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ABSTRACT THESIS: The catastrophic effects of the Anthropocene are increasingly evi-
dent. Manifestations of crisis are not only environmental but also economic, social, po-
litical, ethical; which combined with the dystopian imaginaries of the future, suggest 
the need for a paradigm shift. In this regard, Commons are seen as an alternative for a 
transition to a post-capitalist economy. In this context of the Anthropocene, Design for 
Social Innovation remains understood as a “humanitarian” action, linked to the logic of 
commodification; reason why some call for decolonizing Design from Western abstrac-
tions. The research focused on the relationship between Design and Commons, with an 
attention to decolonial thought. The idea is to comprehend the role of Design in helping 
to shift paradigms from an extractivist growth economy to a resource economy; a de-
sign attached to situations instead of objects. The investigation followed an action rese-
arch approach that involved “inhabiting” the oases of Chenini and Jemna in Tunisia, as 
Commons/community economies in crisis. A collaborative design experiment was con-
ducted using a post-development/feminist line of thought, considering the concepts of 
“Radical Imagination”, “Epistemologies of the South” and “Situated Knowledge”. What 
emerged was a different perspective for design research, truly rooted in the present 
and capable of bringing the communities and contexts involved into a feasible future.
 
ABSTRACT THESE: Les effets catastrophiques de l’Anthropocène sont de plus en plus 
évidents. Les manifestations de la crise ne sont pas seulement environnementales mais 
aussi économiques, sociales, politiques, éthiques ; ce qui, combiné aux imaginaires 
dystopiques du futur, suggère la nécessité d’un changement de paradigme. À cet égard, 
les Communs sont considérés comme une alternative pour une transition vers une éco-
nomie post-capitaliste. Dans ce contexte de l’Anthropocène, le Design pour l’Innovation 
Sociale reste compris comme une action “humanitaire”, liée à la logique de marchan-
disation ; raison pour laquelle certains appellent à décoloniser le Design des abstrac-
tions occidentales. La recherche s’est concentrée sur la relation entre le Design et les 
Communs, avec une attention particulière à la pensée décoloniale. L’idée est de com-
prendre le rôle du Design dans l’évolution des paradigmes d’une économie de crois-
sance extractiviste à une économie de ressources ; un Design attaché aux situations 
plutôt qu’aux objets. L’enquête a adopté une approche de recherche-action consistant 
à “habiter” les oasis de Chenini et Jemna en Tunisie, comme exemples de Communs/
économies communautaires en crise. Une expérience de co-design a été menée en sui-
vant une ligne de pensée post-développement/féministe, considérant les concepts “d’I-
magination Radicale”, “d’Epistémologies du Sud” et de “Connaissance Située”. Il en est 
ressorti une perspective différente pour la recherche en design, véritablement ancrée 
dans le présent et capable d’amener les communautés et les contextes concernés vers 
un avenir réalisable.
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The desire to carry out this research stems from a personal experience as a newly 
graduated designer who, after several years of study, was faced with serious ethical 
questions regarding the practice of design itself. Since reading Victor Papanek’s vi-
rulent criticism of the trajectory that design had taken, the idea of   design guiltiness, 
even driven by the most positive intentions, towards ecological and social sustaina-
bility had become a real concern. Designers have been active promoters of ideas of 
wellness and lifestyles that are dramatically unsustainable. Today many designers 
are torn between the desire to produce a work that challenges the established order 
and the need to produce a salable work to provide a living. Indeed, the very idea of 
engaged design could itself be questioned if one considers the depth of its impact 
and its long-term sustainability. 

In 2015, the so-called “migration crisis” was a must-read topic for a Tunisian living 
(and studying design) in Italy, not least because of the importance the issue had as-
sumed across Europe. The migration issue seemed extremely complex due to highly 
politicized considerations, over which a designer has no power. During the Syrian 
refugee crisis, many designers were interested in what design could do in the face of 
such a serious problem. A short experience in the field of Design for Social Innova-
tion (Makers Unite during my Master’s degree), international NGOs (notably UNHCR 
and FAO), dealing with migrants and refugees made me realize that not only politics 
but also civil society was addressing the symptoms rather than the root causes of 
the problem, treating migration as an effect of difficult socio-economic and political 
conditions. Many researchers have questioned the relevance of using the notion of 
crisis to mask the structural security policies underlying the migration crisis in the 
Mediterranean (Jeandesboz & Pallister-Wilkins, 2016; de Genova, Garelli & Tazzioli, 
2018). Others have studied how Tunisian actors assess existing policy responses, 
focusing in particular on EU policies and cooperation initiatives in this area (Roman 
& Pastore, 2018). Civil society and government actors have described EU-Tunisia 
relations as unequal and unbalanced, criticizing the Eurocentric approach to coope-
ration with third countries.  

The existing EU-Tunisia agreements are said to be one of the factors contributing 
to the Tunisian economic crisis which, in turn, has directly influenced Tunisian 
emigration to Europe. Migration is described as an undesirable consequence of the 

Personal Thoughts 
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country’s difficult socio-economic and political situation, rather than as an indepen-
dent issue. The focus should therefore be on the economic recession, inter-regional 
socio-economic inequalities, poverty and the underdevelopment of rural areas. The 
discourse of a “design for the other 90%” therefore seems quite questionable in it-
self. Indeed, in the eyes of a designer who is part of the other 90%, this discourse 
of pity, where designers would have the mission to help their poor black brothers 
in Africa, actually hides (neo)colonial practices where Design for Social Innovation 
would be useful in opening up new markets that are still inaccessible. Indeed, mi-
gration has never been a crisis but a fundamental right, a condition; but it is the 
European migration policies, the inequality between the countries of the two shores 
of the Mediterranean added to the growing xenophobia that have constituted it as a 
crisis. It was therefore clear to me that Design for Social Innovation is in fact going 
down the wrong path. 

From this situation, a first question emerged: Is there a design that takes into ac-
count the perspective of the South? What are the characteristics of a Design for So-
cial Innovation that is not part of a humanitarian or emergency perspective? This 
research is therefore attentive to the relationship between design and socio-political 
issues, with particular attention to the perspective of the South and to decolonial 
thinking. Faced with the situation of irregular migrants in Europe (the author was 
able to meet several of them in the Netherlands during the research for the Master’s 
degree and in Rome on a daily basis, most of whom are Tunisian compatriots), I 
wondered if their situation would not have been better if they had stayed at home. 
At first sight, this question could clearly be considered liberticidal; as migration is 
a fundamental right. One could point out the fascist basis of such thinking. Banally, 
instead of focusing on the idea of inclusion and integration, which themselves see-
med to be a continuation of the same Eurocentric conception of things, we divided 
irregular migration into three phases: (1) before, (2) during and (3) after crossing 
the Mediterranean. Far from the extreme right-wing discourse of a certain Salvini 
“aiutiamoli a casa loro”, we wanted to focus on the (1) before, i.e., before deciding to 
undertake a hazardous journey and leave the country on a bark; “casa loro” being 
“casa mia”, it seemed to be more a question of self-determination.  
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The Forum Tunisien pour les Droits Economiques et Sociaux (FTDES) explains in its 
annual report on irregular migration that “no matter how many different readings 
and reasons about the phenomenon of irregular migration there are, economic and 
social factors remain at the forefront of expulsion factors (…) the decade of succes-
sive horrors is characterized by larceny, nepotism and corruption. It has witnessed 
the escalation of conflicts and the impotence of the political elite to respond to the 
Tunisians’ social and economic issues, where the crisis is exacerbated by a growing 
pandemic all over the country and protests are met with despair and frustration” 
(FTDES, 2022). So, most of our compatriots are not driven by the desire to travel 
(which is of course legitimate, even if most of the time we are denied a visa), they 
are driven out of the country by unemployment, poverty and lack of prospects. Their 
situation is very similar to that of many young Italians who leave their country to 
look for work where it is available, i.e., in the north of Europe. The only difference 
between a migrant from the Global North and those from the South is the color of the 
passport. The fact is that no one wants to leave at any cost without a good reason. 
Most irregular migrants were already in a difficult situation “in our home”; so, the 
real question is not whether they would have been better off staying at home —as we 
formulated in the beginning, but what conditions would have allowed them to stay?  

From the designer’s point of view, the question was not what are the moments of 
design intervention (for Social Innovation) in relation to the phenomenon of migra-
tion and how design could be an effective approach to address certain aspects of the 
social and humanitarian challenge of migration. The question is no longer whether 
it is possible to identify design intervention strategies for migrant inclusion as was 
the case for me during my master’s degree. Given that the phenomenon of irregular 
migration is growing exponentially and is not likely to decrease in the near future, 
given the factors that fuel it (Kachani, 2010), the question would be to understand 
the broader mechanisms behind migration and whether design really has anything 
to do with it. The fact is that most of the young Tunisians have lost hope in their own 
country. Faced with this problem of lack of perspective, the first question to be asked 
was how design can create support structures that positively influence/help people 
to stay and address social, political and environmental issues. . 
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ABSTRACT
The first chapter focuses on the research topic and outlines the main areas discus-
sed, specifies the scientific problem within the disciplinary field and then describes 
the research questions and objectives. It explains what are the expected results and 
the targets/contexts that those refer to, the method and the operational phases of 
the research. The catastrophic effects of the Anthropocene i.e., of human action on 
the planet are becoming more and more evident. Crisis manifestations are not only 
environmental but also economic, social, political, ethical etc., which combined with 
the dystopian imaginaries of the future, suggest the necessity of shifting paradigms. 
However, several movements in both the Global North/West and the Global South/
East are challenging the status quo, as new forms of governance and collective ac-
tion are concretely implemented by communities to protect and maintain the shared 
resources entrusted to them. In this sense the Commons have been promoted as an 
alternative for a transition to a post-capitalist economy (Ostrom, 1990; Dardot & 
Laval, 2014; Hardt & Negri, 2014; De Angelis, 2017; Federici, 2019).  
In the same context of the Anthropocene, design is called to reinvent itself: it is at 
the center of unsustainable production/consumption systems; yet, in many of its 
contemporary forms, it aims to improve the livability of the world as a projector or 
corrector (Bonnet et al., 2019). According to Manzini (2014), Design for Social Inno-
vation could support the aspirations of highly vulnerable communities by proposing 
solutions to problems that neither the market nor the State have solved. The fact is 
that a deep understanding of the political economy of design is needed; Design for 
Social Innovation remains intrinsically linked to market economy and the logic of 
commodification. Some mention the risk of falling from the dark side of the social. 
They state that leveraging the social level may well produce unforeseen negative 
societal outcomes criticizing a certain idealism of the designer (Busch & Palmås, 
2016; Nussbaum, 2010). But Design for Social Innovation has always been characte-
rized within an economic and cultural context — that of the consumer economy and 
where Social Innovation has always been understood as a “humanitarian” action. 
Elzenbaumer (2013) denounces such practices, which are devoid of a political sense 
and take for granted the social problems that the designers want to solve, and that 
therefore do not question the broader global mechanisms producing them. In this 
context some call for decolonizing design (Escobar, 2018; Fry, 2017; Ansari, 2016) 
from the tyranny of cold, “Western” abstractions. 

Framework and research projectCHAPTER 1



The open research question has been: Q1: If design was born and developed in the 
consumer economy, does design exist in the Commons’ economy? Q2: If so, what are 
the practices for design to play a role in the Commons’ economy? Considering that 
Design for Social Innovation has always been characterized in a Western-centered 
economic/cultural context, that of the market economy, and where Social Innova-
tion has always been understood as humanitarian action, is it possible to identify the 
characteristics of a socially and politically engaged design that takes into account the 
perspective of the South? Q3: Following the different perspectives on commoning/
community economies could design contribute to prefiguring the forms of collective 
action that aim to improve the resilience to the present/near-future climate chan-
ge issues. Q4: What is the role of design in constructing post-capitalist imaginaries 
through the perspectives of the Commons and radical imagination? In a Commons’ 
economy, the idea would be to comprehend the role of design in helping to shift 
paradigms from an extractivist growth economy to a resource economy; a design 
attached to situations instead of objects. 
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1.1 Introduction

1.1.1	 Topics	and	Macro	Areas	

The notion of crisis is now a constant in our daily lives, at the risk 
of being somewhat overused. The latest crisis is that of COVID-19; 
what is interesting about this global health crisis (if we can put it 
that way) is undoubtedly the awareness at a planetary level of the li-
mits of our modern society. After the economic crisis of 2008-2009, 
this epidemic is indicative of a societal crisis but above all of an eco-
logical crisis. All it took was a virus to bring the planetary mega-ma-
chine to a halt. Without a real ecological commitment, the same cau-
ses will produce the same effects. Crisis manifestations are not only 
environmental but also economic, social, political, ethical etc. The 
idea of crisis is here mobilized either in a naive way or for purely 
political purposes. In the face of this proliferation of crises, Azma-
nova (2020) explains that “the very crisis is in a crisis: we are stuck 
into a “metacrisis” i.e., a “social condition, marked by the absence 
of utopian energies and prospects for a revolution, even as socie-
ty experiences itself in perpetual crisis.” The catastrophic effects of 
human action on the planet are becoming increasingly evident; the 
term Anthropocene indicates the current geological epoch in which 
our species have become a primary driver for global environmental 
change and the main geological force on Earth. 

