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The rural Middle East is often excluded from journals of agrarian change and peasant studies. 
There are in fact very few studies dealing with land questions, agrarian transformation and food 
systems in the Middle East compared to other regions in the world (despite a few exceptions) 
despite the existence of more than 20 million family farmers in the region. This omission is even 
more relevant when we see that the region is the most food dependent and ecologically vulnerable 
in the world. The paper explores this lacuna engaging with previous representations of the rural 
Middle East, which has been often framed as backward in Orientalist and Functionalist discourses. 
The paper explores these ahistorical representations showing the emergence of nationalist and 
Marxist schools of thought which contributed to reframe and re-historicize the study of the Middle 
East from political and political economy lenses, but also further entrenching its study within the 
box of the nation-state.

The paper offers a set of theoretical and methodological reflections about how to study the 
region, starting from its subordinate incorporation in the capitalist world system and the emerging 
patterns of uneven capitalist development. It points to the necessity of looking at land questions 
and agrarian transformations as the common denominator of studying the character, drivers and 
implications of social change in the region. It urges to look at these transformations from multi-scalar 
perspectives which simultaneously combine and reciprocally tie in a single frame different levels 
of analysis, from local to national, regional and global. It also argues for a combination of macro-
historical and global studies of adverse incorporation of the region in the capitalist system along 
with more empirically rich and ethnographic based research. In relation to the former it advances 
a methodology of research called Incorporated Comparison developed by Phillip McMichael. This 
would help not to reduce the dynamics of change to capital-centric and global-centric perspectives 
in which the whole imposes change on the parts, but rather it helps understanding how changes 
in the parts contributed to shaping the world and vice versa. In relation to the latter methodology, 
the paper also highlights the need for space-specific and place-based analysis of the agrarian 
changes in the region starting from the everyday experiences and struggles of family farmers; 
and the ways in which they adjust or adapt to historical transformations, political challenges and 
political economy imperatives. 

It argues that the rural transformations in the region need to be studied starting from changes in 
land-based social relations that occurred with the beginning of colonialism and during the post-
colonial period, through the analysis of state land and agricultural policies which tried to revert 
some unevenness in the patterns of land distribution but were trapped into developmentalist 
agricultural projects which replicated the same colonially imposed international division of labor. 
It concludes with an exploration of the ways in which the neoliberal policies further contributed 
to the integration of the region’s agricultures and lands into the circuits of capitalist accumulation, 
contributing to shaping a market-based approach to food security which has worsened the 
prospects of rural development and immiserated millions of rural producers in the region, whose 
livelihood strategies have been further aggravated by persistent wars, economic reforms and 
ecological devastation.

ABSTRACT



  Introduction

In a recent paper titled ‘Space, scale and region: thinking through the new dynamics of the Middle 
East’, Adam Hanieh provides a critical analysis of the different ways in which the “Middle East” 
has been constructed, imagined and transformed across time. There has never been a better 
moment to (re)think the region, particularly in light of the unprecedented transformations of 
the political, social, economic and ecological dynamics of the Middle East. Devastating military 
conflicts in Syria, Iraq, Libya, Yemen have contributed to displacing millions of people within 
and across borders, disrupting existing territorial arrangements and making the region the site 
of the largest forced displacement since the Second World War. New political assemblages and 
economic complexes underpin these conflicts, with struggles for regional influence generating 
complex patterns of inter-state rivalries and alliances between various countries in the region – 
including Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Iran, Turkey, and Israel. These tumultuous 
transformations have been captured in academic work examining issues such as conflict, terrorism, 
state building, and governance.

