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reconstruction of the agrarian economy. This contribution
discusses the agricultural policy in Rojava from the perspective of autonomy. It focuses on the ways in which autonomy as a mode of ordering interrupts the ordering by state
and capital. Moreover, the article will show how this third
mode of ordering, autonomy, produces alternatives for a
political economy in Syria in which the state's organization
of production and markets had become vehicles of dedevelopment and dispossession, demographic engineering,
and cultural homogenization.
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I N T RO DU CT I O N
“… we are faced with the task of dissolving Reality.” John (Holloway, 2005: 175)
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During the night of July 18–19, 2012, the People's Protection Units (Yekîneyên Parastina Gel, YPG) took control
of Kobanî, an agricultural town with a population of 50,000 in Rojava, the Kurdistan region in Syria.1 The revolution
in Kobanî, as it was referred to, quickly spread to other cities and towns in the Kurdistan region resulting in the
establishment of the Rojava autonomous administration (Knapp et al. 2014: 54–55). Given Kobanî's strategic
location on the international border with Turkey, the Islamic State (IS) attempted to take the town on several
occasions in 2013 and 2014. In September 2014, following the fall of Mosul in Iraq, IS resumed its siege of the
border town, bringing in heavy weapons and fresh supplies captured from the Iraqi military in Mosul.
As a result of the military superiority of the IS, the YPG defense became cornered in the northwest of the city
by the end of October, controlling just a few blocks around the border gate. Then, the United States intervened with
aerial support, and the YPG, along with the Women's Protection Units (Yekîneyên Parastina Jin, YPJ) and supported
by some factions of the Free Syrian Army, managed to force IS out of the city, which was liberated in January 2015.
IS had suffered its first defeat, but Kobanî had been devastated and its agriculture destroyed. Together with the
reconstruction of Kobanî, the land had to be recultivated and markets reestablished. One of the defenders of Kobanî,
Azad Cudi, described in his account of the war how, even while still in ruins, the town immediately showed signs of
this resurrection:
The way Kobanî sprang back to life after the war was astonishing. Each morning, the vegetable and
food growers in the bazaar made displays so full of life as to suggest a lingering anxiety over whether
this new-fangled idea called “cultivation” was going to work. Stalls would be piled high with lemons,
prickly pears, pomegranates, black grapes, and oranges, while small rock falls of watermelons sat to
the side. The next row would be a mosaic of turnips, potatoes, beetroots, carrots, and whiteand-fuchsia radishes. In another alley were the market's true gains: tomatoes the size of small pumpkins, cucumbers, red and green peppers, and shiny black aubergines the length of my forearm. These
would be penned in walls of lettuces, mint, dill, rosemary, and parsley. Yet another alley would be
lined with buckets of green and black olives stuffed with chilies and garlic, great sacks of peanuts,
walnuts, pistachios, and hazelnuts, and spice stalls heaped with miniature hills of dried chili, scarlet
paprika, and turmeric.
As I wandered the markets, I inhaled the smell of sweet black tea, cigarette smoke, lamb stuffed with
apricots, and my favorite grouse, roasted with honey and cinnamon. In the end, I came to see Kobanî
as a gigantic village. My alarm each morning was the sound of a cockerel. My view was a row of
houses made of home-sawn wood and corrugated iron. Every backyard seemed to contain a cow or
a goat.
When I think of how we withstood the Islamists, I think of Kobanî's stubborn farmers. What anchored
us all, fighters and farmers, was a connection to our land. With careful shepherding and untiring care,
we had nurtured a rich and varied life from this meagre earth. (Cudi, 2019: 16–17)
In this vivid recollection, the reestablishment of the market for agricultural produce in Kobanî becomes symbolic
for the way in which the city returned to life. Although the war against the regime and IS received extensive international media coverage, only negligible attention was given to the reconstruction of the region after its liberation from
the Ba0 ath regime and the defeat of the “caliphate”, let alone the political principles underlying this reconstruction of
the agrarian economy. These political principles underlying the reconstruction of the agrarian economy, and to what
these principles are a response, will be the focus of this article.
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Not only in Kobanî but also in the wider region referred to as “Rojava2”, a stretch of land in the north of Syria
predominantly inhabited by Kurds, with significant Syriac, Armenian, and Arab populations, a diversification of production and development of regional markets emerged after the collapse of the Assad regime in the region and the
curbing of IS. Together with this diversification of production and development of regional markets, there was a
reversal of a process of peasant dispossession while the idea of a fair price for peasants, workers, and consumers
was advanced. This all occurred in the context of war and then embargo that disrupted trade routes and damaged
infrastructure for storage and transportation.
The agricultural policy of the autonomous administrations has been to create short chains and link productive
resources to consumption needs in the region and suppress speculation on scarce but crucial items, including food
and fuel as well as land, in order to secure the local provisioning of food against fair prices.3 This has given rise to a
working practice in which agricultural production, storage, and processing facilities were developed and linked to
regional markets and consumptive needs. A first, major accomplishment was the creation of the conditions in which
the region was able to provide wheat and bread for the population independent of the central state, thus contributing to the justification of its governance system (Eng & Martinez, 2017: 137). This governance system was based on
the idea of neither the state nor the market but on self-organizing regions, with the assembly, or council, as its main
political vehicle, articulated around the ideas of democratic autonomy and democratic confederalism. Moreover, as
outlined in this article, these two ideas implied a break with the identity politics of the political economy in Syria. This
political economy had become a means of demographic engineering and imposing an Arab cultural identity on land
and people.
Based on fieldwork in the region in 2015, a student research project “Revitalizing agriculture in Kobanî—
drawing scenarios for local policy makers” (Barbagli et al., 2018), which was executed in 2018 in collaboration with
the Kobanî Reconstruction Board, document research, and (online) interviews in 2019 and 2020, this article discusses the agricultural policy in Rojava/the Autonomous Administration in North and East Syria (AANES) from the
perspective of its guiding vision and related working practices.4 Regarding its structure, this article starts with a
brief discussion on the political status of Kurdistan and the politics of dispossession and de-development. The discussion centers around the idea of the “national”, both in the meaning of a construction of an Arab “national
identity,” disconnecting people from their Kurdish identity, and the construction of a “national economy”, dispossessing the population economically through a process of de-development (Yadirgi, 2020a; Yadirgi, 2020b).
Next, there is discussion of the emergence of the network of local administered communities and how its agricultural policies addressed cultural and economic dispossession. It is argued that this policy (1) disrupted the state's
political economy as vehicle for demographic engineering and cultural homogenization; (2) disrupted a policy of
depeasantization and monocultures; (3) developed regional markets as both a product and medium of socio-political
struggles over the provision of food; (4) connected productive resources and consumption needs based on the principle of fair price (i.e., for all, peasants, workers, and consumers). This is followed by a discussion of the thought of
Abdullah Öcalan, whose ideas about autonomy provides the main ideological direction to the agricultural practices
in Rojava/AANES.
Methodologically, this article follows an approach outlined in Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis' (2014) work, Radical
Democracy and Collective Movements Today, which examines the re-emergence of horizontal forms of organization
and collective forms of participation in collective resistances today. These struggles are considered in the context of
two main strands in post-Marxist political thought: autonomy and hegemony. While the former refers to horizontally
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eastern Kurdistan (Rojhilat). See: Map of Rojava Region and Kurdistan.
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Countrywide, the purchasing power of people depending on markets significantly deteriorated (FAO/WFP, 2015; FAO/WFP, 2019), and 60% of Syria's
population or more than 12 million people were food insecure in 2021 (USAID, 2021).
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A major threat to the redevelopment of the region, it should be noted, comes from the destabilization efforts of Turkey, notably by cutting water supplies