Williston (2015) refers to the Anthropocene as a project, going 
beyond its specification as a geological epoch; in that way it would 
be a call to place our industrialized present in a time frame that 
is both evolutionary and geological. In fact, many are not satisfied 
with the term Anthropocene, considering it as reductive, since it hi-
des the real question that is what politics anticipate the catastrophe 
sufficiently so that futures stay open. Some prefer the term Capita-
locene (Moore, 2016), while others choose the one of Eurocene or 
Technocene (Sloterdijk, 2015) — it conjures the technological re-
volutions of the modern age and their side effects, which should be 
billed to the account of the European civilization and its technocra-
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tic elite. With the concept of Chthulucene, Haraway (2016) sought 
to develop “a kind of time-place for learning to stay with the trouble 
of living and dying in response-ability on a damaged earth” (p.2) as 
opposed to the Anthropocene. Servigne & Stevens (2015) link the 
Anthropocene and the notion of collapse in order to make it even 
more tangible; seen as certain, the collapse thus loses its tragic di-
mension. Paradoxically, they consider that we are soon entering the 
era of mutual aid. The disappearance of the social order in which we 
live would not lead to disaster, chaos or panic, since most humans 
exhibit extraordinarily altruistic, calm and composed behavior after 
a catastrophe. It would therefore be necessary to learn to die — as 
a civilization —to adapt to this strange new world, have new ideas, 
new myths and new stories, a new way of thinking about our col-
lective existence over and against Capitalism (Scranton, 2015). Nu-
merous scholars have denounced the unsustainability of Capitalism 
(Meadows, et al., 1972; Klein, 2014; Patel & Moore, 2017), making 
the future uncertain. Facing these dystopian imaginaries of the futu-
re, suggest the necessity of shifting paradigms beyond development 
and growth.  

The fact is that neoliberalism is not in crisis, but has simply chan-
ged, and its new version i.e., precarity Capitalism, is flourishing 
(Azmanova, 2020). In the same direction Saad-Filho (2019) ex-
plains that “economic crises show that Capitalism is a flawed mode 
of production. However, just as crises offer the opportunity to resto-
re balance in capitalist accumulation, crises also play a constructi-
ve – or, perhaps, constitutive – role under neoliberalism” (p.9). He 
joins Harvey (2017) who seeks to understand the origins of what he 
calls the “madness of economic reason.” Harvey argues that Capi-
tal is value in motion, and the problem with Capitalism is precisely 
that value is reduced to its money form; thus, hiding the exploitative 
relations attached to Capitalism modes of production. Following a 
Marxist economic perspective, the crisis would be linked to a crisis 
of value (and of values) which comes on top of the ecological crisis 
described above. In his book Capitalist Realism, Mark Fisher (2009) 
says that “It is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end 
of Capitalism”, a statement attributed to Fredric Jameson and Slavoj 
Žižek. He continues explaining that “Capitalism is what is left when 
beliefs have collapsed at the level of ritual or symbolic elaboration, 
and all that is left is the consumer-spectator, trudging through the 
ruins and the relics” (Fisher, 2009; p.10). Indeed, for Haiven (2014) 
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this inability to imagine a world beyond Capitalism is due to a crisis 
of the imagination where all social, moral, ethical, and personal va-
lues are subordinated to the value of money.  

In the North as in the South of the world, various militant envi-
ronmental movements, defined as “neomaterialist” (Schlosberg & 
Coles, 2015), are challenging the status quo by anticipating the end 
of fossil fuels, climatic disturbances or food supply disruptions by 
locally building small systems that will better withstand future eco-
nomic, social and ecological shocks. In the North, Degrowth (Latou-
che, 2009) and Transition Town movements, started by permacul-
ture designer Rob Hopkins (2008), are seen as political alternatives 
that fit this imaginary of collapse. Speaking of Permaculture, Cente-
meri (2018) considers permaculture “both as a new materialist mo-
vement and as a Commons movement”. Similarly, the approach of 
community economies (Gibson-Graham et al., 2013) challenges the 
conventional use of the economy as a formal system of production 
of goods and monetary exchange, as well as the idea of   separation 
between economy and ecology. It promotes the economy as diver-
se practices rather than a single economic system, i.e., Capitalism 
by focusing on commoning as a process. Indeed, De Angelis (2017) 
distinguishes between the common goods and Commons; the com-
mon goods being only an element of the Commons seen as specific 
social systems including also the commoners (social subjects) and 
commoning as the activity of doing in common. One can also cite 
the work of Bookchin (2006) on Communalism as a political alter-
native capable of overcoming the causes of the destruction of nature 
to achieve an ecological society. On the contrary, proposals like the 
green or circular economy remain within the capitalistic rationali-
ty and the logic of a universal perspective based on the promise of 
decoupling economic growth and ecological impacts (Valenzuela & 
Böhm, 2017).  

Movements from the global South must also be considered in the 
debate, including Buen Vivir (Merino, 2016), Ecological Swaraj (Ko-
thari, 2014), Ubuntu (Metz, 2011) or that of Via Campesina which 
defends peasant agriculture for Food Sovereignty (Martinez-Torres 
& Rosset, 2010). Bollier (2014) speaks ironically about a rediscove-
ry of the Commons as it never disappeared for hundreds of millions 
of people around the world especially in the South. He joins Esco-
bar (2015) in his assumption that the Commons could be the link 



p. 18
(Reflextion) on Design as/for Common(s)

between all these different transition narratives and visions that 
try to think beyond the logic of development or growth contrasting 
with solutions like sustainable development or green economy. 
They adopt a post-developmental vision where several worlds (plu-
riverse) would be possible by integrating nature, rejecting the an-
tagonism amid society and nature. He echoes the work of Latour 
(2015) for whom the Anthropocene is a revolution that already 
happened, as a consequence of the Great Acceleration, the effects 
of which we have to face, although they are not located in the future 
but in the recent past. 

While wanting to maintain an openness and a global level of re-
flection, this research focuses particularly on the Tunisian context, 
for various historical-geographical reasons, but also personal ones 
(given the deep knowledge of the context). Indeed, in Tunisia, the 
collapse is very concrete and its effects have increased dramatically 
in recent decades especially since the Arab Spring. Recent literature 
clearly links migration to the challenge of food security and climatic 
changes (David, 2018; FAO, 2018). Bettini (2019) speaks about (Cli-
mate) Migration as a symptom in the Anthropocene. Indeed, there 
is no migration crisis per se, instead there is a lack of political will 
in tackling the Mediterranean’s core problems with policies that ad-
dressed symptoms rather than causes (Engelke et. al, 2017). 

The southern and eastern edges of the Mediterranean are the most 
vulnerable, as the MENA region is the driest in the world. “By 2030, 
climate change is likely to further stress water resources in these 
countries” (Engelke, et al., 2017, p. 7). This is confirmed by the World 
Bank report (2013) which states that without significant action, cli-
mate change will exacerbate the already pronounced poverty and 
unemployment in Tunisia and could dissolve the development pro-
gress made in recent decades. Climate change is expected to have 
major impacts on Tunisia’s agriculture, economy and households, 
both from global and local perspectives. The ecological crisis in 
North Africa, which is clearly manifested by acute environmental 
degradation, land depletion and loss of soil fertility, water pover-
ty, overexploitation of natural resources, pollution and diseases, as 
well as the effects of global warming such as desertification, recur-
rent heatwaves, drought and rising water levels (Hamouchene & 
Minio-Paluello, 2015; Lelieveld et al., 2016). 
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In Tunisia, the combined situation of food dependence and peasant 
poverty is far from being a simple cyclical crisis and is instead the 
culmination of more than a century of anti-peasant government 
policies. These are the result of decision-makers during both the 
colonial era and since independence, to integrate Tunisian agricul-
ture into the global market and the global food system (Friedmann, 
2016). The reliance on the global food system and the global market 
increases significantly the risks of instability in international food 
and agricultural prices. The mechanisms and dynamics of neoli-
beralism have marginalized the urban and rural poor by reducing 
their incomes, resources and services. Social marginalization and 
“individual and collective” stigmatization have affected the inhabi-
tants of peripheral and rural areas as well as the inhabitants of po-
pular neighborhoods of the big cities. 

Among the country’s academics, several voices are calling for a real 
change in the trajectory of the economic model, to reflect on new 
ways of developing the agri-food system to build food sovereign-
ty and remedy the effects of dependent (colonized) and exporting 
agriculture. (Schwoob and Elloumi, 2018; Abidi and Riahi, 2019). 
Local/territorial development is considered here as an inclusive 
alternative; it is a question of rethinking cultural practices by adap-
ting the technical aspects to the structural, physical and climatic dif-
ficulties of Tunisia, thus moving away from the methods advocated 
by the Green Revolution (seeds, pesticides, fertilizers). Recently, an 
exercise aimed at developing a detailed repertoire of the conditions 
for achieving a transition to a real transformation of systems was 
carried out (Schwoob and Elloumi, 2018) with local players in 2017 
and made it possible to identify three priority challenges and objec-
tives for a transition of the Tunisian agricultural system: (1) the 
preservation of natural resources (water and soil); (2) improving 
food security (with its different dimensions); (3) the development 
of socio-economic services provided by the agri-food sector. This is 
in line with the discourse advocated by Permaculture movements, 
which, because of their combination of local, situated design practi-
ces and underlying social and political philosophies, provide alter-
native ways of organizing in response to the Anthropocene (Roux-
Rosier et al., 2018).  

In the same context of the Anthropocene, design is called to reinvent 
itself: it is at the center of unsustainable production/consumption 
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systems; yet, in many of its contemporary forms, it aims to improve 
the livability of the world as a projector or corrector (Bonnet et al., 
2019). According to Manzini (2014), Design for Social Innovation 
could support the aspirations of highly vulnerable communities by 
proposing solutions to problems that neither the market nor the 
State have solved. Design has expanded the limits of its field of ac-
tion, helping to create opportunities for development through social 
and political involvement of marginalized populations. In the last 
two decades, design is redefining its boundaries, which no longer 
concern only aspects of hardware but also of software, and which 
increasingly confronts other disciplines not only technical but also 
humanities. The theme of the Commons, its management, definition 
and design applied to as-yet uninvestigated contexts fits with seve-
ral current and frontier issues concerning the discipline of design. 

Thus, the thesis addresses topical issues: the social and ecological 
crisis; the importance of the Commons and of thinking beyond the 
economic; with a focus on decolonial thinking and the importance 
of a paradigm shift, beyond Capitalism and neoliberalism, beyond 
the Anthropocene and Capitalocene. The thesis therefore places 
emphasis on the challenge of how and what countries in the Global 
South could teach the Global North in terms of development model, 
from the perspective of mutual and equal exchange. All with a spe-
cific focus on the role of design, understood as Social Design/Design 
for Social Innovation, of which limitations are highlighted. 
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1.1.2	 Research	Problem		

The fact is that a deep understanding of the political economy of 
design is needed; Design for Social Innovation remains intrinsically 
linked to market economy and the logic of commodification. In this 
sense some (Busch & Palmås, 2016; Nussbaum, 2010) mention the 
risk of falling from the dark side of the social. They state that levera-
ging the social level may well produce unforeseen negative societal 
outcomes. They criticize a certain idealism of the designer. In order 
to balance such idealism, designers ought to replace the “what if” 
starting points with a more realist question of “who whom?”— i.e., 
who benefits from the Social Innovation, and who pays the price for 
the change (Busch & Palmås, 2016, p. 287).  

But Design for Social Innovation has always been characterized 
within an economic and cultural context — that of the consumer 
economy and where Social Innovation has always been understood 
as a “humanitarian” action. Elzenbaumer (2013) denounces such 
practices, which are devoid of a political sense and take for granted 
the social problems that the designers want to solve, and that the-
refore do not question the broader global mechanisms producing 
them. In this context some call for decolonizing design (Escobar, 
2018; Fry, 2017; Ansari, 2016) from the tyranny of cold, “Western” 
abstractions to initiate a real dialogue between designers from the 
Global North and Global South in order to develop a paradigmatic 
shift from a Eurocentric vision of design. Escobar (2018) suggests 
the concept of Autonomous Design stating that “design can be cre-
atively re-appropriated by subaltern communities in support of 
their struggles to strengthen their autonomy and perform their life 
projects, and that designers can play constructive roles in the onto-
logical and political reorientation of design as an element in strug-
gles for autonomy”. In the same way Fry (2010) asks the question of 
how designers could be providers of care by transforming themsel-
ves into politicized change agents.  