The reflection on knowledge production about the region has here an especially  methodological 
character, in the sense that Hanieh highlights a number of methodological issues at the heart of the 
analysis of social change in the region, including securitarian concerns attached to area studies in the 
post-war period, essentialist and colonially inspired characterizations, modernization narratives 
and methodological nationalism. In order to move beyond the methodological nationalism that 
limits our understanding of social processes in geographic silos, Hanieh proposes to advance 
our understanding of the ways in which regions are constructed as geographical and political 
spaces through cross borders flows of power and capital. The emphasis here is on transborder and 
spatial flows, connections and contradictions based upon the recognition that regional processes 
in the region are mutually-constitutive of a global totality. Starting from the seminal contributions 
of geographers such as Lefebvre, Harvey and Smith to our understanding of social change as a 
process of spatialization, of production of space, and of uneven geographical development, Hanieh 
proposes to understand the regional space through a multi-scalar framework of analysis that links 
the local to the national and the global. 

These debates bear considerable resonance with the ways in which the rural world and its 
transformations have been understood and analyzed across time. There has never been a more 
important time to discuss rural transformation and agricultural modernization and yet it is also 
probably the most difficult time to attempt to do so. This question is particularly relevant in 
light of the acute and mutually reinforcing food, agrarian and environmental crises which have 
become so acute in the period of neoliberal political reforms and economic restructuring (Ayeb 
and Bush 2019). There is in fact a core paradox at the heart of research on the rural societies in 
the MENA region. While it is the world’s most food import dependent region, importing around 60 
per cent of its needs, research on the region’s food producers, small scale family farmers and the 
dynamics of agrarian change is scant and limited. Few studies deal with land questions, agrarian 
transformation, food systems and environmental deterioration in the Middle East compared to 
other regions in the world. The region is in fact under-represented in terms of publications in the 
main agrarian and critical development studies journals such as the Journal of Peasant Studies 
and the Journal of Agrarian Change and in other platforms (Ajl 2020). 

This omission is even more relevant when we see that the region which hosts 20 million family 
farmers units according to FAO and 43% of the population is defined as rural (Bush 2016). The 
level of inequality is probably best seen in the fact that 85% of the landholdings in MENA are less 
than 5 hectares but they control only 25 per cent of the cultivated area; while about 6 per cent of 
holdings are between 10 and 50 hectares and constitute 40 per cent of total land area. It is also 



a region which has been one of the epicentres of food riots against escalating food prices and 
authoritarian neoliberalism (Bush and Martiniello 2018).  

Indeed, most research on the region’s ‘food security’ is tied to dated ideas of agricultural 
modernisation and global agricultural value chains that reify agribusiness and ignores, or more 
accurately pushes out of focus, any reference to small farmers and their role and agency in the 
dynamics of agrarian change and rural development. And yet the states in the region have been 
aggressively pursuing agricultural ‘strategies’ that accelerate decline in sustainability of small 
farmer producers, preferring instead to incentivise agribusiness and large scale capital intensive 
agriculture and promoting a view of an agriculture without farmers (Bush 2000). A mix of economic 
reforms, war and conflict, human displacement and ecological deterioration have all significantly 
contributed to agrarian, food and social reproduction crises, which we fail to capture, in part 
because of the ways the rural Middle East has been historically represented (Bush 2016). 

Based upon these premises, this working paper provides a preliminary genealogical reflection 
about the ways in which the rural has been imagined and constructed in the colonial narratives 
and western scholarship, and later enclosed within the modernization paradigm. It also examines 
the ways these interpretations shape the understanding of the contemporary crisis in the 
countrysides of the MENA region. The paper maps some of these ahistorical constructions of the 
rural spaces proposing to re-historicize their study through an agrarian political economy lenses. 
It offers a set of preliminary theoretical and methodological reflections about how to grapple 
with changes in the countryside of the region, starting from its subordinate incorporation in the 
capitalist world system, and the emerging patterns of uneven capitalist development. It points 
to the necessity of looking at land questions, agrarian and environmental transformations as 
the common denominator of studying the character, drivers and implications of social change 
in the region. In doing so, the paper argues for an approach that looks at these transformations 
from multi-scalar perspectives which simultaneously combine and reciprocally tie in a single 
frame different levels of analysis, from local to national, regional and global. It also stresses the 
importance of a combination of macro-historical and global studies of adverse incorporation 
of the region in the capitalist system along with more empirically rich and ethnographic based 
research. In relation to the former, it advances a methodology of research called Incorporated 
Comparison developed by Phillip McMichael (1990; 2000). This helps us to avoid reducing 
the dynamics of change to capital-centric and global-centric perspectives, in which the whole 
imposes change on the parts, but rather it helps understanding how changes in the parts 
contributed to shaping the world and vice versa. In relation to the latter methodology, the 
paper also highlights the need for space-specific and place-based analysis of the agrarian 
changes in the region, starting from the everyday experiences and struggles of family farmers; 
and the ways in which they adjust or adapt to historical transformations, political challenges 
and political economy imperatives. 