and creating drought at crucial moments in the production cycle. This is not discussed here.

4

JONGERDEN

organized egalitarian modes of self-activity,5 the latter refers to a vertical politics of representation through which
interests are articulated, a popular will constructed, and state-power assumed (Katsambekis & Kioupkiolis, 2014:
13, Newman, 2014: 98). In the autonomy strand, we find writers and thinkers such as Antonio Negri, Paolo Virno,
Michael Hardt, and Franco Berardi (Bifo), inspired by Gilles Deleuze, who believe that a radical politics takes the
form of self-constitution (Katsambekis & Kioupkiolis, 2014: 13), or what Harry Cleaver (2000: 18) refers to as
“self-valorization”, a “socially constitutive self-activity”, and the creation of “new worlds.” In the hegemony strand,
we may locate the ideas and works of Ernesto Laclau, Chantall Mouffe, and Slavoj Žižek, inspired by Antonio Gramsci
(Prentoulis & Thomassen, 2014: 216).
Here, I will discuss changes in the organization of the agricultural economy in the context the idea of
autonomy as self-activity, an approach to autonomy that gained importance in Marxist thought in the 1960s. Emerging from the operaismo (workerism) current in Marxism in Italy, this approach to autonomy came to stand for the centrality of the independent activity of workers' and social movements (Tronti, 1964). As a form of self-constitution,
autonomy thus became a struggle defined less by articulating an opposition to capital and state (only) than by
“a positive vision of what is to be achieved” (Hoy, 2004) and to construct an alternative future in the present
(Cleaver, 2000: 18).
Considering autonomy as a mode of ordering, as self-constitution, involves a rejection of the idea of autonomy
as relative (Althusser, 2006). If autonomy is considered relative, it becomes a matter of degree, the extent to which
one can withdraw from external influence (Borras, 2008: 100), or else it is fixed by the characteristics of the totality
of that of which it is a part (Althusser, 2005). Thence, autonomy is defined primarily by what it is not. In this article,
however, autonomy is conceptualized as a different mode of ordering from that of the state and capital. While considering autonomy an ordering mechanism next to that of the state and capital, this article focuses on the ways in
which autonomous projects are able to interrupt the ordering by state and capital. More in particular, the article will
show how this third mode of ordering, autonomy, disrupts a political economy in Syria in which the state's organization of production and markets had become vehicles of de-development and dispossession, demographic engineering, and cultural homogenization.
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DISPOSSESSION