Irwin (2015) proposes Transition Design, as a new area, inspired by 
the Transition Town movement; it promotes a design-led societal 
transition toward more sustainable long-term futures. The issue of 
imagining different futures is in fact fundamental. One could talk 
about speculation in design and its recent development; but who 
is speculating, and for whom? Di Salvo (2016) answers the que-
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stion by exploring the articulation between prefigurative politics 
(Commons movements are all about prefiguration) and design. For 
him in prefigurative design, “the speculation is not so much in the 
design itself, but rather, in the politics (…) it is not that designers 
are themselves called upon to speculate, but rather, that designers 
may be called upon to enable speculation” (p.34). Similarly, Haiven 
(2014) proposes to investigate the concept of radical imagination 
defining as a “common imagination” involving three “temporali-
ties”: past (searching for Commons as a historical actuality held in 
common memory); present (recognizing, valorizing and defending 
even undercurrent Commons of today); future (acknowledging that 
the ultimate horizon for humanity beyond Capitalism is the Com-
mons). Haiven and Khasnabish (2014) also advance a strategy for 
convoking the radical imagination with social movements by buil-
ding a reflexive and responsive relationship between the researcher 
and the movements in question. The authors approach radical ima-
gination not as something possessed by individuals but as a collecti-
ve process, a doing together through shared experiences, languages, 
stories, ideas, art, and theory. Thus, an effective decolonization of 
design practices lies in shifting its activity “from being set upon the 
designers’ agenda to “solve” the problem and “save the world” by 
designing an artefact or intervention to one that puts the process of 
designing together at center” (Taboada et al., 2020; p.15). The pro-
cesses described by Haiven and Khasnabish (2014) are reminiscent 
of the or those of commoning in Participatory Design (Marttila et al., 
2014; Marttila, 2016; Teli, 2015; Teli et al., 2020). 

From the outset of this research, I have been interested in the spe-
cific contexts of oases. The oasis context concentrates, in a way, all 
the issues previously outlined. In fact, these are artificial, anthro-
pized and cultivated spaces in the heart of vast arid zones, which 
for thousands of years have adopted a complex social organization 
of solidarity and commoning around water. Oases are therefore su-
stainable spaces by definition, where the Commons are fundamen-
tally a tradition. Today, oases are experiencing the effects of climate 
change, but also those of development and growth, which have al-
most disrupted the social fabric around the Commons. We can say 
that oases are Commons economies in crisis. The research focused 
on two case studies located in southern Tunisia. The first is that of 
the oasis of Chenini, located in the coastal area of Gabes, known for 
its pollution due to the production of phosphates, where farmers 
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continue to perpetuate the ancestral practices of multi-level culti-
vation and water collection. The second is the Jemna oasis in Nefza-
oua, the main date-producing region of the country. The oasis has 
become the symbol of peasant resistance and has been the scene of 
the emergence of a local and pluralist civil society, of the learning of 
participatory democracy and of the pioneering experience in Tuni-
sia of the social and solidarity economy. This is reminiscent of the 
concept of Autonomous Design (Escobar, 2018) or diffuse design 
(Manzini, 2015). Considering recent developments in the field of 
design, this research tried to question its role through the analysis 
and direct application to the cases of the oases practicing water and 
land commoning. 

Accordingly, the question is:  

Q1: If design was born and developed in the consumer economy, 
does design exist in the Commons’ economy? 

Q2: If so, what are the practices for design to play a role in the Com-
mons’ economy? Considering that Design for Social Innovation has 
always been characterized in a Western-centered economic/cultu-
ral context, that of the market economy, and where Social Innovation 
has always been understood as humanitarian action, is it possible to 
identify the characteristics of a socially and politically engaged de-
sign that takes into account the perspective of the South? 

Q3: Following the different perspectives on commoning/communi-
ty economies could design contribute to prefiguring the forms of 
collective action that aim to improve the resilience to the present/
near-future climate change issues. 

Q4: What is the role of design in constructing post-capitalist imagi-
naries through the perspectives of the Commons and radical imagi-
nation? In a Commons’ economy, the idea would be to comprehend 
the role of design in helping to shift paradigms from an extractivist 
growth economy to a resource economy; a design attached to situa-
tions instead of objects. 
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1.1.3	 Research	Methodology	and	Phases			

The research investigation was undertaken following an action re-
search approach according to which the knowledge gathered and 
processed during the desk-research phase was applied in the or-
ganization of the field-research phase, specifically a workshop that 
allowed the validation of the results through precisely an inductive 
process. Among the possible research approaches in the field of de-
sign, this doctoral work can be categorized predominantly as Re-
search through Design (RtD) as it aims to produce new knowledge 
through the activity of design, investigating with the tools of the di-
scipline a field of action (Frayling, 1993; Finedli 1998). 

Methodologically, different concepts have been merged to build 
the experimental framework: Participatory Design (Marttila et al, 
2014); Transition Design (Irwin, 2015, 2018); Autonomous Design 
(Escobar, 2018); Design for Sustainment (Fry, 2009); Prefigurative 
Design (DiSalvo, 2016). However, these different approaches ser-
ved as reference points. The chosen approach was finally that of 
“inhabitation” inspired by Irit Rogoff’s reflection on how meaning 
is produced differently through the multiple relationships that are 
generated when living through things (Elzenbaumer, 2013).  

The research carried out a collaborative design experiment roo-
ted in the present, adopting a post-development/feminist line of 
thought taking into consideration the concepts of “Radical Imagi-
nation”, “Epistemologies of the South” and “Situated Knowledge” as 
conceptual notions. In this way, the expected aim has been to deve-
lop a situated knowledge that is generated from the specific point of 
view and that does not distance the knowing subject from everyone 
else but instead engages in collective processes of knowledge pro-
duction. Following a process of auto-ethnography, observation, con-
versations and unstructured interviews were developed according 
to the context. The Ethnographic Experiential Futures (EXF) cycle 
(Candy & Kornett, 2019), a hybrid framework between futures stu-
dies and design, helped to structure the intervention on the field. 
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The research is divided into three main phases within which appro-
priate intermediate steps are developed: 

Desk-Research 
Phase 1. Investigation of the topic and state of the art 

The first stage of the research, making use of procedures that re-
fer to the deductive method, constructs the theoretical apparatus 
on the concept of crisis explicating how the modern/industrialized 
society is stuck in a “metacrisis” (Azmanova, 2020). A series of lo-
gical contentions develops, understanding the involvement of de-
sign — understood as social design/Design for Social Innovation —. 
Three different but interconnected levels of crisis are investigated 
in order to reveal the embeddedness of design in each one of them: 
the ecological crisis, the value(s) crisis — value intended both from 
ethical and economic perspectives — and finally the crisis of imagi-
nation. Following a Marxian economics perspective, it demonstra-
tes how contemporary Capitalism is locked into a logic of bad infini-
ty of endless accumulation and compound growth (Harvey, 2017). 
The research does not dive into a deep analysis, rather it assembles 
different discussions from different scholars and theorists, in or-
der to have a general understanding of the dynamics of Capitalism. 
This allowed to situate design in those dynamics i.e., to understand 
“the political economy of design” (Foster, 2002). Indeed, design is 
no longer only associated with productive, technological and com-
mercial dimensions. This has manifested itself in the growing social, 
ecological (and sometimes political) commitment of so-called social 
design, whose effectiveness, however, seems legitimate to question. 

In a second step of this first phase the research then aims to iden-
tify and define the research demand with respect to the disciplinary 
scenario. After focusing on the embeddedness of design and desi-
gners in the different crises of the modern/capitalist/Western so-
ciety model, the research, always through a deductive process, cir-
cumscribes the field of investigation by searching for alternatives to 
said crises. It opposes the notion of Chthulucene (Haraway, 2016) to 
that of the Anthropocene; the Commons to Capitalism and growth; 
and finally, decolonial thinking/Epistemologies of the South to that 
of Eurocentrism and development. Therefore, this first phase iden-
tifies (alternative) socially and politically engaged design approa-
ches in order to explore the features or characteristics of a design 
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that takes into account the issues revealed. This second step served 
to define the key concepts and approaches that could be used on 
the field. 

Field-Research 
Phase 2. Field application and validation through the “inhabita-
tion” of the research contexts 

The second phase opens the field-research — with nevertheless a 
back and forth with the desk-research. Making use of procedures 
that refer to both the deductive and deductive methods, the que-
stion was to understand the chosen context of Tunisia as a sample 
from the Global South suffering the effects of Global Capitalism in 
order to delineate the strategic lines for the design action to deploy. 
Indeed, one could guess the beginnings of a political ecology in Tu-
nisia (Robert, 2021) with the rise of environmentalist movements 
fighting for their livelihood. This Environmentalism of the Poor 
(Martinez-Alier, 2002), also called livelihood ecology (Garí, 2000), 
would lead to inevitable ecological distribution conflicts. Such con-
flicts are legion in Tunisia, around access to resources and the living 
environment. The research is interested in the specific contexts of 
oases as perfect illustrations of resilience to the arid climate that 
surrounds them. The oases’ context concentrates, in a way, all the 
issues outlined in the previous phase. In fact, these are artificial, 
anthropized and cultivated spaces in the heart of vast arid zones, 
which for thousands of years have adopted a complex social orga-
nization of solidarity and commoning around water (and resources 
in general). During this first stage of the second research phase, it 
is a question of identifying and analyzing the context and the said 
movements, as well as delimiting the strategic lines of the design 
intervention. 

The second step of the second phase, proceeds with the explora-
tion/verification of a design as/for/in Common(s). The research in-
vestigation was undertaken following an action research approach 
according to which the knowledge gathered and processed during 
the desk-research phase was applied in the organization of the field-
research phase, specifically a workshop that allowed the validation 
of the results through precisely an inductive process. Commons, 
Food sovereignty and radical imagination would act as landmarks 
to fulfill such a project. It was then a combination of the previous re-
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search and the different discussions with the different researchers, 
activists and people I met which led me to the idea of dividing this 
step into two parts; a first part corresponding to the inhabitation of 
the oases and a second one where a future workshop was organized 
gathering local actors around a common vision of the future.  

During the first part observation, conversations and unstructured 
interviews would be developed according to the context. The use of 
the EXF protocol was a good way to structure the whole experiment. 
In short, the idea was to create together a new/old economic ima-
ginary in order to ground resistance in place (Tonkinwise, 2015) in 
the here and now. 

Phase 3. Conclusions 

The seventh chapter extrapolates the outcomes of the research and 
the prospects of development. It evaluates how much it was possi-
ble to fulfill the initial expectations of the research. An analysis of 
the results of the research is proposed, on two levels: (1) Principles 
— focusing on results at the level of approaches and methodologies 
but also of the posture of designers — and (2) Practices — dealing 
with the contribution of this research in terms of methods and fra-
meworks but also in redefining the role of designers —. It starts 
from the observation of the results obtained and how these have 
led to answer the research questions. Then follows an evaluation of 
the research perspectives through an assessment of the current and 
future developments of the experiments and processes engaged on 
the field. 
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Since the writing of the proposal for this practice-based research in 
the summer 2018, our societies have lived through an unpreceden-
ted health crisis in the modern era. The three years of PhD coinci-
ded with more than two years of global pandemic. I therefore had 
to manage this situation and organize the field research as best as 
possible. The first trajectory of this research was largely shaped by 
the blockages encountered; the confinement imposed obliged me to 
focus on pure theory during the first phase of the research. The fact 
of not being able to go directly to the field led me to questions of a 
practical nature that originated in theoretical issues.  

At a theoretical level, I wanted to identify socially and politically en-
gaged design approaches that would take into account the issues 
raised. The first phase of research was solitary to say the least and 
would have benefited from being developed in a multidisciplinary 
context; but during the early days of confinement such a context 
was simply not easy to find. This first phase, which could be descri-
bed as theoretical/deductive, served to define the key concepts and 
approaches that I would use on the field. At the end of a first phase 
of theoretical research, I came to the conclusion that in the face of 
the ecological crisis and that of our economic and social system i.e., 
Capitalism, of which the crisis is the driving force, the question is 
clearly linked to a blockage of the imagination. 

On a practical level, the questions were about how I was going 
to proceed, what attitude to adopt and what I could achieve with 
the communities and the people, who, after all, had not asked for 
anything at all. The long period of confinement had prevented me 
from developing a first anchoring in the contexts which interested 
me. This even had the effect of questioning the usefulness of such a 
project. Design being essentially a science of practice, I was forced 
to limit myself to theory for many months without ever being able 
to verify on the field the tangibility of the different design appro-
aches and theories I had studied. These practical questions were 

1.2 Backdrop of the Research
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clarified as soon as I returned to Tunisia to make the first contacts.  
As said, I had already identified the context I wanted to intervene 
in, but was looking for the right approach and method; an approach 
that would challenge the capitalist, colonial and patriarchal roots of 
design. During this purely theoretical phase, I had identified many 
approaches, but did not know which one to choose. What I did know 
was that there was no universal method or tool to apply as advoca-
ted by the Human Center Design (HCD) and Design Thinking appro-
aches. I also understood that Design for Social Innovation tends to 
frame problems in a relatively narrow manner.  