  The Colonial/Orientalist Imaginary of the Rural Middle East

In the past, most studies of the rural Middle East have taken the form of a traditional functionalist 
ethnography which tended to characterize rural society as static and resistant to change (Glavanis 
1990). When Europe conquered and ruled the world, its inhabitants went out to engage with 
innumerable peoples and places. European merchants, soldiers, missionaries, settlers, and 
administrators helped transform their non-European subjects, with varying degrees of violence and 
discipline in a ‘modern’ direction. It was in this world that anthropology emerged and developed 
as an academic discipline. Concerned at first to help classify non-European humanity in ways that 
would be consistent with Europe’s story of triumph as ‘progress’, anthropologists then went out 



from Europe to the colonies in order to observe and describe the particularity of non-European 
communities, attending to their ‘traditional’ cultural forms or their subjection to ‘modern’ social 
change. This recording was not value-free or objective as the Anthropologist pretended. The 
colonial structure of power in which anthropology was embedded, certainly shaped the theoretical 
choice and treatment of other societies. Their analyses of cosmological systems were too ready to 
adapt to the colonial ideology, turning anthropology into an instrument in maintaining structures 
of imperial dominance (Asad, 1980). 

This is a story of how indigenous people understood initial encounters with Europeans in their 
own terms, how they resisted, adapted to, cooperated with, or challenged their new masters, and 
how they attempted to reinvent their disrupted lives. But it also tells of how the conditions of 
reinvention were increasingly defined by a new scheme of things -- new forms of power, work, and 
knowledge (Asad 1980). It tells of European imperial dominance not as a temporary repression 
of subject populations but as an irrevocable process of transmutation, in which old desires and 
ways of life were destroyed and new ones took their place -- a story of change without historical 
precedent in its speed, global scope, and pervasiveness. 

A new nexus between knowledge production and power was forged during the colonial era through 
the making of new imaginaries. Imperialism, the practice, theory and attitudes of a dominating 
metropolitan centre ruling a distant territory, and colonialism, the implanting of settlements on 
distant territory, did not only involve simple acts of accumulation (sugar, slaves, rubber, cotton, 
opium, gold, silver) and acquisition. Both were supported by impressive ideological formations 
that included notions that certain people and territories require domination as well as forms 
of knowledge affiliated with domination. Concepts like inferiority, subject races, subordinated 
people, backwardness, dependency, expansion, and authority, are good examples. The struggle 
does not involve only soldiers and cannons but is also about ideas, forms, images and imaginaries 
as Edward Said (1993) eloquently put it.

When portraying peasant and village life, such studies have tended to focus on the existence 
of cultural barriers and normative values to explain the apparent absence of social change. 
Low productivity in agriculture and absence of modern agro-technical methods of production 
are seen to be the result of the persistence of such socio-cultural structures. Change is thus 
always attributed to external forces. In the eye of Western scholarship, the peasantry is often 
stereotyped as ignorant, diseased and tradition-bound waiting to be politically organized and 
led by the new urban middle classes. The central conceptual schema underlying the above 
interpretations of rural middle east society is that of functionalism as exemplified in the British 
social anthropology of the first half of the twentieth century. In this functionalist/orientalist 
paradigm, Islam constitutes a central explanatory category accounting for most aspects of socio-
cultural reality, and hence plays an important role in the interpretation of rural Middle East social 
formations (Glavanis 1990). 