Spread across southeastern Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East, for centuries, the Ottomans and their vassals
had variously administered what was an empire of peoples and an assemblage of systems of direct and indirect rule.
The rulers did not consider themselves the bearers of a national identity or representatives of a nation, and nor did
they express any great need to mold, shape, and otherwise “create” a population. Yet, by the time Syria was carved
out from the remains of the empire, first created as a French Mandate (in 1920) and later gaining political independence (in 1946), nationalism had become a vibrant and multi-faced political imaginary. In this imaginary “the
national” had emerged as a powerful platform through which to realize political and territorial claims. The production
of a “national population”, or simply “the nation”, and the production of a “national economy” became key objectives, through which a process of “internal colonization” took place in various parts of Kurdistan, now divided across
newly created nation-states (Mohammadpour & Soleimani, 2020; Yadirgi, 2020a; Yadirgi, 2020b).
This transformation of empires into state-nations was a damaging process, in which borders were drawn in the
belief that, first, political units (the state) and cultural units (the nation) should coincide and, second, the power of
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the state depended on the degree to which its subjects responded to the ideal of cultural identity thought to characterize the nation (Jongerden, 2007: 1–2). With demos equated to ethnos, states, now prime actors in the social field,
aimed to create the homogeneous ethnocultural identity that gave them legitimacy and in whose name they
exercised exclusive territorial control. In this context, any arrangement that fell short of the equation of state-nationterritory was considered suboptimal (Keitner, 2007: 2–3) and a sign of inferiority (Clastres, 1989).
When the border was drawn between today's Turkey and Syria, the geography of Kurdistan was divided over
different states.6 Cities and villages were cut in two; overnight, kin found themselves in different countries and
households separated from their fields. The cleavage was followed by an obsessive identity politics. North of the
new border, Kurds had to qualify themselves as Turks to enjoy citizenship rights (Barkey & Fuller, 1998), while to
the south, an Arab ethnic and cultural identity was propelled and imposed (Allsopp, 2014; Gunter, 2014;
Tejel, 2009). In the imaginary of the nation-state of Syria as an Arab republic, the existence of Kurds was considered
troublesome.
Alongside and as a constituent part of the assimilation and oppression that ensued, Syria's modernization of
agriculture in the 1960s and 1970s became employed also for the production of an Arab imprint in the country's
non-Arab regions. In short, a politics of dispossession was pursued, one in which land rights were transferred
from “non-national” elements, which referred to Kurds, to “national” ones, namely, Arabs (Tejel, 2009: 64–5).
Next, as well as being related to the creation of a “national population”, the creation of a “national economy”
became a central concern. Influenced by the German historical school of Economics and the writings of its intellectual founder, Georg Friedrich List, the Syrian political elite thought of economic development as a tool for
nation-building.
For the Ba0 ath party, the development of a national economy through a modernization of agriculture served as a
vehicle for the extension of state control in rural areas (Schad, 2001). The agricultural modernization phantasm in
Syria became a bureaucratic affair: centrally planned and supervised by technocrats. Agricultural production was regulated through medium and long-term agricultural sector planning, which involved a comprehensive annual plan with
targets for key crops, areas for planting specified by crop, and instructions about the crops that farmers should grow,
including the use of seeds, fertilizers, and other inputs (Ababsa et al., 2011: 5–6).
This long-term planning of agriculture and micro-management of crop production was based on an ordering of
four physiographical regions, comprising the coast and hinterland, the mountains and highlands, the plains, and the
desert.7 While the total area of land under cultivation amounted to around 5–5.5 million hectares (of the country's
18 million ha), most of the farming was done in the northeastern region, which covered more than 40% of the total
area (FAO, 2008)—including what became today's Rojava (and AANES). While the area was important for its crop
production, the production of added value through processing took place in the western part of the country. This
unequal economic development, in which a center and a periphery are created, is referred to by various authors as a
process of internal colonization by de-development (Roy, 1995, Mohammadpour & Soleimani, 2020:
742, Yadirgi, 2020a, Yadirgi, 2020b).
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BUREAUCRACY, FARMING, AND ARABIZATION