The second part was a continuation of this exploration/verifica-
tion of this design as/for within the Common(s) by focusing on the 
specific context of Tunisia combining the various problematic ele-
ments addressed during the first phase. The answers came through 
practice. When returning to Tunis in March 2021, I also escaped the 
second wave of Covid-19 and emerged from a long period of qua-
rantine. Paradoxically, the confinement made it easier to connect 
with other researchers, as screen-to-screen discussions became the 
norm, I had reached out to people conducting research similar to 
mine to help gain perspective on the issues that had emerged. I con-
tacted several design and non-design researchers working on the 
same issues.  

The idea was a priori simple, I did not know what design to practice 
or if it would still be design. Still, I knew that in front of the future 
climatic risks added to the damage already perpetrated by the che-
mical industry for the case of Chenini (Gabes) and the loss of breath 
of the experience of Jemna because of legal and institutional blocka-
ges, it was undoubtedly necessary to envision new horizons. Food 
sovereignty, Commons and radical imagination acted as landmarks 
to fulfill such a project. It was then a combination of the theoretical 
research conducted and the different discussions I had with the dif-
ferent researchers which led me to the idea of dividing my stay into 
two parts; a first part corresponding to the inhabitation of the oases 
and a second one where I would try to organize a future workshop 
gathering local actors around a common vision of the future.  

The inhabitation of Chenini (April to May, 2021) was the initial ex-
periment and the one of Jemna (June to July, 2021) the second; ho-
wever, the third wave of Covid-19 prevented me from finishing the 
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experiment in Jemna. The intention was to understand the political 
dimensions of working with Commons and explore the tensions and 
potentialities encountered when designing for (and from within) 
Commons and community economies. The aim was to make an ex-
periment on a micro-scale that had as its objective to explore how 
design could contribute to the restoration/defense of other econo-
mic cultures in view of the current and especially future challenges. 
In the words of economic geographer Katherine Gibson, how we 
can “take back the economy, without waiting until an ideal situa-
tion, idea or opportunity presents itself some time in an indefinite 
future.”  

Schema 1.1 
Research structure
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Schema 1.1 
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ABSTRACT
The second chapter corresponds to the first phase of the desk-research. It develops 
the theoretical apparatus on the concept of crisis explicating how the modern/indu-
strialized society is stuck in a “metacrisis” (Azmanova, 2020) while understanding 
the involvement of design — understood as social design/Design for Social Innova-
tion—. To do so, three different but interconnected levels of crisis are investigated 
in order to reveal the embeddedness of design in each one of them: the ecological 
crisis, the value(s) crisis — value intended both from ethical and economic perspec-
tives — and finally the crisis of imagination.
The first section of this chapter focuses on the catastrophic effects of human activity 
on the planet and introduces the concepts of Anthropocene, collapse and Solastal-
gia. Today, design is no longer only associated with productive, technological and 
commercial dimensions. This has manifested itself in the growing social, ecological 
(and sometimes political) commitment of so-called social design, which effective-
ness, however, seems legitimate to question. This helped to extrapolate the position 
of designers who are in a dual posture of guiltiness and bipolarity when facing the 
question of sustainability. Social Design/Design for Social Innovation seemed more 
about achieving a “feel good” effect than actually producing a meaningful political 
change. 
The second section following a Marxian economics perspective, demonstrates how 
contemporary Capitalism is locked into a logic of bad infinity of endless accumula-
tion and compound growth (Harvey, 2017). This logic of growth being essentially re-
lated to a problem of values. The research does not dive into a deep analysis, rather 
it assembles different discussions from different scholars and theorists, in order to 
have a general understanding of the dynamics of Capitalism. This allowed to situate 
design in those dynamics i.e., to understand what Foster (2002) calls “the political 
economy of design”. The bipolarity and guiltiness of designers in front of the ecolo-
gical crisis are related to their entanglement in the capitalistic system. Designers are 
in fact at the very center of the processes of commodification on the one hand, and 
remain blocked in market logics and processes of precarization on the other. Critical 
social engagement in design is often being sacrificed or diminished in order to cater 
to the needs of the market (Elzenbaumer, 2013).
The chapter concludes with a third section focusing on a third level of the crisis, that 
related to imagination which would be at the origin of the two previous ones. For 
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Haiven (2014) the inability to imagine a world beyond Capitalism is due to a crisis 
of the imagination where all social, moral, ethical, and personal values are subordi-
nate to the value of money; moving beyond Capitalism seems to be the only key to 
survival. This section shows how development (and consequently sustainable deve-
lopment) is seen as an instrument of colonization; growth and development being 
two sides of the same coin. The difficulty of imagining the end of Capitalism is shown 
to be related to what Castro-Gómez (2005) calls “the illusion of the zero-point epi-
stemology.” Unblocking the imagination would thus imply a necessary shift from the 
rhetoric of Western modernity or what Mignolo (2009) calls epistemic disobedien-
ce. This helped to show how design acts as an oppressive force; a lever of the zero-
point epistemology. Here the posture of designers is both colonial and colonized.
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2.1 Ecological Crisis: Design (Un)Sustainability

2.1.1	 Anthropocene,	Collapse	and	Solastalgia

The catastrophic effects of human activity on the planet are be-
coming increasingly evident; the Anthropogenic origin of climate 
change. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
indicates in its latest report that there are only a few years left to 
reverse the current trajectory and remain below the 1.5°C warming 
limit, beyond which non-linear, uncontrollable changes will inevita-
bly occur. The Anthropocene is the name chosen for that. It indica-
tes the current geological epoch in which our species have become 
a primary driver for global environmental change and the main ge-
ological force on Earth. The term has been popularized by Crutzen 
(2000). Crutzen, who won a Nobel Prize in 1995 for his work on 
the depletion of the ozone layer in the stratosphere, argued that the 
Anthropocene began in the late eighteenth century, with the onset 
of the fossil fuel energy regime. The invention of the steam engine in 
1784 would be the marker of the modification by man of his living 
environment, responsible for climate change (Gomart, 2019). 

McNeill and Engleke (2014) agree with Crutzen’s belief of an 
eighteenth-century origin for the Anthropocene could be valid, as 
his hypothesis could be supported by the unprecedented popula-
tion growth starting in the same period of energy use. However, 
they prefer a more recent date for the beginning of the Anthropoce-
ne, linking it to the mid-twentieth century coining speaking about 
the Great Acceleration (Steffen et al., 2004) following World War 
II. According to them, one could find different reasons to date the 
Anthropocene depending on the criteria one wishes to emphasize, 
but since the mid-twentieth century, human action has become the 
most important factor governing crucial biogeochemical cycles in 
addition to the escalation of its impact on the Earth and the bio-
sphere. Beyond a discourse on the existence of a change of geologi-
cal epoch and the date of its possible beginning, one can state that 
the environmental crisis is a concrete reality. Numerous scientists 
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around the world are warning about the disastrous impact of hu-
mans on the planet presenting evidence to suggest that the planet 
is facing increasing systemic instabilities that seriously threaten the 
ability of some human populations to sustain themselves in a viable 
environment (IPCC, 2021). As early as 1957, Roger Revelle warned 
in his report that the burning of fossil fuels could be “a grand scien-
tific experiment” on the climate.

Schema 2.2

In his essay “The Climate of History: Four Theses” Chakrabarty 
(2009) advances a first thesis “Anthropogenic Explanations of Cli-
mate Change Spell the Collapse of the Age-old Humanist Distin-
ction between Natural History and Human History” explaining that 
scholars writing on the current climate-change crisis are saying so-
mething significantly different from what environmental historians 
have said so far. He quotes Oreskes (2007) explaining that “to deny 
that global warming is real” is denying “that humans have become 
geological agents, thus changing the most basic physical processes 
of the earth”. For Chakrabarty (2009) there is no longer a distin-
ction between human and natural histories “it is no longer a que-
stion simply of man having an interactive relation with nature (…) 
A fundamental assumption of Western (and now universal) politi-
cal thought has come undone in this crisis” (p.207). Servigne and 
Stevens (2015) consider that it has become paradoxical to undergo 
this media surge of disasters, but not to be able to speak explicit-
ly about major catastrophes, without being seen as catastrophists. 

Schema 2.2 
Steffen, et al, The Trajectory of 
the Anthropocene The Great 
Acceleration Anthropocene Review, 
January 2015 (updated from 2004) – 
the year 1950 is in red.
Source: curteywhite.site/what-is-
earth-for/
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The authors ironically wonder if this could be linked to a possible 
weariness of bad news, if this catastrophism was not a new opium 
of the people or simply a typically European or Western narcissistic 
phenomenon? For the authors, humans are confronted with serious 
environmental, energy, climatic, geopolitical, social and economic 
problems where crises are interconnected, influencing and feeding 
one another.

The word crisis in itself could be discussed; Latour (2015) for exam-
ple refuses the term, in that it refers to a transitory state that would 
be controllable or surmountable to then regain equilibrium. Rather 
than a crisis, he sees a “profound mutation of our relationship to the 
world” (p. 17). A mutation which according to him would be irre-
versible, already at work and approaching more the catastrophe on 
the long term because the perspective which appears is without any 
doubt that of the collapse. Servigne and Stevens (2015) ask why the 
majority of people do not believe in a scenario complaining about 
the alarmist reports of the IPCC whereas the latter, by definition, 
only generates a consensual and neutral discourse where scientists 
describe a global planetary crisis and warn about the possibility of 
a “sixth mass extinction of species.” 

This echoes Latour (2015) who seeks to understand why people 
persevere in their attitude of denial. For Latour, the notion of the 
Anthropocene is of major interest: it marks the unambiguous reco-
gnition of the impact of human activities on the Earth system. This 
recognition puts deeply in crisis the dominant paradigms of moder-
nity that underlie human modes of existence in their relations with 
themselves, with non-humans and with the Earth system; a para-
digmatic crisis of such magnitude that would lead to a change of 
civilization (Latour, 2019). According to Latour, the Anthropocene is 
a revolution that has already occurred, a consequence of the Great 
Acceleration, the effects of which humans must face, although they 
are not located in the future but in the recent past. Thus, Nature is 
no longer an abstraction, it becomes Gaïa (taking up the hypothesis 
of James Lovelock and Lynn Margulis), an unstable “being” in perpe-
tual upheaval whose manifestations are difficult to predict. He op-
poses a cold human history to the natural history that has become 
frenetic. “It is as if we had effectively ceased to be modern and, this 
time, collectively” (Latour, 2015; p.87).
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According to Latour, the inability to recognize the world to come 
is due to the perceptive insensitivity of modern people. He invokes 
several explanations, such as those concerning the lobbying of the 
big oil companies, but goes beyond that, seeking the origin of the 
apocalyptic insensitivity of the moderns and proposes a renewed 
aesthetic. Analyzing the meaning of Gaïa in the age of the Anthropo-
cene, Latour links this scientific insensitivity to the religious origin 
of the image of the Globe. He shows how the Earth has been reduced 
by the Moderns to a representation of a Globe composed of a sin-
gle homogeneous matter in an infinite, neutral space-time, an ima-
ge that is destroyed by the intrusion of Gaïa and the advent of the 
Anthropocene. Latour speaks of the “time of the end” at the origin 
of the very idea of counter-religion and its relationship to “the end 
of time” or apocalypse. For him, “those who accuse ecology of being 
too often catastrophist and of indulging in apocalyptic speeches, are 
those who, not content with having triggered the catastrophes, have 
obscured the very notion of apocalypse” (p.203). 

Latour returns to the Judeo-Christian religious origins because of 
the resurgence and the omnipresence of the term apocalypse. “The 
same people who call themselves irreligious and unbelievers, laic 
and secular, would have extracted from counter-religion the idea 
that one can live in the time of the end, “reversing the meaning 
of such a discovery into its exact opposite: there is no longer any 
doubt that the end of time is indeed realized” (p. 219). For Latour, 
believing that they are fighting religion, Westerners have become 
irreligious, making negligence their supreme value; Modernity lives 
already in after the Apocalypse. It is therefore necessary to finally 
hold an apocalyptic discourse for good in the present time. Latour 
hypothesizes that the moderns and climate sceptics are heirs to a 
degenerate “apocalyptism”, against which it is necessary to reinsta-
te, in the age of Gaïa, the authentic meaning of the “time of the end”. 
His work is thus a call for the (re)composition of science, politics 
and religion to make humans more capable of responding and more 
sensitive to the Earth. For Latour, with the Anthropocene, “Humans” 
are now at war not with Nature, but with “Earthbound” (les Terre-
stres). Humans living in the Holocene epoch (climate sceptics) are 
in conflict with Earthbound of the Anthropocene. 