Unsurprisingly, most social scientists writing on the rural Middle East adopt the essentialist 
characterization of society employed by the Orientalists. Modern Middle East studies trace its 
intellectual origins to Orientalism and construct its analytical frameworks on similar foundation. 
The essentialist and ahistorical characterizations of the region reproduce static accounts of rural 
society. Such ideological approaches to the study of the Middle East conceptually precluded any 
consideration of the changing relations of power and wealth that has continuously transformed the 
political-economic structures and systems of classes in the region. The conventional essentialist 
paradigm was elaborated during the era of Imperialism in the Middle East, namely from late 
nineteenth century to the 1950s. During this period, the whole Arab world was brought into the 
capitalist orbit as a dominated periphery. 



With the rise of radical nationalism in the 1950s (Nasserism) and the ensuing struggles for 
independence, there emerged an indigenous scholarship that made first attempts to challenge 
predominant conceptualization of rural society in the Middle East. With Nasserism, a major 
restructuring of the socio-political and economic structures occured in Egypt and the region as 
a whole. Agrarian policies consisted at the time primarily of land and agrarian reforms. Despite 
inherent limitations, they seriously challenged the power of landed aristocracies that had 
dominated most of the Middle East since their emergence in the latter half of the 19th century, 
albeit under the hegemony of Europeans. The dislocation and transformations of agrarian structures 
in predominantly rural societies was the impetus for the emergence of new interpretations of 
agrarian relations. 

  Modernizing the Rural

Despite the fact that the period of independencies triggered the rediscovery of indigenous 
history, Modernization Theory and ideas started to dominate the representation of the rural 
world. Within this perspective, the newly independent states that emerged from colonial rule 
were urged to follow US-centered prescriptions for development, with the ‘West’ embodying the 
promise of technological advance and material prosperity (Mirsepassi, Basu, and Weaver 2003, 
quoted in Hanieh 2021).

Modernization Theory advocated a stagist conception of development that was heavily tied to the 
idea of economic growth. Modern social change was increasingly understood through the prism 
of state building and economic development, and viewed through the lens of American economic, 
political, and strategic interests in the non-western world. The emphasis of Modernization Theory 
on development as economic growth reinforced some existing trends in the understanding of 
social change: 1) an economistic understanding of change driven by the idea of endless growth 
(Matrinussen 1990); 2) a methodological nationalism which locked the development project 
within the nation state, making it an essential component of state building (see Hanieh 2021); 
3) An urban-biased conceptualization of development as a process which essentially originates 
from urban classes and centers (Lipton 1977, 4). The subsequent emphasis is on the centrality 
of industrialization in triggering economic growth, based on an understanding that rural areas 
should simply play the function of reservoirs of labour for industrial growth. 

And yet, in the midst of Malthusian concerns with low food production, and in the context 
of expansion of the second, US dominated, international food regime in the Middle East, the 
imperative of achieving high productivity through technocratic solutions was advanced through 
ideas of modernization of agriculture. Low investment levels of small-scale farmers, the complex 
land tenure systems and field fragmentation were generally assumed to represent the main 
obstalces to the modernization project. The modernization narrative has proven effective in 
containing the resistance to agri-business and in creating a bifurcated view of agriculture. A 
modern agriculture integrated within the circuits of the international food system, anchored 
on the principle of the comparative advantages, is opposed to a traditional, small-scale, non-
productive agriculture. This dichotomic representation of the rural world assumes that societies 
have interests and goals, as opposed to investigating the crucial question of the interests and 
aspirations of different groups within societies, and the latent or manifest conflicts which exist 
(Bernstein 1971, 152). The binary view of rural society occludes the history of resistance in 
the countryside against modernization policies. It fails to capture that a primary factor to rural 
transformation is the growing integration of rationalized capitalist production and/or marketing 
systems into peasant agriculture within the framework of laissez-faire agricultural. It therefore 
ignores the relations that form the peasantry as a social class, rendering workers and peasants’ 



struggle and resistance invisible as they are seen through the frames of identity politics and/or 
by merging their interests with the interests of middle classes.