When the civil war erupted, Syria was in the midst of an agrarian crisis (Dahi et al., 2017). This had developed as the
result of the waves of state-led dispossession and damage done to farms and ecosystems, but it had a history that
went back to Ottoman times. A first wave of dispossession had occurred in the second half of the nineteenth and
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south to Turkey in the north parallel to the Mediterranean coast; the plains are the land to the east of the highlands, including a pocket in the south from
Damascus to Dara and a stretch of land going north from Homs to Afrin on the border with Turkey and from Afrin to the border with Iraq; the desert plains
are in the southeast of Syria, bordering Iraq and Jordan (FAO, 2008).
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beginning of the twentieth centuries, when tribal and religious leaders, merchants and magistrates, started to register
large swathes of land in their name as part of the “Western reforms” ongoing in the Ottoman Empire. Writing about
an (2012: 180) has
the early 20th century and examining land disputes through peasant petitions, Özok-Gündog
argued that peasant dispossession became a pressing social problem in the final years of the Ottoman Empire. The
Land Code that was introduced came with a transformation of land usage into a system of exclusionary rights, alongside, moreover, the emergence of a centralized state and development of capitalism: “The centralization policies of
the state coupled with the growing commercialization of agriculture helped to bring about an increase in the value
of land” (ibid. 203). This process created a class of landlords, and discontent among peasants and the rural
population.
Founded in 1943 but not gaining power in Syria until 1963, the pan-Arab nationalist Ba0 ath party promised a
rural revival and food security. It developed a strong rural base (Daoudy, 2020: 113, 116). In 1966, it initiated radical
agrarian reforms. These rested on the assumption that agricultural modernization and rural development should be
state guided and achieved through the establishment of large-scale, irrigated farms. Advised by Soviet engineers, the
Ba0 ath regime embarked on several massive irrigation and land reclamation projects (Springborg, 1981). With
the Tabqa Dam as the centerpiece, these were to transform small-scale irrigation and dry-land farming in the
Euphrates basin into large-scale irrigated agriculture for the production of “strategic crops” as wheat, barley, and
cotton (Ababsa et al., 2011).
While the Ba0 ath believed that a “hydrological breakthrough would transform the agricultural sector into a highly
profitable enterprise” and contribute to food security, they were to discover that the irrigation projects “failed to live
up to [the] advance billings” (Springborg, 1981: 192). The ecological costs of these schemes were high, but the
returns were low. The bureaucratic control over agriculture met resistance from producers, who sometimes evaded
crop-rotation plans (Ababsa et al., 2011: 5), while agricultural productivity was undermined by decreased soil quality,
increased salinity (Daoudy, 2020), and water pollution as a result of waste deposits of sewage, agricultural chemicals,
and the discharges of factories, tanneries, and oil refineries. Not only water quality declined, water availability too.
Resource mismanagement and overexploitation caused the depletion of water resources (Chatel, 2014: 532). In combination with low rainfall and upstream dam construction in Turkey, this contributed to water scarcity
(Haddad, 2011a). By the early 1990s, Syria's rate of food self-sufficiency had fallen from 78% in 1970 to just 48%
(Daoudy, 2020).
The agricultural modernization and rural development policy in the fertile land in the north, mainly inhabited by
Kurds and Christian minorities, was co-constructed with a policy of Arabization. The Arab nationalists of the Ba0 ath
considered the cultural integration of the Kurds there into a Syrian identity to be “delicate”, at best (Tejel, 2009: 64).
The prevalent view was that the Kurds posed a threat to the Arab nation; they were a “malignant tumor” on the side
of the Arab nation that had to be removed. To excise this threat, in 1962, the regime in Damascus stripped 120,000
Kurds of their citizenship.8 An “Arab Belt” policy was introduced aiming to replace the Kurdish population of 332 villages with Arab settlers in a 280 km stretch of well-cultivated land running along the border with Turkey
(Tejel, 2009: 61). Land was widely expropriated from Kurdish farmers (Selby, 2005).
This colonization was thought to depend upon “certain favorable conditions”, especially the construction of the
Tabqa Dam. Thus, in 1975, after this dam was filled, Arab families were armed and settled in “model” farms in Jazire,
the very heart of the Kurdish region, and in the northern countryside of Raqqa (Tejel, 2009: 62). Irrigation, land reclamation, and the establishment of state farms were intended to support the Ba0 ath's Arab rural constituencies
(Daoudy, 2020). Agrarian support mechanisms, among these credits, further functioned as instrumental to the policy
of Arabization (Selby, 2005). The massive schemes for land reclamation and irrigation and the Arabization policies
and associated support mechanisms required a centralized administration and expanded bureaucracy, which all
served to build political control over the Kurdish area (Ababsa, 2011: 8).
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A policy of privatization in agriculture introduced in the 2000s was supposed to liberate the state from the massive investments necessary to sustain its policy and the farming practices it had followed. This privatization policy
not only contributed to the re-emergence of a class of landlords and entrepreneurs (Ababsa et al., 2011;
Donati, 2013), it also shook up clientelistic networks. While a new predatory class emerged that gained its wealth by
access to political power-players in the regime and purchase of the newly denationalized resources (Haddad, 2011b),
the regime's traditional clients among the rural and urban poor lost their access to income and services, as the
Ba0 ath's new economic direction reduced distributive politics and social protection.
Basic services, such as education and healthcare, were privatized and support to farmers removed (Dahi
et al., 2017). The removal of fuel subsidies in 2008 led to an overnight jump in fuel prices of nearly 350%, while the
removal of fertilizer subsidies in 2009 resulted in price increases of around 200 to 450% (De Schutter, 2011: 16). As
many rural inhabitants could no longer sustain themselves, entire villages were abandoned (Haddad, 2011a; Joya,
2011). This rural destruction led to an increase in the numbers of the urban poor without any prospects of improvement in living conditions. Combined with the accumulation of wealth by the political elite and its bureaucratic and
economic clients this contributed to political instability (Dahi et al., 2017; Donati, 2013; Gleick, 2014).
Privatization came with stricter regulation on landownership and inheritance of land, too, extending past
Arabization policies. (Albarazi, 2013). Many Kurds had lost their land rights as a consequence of their loss of national
citizenship in 1962 as part of efforts to create an Arab belt along the border with Turkey (Allsopp, 2014;
Tejel, 2009). Economic liberalization did not reverse this politics of dispossession, quite the contrary. A new decree
issued in 2008 required permission for land title deed transfers from the Ministry of Defense and the Political Security Directorate in Damascus, causing hundreds more Kurdish farmers in the region to lose their right to farmland
(Allsopp, 2014). Whereas the politics of agrarian modernization and rural development in Syria had been closely
linked to a politics of Arab ethnic nationalism, the economic liberalization of the 1990s and 2000s continued
this past.
Overall, the Ba0 athist state had dispossessed large numbers of its subjects, both as peasants and as Kurds. While
Syrian identity was defined in a mono-ethnic way, as an Arab identity, depriving Kurds of their right to count as citizens, the mono-cultural agricultural policy undermined the productive capacity of farming. In short, the imposition of
an Arab cultural identity combined with an exclusive focus on a single agricultural model became the phantasm
(Scott, 1998) of the nation-state as efficient and rationally organized.
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AGRICULTURE IN ROJAVA