This leads to the concept of Solastalgia introduced by the envi-
ronmental philosopher and psychologist Glen Albrecht (2019). 
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Faced with the Anthropocene and the prospect of a sixth extin-
ction that the IPCC figures announce, it could help redefine the re-
lationship we have with our environment and the natural world. 
Solastalgia is a pun on the word “nostalgia”, “in direct contrast to 
the dislocated spatial dimensions of traditionally defined nostalgia, 
Solastalgia is the homesickness you have when you are still located 
within your home environment” (Albrecht, 2019; p.38). The word 
is derived from the Latin solarie, associated to the alleviation of al-
gia, pain or distress. Literally, Solastalgia is defined as the failure to 
derive solace or strength from a place that an individual would call 
home and territory; a chronic, and painful emotion in the face of 
negatively experienced environmental change. It is defined as the 
existential and lived experience of negative environmental change, 
manifesting as an attack on one’s sense of place. According to Al-
brecht, faced with climatic and environmental anxiety, the concept 
of Solastalgia reminds that the psychic stability of people depends 
on the state of their environment. The author also explains that po-
pulations of the Global South have been living for a long time the 
effects Solastalgia as if colonization never ended. The populations 
of the North are not spared either “the planetary-scale solastalgic 
distress now felt by many people is generated by multiple attacks 
on life and its foundations, and by the size of human population and 
economic growth conducted within neoliberal notions of progress 
and development” (Albrecht, 2019; p.71).

Similarly, Williston (2015) refers to the Anthropocene as a project, 
going beyond its specification as a geological epoch; in that way, it 
would be a call to place our industrialized present in a time frame 
that is both evolutionary and geological. In fact, many are not sati-
sfied with the term Anthropocene, considering it as reductive, since 
it hides the real question that is what politics anticipate the cata-
strophe sufficiently so that futures stay open. Some prefer the term 
Capitalocene (Moore, 2016), while others choose the one of Euroce-
ne or Technocene (Sloterdijk, 2015) — it conjures the technological 
revolutions of the modern age and their side effects, which should 
be billed to the account of the European civilization and its techno-
cratic elite. It would therefore be necessary to learn to die — as a 
civilization —to adapt to this strange new world, have new ideas, 
new myths and new stories, a new way of thinking our collective 
existence over and against Capitalism (Scranton, 2015). 
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Numerous scholars have denounced the unsustainability of Capi-
talism (Meadows, et al., 1972; Klein, 2014; Patel & Moore, 2017), 
making the future uncertain. With the concept of Chthulucene — a 
compound of two Greek roots khthon (land, country, region) and 
kainos (New)— Haraway (2016) sought to develop “a kind of time-
place for learning to stay with the trouble of living and dying in re-
sponse-ability on a damaged earth” (p.2) as opposed to the Anthro-
pocene. For Latour, what is needed “is to discover a path of care; in 
this sense, “it would not be impossible to progress, but it would be 
a progress in reverse, which would consist in going back on the idea 
of progress, in retrogressing, in discovering another way of feeling 
the passage of time. Instead of talking about hope, we should ex-
plore a rather subtle way of despairing; which does not mean “de-
spair”, but not trusting in hope alone” (p.26). The manifestations of 
the crisis are not only environmental but also economic, social, poli-
tical and ethical, which, combined with dystopian imaginings of the 
future, suggest the need for a paradigm shift beyond development 
and growth. The question for designers is therefore: what design 
practice should be deployed in the face of this state of Solastalgia? 
A first hypothesis would be that of a design that recognizes that the 
collapse is not to be expected but is already here.
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2.1.2	 Guilty/Bipolar	Design(er)	in	front	of	the	Urgency

In the last section, I introduced various notions, such as the Anthro-
pocene, collapse and Solastalgia, in view of the changes that would 
be implied by a warming of more than 1.5°C at the planetary level. 
In the same context of the Anthropocene, faced with the approa-
ching prospect of a sixth extinction and a possible global civiliza-
tional collapse, design (in fact almost everything) is called upon to 
reinvent itself: it is at the center of unsustainable production/con-
sumption systems; however, in many of its contemporary forms, it 
aims to improve the habitability of the world as a projector or cor-
rector (Bonnet et al., 2019).

“There are professions more harmful than industrial design, but 
only a very few of them (…) designers have become a dangerous 
breed (…) In an age of mass production when everything must be 
planned and designed, design has become the most powerful tool 
with which man shapes his tools and environments (and, by exten-
sion, society and himself)” (Papanek, 1972; p.2). This quote from 
Papanek has never been more relevant; he pointed to the impor-
tance design had taken over the years and was sounding the alarm 
about the need for responsible and sustainable design. In his sea-
ring indictment of the discipline, Papanek argues that the best thing 
designers (with different specialties ranging from architecture 
to industrial design to advertising design) could do for humanity 
would be to stop working altogether. Designers are castigated for 
their passivity and acceptance of Capitalism’s control. According to 
Papanek, design manipulates consumers, persuading them “to buy 
things they don’t need, with money they don’t have, in order to im-
press others who don’t care to make products desirable and, in a 
way, manipulate the consumer. 

In the same way Foster (2002) asks “to what extent has ‘the con-
structed subject of postmodernism become ‘the designed subject’ 
of consumerism” considering the generalized unsustainability of 
the contemporary inflation of design. He questions the penetration 
of design in everyday life and its role in “merging marketing and 
culture but also the general ‘mediation’ of the economy: More than 
‘the culture of marketing’ and ‘the marketing of culture’; I mean a 
retooling of the economy around digitizing and computing, in which 
the product is no longer thought of as an object to be produced so 
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much as a datum to be manipulated - that is, to be designed and re-
designed, consumed and re-consumed. This mediation also inflates 
design, to the point where it can no longer be considered a secon-
dary industry. Perhaps we should speak of a political economy of 
design.” (Foster, 2002; p.22)

Papanek’s and Foster’s writings are still relevant today because 
they have inspired (and continue to inspire) several generations of 
designers who have never stopped questioning the very essence of 
their discipline. Despite the various attempts made in the field of 
design, their critiques remain extremely topical and a very personal 
feeling of bitterness, a sort of unpleasant aftertaste, remains. What 
seems even more topical in Papanek’s plea is his definition of this 
design that we are trying to invent; a design that aims to respond to 
the needs of a world that has its back to the wall. The idea of “guilt” 
of even the most positively-intentioned design towards ecological 
and social sustainability is central in Papanek’s critique. It is also a 
concern for a wide range of theorists and practitioners in the design 
world. Designers have been active promoters of ideas of well-being 
and lifestyles that we have recently and dramatically discovered are 
not sustainable. We would go so far as to speak of a designer’s “syn-
drome” as the issue is so central at all levels (practice, research and 
teaching). That is, designers have largely been part of the (climatic, 
economic, social, political) crisis that we are facing now. As a re-
action to it, theory and practice around social design evolved from 
the 2000s (Manzini & Jegou, 2003; Margolin & Margolin, 2002; Mau, 
2004; Meroni, 2007; Meurer 2001, Thorpe 2010; Tromp & Hekkert, 
2011). 

The idea of doing design the “good of others” rather than for com-
mercial purposes became real but also lucrative (Taboada et al, 
2020). One could say that Human-centered design and Design Thin-
king are the expression of this designer syndrome or feeling of guilt. 
Through Design Thinking (Brown, 2009), Human-centered design 
expanded beyond the field of design itself being depicted as a driver 
for business innovation. In that same direction Vial (2010) shows 
quite well how the semantic shift from “object design” to “product 
design” is born under the influence of marketing. Vial explains quite 
well how design is based on a structural and historical contradic-
tion; design is in fact a socialist invention (born in England against 
industrialization recalling the Arts & Crafts movement) and a ca-
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pitalist invention (born in Germany from the assumption of indu-
strial mass production recalling the influence of Bauhaus). He goes 
beyond this fact in which the designer has to be “socialist” and “ca-
pitalist” at the same time speaking about “a form of compulsion to 
madness, an effort to make the designer mad” (Vial, 2010; p.45). We 
would go so far as to say that this is a kind of “bipolarity” of design, 
which would be at the very origin of this feeling of guilt specific to 
designers.

Jennifer Daniel (2015), a designer at Google and previously at the 
New York Times, clearly states: “Design is Capitalism”. In a sarca-
stic presentation, Daniel criticizes the arrogance of designers who 
follow the mantra “Design can change the world” saying that “de-
sign looks like a very specific blanket of liberal white guilt”. During 
the presentation she showed a piece of the documentary “Design 
Disruptors” explaining that she was offended by the attitude of de-
signers today and their implication in sustaining the market even 
when the claim the opposite: “[they] love talking about themselves 
(…) they speak on behalf of rich very well-off companies and talk 
about design like it is inherently a good thing and design is not good 
onto itself, design is in fact neutral (…) design is not a philosophy, 
design is not a revolution, design is not a cause (…) so when desi-
gners prophesize design as a solution to the world’s problems, it is 
important to recognize that when they say design, what they real-
ly mean is money (…) sometimes their interests can be aligned to 
the public’s and sometimes they’re not and they need to be they’re 
more comfortable to the interest of the company they work for than 
the community they live in. Don’t forget that design is Capitalism. 
(…) They say I want to enact change but (…) they elevate themselves 
above the change (…) my problem is how tone-deaf designers have 
become recently (…) I don’t understand how we have become so 
self-important and I suspect that designers like many people see the 
profession everywhere, everything is design, design is architecture, 
it is human interaction, it is business pillow design is cutting cheese 
(…) So why are we so desperate to make ourselves feel better?

Beyond launching an umpteenth discussion around the definition 
of design or its etymology, whether the French dessin/dessein, the 
Italian progettazione or the German Gestaltung, we would like to 
focus on the idea of   guilt that the designer faces with his own pro-
fession. From a semantic point of view Flusser (1983) explains the 
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idea of trickery in design: “As a noun, it means -among other things- 
intention, plan, intent, aim, (...) all these being connected with cun-
ning and deception.” He explains, among other things, the split that 
has taken place since the Renaissance between the so-called hard 
sciences and the soft sciences, between the world of technology and 
that of art. The design would have bridged the gap between them 
by making them as equals which permitted the creation of a new 
kind of culture. A culture aware of the fact that it is deceptive. This 
is what Flusser or Papanek had anticipated and that was more re-
cently brought up to date by Foster. Maybe the real question is not 
about understanding “why we are so desperate to make ourselves 
feel better” —as Jennifer Daniel asks— but rather how design could 
break out of this dynamic of deceptiveness to overcome this feeling 
of guilt?

The disciplinary perimeter of design is today much more complex 
and reflects the social and economic changes of our society. De-
sign is no longer associated only with “productive, technological 
and market dimensions. This desire to stand out from the market 
was manifested by the appearance, during the last two decades, 
of social design(s); often summarized as “design that changes the 
world” and inclusive of all design rather than being restricted to one 
(Markussen, 2013). Following Simon’s definition of design, Findelli 
and Bousbaci (2004) suggested social design as a discipline aimed 
at improving the livability of the world, which is also quite close to 
the definition of design as a “total social phenomenon” (Maldona-
do, 1976). In fact, design can be considered as social in a variety 
of ways. It could simply be social because design products have a 
social impact in the sense of having a direct footprint on people’s 
daily lives. Responding to this dilemma many voices consider the 
opposition between what is called Human-Centered design (HCD) 
and the traditional market-centered design (Brown, 2009). As ex-
plained, faced with the growing social, ecological (and sometimes 
political) commitment of designers, it seems legitimate to question 
the effectiveness of the so-called social design. 

In their attempt to define social design, Victor and Sylvia Margo-
lin (2002) consider that its foremost intent “is the satisfaction of 
human needs where the design for market is creating products for 
sale.” Nevertheless, they don’t suggest “the market model and the 
social model as binary opposites, but instead view them as two 
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poles of a continuum.” In opposition with the vision of Papanek of 
excluding the mainstream market, the role of a socially responsi-
ble designer is here much wider. Focusing on the process of social 
service intervention, they also meet the idea of collaboration by 
integrating the designer in a team with human service professio-
nals. This somehow joins the reflection of Tim Brown (2009), who 
speaks about Design Thinking as an approach focusing on creating 
products and services that are Human-Centered; going so far as to 
propose a process that could be adopted by all, using designer’s to-
olkit to integrate the needs of people, the possibilities of technology, 
and the requirements for business success. In that way the designer 
becomes a link in a chain, a member of a multidisciplinary team.

However, Alain Cadix (2014) speaks of Design Thinking as a fashion 
and the risk of importation without any cultural adaptation when di-
scussing the founding idea of   Tim Brown, that everyone can design. 
Cadix does not believe in the idea of a single thought of creation/
design. He emphasizes the risk of confusion between Human-Cen-
tered and User-Centered design, which is at the heart of the choices 
of functionality, ergonomics and aesthetics; besides, the designers 
do not all have the same toolkit (methods). The Design Thinking 
method involves people, in various ways, in the three phases: inspi-
ration, ideation, implementation, but Cadix insists on the idea that 
users cannot be the vectors of a real breakthrough. He finishes by as-
serting that “thinking is only a step: difference takes place and value 
is created in the doing, still the business of professional designers”.  