The discourse of rationalization of agriculture through investments that provide incentives to the 
more economically efficient use of new factors of production is paraded by modernization theory 
as the sine qua non for rural development. This discourse evades the question of the historical 
context, promoting a teleological understanding of change in which the rural world needs to be 
modernized through exogenous factors. And yet, studies grounded in rural sociology and Marxist 
political economy in the region began to question representations of rural societies as static and 
homogeneous. Studies such as Pascon (1977) in Morocco, and Richards (1982) in Egypt, Pfeifer 
(1981) in Algeria provided important analytical considerations about agrarian social structures, 
the link between primitive accumulation and the region’s integration into the international 
division of labour of the world capitalist system, and the role of capitalist relations as the major 
force polarizing politics in the rural sector. Similar arguments have been used by other scholars 
writing on Sudan, Syria, and Iraq. The analysis of the creation of a bifurcated rural world divided 
into a rural bourgeoisie and a rural proletariat however subsumes social differentiation only to 
the logic of expanding capitalist relations, therefore denying analytical significance to peasant 
agency and the specific responses to capitalist transformations. 

  Neoliberalizing the Rural MENA

The neoliberal assault on the countryside in the Arab world took place through economic agricultural 
reforms that dismantled small farmer subsidies and rural support, while liberalizing trade and 
investment. Despite the changing roles of states and markets and the relation between the two, 
the neoliberal project remained rooted in unchanged “tenets of modernization and notions of 
progress” (Kothari and Minogue 2002, 8). Neo-liberal adjustment policies implemented by 
authoritarian regimes in the region marginalized rural areas by cutting subsidies and reinforcing a 
regime of private property in land. In this manner, it rolled-back previous advances brought about 
by redistributive land reforms. In Egypt, 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). Since 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”  (Seddon 1986), mass 
protests erupted in opposition of economic liberalization, structural adjustment and ‘austerity 
measures’ that accompanied the reforms.

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, deregulate international trade, improve market infrastructure and trading 
norms, and establish the legal framework for a market-based economy (Bush 2016). In doing so, 
their intervention reinforced a trade-based approach to food security working according to the 
economic principles of international comparative advantage pushing countries to move away from 
wheat, barley and other grains toward higher value (export) crops such as fruits and vegetables 
and tree crops (Harrigan 2018). 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 benefited large landowners and traders and was detrimental to small farmers. It 
contributed to magnifying already existing tendencies of rural polarization and marginalization, 
food insecurity, vulnerability to environmental degradation and climate change. Neoliberal 
policies have paved the way for agribusiness-dominated markets, a monopolistic structure of few 
corporates, 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 investment relations led to a massive rural exodus, which disrupted 
food production, and allowed powerful foreign retailers to impose contract farming on farmers, 
while supermarketization undermined local economies. 

The political turmoil and uprisings that have structured politics and social policy in the region 
since 2010 demanded ‘bread, freedom, social justice’ invigorated the centrality of food and 
agrarian questions in the region. This slogan of protesters was heard in varied forms across the 
region. While most attention focused on urban rebellions in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya, where 
Western military intervention accelerated the removal from power of Muammar al-Gaddafi and 
the subsequent continued chaos, rural dissent and protest was also present across the region. 
Protests by small farmers across NENA had been very evident since the food price hikes of 2008 
that had intensified rural malnutrition, poverty and inequality. But the causes of protest had been 
long in the making and can be traced back to the onset of economic liberalisation in the mid-
1980s, if not earlier (Bush and Martiniello 2016). Price rises, particularly for wheat and rice, have 
given a stronger rationale to the strategic importance of boosting local production. The need to 
reduce the impact of the vagaries of volatile international markets for grain is—rhetorically at 
least— central to all countries in the region. Yet the strategy to reduce that dependence is shaped 
by intense local and international political pressures. The largely non-food-producing countries 
of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) have intensified their search for land to purchase outside 
their national boundaries, while others, such as Egypt, have suggested the need to reinvigorate 
historical practices of land reclamation (Henderson 2017; Hanieh 2018). All countries in the region 
are intent on increasing incentives to agribusiness investors.