When the central state administration in and of the Rojava region collapsed in 2012, its capacity to exercise bureaucratic control and micro-manage agriculture evaporated too. In its place, a network of local administered communities emerged that assumed responsibilities for the systematic provision of security, justice, fuel, and food. In the
Rojava region, composed of three cantons, Efrin in the west, Kobanî in the middle, and Jazire in the east (see
Figure 1), an alternative governance model based on the idea of self-administration was forged. This incorporated its
working practices of “fair price”—for peasants, workers, and consumers—diversification, short chains, and regional
markets.
Across Syria, the collapse of the state was marked by the establishment of local councils. People organized
themselves all around the country for a working practice that saw hundreds of councils springing up. This phenomenon was referred to as the “essence of the Syrian revolution” (Munif, 2017), although it might equally be recognized
more generally as expressing the essence of a popular revolution, in which people self-organize (Arendt, 1990: 127).
The councils that emerged in Rojava, however, were different from those elsewhere in Syria. In Rojava, the councils
were not only a local working practice but also interrelated in a larger network.
Together with the establishment of the first councils in the Kurdistan region, the Democratic Union Party
(Partiya Yekîtiya Demokrat, PYD), a political party inspired by the ideas of Öcalan, established the Movement for a
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FIGURE 1

Map of Rojava region and Kurdistan

Democratic Society (Tevgera Civaka Demokratîk, TEV-DEM). TEV-DEM9 functioned as an organizational platform
promoting the establishment of councils based on the “rights of all ethnic and religious groups to manage themselves
according to their own free will.”10 Thus, TEV-DEM functioned as an institutional setting for deliberation and coordination that helped to solidify, ground, and expand the reach of the councils (Knapp, Flach et al. 2014). It was in this
institutional context of collapse of the state and creation of a network of councils that Rojava's agricultural reconstruction evolved.11
The primary challenges were those of the war in Syria, Turkey's military incursions and occupation, and its
embargo on the emerging entity, which Turkey considered merely an extension of the Kurdistan Workers Party
(Partiya Karkêren Kurdistan, PKK). This situation of military and economic warfare resulted in volatile prices and
disrupted distribution networks and markets (SIM, 2018: 13). While labour was scarce, the number of agricultural
machines was decimated (Lebsky, 2016). Militias operated under Turkey's protection, and IS looted equipment and
destroyed much of the infrastructure, including storage facilities, pumps, irrigation systems, and electrical transformers. In spite of the difficult circumstances, however, the network of autonomous administered localities and

9

While Arendt (Arendt, 1990: 273) juxtaposed council and party as organs of actions versus organs of representation, or, in terms of the two main strands
in post-Marxist political thought mentioned earlier, as autonomy and hegemony, in Rojava, the council developed in parallel to the party. A study of TEVDEM from the perspective of council and party (Arendt, 1990) or autonomy and hegemony (Katsambekis & Kioupkiolis, 2014) is beyond the scope if this
research, yet would be of interest for a more detailed understanding of the governance system of Rojava/AANES.
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Conversations in the period 2018–2020 with agricultural engineers involved in the re-development of agricultural infrastructures in the region, such as

processing capacity, but also water-infrastructures, revealed that the lack of qualified persons was a source of dissatisfaction and concern. This is also one
of the reasons, that the University of Rojava was established in Qamişlo in 2016, followed by the University of Kobanî in 2017 and the University of alSharq (East) in the city of Raqqa in 2021.
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regions was able to establish itself and create a space for new agricultural policies and practices. In brief, this new
space was characterized by what we may refer to as repeasantization (Van der Ploeg, 2008), diversification of production, development of processing capacity, and regional food provisioning.12
With the curbing of IS, the implosion of the regime and collapse of the central administration meant that regulations that had prevented peasants from cultivating their land could be declared null and void. The Ba0 athist policies
dispossessing Kurdish peasants and enforcing Arabization were annulled, and instead, the multicultural composition
of the region was embraced. Moreover, small-scale peasant farming was able to re-emerge (SIM, 2018: 13). The network of local councils that emerged in the place of the central administration stimulated peasant production. Land
now at the councils' disposal due to the regime's abandonment of the region's state farms was allocated to households and village cooperatives.
Recipients did not receive former state land as owners, but were awarded the right to use it (Ahmet Perda, personal communication, 23-9-2019). Ahmet Yousef, a member of the Committee on Economy and Trade of the Efrin
Autonomous Canton, referred to this policy as a maximization of use value over exchange value of the land
(Yousef, 2015). Resources were provided to support farmers, ranging from fuel to chemical and organic inputs, less
water-intensive agriculture was promoted. Moreover, “[t]he self-administration has also set a minimum wage for
labourers (SYP 200 (GBP 0.30) per hour per worker, or SYP 3,000 (GBP 4.43) per dunum or per day). However, due
to the lack of labourers, producers try to pay more attractive salaries (…) Economic Committees are responsible for
enforcing regulations on prices and prohibiting the sale of expired goods from the producers. A minimum-maximum
price range is also set for some commodities. In Efrin, informants reported a ‘violation fee’ for people who sell at a
higher price than the determined maximum” (SIM 2018: 19). Disputes are brought to a reconciliation committee, and
if the case is not solved, brought to court.13
The implosion of the state came with a move away from monocultures and a diversification of production
(Barbagli et al., 2018: 7). Cotton production fell, while the production of vegetables, lentils, spices and bulgur wheat
increased. The diversification of the local economy more broadly was also a top priority since supplies from other
parts of (rump) Syria had stagnated and the region was placed under embargo by Turkey after the defeat of IS
(Allsopp & Wilgenbrug, 2019: 102)14 Thus, facilities were established at the municipal level to promote processing
and manufacturing.
Under the Ba0 ath regime, the Kurdistan region had only produced agricultural products, with their processing situated outside the region. While the region was the wheat-basket of Syria, it was dependent for supplies of flour, bulgur wheat, pasta, and other processed products from outside, such as from Hama, Homs, Aleppo, and Damascus. To
counter this “de-development” (Roy, 1995, Mohammadpour & Soleimani, 2020: 742, Yadirgi, 2020a, Yadirgi, 2020b)
of the region, cooperatives were established and developed by local communes, which started to play an important
role in the development of processing capacity in the region. In 2015, the local autonomous administration in
Qamişlo, the second-largest city in the region after Hasakê, organized the first fair of locally produced and processed
products (Ahmet Perda, personal communication, 23-9-2019).
As part of the prioritization of local consumption needs, exports were not allowed when production fell short
(SIM, 2018: 19). In this reorganization, therefore, the regional market was made key as the self-administration
attempted to organize the economy around it (Barbagli et al., 2018). This regionally embedded market, which
Jingzhong et al. (2012) refer to as “nested market” is a direct response to the economic colonization by the bureaucratic state and the dominance and monopoly of capital (Wallerstein, 1991). Referring to Ferdinand Braudel's
(Braudel, 1983) concept of capitalism as “anti-market”, the local administrations envisaged the regional markets