However, the approaches of Brown and Cadix remain fundamental-
ly similar in essence. Morelli (2007) demonstrates this quite well 
when claiming that “for several years the majority of designers in-
terpreted their social role as complementary to business strategies”. 
An unbreakable market-based industrial logic facing a marginal so-
cially responsible design. Morelli also explains that in social studies 
this distinction between market-based and non-market-based in-
terventions on social processes has vanished as market-driven ini-
tiatives have gradually covered the field of social services. By citing 
the work of De Leonardis, he focuses on the idea of a “space made 
available by the reduction of public intervention in connection 
with social problems”. But he also explains that the market-driven 
approach because of its relieving logic, is leading to a progressive 
“passivization” of the customers (or users). These initiatives, while 
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demonstrating a movement towards change in design practice, are 
still intrinsically rooted in notions of an artefact-centered design 
and solution-centered paradigm (Tonkinwise 2015; Tunstall 2013). 

On a larger perspective, social design could be the field of design 
supporting the aspirations of highly vulnerable population groups 
and the injustices to which they are subjected: epidemics, refugees, 
various segregations, access to water, education, transport, work, 
health care, etc. In that sense, design could also be social because 
it is a leverage for Social Innovation. Manzini (2015) prefers the 
notion of Design for Social Innovation which is frequently conside-
red similar, if not coincident, with the one of social design. Manzini 
(2014) considers that as an error; for him the two expressions refer 
to different activities and have very different implications. Social 
design refers to a complementary activity to a normal design that 
operates in economic terms; a design that, to exist, asks for someo-
ne else who generously can and will pay for it. For Manzini the pro-
blem takes place with the double meaning usually attributed to the 
adjective “social”. The first one referring to something concerning 
social forms i.e., the way in which a society is built. The second one, 
instead, refers to the various wicked social problems that we alre-
ady mentioned. Problems that, according Manzini both the market 
and the state have failed in finding solutions; the designer becomes 
an “infrastructure” in support of initiatives for self-organized com-
munities. (Morelli and Sbordone, 2018). 

Manzini considers Social Innovation as a positive driver of chan-
ge, and sees in Design for Social Innovation an agent to trigger and 
support it. Manzini (2016) also speaks about the political aspect of 
design but he nuances that claim by considering that the latter has 
a very special way to subsist in the political area since it doesn’t “do 
politics” but “is politics”. It comes that, the political acts exercised 
by design are not made apparent by putting design at the service of 
politics, but rather by producing events, services and products that 
offer, and give easier access to opportunities for sustainable beha-
viors. Irwin (2018) considers however, that approaches like Design 
for Social Innovation still tend to frame problems within relatively 
narrow spatio-temporal contexts. It continues to be fed and nurtu-
red by ideas for development and improvement from communities 
that need help. Typically, this need for help is defined by designers 
from their own perspectives and biases, and without regard to what 
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the terms improvement, development or help actually mean for tho-
se specific communities (Taboada et al, 2020). One could state that 
Design for Social Innovation remains intrinsically linked to the logic 
of market economy; it has always been characterized within an eco-
nomic and cultural context — that of the consumer economy and 
where Social Innovation has been understood as a “humanitarian” 
action; a design for others 90% (Bloemink, 2007). 

Elzenbaumer (2013) denounces such practices, which are devoid 
of a political sense and take for granted the social problems that 
the designers want to solve, and that therefore do not question the 
broader global mechanisms producing them. In the same way Fry 
(2010) asks the question of how designers could be providers of care 
by transforming themselves into politicized change agents. What all 
agents of change need to do is to learn how to move design out of its 
economic function and into a political frame. As explained, design 
even when driven by a sincere intention can be really harmful when 
politically disengaged. What is really at stake is an attitude of guilt 
and denial of designers, most of the time precarious (Elzenbaumer, 
2013) stuck with their job and trying to feel better about it. Going 
into a social discourse without questioning the paradigms of growth 
of commodity production or the question of value and the role that 
design plays in their development and deployment in the capitalist 
system seems to us an absurdity. The real emergency remains that 
of anthropogenically accelerated global warming. 

A politically engaged design is one that takes into consideration the 
possibility of collapse. As Fry (2019) explains it would be a design 
that starts at the end considering the structural unsustainability 
of the world of human material and immaterial fabrication (the 
Anthropocene) and acknowledges the process of defuturing i.e., 
“the negation of world futures for us, and many of our unknowing 
non-human others” as a new design philosophy (Fry, 2020; p.10).

Image 2.3 
Cynthia Smith (2017). Design for the 
Other 90 Per Cent - Paperback
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2.2.1	 A	Marxian	Economics	Perspective	on	Growth	

Already in 1972, the link between growth and collapse was establi-
shed by the Meadows Report. The Club of Rome asked MIT to study 
the prospects for long-term growth. The Meadows Report, “Limits 
to Growth” was published in 1972. It was the first book to study 
the long-term dynamic evolution of six macroeconomic variables 
through eight different scenarios. He and his team modelled the 
impact of human population growth on environmental resources 
using the “World3 model”. The team examined the five basic factors 
that determine, and therefore, ultimately limit, growth on planet-
population, agricultural production, natural resources, industrial 
production, and pollution. Although they show different scenarios, 
they all show that growth ends between 2020 and 2060. The first 
clear statement of a limit to economic growth dates back to Malthus, 
the first chair in economics, in 1798. He considered that since the 
yields of agricultural land grow linearly while the population grows 
exponentially, the population eventually runs up against the limits 
of the land’s capacity to provide for its needs. 

According to Georgescu-Roegen (1979), the contemporaries of the 
Meadows report primarily defend the ideology of growth without 
offering valid critical arguments from the point of view of econo-
mic science. The prevailing thinking in economics does not seem 
inclined to study the limits of growth or the problem of its envi-
ronmental limits (Oswald and Stern, 2019). It seems, therefore, that 
there are intrinsic impediments to economics being a source of real 
answers to the environmental crisis. Although economics has be-
come the science of growth, it was originally placed with politics in 
Aristotle’s Treatise on Economics. Economics was then conceived 
more as a practice of house rules, in the sense that the house was 
the center of production for the Greek citizen. In this conception, 
economy is thought of as the good management of resources in the 
service of the production of a home. 

2.2 Value(s) Crisis: Design’s  
      Entanglement in Capitalism

Image 2.4 
Limits to growth World 3 model - 
standard run.
Source: Turner, Graham, M. (2012). 
on the cusp of global collapse?
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The notion of growth does not appear, but we find the notion of ch-
rematistics, an attitude decried by Aristotle, which consists in see-
king personal enrichment with the sole aim of accumulating wealth. 
The need to understand how/why economics has become a science 
of growth therefore emerges. Concern over the ecological unsustai-
nability of human presence on Earth, and the growing inequality 
coupled with continuing deprivation of a huge part of humanity, has 
grown rapidly in the last couple of decades; Inequality, injustice and 
unsustainability, already part of many state-dominated systems, 
have clearly been worsened by the recent phase of Capitalism’s ac-
celerated expansion (Rockstrom et al., 2009; Piketty, 2014; Steffen 
et al., 2015). Following the different readings on the climate crisis, 
a repeated criticism of the capitalist system precisely as a system of 
accumulation has emerged. 

In a third thesis, Chakrabarty (2009) states that the geological hypo-
thesis regarding the Anthropocene requires putting global histories 
of Capital in conversation with the species history of Humans. In-
deed, he considers that questioning freedom through critiques of 
capitalist globalization are essential in the age of Anthropocene; cli-
mate change might in fact accentuate all the inequities of the capita-
list world order. However, although Chakrabarty does not deny that 
climate change is deeply linked to the history of capital, he considers 
that a critique that focalizing only on that of capital is not sufficient 
for addressing questions relating to the Anthropocene. He therefore 
estimates that an analysis of deep history of the species and the one 
(much shorter) history of capital together is needed. Slavoj Žižek 
(2010) criticizes this point of view considering that the key struggle 
is the particular one since “one can solve the universal problem (of 
the survival of human species) only by first resolving the particular 
deadlock of the capitalist mode of production” (p.334).

A good starting point could be according to Ugo Rossi (2012) Har-
vey’s reappraisal of the contemporary relevance of the Marxian 
theory of primitive accumulation and the related notion of accumu-
lation by dispossession. In what he calls the new imperialism, “Har-
vey draws on Marx’s theory of primitive accumulation to provide a 
theoretically informed and politically situated explanation for the 
contemporary dynamics of Capitalism in times of neoliberal globa-
lization” (p.335). Rossi thus takes up the idea developed by Marx 
that primitive accumulation was brought about through the forced 
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separation of workers from the means of production and the capi-
talist expropriation of land and common resources. This resulted in 
the creation of a proletariat that had to sell its own labor in order to 
survive. The concept of primitive accumulation — which is pursued 
through expropriation and enclosure — is thus at the very origin of 
the historical rise of Capitalism, on the one hand, and its geographi-
cal expansion with the colonization (of previously non-capitalist 
environments) on the other.

On closer examination, there are two main opposing discourses in 
economics. The so-called orthodox or mainstream, which adopts a 
vision centered on utilitarianism and functionalism and maintains 
that growth and respect for nature can be combined, and the so-cal-
led heterodox, which maintains that it is the very idea of growth and 
development that is at the origin of the catastrophe. The orthodox 
economics adopted today is the so-called neoclassical economics 
which promotes the ideas of growth for development. Neoclassical 
economics is an approach to economics in which the production, 
consumption and valuation (pricing) of goods and services are 
driven by the supply and demand mode. According to Saad-Filho 
(2019) “in the current age of neoliberalism, mainstream (orthodox 
or neoclassical) economics has tightened its grip on the discipline, 
dismissing heterodoxy in general and in particular as failing the 
tests of logical, mathematical and/or statistical rigor” (p.17). This 
criticism is shared by Harvey (2017) who speaks of “a supposedly 
scientific, highly mathematised and data driven field of study (…) to 
which no one else is admitted except on state and corporate busi-
ness” (p. xiii).

We will take Harvey’s work as a reference for understanding Marx’s 
thought and situating it in the current situation. Harvey (2017) 
starts from the idea of visualizing Capital as “value in motion.” To 
do so, Harvey draws a sort of parallel between the capitalist system 
and the water cycle, to explain Marx’s vision of Capitalism as value 
in motion. Indeed, he explains that in the hydrological cycle H2O 
passes through different forms and states in a very similar way to 
how capital (money) moves. “It begins as money capital before ta-
king on commodity form passing through production systems and 
emerging as new commodities to be sold (monetized) in the market 
and distributed in different forms to different factions of claimants 
(in the forms of wages, interest, rent, taxes, profits) before returning 
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to the role of money capital once more” (p.3). 
This comparison and analysis that Harvey makes of Marx’s theory 
of value explains precisely the logic linked to the dogma of growth, 
its implication not only in the dynamics of exploitation intrinsic to 
Capitalism but also and especially in the depletion of resources.  
For where the driving force in the hydrological cycle is a constant 
or almost infinite source of energy (the sun), in the case of Capital, 
the sources of energy are varied (because finite), which explains its 
tendency to growth, or what Harvey describes as a spiral in con-
stant expansion. According to Harvey, by keeping the value concept 
as central, Marx invites us to enquire into the nature of the meta-
morphosis that converts value from the money form into the com-
modity form. This moment of metamorphosis would indeed be pro-
blematic and at the very origin of crises. 

Marx defines value as: “the social labor we do for others as organi-
zed through commodity exchanges in competitive price-fixing mar-
kets.” Harvey explains that labor is a social relation and could be 
seen as an immaterial but objective force where value is the socially 
necessary labor time to produce a commodity i.e., the time spent 
making goods (commodities) for others to buy and use. Therefore, 
money is simply a kind of material/tangible representation of what 
value is. Value is not money itself - money is merely its physical re-
presentation. (Real) value is the social relation and “all social re-
lations escape direct material investigation”. Money is the material 
representation and expression of this social relation.

Value — social relation— is produced during the process of pro-
duction, of commodities for sale, when labor power and means of 
production are successfully brought together under the supervision 
of the capitalist. It is essentially here that value is produced taking 
the form of a new commodity. “Value is produced and sustained by 
a movement that runs from things (commodities) to processes (the 
activities of laboring that congeal value in commodities) to things 
(new commodities). What has been produced is a material commo-
dity and we see no sign of value in motion. The only motion that 
will count at this point is that of the capitalist hastening to take the 
new commodities to market to convert their hidden value back into 
money form (…) at the end of the day, capitalists care only about the 
surplus value, which will be realized as monetary profit”.
As Haiven (2017) states it, the process of commodification is the 
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transformation of life processes into things to be bought and sold. 
This moment in capital circulation encompasses not only the pro-
duction of commodities but also the production and reproduction 
of the class relation between capital and labor in the form of sur-
plus value as, the longer the working day is, the more surplus va-
lue is produced for capital. Harvey, speaking about what is new in 
neoliberalism explains that more and more people are forced to 
accumulate jobs to survive as a result of the atrophy of the power 
of organized labor. A true description of precariousness. Capitalist 
production implies perpetual growth due to the proliferation of va-
lue and surplus generated by the production process through which 
capital passes. With final consumption the commodities disappear 
from circulation entirely which is not the case with the means of 
production. We would add that this is not the case for waste either, 
raising the question of the ecological footprint which is not taken 
into consideration here.