  Reclaiming the Rural MENA

In a region that is defined by the rhetoric of population growth outstripping food production 
and limited resources of land and water, the agrarian crisis is explained through a number of 
narratives, including: 1) the always dominant Malthusian trope which links mechanically and 
deterministically food insecurity to demographic factors; 2) natural resource “scarcity”, which 
abstract nature from dynamics of power, control and extraction; 3) the mantra of poor adoption 
of appropriate technological which see in technical fixes the solution to the crisis of productivity; 
and 4) a narrative of organizational failure, which interprets the crisis from the perspective of 
market and value chains failures.

These narratives essentially view the agrarian crisis as a technical/technological question, rather 
than a political question, that needs to be analyzed through the prism of power relations and 
the dynamics of wealth accumulation. This ignores the necessity to historicize the crisis, and 
delve into the past in order to understand the present, as Walter Rodney would have put it. I 
take distance from any suggestion that the (rural) Middle East is somehow an exceptional case 
that needs to be seen and investigated differently from elsewhere through particularistic lenses. 
On the contrary, I argue that the tools for investigation, the necessary materialist analysis of 
historical and contemporary social formations, grounded in empirically and spatially informed 
understanding of social change, are generalisable. This is because they are grounded in the 
need to explore patterns of capital accumulation and transformation rooted in understanding 
the dynamics of exploitation and inequality generated by cleavages of social class, gender, 
and mechanisms for social reproduction (Bush 2018). In short, I want to advance the centrality 
of the analytical heft of agrarian political economy in explaining the emerging, multiple and 
interconnected patterns of transformation in the region. 



Grounding the analysis of the dynamics of agrarian change of historical and contemporary social 
formations in the Middle East in agrarian political economy perspectives aims at understanding the 
simultaneous and interconnected transformations of land, labour and nature in the countryside, 
as the common denominators of scholarship across the region. These analytical threads grounded 
in the interconnections between political economy, political ecology and political sociology have 
the potential to open up the enquiry of the social, economic, ecological and political conditions in 
the countryside of the MENA region. This might involve also focusing on how neoliberal economic 
reform has worsened rural life chances in the name of development and modernization, but also 
requires a focus on the role of conflicts and war, and changing political ecologies. 

I argue that the rural transformations in the region need to be studied at multi-scalar levels, with 
a particular emphasis on the ways in which capitalist relations in the countryside are spatially 
produced. This requires starting from changes in land-based social relations that occurred with the 
beginning of colonialism and during the post-colonial period, the integration of the region within 
the international food regime, state land and agricultural policies, and neoliberal restructuring 
policies which further contributed to the integration of the region’s agricultures and lands into 
the circuits of capitalist accumulation, shaping a market-based approach to food security. This has 
worsened the prospects of rural development, and immiserated millions of rural producers in the 
region, whose livelihood strategies have been further aggravated by persistent wars, economic 
reforms and ecological devastation. 

I also stress the significance of fieldwork, ethnographic research and oral history (see 
Thompson 2015), in contrast to the emergence of remote research technologies that reify a rift 
between the social researcher and the subject of research (Duffield 2014). This is important 
to recapture and promote the ‘sociological imagination’ alongside the centrality of political 
economy, while simultaneously ensuring that farmers’ agency, voices, perspectives, narratives 
and world views are integrated within analytical perspectives. The sociological imagination 
enables a combination of biography and history in reclaiming grand theory and a project of 
social transformation in the region. 
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