12
13

Aiming to undermine this success in recent years, Turkey has weaponized its control over water flows, causing draughts and disrupting crop production.
For a discussion of these reconciliation committees see Jongerden and Knapp (2020). “Peace committees, platforms and the political ordering of society:

Doing justice in the Federation of Northern and Eastern Syria (NES).” Kurdish Studies 8 (2): pp. 297–312.
14

Ankara began construction of a border wall to seal off the region after 2015, which also prevented smugglers from moving goods in and out the region

from the north.
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developed in Rojava as a main constituent of a social economy in which productive capacities would meet consumption needs in a context of fair prices, social justice, and ecological consideration (Yousef, 2015).
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D I S C U S S I O N : A U TO N O M Y , Ö CA L A N , A N D B O O K C H I N

Abdullah Öcalan's thought provided the main ideological direction to the agricultural policies in Rojava/AANES. More
specific, the organization of production, processing, distribution, and markets in the Rojava/AANES region through
an interrelated network of self-organized communities is inspired by Öcalan's political principles of democratic
autonomy and democratic confederalism. The remainder of this article will discuss his guiding vision.
Knapp (2019) refers to the thought of Öcalan as a complex ideology, sliding different temporal layers
(Tomba, 2019) that brings together twentieth-century critical theory with Neolithic mythology (Knapp, 2019). In his
work Öcalan did not limit himself to critical analysis of inequality and oppression. Like Murray Bookchin, whose work
he admired, Öcalan also imagined and developed political perspectives for a radical societal transformation beyond
state and capital (see Jongerden, 2019).
Building on Braudel's Long Duree (Braudel, 1970) and inspired by Bookchin's Social Ecology15 (Bookchin, 1982),
Öcalan (2013, 2015, 2017a, 2017b) argued that the development of state and class society have to be analysed as
historical processes contingent on the emergence and accumulation of social hierarchies, that are at the basis of the
social and ecological problems we face today. Öcalan analysed this prevailing social ecology as a civilization of domination, of which the modern nation-state and capitalism are the most recent expressions. Both are said to have their
origin in the emergence of the “strong man” as patriarchic and the associated system of hierarchical power descending from this in the Neolithic era, thousands of years ago (Öcalan, 2013: 18).
Social inequalities and cultural injustices, Öcalan argues, began with the emergence of gender hierarchies and
the identification of women with the domestic sphere. Öcalan (2013) argued that the nation-state and capitalism are
similarly contingent on the institutionalization of the dominant male, which takes place around two “sexual ruptures”, which institutionalized a single-voiced masculine social culture and a silencing of women. The first rupture
took place in the Neolithic/Sumerian era around the idea of the strong man. The second rupture took place as an
intensification of patriarchy through monotheistic religion, which shifted the position of women from creator to created, as symbolized in the Abrahamic narrative of woman created from man's rib. In the previous world of multiple
gods, women had been attributed creative powers, thence political potency.
Building on this analysis, Öcalan breaks with the idea of linear time and progressive history. Instead, Öcalan distinguished between two conflicting civilizations. On the one hand “state civilization” and, relatedly, what he refers to
as “capitalist modernity” in the modern era, based on the institutionalization of the dominant male. On the other
hand, “democratic civilization” and “democratic modernity, based on various forms of self-organization. While the
first develops from hierarchies and domination, the second develops from egalitarianism and collaboration (Akkaya &
Jongerden, 2013).
The notion of a binary of two conflicting (competing, oppositional) civilizations had profound political implications. Instead of a history constructed from a materialist analysis of diachronic progressive time, Öcalan distinguished
an insurgent history in parallel to the history of state and capital. History does not develop in stages of an everhigher civilization but through an oppositional struggle between qualitatively different civilizations. Though Öcalan
considered capitalism as the next level in a sequence of history, he rejects Marx's understanding of capitalism as a
progressive force in the history of mankind. Öcalan moved close to the nineteenth-century anarchist schools of
thought, questioning the progressiveness of capitalism.
15