When commodities that are the carriers of value are consumed, 
they drop out of circulation ceasing to be a moment of the economic 
process. This disappearance is depending on the prior conversion 
of value from the commodity into the money form, as money has 
the capacity to remain in circulation in permanence. That is why the 
recycling of waste and other recycling processes are in themselves 
an aberration. The production system itself is based on profit and 
the processes of Harvey (2017) recalls that for Marx “daily life is 
held hostage to the madness of money” (p.172).

Harvey explains (2017) that from the point of view of commodities, 
exchange value is of “only passing interest” since satisfying social 
needs is the ultimate purpose of commodity production. In a world 
of exchange, money only facilitates exchange. While in the world of 
capital and the production of surplus value, money takes on an enti-
rely different aspect. Here, value “preserves itself by increasing; and 
it preserves itself precisely by constantly exceeding its quantitative 
fence. Thus, getting rich is an aim in itself. The activity of capital 
can only have the objective of getting wealthier. Money, insofar as it 
functions as a measure of wealth, must also engage in “the constant 
willingness” to go beyond its quantitative limit; an endless process. 
Its own vitalization consists exclusively in constantly multiplying 
itself” (p.172). This is what distinguishes money under Capitali-
sm from all its multiple pre-capitalist forms. According to Harvey 
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(2017) contemporary Capitalism is locked into the bad infinity of 
endless accumulation and compound growth. Capitalism promotes 
limitless accumulation while claiming a virtuous infinity of harmo-
nious growth and continuous, achievable improvements in social 
welfare.

Harvey argues that there are three contradictions that portray a 
clear and present danger to the survival of Capitalism in the cur-
rent epoch: (1) the degradation of our relationship with nature 
(from global warming to habitat and species destruction to water 
scarcity and environmental degradation); (2) the perpetual com-
pound growth that has reached that turning point on the exponen-
tial growth curve that is rapidly proving more and more difficult to 
perpetuate in the face of diminishing opportunities for profitable 
investment. It also put intense pressure on that one form of capital 
that can grow without limit, especially the credit forms of money 
that seemed to be getting out of control. (3) what Harvey calls “uni-
versal alienation”. The alienation of the relationship to nature and to 
human nature is thus a prerequisite for the assertion of the produc-
tivity and powers of capital.

Beyond the aspects of “infinite bad” growth and commodity pro-
duction outlined above, it is important to note that the original 
contribution of the Marxian political economy remains essentially 
related to the study of the production of the material conditions of 
reproduction of society, where “value theory is a theory of class and 
class relations”. It hence shows that capitalist production inevitably 
implicates social conflicts in production and in distribution. In this 
perspective, the theory of value  is a rest as Saad-Filho explains, the-
ory of classes, class relations and exploitation in Capitalism, with 
Capitalism understood as a mode of production, social reproduction 
and exploitation, distinguished by five interconnected elements: (1) 
the social form of property relations, which is structured by the mo-
nopoly of the capitalist class over the means of production, i.e. the 
separation between the workers and the means of production; (2) 
the social form of labor, i.e. wage labor, imposed by the disposses-
sion of the working class, the commodification of labor power and 
the generalization of the wage relation; (3) the mode of control of 
labor, based on the capitalist right to manage the performance of 
labor; (4) the social form of the products of labor, as commodities; 
(5) the goal of social production, which is profit.

Image 2.5 
Tony Biddel. (2010). The Free Trade 
and Globalization Machine. [online]
Available at: < https://www.
perfectworlddesign.ca/cartoons-
and-graphics>
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2.2.2	 Entangled/Precarious	Design(er)	

In the last section I showed how Capitalism is by definition a sy-
stem based on a chronic pursuit of growth and commodification. I 
also showed how a critical analysis of the notion of value is central 
in order to understand and unravel the processes of exploitation 
intrinsically related to its mode of production. Indeed, the Marxist 
value theory is in primis a theory of class. As in the previous sec-
tion, the notion of value is also central here. In design we speak of 
social value, value creation and value chain; notions that are amply 
developed in economic circles. But as Heskett (2017) explains, the 
relationship between design and economics is quite complex, often 
antagonistic, with designers being mostly disdained by economists. 
Where does design fit in and what is its role in the economy? How 
does design contribute to the making of the capitalist economy?

Design historian Guy Julier (2017) argues that the rise of design and 
neoliberalism are connected. According to Harvey (2005) “neolibe-
ralism values market exchange as an ethic in itself”; it thus seeks to 
maximize the reach and frequency of market transactions, which in 
turn explains the upsurge of technologies of information since it re-
quires a massive use/analysis/transfer/storage of data in the global 
marketplace. This corroborates Julier’s claims on the interrelation 
between the “extraordinary growth and visibility of design” since 
the 1980s and the fundamental developments in Capitalism which 
shifted focus from manufacture to the service sector and commer-
cial practices such advertising. 

Similarly, Haiven (2014) explains that the idea of creativity, has been 
integrated into the capitalist imagination through the rise of the cre-
ative economy or what Harvey (2017) calls “cognitive Capitalism.” 
Therefore, design is not only structurally embedded in the capitalist 
system but is also involved in its deployment. If design is not strictly 
speaking the engine of Capitalism, it would undoubtedly be a kind of 
turbocharger. Indeed, Julier (2017) considers that both design and 
neoliberalism act as processes in perpetual change. While the for-
mer is constantly looking for new markets by creating new needs 
and desires, the latter is continuously conquering new territories.
Thus, by integrating design more clearly into economic activities, 
we realize that design can be seen as a driving force in the model-
ling of the consumer society; in this respect, Julier argues for the 

Image 2.6 
David Ruccio. (2018) Marx Ratio. 
[online]
Available at: < Available at: < 
https://www.perfectworlddesign.
ca/cartoons-and-graphics>
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recognition of the emergence of a “design economy”. Julier asserts 
that design works in two ways in relation to neoliberalism. (1) pro-
ducing commodities (products and services) for sale, and (2) ma-
king social, economic and political changes appear reasonable; thus, 
playing a more subtle semiotic role. Following a Marxist perspecti-
ve, we notice that design is in the middle of the most problematic is-
sue of capital i.e., the metamorphosis of value passage from money 
to commodities. We can therefore see that design occupies a central 
position in the mechanism of value creation in the economic sen-
se - i.e., the creation of surplus value - and of values in the ethical/
social sense, through the production of commodities to be put in the 
sphere of circulation, i.e., on the market.

Paradoxically, Julier (2017) attempts to reveal the precarious qua-
lities of design by pointing out “the blurred distinctions between 
work and play, bureaucracy and autonomy” (p.55); hence asserting 
that these are features fitting within wider developments in labor 
through contemporary Capitalism i.e., flexible accumulation and 
fragmentation of work specific to post-Fordism. He thus joins El-
zenbaumer’s (2013) discourse on the relationship between post-
Fordism and processes of precarization. Elzenbaumer notices that 
a growing number of designers face “symptoms of poor pay, unpre-
dictability and long-term insecurity that come with precariousness 
within the creative industries” (p.40); since designers are now hi-
red on specific project tasks, as freelancers in an ever more compe-
titive market, which drives them in vicious circle of precariousness.

In the previous section we defined value as social relation, which 
is produced during the process of production, of commodities for 
sale, when labor power and means of production are successfully 
brought together under the supervision of the capitalist. Therefore, 
what is produced by designers is not only new material commodi-
ties, but a social relation of exploitation of labor power. As a result, 
designers themselves are subject to exploitation of their labor po-
wer. In this context Harvey (2005) explains that deregulation, pri-
vatization, and withdrawal of the state from many areas of social 
provision are specific processes of neoliberalism. 

Heskett (2017) considers that the neoclassical (neoliberal) econo-
mic approach and design are incompatible in terms of the notion of 
value. There are still major gaps in economic studies in understan-
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ding how value and values are created and increased or added (at 
least in part) by design. “If markets and products are as constant as 
depicted in Neoclassical theory, this at best reduces design to a tri-
vial activity concerned with minor, superficial differentiation of un-
changing commodities (…) at worst, it contradicts the whole validi-
ty of design” (Heskett, 2017; p.66). Here we notice that the work of 
designers i.e., design labor (adopting a Marxist terminology) is in it-
self prey to the commodification process specific to Capitalism. The 
main issue here is that neoclassical economics fail to grasp the real 
essence of design. Indeed, Heskett (2017) explains that designers’ 
activity is essentially are concerned with enlarging boundaries i.e., 
the future, while it is reduced to a mere production of commodities. 

In this context Balamir (2017) argues for a shift from an object-cen-
tered paradigm to a value-centered one. He thus, downplays Lees-
Maffei’s (2009) “Production, Mediation and Consumption” stages 
(PCM) conventionally used for the study of design; a vision that 
hides the design process i.e., design labor. Indeed, following a Mar-
xist stance, Balamir distinguishes three instances in the political 
economy of design: (1) design as a verb which corresponds to the 
activity of designing or design labor — the creative/subjective pro-
cess— (2) design as noun which stems for the finalized project or 
design(er) knowledge — plan, blueprint etc.— and (3) designed as 
an adjective that is the design physical object/artefact. Through this 
new paradigm, design is no longer reduced to its physical dimen-
sion (a commodity for sale), which makes it prey to the processes 
of capitalist exploitation. Balamir thus exists the market mediation 
by putting the design project at the center; considering this new 
paradigm as a frame for design seen as “depository of value” since 
the labor of designers is a valuable activity in itself. Ultimately, this 
could help designers escape their entanglement to Market/Capital 
and its resulting processes of exploitation/precarity.



p. 66
(Reflextion) on Design as/for Common(s) Capitalism, Crises and Dystopian Futures: a Design Involvement

Image 2.7 
The Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGS).
Sourse: www.undp.org
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2.3.1	 (Un)Sustainable	Development

In his book “Capitalist Realism”, Mark Fisher (2009) says that “It is 
easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of Capitalism”; 
a statement he attributed to Fredric Jameson and Slavoj Žižek. He 
continues explaining that “Capitalism is what is left when beliefs 
have collapsed at the level of ritual or symbolic elaboration, and all 
that is left is the consumer-spectator, trudging through the ruins 
and the relics” (Fisher, 2009; p.10). For Haiven (2014) this inabi-
lity to imagine a world beyond Capitalism is due to a crisis of the 
imagination where all social, moral, ethical, and personal values are 
subordinate to the value of money; moving beyond Capitalism se-
ems to be the only key to survival. According to Haiven “It is a war 
between money and the earth, between capital and people, between 
the blunt stupidity of greed and the resilient creativity of humani-
ty” (Haiven, 2014; p.8). The real issue would be related (see section 
2.2) to a global crisis of value where the real utopians are the ones 
« whose thinking has become associated with the term ‘neoliberali-
sm’, believe that by mobilizing people’s competition and inherently 
acquisitive human nature, Capitalism is, ultimately, value-neutral – 
markets are simply egalitarian arenas of exchange” (p.9). 

Through the idea of a crisis of the imagination, Haiven claims that 
Capitalism has colonized how we all imagine and express what is 
valuable. According to Haiven, Capitalism is not in crisis, “it is the 
crisis”, joining the thought of Azmanova (2020) who states that “the 
very crisis is in a crisis: we are stuck into a metacrisis”. This corro-
borates the idea of a crisis of the imagination, where social condi-
tion “is marked by the absence of utopian energies and prospects 
for a revolution, even as society experiences itself in perpetual cri-
sis.” Among other issues, Haiven criticizes the privatization of crea-
tivity and the power of finance capital in opposition to the power of 
the imagination of contemporary social movements. 

2.3 Imagination Crisis: Design Eurocentrism
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This crisis of imagination develops on several interconnected levels: 
(1) A parochialism of a global North that seems to discover precari-
ty and austerity crises which were once was only reserved for for-
mer colonies, and similarly, concern over the global ecological crisis 
borne of climate change that for decades have been impacting the 
poor, peasants and indigenous people around the world. (2) A crisis 
of ruling where the vast majority of politicians and policymakers 
remain enthralled to “the now undead ideology of necroneoliberali-
sm” and Thatcher’s dictum that there is no alternative meant to ho-
peless resignation in front of the false promises of peace, sustaina-
bility, prosperity and innovation. (3) A conscripting of imagination 
on which Capitalism relies on convincing people that they are es-
sentially isolated, lonely, competitive economic agents; conceiving 
the capitalistic system a as the natural expression of human nature.

