to conquer a promising market, such as in Egypt, especially for its drought-resistant grain varieties; (3) erosion

of cuisines—this is very consisting in the region with neoliberalization of diets in eradicating knowledge and skills of

preservation, cooking and provisioning, noticeable with region's shifting away from the Mediterranean diet; and

(4) stressed human metabolic states—this is happening with affordable and easy access to dietary energy consumption

of processed food coupled with a lack of physical activity. The corporate restructuring of local food environments

has reduced options for obtaining ‘good nutritional’ diversity.
At the heart of the need to heal the socio-natural metabolism to counter the dominant food regime, there are

concepts of agroecology and food sovereignty (Holt-Giménez & Patel, 2012). Inherent to both, there is a need to rec-

ognize that diet and agriculture have co-evolved in their specific original ‘local’ environmental conditions. Locality

and traditional food are ecologically relevant issues with health benefits. Secularly acclimatized and endemic to the

region, crops forming the Mediterranean diet have been shown to be one of the world's best nutritional standards

(Dernini et al., 2017). This should be central to any prospects to food policies in the region.

There is a very interesting causality in contemporary food systems between what is a metabolic syndrome in

nutritional health and medical jargon and the high levels of obesity, diabetes and cardiovascular diseases and Marx's

metabolic rift notion. There is a clear rise in diet-related chronic diseases, micronutrients deficiencies and obesity

prevalence in all social groups in the region (Fahed et al., 2012). Since the mid-1960s, per capita supply of calories in

the MENA region has increased from 2200 to over 3000 pc kcal/day in the late 1990s and is expected to reach

almost 3200 pc kcal/day in 2030 (WHO & FAO, 2003). However, it is not the number of calories that is important

but the sources of nutrients. What Otero et al. (2015) call ‘neoliberal diet’ holds perfectly as a nutritional shift in the

region.

As Otero et al. (2015, p. 35) note: ‘Neoliberal diet is characterized by inequality of access to quality food. Unable

to afford quality diets and with insufficient time to prepare healthful food, the working classes are the most exposed

to this diet's low cost yet energy-dense (high fat and empty calorie) traits.’ As a result of an ‘industrialization of the

diet’, the region has progressively lost its traditional diet in favour of increased consumption of animal-based prod-

ucts, pre-processed foods, sugars and fats (Fahed et al., 2012). This shift has been linked to multiple factors that

include dietary changes brought by rapid economic development, notably from oil rents, cultural Westernization,

urbanization and a sedentary lifestyle with low physical activity levels. The dietary regime in the region has massively

moved away from traditional ones, namely, the Mediterranean diet, based on consuming dairy products, olive oil,

non-processed foods, fresh vegetables and fruits, leguminous, whole wheat bread and fish, to mostly highly

processed and transformed food, a hike in meat consumption, high in saturated fats and refined sugar (Badran &

Laher, 2012).

There is a need to shift to a food paradigm where food sovereignty model is centrally founded on agrarian citi-

zenship and ecologically sustainable local food circuits, in contrast to the actual large-scale, extractivist, export-based

agriculture in the region (as per the Nyéléni Declaration, Mali, February 2007). There is an urgent need to exit the

productivist agricultural paradigm inherited from the Cold War Green Revolution. As David Harvey (2006) argued,

cities are spatial concentration of wealth that are the product of world capitalist system. We believe that engaging in

a shift towards food sovereignty should go beyond a rural–urban dichotomy.

6 | CONCLUSION

This article offered a periodization of the different historical phases of integration of MENA agriculture and food sys-

tems within the world capitalist political economy using the concept of food regimes. The uneven agrarian and social

relations to food, enacted by the dynamics of state formation over time and space, have long been pivoting around

the interplay of local and world powers. States' and capitalism hegemonic manoeuvring of agriculture and food con-

sumption by means of controlling labour and natural endowments have crafted historical and contemporary periods

in the Arab world. This longue durée analysis has proved essential in understanding food crises and transitions in the
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region, uneven development and spatial differences. We argued that the introduction of land property reforms and

the creation of an agrarian and urban bourgeoisie developed upon the imperialist need of industrial crops, notably,

cotton and silk, which represented key features of the incorporation of the region to the world system during the

first food regime. The dislocation of communal lands in the Mashreq and the Maghreb during the ottoman tanzimat

and mandates period paved the way to privatization of land tenure, colonization and the conversion of farmland into

industrial production. This set new means of control of agriculture and food production in the region in the early

phase of development of the capitalist world economy.

Despite the shift towards intensive agriculture since the Cold War Green Revolution, countries in the MENA

region have failed to attain food self-sufficiency—Syria being an exception—but neoliberal reforms, followed by war,

have reversed it. Beyond being marketed as social reforms, land tenure during the second food regime has mainly

been beneficial to large landowners, consolidating the power of private property rights. With US wheat dumping pol-

icy, the MENA lost its ability to grow its required staple food and became dependent on food aid, which played a

major role in the wheatification of diets. During the third food regime, wealth became highly concentrated in the

region in oil countries, previously occupying the role of a periphery and turned into the core of regional food system,

notably through land grabbing and large agro-industries (Henderson, 2019).

In countries with an agricultural history, neoliberal reforms engaged in government budget cuts and trade liberal-

ization under the auspices of international financial institutions. Structural adjustment programmes implemented by

authoritarian regimes in the region have resulted in the marginalization of rural areas by cutting subsidies and intro-

ducing unfair competition in the access to land and water resources. There is a wide outrage over neoliberal policies

and the circle of power it created or reproduced in the region. Syria, Tunisia, Egypt, Iraq, Palestine, Jordan, and

Lebanon all present compelling cases of implementing aggressive liberalization policies alongside austerity measures

and pro-market strategies to attract international private capital, primarily benefiting a small business network with

political connections. On parallel, small-scale farmers suffered from removing subsidies, international food prices vol-

atility and unfavourable climate change conditions for agriculture in recent years, which are expected to worsen.

Finally, as proved by our Braudelian approach, food questions will naturally be present in upcoming region's struggles

and mobilizations. Re-politicizing food regionally is necessary to contest the dominant corporate-led neoliberal food

regime and its local authoritarian compradors.
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