Öcalan had emphasized the value of Bookchin's ideas and referred to him as his teacher and himself as Bookchin's pupil (Reimar Heider, personal

communication, December 24, 2015): “The world view for which I stand”, Öcalan had explained in a meeting with his lawyers on December 1, 2004, “is
close to that of Bookchin.” Like Bookchin, Öcalan started to believe that statecraft had corroded the political domain and resulted in civic degradation. He
suggested that Bookchin must be read and his ideas practiced (Öcalan, 2004). For an extended discusion, see Jongerden (2019).
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These two different “civilizations” exist simultaneously, one dominant, and one as counter-current, one based
on the idea of the state (essentially imposed, top-down), the other on the self-constituting capacities of people
(which emerge, bottom-bottom). It is in the context of the second tradition, the self-organizing capacities of people,
that Öcalan formulates his political project of democratic-autonomy and democratic-confederalism. This is a political
project for the strengthening of autonomy as a mode of organizing and ordering vis-a-vis capital and state. While
making references to a Neolithic past and mobilizing ‘autonomous’ histories of contemporary struggles, he developed a political project for the strengthening of struggles of people who are denied existence.
In his “Sympathetic Critique of Abdullah Öcalan's State Theory”, Kamran Matin (2021) argues that Öcalan's historical sociology sways back and forth between an “internalist” analysis, which explains state-formation on the basis
of the emergence of hierarchies and inequalities, and an “interactivist” analysis, which refers to societal multiplicity
and the existence of two civilizations based on the traditional state (identified with systems of inequality and exploitation) and on communal democracy (characterized by participation and equity). Through this “methodological dualism”16 Öcalan explains historical development (temporal) and the existence of different social-political formations
(multiplicity, simultaneity). He locates the state in the field of exploitation and domination and contrasts this with
practices of self-organization. It is in this context of the development of the state and a counter-current of selforganized practices that he articulates a political programme aimed at a reconstitution of society, which is thus
strengthened against the state. This notion of liberation as self-organized practices stands in sharp contrast to the
idea of liberation developed in the 1960s and 1970s, a time of anti-colonial liberation struggles in which the PKK
emerged, and which seeks a conquering or becoming of the state. It is crucially through the multiplicity engendered,
that Öcalan is able to empower a practice which, in the language of Holloway (2002), aims to break with the
fetishizing of the state as the main vehicle for change.
Öcalan's idea of strengthening society against the state through forms of self-organization is articulated around
two concepts. Together they express the idea of autonomy as self-constituting, networked practice. These concepts
are democratic autonomy and democratic confederalism. “Democratic autonomy” refers to the principle of selfconstitution, practices in which people produce and reproduce the necessary and desired conditions for living
through direct engagement and collaboration with one another. Although defined in terms of a non-secessionist
understanding of self-determination (Bezwan, 2018), a major thrust of democratic autonomy is the delimitation of
state power through the development of self-governance.17 This involves the creation of an institutional framework
of civil bodies, “citizen assemblies”, through which communities develop capacities to manage their own affairs
(Colasanti et al., 2018; Gunes, 2019; Gunes & Lowe, 2015). “Democratic confederalism” refers to the networked
form that this takes, namely, the strengthening of local administrative capacities through the organization of councils
at the levels of hamlet/village, neighborhood, district, town/city, and region.
It is in order to prevent the project of self-administration from becoming vacuous or used for parochial ends,
Öcalan followed Bookchin's insistence on understanding autonomy and confederalism in an interconnected way.
Bookchin (1982) suggested the principle of confederalism as a network of local democratic assemblies. This confederalism is a principle of social organization as a way of “democratizing the interdependence without surrendering
the principle of local control.” Confederalism, Bookchin argued, reaches its fullest development in relation to a

16

The internalist methodology operates for the “originary case of state-formation” and the interactivist one for the “subsequent cases all of which take

place in the context of the interaction with the originary state.” Matin (2021) argues that if this methodological dualism is accepted, the formation and
prospects of democratic confederalism and democratic autonomy must be studied within an interactivist approach, as it takes place within a world system
of capital and nation-state. Therefore, a transcending of the state can only be a world-systemic phenomenon. Yet, according to Matin, the practice of
democratic confederalism and democratic autonomy is treated as a domestic project, in spite of its transnational dimensions and effects. Thus, he
concludes, Öcalan's contribution to historical sociology is theoretically inadequate. I argue, however, that this methodological dualism need not be
problematic or contradictory. While Öcalan's theory of state formation entails a historical analysis (time), his analysis of two civilizational types entails an
analysis of societal multiplicity and struggle (space). Öcalan's political project of democratic confederalism and democratic autonomy aims at the
strengthening and developing of what he refers to as the non-state tradition in human history, or what the concept of class meant in the context of
historical materialism (time) and dialectical materialism (space).
17

In addition, Öcalan argued, these self-governing bodies or “confederate structures” (Öcalan, 2014: 33) do not need to question the existing borders, yet

neither are they impelled to accept them as naturalized fact. The development of confederal structures means that borders lose their meaning.
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project of autonomy “when placing local farms, factories, and other enterprises in local municipal hands” and “when
a community (…) begins to manage its own economic resources in an interlinked way with other communities”
(Bookchin, 1982: 11).
In this model, the economy is placed in the custody of the confederal councils; thus, it is “neither collectivized
nor privatized, it is common” (ibid: 10). The emergence of this system of democratic autonomy and confederalism
interrupted the economy of dispossession, both in its Soviet-inspired state-farm and more recent neoliberal forms.
Currently, although still very much a work in progress, a communal agricultural economy is in the making, one that is
not governed by a centralized bureaucratic state or by the power of business.18 Rather, this agrarian system is being
developed through a network of regionally organized production and administration, interdependent yet under local
control. This is the underlying logic of the communally organized and interconnected agricultural economy in the
Rojava/AANES region, which interrupted the Ba0 ath's political economy as vehicle for identity-politics and dedevelopment.
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C O N CL U S I O N S

Kobanî's rejuvenation in 2015 was illustrated in the reestablishment of the urban consumers' market for agricultural
products produced by peasants in the region and feeding the population. This article has discussed the revitalization
of markets, farming, and agriculture more broadly in Rojava/AANES from the perspective of its guiding political
vision, and the cultural and economic dispossession to which these principles were developed as a response. Based
on fieldwork carried out in the region, interviews inside and outside the region, and documents studied, it has been
argued that the vision and working practices together secured four main achievements. First, these working practices
and guiding vision disrupted the political economy as vehicle for demographic engineering and cultural homogenization; second, peasant farming re-emerged along with a diversification of production; third, nested markets were
developed as the product and medium of socio-political struggles over the provision of food; and fourth, productive
resources and consumption needs were reconnected in the territory based on the principle of fair price (i.e., for all,
peasants, workers, and consumers).
In the previous decades, the central state in Syria had assumed to produce an ethnos in whose name it legitimized its own existence and the constituents of a national agricultural production: bureaucratic control for the development of large-scale irrigated agriculture aiming at the production of strategic crops. The emphasis on a production
of the national came with an agricultural modernization that translated into identity politics—Arabization of the land
where agricultural production occurred—and the expansion of bureaucratic control for the production of privileged
crops, such as wheat and cotton. This comprised a process of state-directed cultural and economic dispossession,
which was further fueled by privatization in the 2000s. Private capital accumulated, a predatory class of landowners
emerged, and an exodus from rural areas followed. Peasant dispossession was then exacerbated by new state regulations and land acquisition that strengthened bureaucratic discrimination against Kurds. Thus, the historical double
politics of economic and cultural disconnection and dispossession were extended into the present.
When the central state lost its control over the Rojava/AANES region in 2012, the agricultural modernization
and rural development policy in Syria co-constructed through this policy of Arabization and dispossession was

18

In this confederal council system developed in Rojava, the smallest unit in the network is the commune (komîn). Determined on the ground by people
living there, the commune ranges in size anywhere between a handful of households to 200-odd, equivalent to a residential street or streets (in urban
areas) or a hamlet, small village, or part of a large one (rurality). As members of the commune, all the residents of the area designated can participate in the
commune meetings. Each commune elects a council and its executive committee. This executive committee is headed by co-chairs, one woman and one
man, with additional members held to a 40% gender quota. Beyond the commune, at the wider level, there are clusters of communes or neighborhood
councils (komîngeh, also referred to as “tax”). Then, depending on the size of the town or city, there are sub-districts (belde) and districts (navçe); and then,
there are cantons (kanton), now differentiated as provinces (eyalet) and regions (herêm). For each level of spatial organization there is a further tier of

councils. This system of councils comprises the autonomous administration of Rojava. See Jongerden and Knapp (2020). “Peace committees, platforms and
the political ordering of society: Doing justice in the Federation of Northern and Eastern Syria (NES).” Kurdish Studies 8 (2): pp. 297–312.
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halted. Instead, a network of local administered communities emerged, which not only interrupted the policies of
economic dispossession but undertook the development of a new politics involving a revolution in the administration. Food provisioning for regional markets was made a key feature in the new economy along with the stimulation
of family farms and cooperatives and the development of processing and manufacturing capacities, while Arabization
made place for a politics of cultural diversity. As a result, today, neither the centralized, bureaucratic ‘national’ state
nor private capital provides the principal ordering mechanism for society and the agricultural economy.
The organization of production, processing, distribution, and markets in the Rojava/AANES region operates
through an interrelated network of local communities. This represents a third, self-constituting, or autonomous mode
of ordering, one that valorizes locally organized and diverse agricultural production and which has come with a repeasantization and a development of local storage and processing capacities. This specific siting of a socio-political
struggle over the control over the cultural and economic means of existence needs more in-depth research. Such
research may also benefit from a comparative perspective with socio-political struggles elsewhere, from the sociopolitical struggle of the Movement of Landless Rural Workers (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra, MST)
n
in Brasil (Wittman, 2009) to that of the Zapatista Army of National Liberation (Ejército Zapatista de Liberacio
Nacional, EZLN) in Mexico (Kaufman & Reyes, 2011; Mora, 2007; Vergara-Camus, 2014), or the agrarian initiatives
of demobilized fighters of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia—People's Army (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia–Ejército del Pueblo, FARC-EP) in Colombia (Urquijo & Verschoor, 2021). In this sense, the
analysis presented in this article may be placed in the narrative context of an ongoing history and learning from political struggles on the autonomous constitution of society, bringing self-organization, and the principles which guide it,
as a distinct mode of ordering, to the center of debates.
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