The idea of a decolonization of the imaginary is not new in itself and 
has already been proposed by Latouche (2002). Latouche believes, 
as do others (Shiva, 1989; Sachs, 1992; Escobar, 1995; Rahnema, 
1997), that the Western development model has reached a critical 
stage. “Development was and continues to be although less convin-
cingly so as the years go by and its promises go unfulfilled the ma-
gic formula” (Escobar, 1995; p. vii). As explained by Amin (1976) 
the underdevelopment of the periphery is intrinsically linked to the 
development of the center and vice versa. Development (and conse-
quently sustainable development) is seen as an instrument of colo-
nization; growth and development are two sides of the same coin. 
Latouche notes however, the emergence of a new creative thinking 
that aspires to a more balanced and just social and economic life 
(see section 3.3.1), challenging the certainties surrounding Western 
economic thinking and practice; its negative effects on most of hu-
manity and on the environment being obvious it would be necessa-
ry to slow it down, or even stop it.

Santos (2016) takes up the idea of the difficulty of imagining alter-
natives to Capitalism. He speaks of an end to Capitalism without end 
“haunting the Western political imagination (...) it is as difficult to 
imagine the end of Capitalism as it is difficult to imagine that Capi-
talism has no end” (p. 24). This difficulty, according to the author, 
has divided critical thought into two currents, which have repre-
sented two options of the left. The first current was blocked by the 
difficulty of imagining the end of Capitalism. Thus, putting an end 
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to the anguish that this idea caused, this current put its creativity 
at the service of the development of a modus vivendi with Capitali-
sm, capable of reducing to a minimum the social costs of capitalist 
accumulation governed by individualism, competition and the ex-
pansion of exchange values. Santos thus speaks of a state Capitalism 
that is in itself a form of neo-developmentalism. 

The second (minority) current of the critical tradition is convinced 
that Capitalism will one day come to an end, but faces the difficulty 
of imagining how this will happen and what will happen next. In the 
Latin American subcontinent, according to Santos, this difficulty is 
experienced in two very contrasting ways. On the one hand, post-
capitalist alternatives are being imagined after the collapse of real 
socialism; on the other, pre-conquest and pre-colonial pre-capitalist 
alternatives are being reinvented. Attempts to combine these two 
imaginations are found in hybrid conceptions such as “Buen Vivir 
socialism” in Ecuador and ‘communitarian socialism’ in Bolivia. 
However, these formulations have different emphases: while go-
vernments tend to see post-Capitalism from the perspective of Capi-
talism, indigenous movements tend to see post-Capitalism from the 
perspective of pre-Capitalism. Both see Capitalism and colonialism 
as going hand in hand.

According to Mignolo (2009) it would be necessary to operate a 
shift from the rhetoric of modernity and “the illusion of the zero-
point epistemology” calling for an epistemic disobedience. The 
zero-point hubris is the concept developed by Santiago Castro-
Gómez (2005) and his assumption that the violence exercised by 
European colonialism was not only physical and economic, but also 
‘epistemic’. Castro-Gomez questions the idea of a universality of 
scientific-enlightened knowledge (based on objectivity, neutrality 
and detachment) seen as the highest point on the cognitive scale, 
and thus discarding other epistemes. Through the concept of zero-
point hubris, the sociologist analyzes the formation of the ideology 
of whiteness among the Colombian elites of the eighteenth centu-
ry. He consequently criticizes the European Enlightenment based 
on: the search for scientific knowledge, understood as the only true 
form of knowing and the sole source of rationality, and the effort to 
banish everything unscientific or irrational.
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Indeed, Mignolo (2007) considers that the control of subjectivi-
ty and knowledge is seen as an essential domain in what Quijano 
called the “colonial matrix of power.” The concept represents the 
extension of western domination, through four interrelated do-
mains: control of economy (land appropriation, exploitation of la-
bor, control of natural resources); control of authority (institution, 
army); control of gender and sexuality (family, education) and con-
trol of subjectivity and knowledge (epistemology, education and 
formation of subjectivity). Mignolo (2009) argues that this colonial 
matrix of power is at the very origin of the remapping of the world 
as first, second and third during the Cold War; a racial system of 
social classification that invented Occidentalism and Orientalism. 
Thus, “implanting the colonial matrix of power (either in sixteenth 
century Anahuak (Valley of Mexico) or in today’s Iraq) implies to 
dismantle, simultaneously, existing forms of social organization and 
ways of life” (Mignolo, 2007; p.157). 

Imagining the end of Capitalism in order to create sustainable ways 
of living therefore involves a first step, that of epistemic disobedien-
ce, i.e., the refusal of modernity. He is joined by Escobar (2015) who 
explains how critical debates about growth and development are 
domesticated in the discourses of the Millennium Development Go-
als (MDGs) and the post-2015 Sustainable Development Goals. The 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Paris Agreement on 
climate change, are said to have blurred the distinction between in-
dustrialized and developing countries and their involvement in glo-
bal warming (Marquardt, 2018). Similarly, Erickson (2020) laments 
the tendency of environmental discourses to focus on technological 
innovation - what Harvey (2017) calls the techno-utopia - of a gre-
en society instead of examining structures such as colonialism that 
could help creatively reimagine the social relations that led to the 
Anthropocene.
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2.3.2	 Colonized/Colonial	Design(er)	and	Blocked	 Imagi-
nation

Already in 2003, Akkach spoke about eurocentrism in design. The 
term Eurocentrism was first coined by Amin (1988) and the con-
cept gained significance in the post-colonial and post-orientalist 
discourses that were concerned with Western hegemony. Akkach 
explains how during his early years of study, in Syria, design culture 
appeared to him as being “truly universal”, knowing exactly what 
was expected of him being “able to read, interpret and understand 
the foreign built environment, to communicate my design ideas in 
an advanced graphic language, and indeed to excel”. He was likewise 
“able to practice in Australia, Saudi Arabia and Syria” being “expo-
sed to a range of design and teaching ideologies and practices in 
both the Arab and Western worlds”. 

This cross-cultural experience would have made him aware of how 
design institutions, teaching and practices “in the Arab world have 
continued to reflect what is happening in the West (…) although the 
discourse of design remains predominantly Eurocentric, its adap-
tations and assimilations into the Arab world seem to raise no no-
ticeable intellectual, moral or practical concerns” (Akkach, 2003; 
p.323-324). He turns to the lexical origins of the word design in 
Arabic and its derivations, sammama (to design) and musammim 
(designer), as modern since they were not used in this sense in pre-
modern Arab-Islamic literature. In linguistic terms “design” is an 
act of determination, of sorting out possibilities, and of projecting 
a choice. Thus, he points out that the word in Arabic does not deal 
with problem-solving, but rather with making choices (in addition 
to the different definitions proposed by Akkach we would add the 
idea of insistence or obstinacy in the word musammim). Despite 
these linguistic differences, Akkach argues that it is the Western 
conceptualization and institutionalization of design that has been 
adopted.

According to Akkach the question of Eurocentricity itself reinforces 
the Western/non-Western divide and announces a one-sided ow-
nership of the project of modernity, where western experts would 
have noticed the flaw in their models and are now asking for a col-
lective responsibility in imagining alternative modes of living, inclu-
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ding design thinking and practicing. The non-Western other remains 
on the borrowing, adopting and receiving end, not considered as “a 
partner in the making of the project, but is nonetheless a partner 
in dealing with its consequences, the various socio-economic and 
ecological problems”. Interestedly, Arabs (like others), have volun-
tarily accepted this position; having been effectively alienated from 
the project of modernity, and having themselves theoretically disa-
vowed it, their effective contribution, i.e., “their difference, seems 
to lie in their past and not in their present, which has already been 
condemned for being too Westernized”. Akkach sees the urgency of 
sustainability as an opportunity to move beyond West/non-West 
dichotomies to engage with the common core of humanity i.e., its 
survival ethics and responsibility to sustain life on this unique and 
fragile planet. 

As explained in the previous sections, in most of its manifestations, 
design is based on market perspectives in which the processes of 
creation, innovation and production are linked to networks of lucra-
tive, human-centered goals (Foster 2002, Papanek, 1972). It can be 
argued that contemporary conceptions of design derive from the pa-
radigm of modernity that contributes to the conditions of coloniali-
ty by reproducing the culture of consumption and mass production 
derived from the Western-centric worldview. In this context some 
call for decolonizing design from the tyranny of cold, “Western” ab-
stractions (Tunstall, 2013; Ansari, 2016; Schultz, 2017; Fry, 2017) 
to initiate a real dialogue between designers from the Global North 
and Global South in order to develop a paradigmatic shift from a 
Eurocentric vision of design to a pluriversal one (Escobar, 2018). 

Similarly, the theory and practice that has evolved around social de-
sign has reproduced the same mechanisms without addressing the 
roots of the problems. Doing social without politics has shown its 
limits and seems to serve only to assuage a sense of guilt, to com-
pensate for wrongdoing in order to look at oneself in the mirror or 
to inflate an oversized ego. It is also a manifestation of the process 
of commodification of everything and the recovery of the capitalist 
system itself. It continues to be fed and nurtured by ideas for de-
velopment and improvement from communities in need of “help”. 
Typically, this need for help is defined by designers from their own 
perspectives and biases, without regard to what the terms “impro-
vement”, “development” or “help” actually might entail or mean for 
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those specific communities. This approach often ignores the fact 
that the very concept of “help” creates an unbalanced power rela-
tionship between the helper and the helped (Andreotti 2016, Freire 
1970), often does not fully incorporate the multiplicity of knowled-
ge that arises from these interactions into the design process, and 
may even undermine local social and decision-making structures 
with unintended negative consequences for the inhabitants. 

Tunstall (2013) argues that, approached in this way, design could 
become another form of cultural imperialism that destabilizes and 
undermines indigenous approaches from other creative traditions. 
Tunstall (2013) also argues that there should be no distinction 
between any type of creation (art, craft or design), arguing for a dia-
logical and critical process, in which one must look simultaneously 
at what is gained, what is lost and what is created in the combina-
tion of value/cultural systems (Tunstall 2013). In this sense, some 
(Busch & Palmås, 2016; Nussbaum, 2010) point to the risk of fal-
ling on the dark side of the social. In their view, exploiting the so-
cial level may well produce unforeseen negative societal outcomes. 
They criticize a certain idealism of the designer. In order to balance 
this idealism, designers should replace the ‘what if ’ starting points 
with a more realistic question of ‘who is who’, i.e., who benefits from 
the Social Innovation and who pays the price of change (Busch & 
Palmås, 2016, p. 287). A view that echoes that of Myerson (2016), 
who calls for a new way of thinking about downscaling and reverse 
thinking rather than seeking to systematize solutions.

One could conclude that design serves a homogenizing ontology 
that generally negates and oppresses the aesthetic, functional and 
cultural values of non-Western design, craft and art traditions (Ab-
dulla et al. 2019, Fry 2017, Mafundikwa 2013, Tunstall 2013, Fry 
2009, Escobar 2018). Indeed, Boenhert, Elzenbaumer and Onufa-
wa (2016) use the concept of symbolic violence coined by Bourdieu 
(1979) in order to explain how ideas are reproduced by design. For 
Onufawa (2018) seeing design as symbolic violence recalls the ma-
trix of power of Quijano (see section 3.3.1) and is valuable in un-
derstanding the role of design as an oppressive and a collaborative 
force. “Certain unjust practices and norms to institutions that an 
oppressor might perceive as natural, and that might lead them to 
suppress differences with isms such as racism, sexism, colonialism, 
and imperialism” (p.8). 
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Similarly, Tlostanova (2017) recalls Castro-Gomez’s zero-point hu-
bris (see section 3.3.1) to explain how modern/colonial design ope-
rates “a perfect and pure manifestation of modernity ‘s objectifying 
principle of perception and interpretation of the world, of other hu-
man and non-human beings, of man-made objects and knowledges” 
(p.2). Similarly, Kiem (2017) takes up the colonial matrix of power 
or ground zero epistemology to explain that the field of design stu-
dies as a whole has functioned as a discourse, disciplinary orienta-
tion, mode of thought and set of practices (assembled and elevated 
to the status of scholarly theoretical interest in the context of indu-
strial Capitalism) that have acted (and continue to act) to support a 
modern/colonial structure of violence and exploitation.

Images 2.8 
Vincent Callebaut. (2014).  2050 
Paris Smart City Project. 
Source:https://amazingarchitecture.
com/futuristic/paris-smart-
city-2050-by-vincent-callebaut-
architectures
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ABSTRACT
The third chapter correspond to the second phase of the desk-research. It aims to 
identify and circumscribe the research demand with respect to the disciplinary sce-
nario. After focusing (chapter 2) on the embeddedness of design and designers in 
the different crises of the modern/capitalist/Western society model, this chapter 
proceeds, always through a deductive process, by circumscribing the field of investi-
gation by searching for alternatives to said crises. It opposes the notion of Chthulu-
cene (Haraway, 2016) to that of the Anthropocene; the Commons to Capitalism and 
growth; and finally, decolonial thinking/Epistemologies of the South to that of Eu-
rocentrism and development. Therefore, this third chapter identifies (alternative) 
socially and politically engaged design approaches in order to explore the features 
or characteristics of a design that takes into account the issues revealed in chapter 2.
This first phase of research served to define the key concepts and approaches that 
could be used on the field.
The first section of this chapter attempts to define the profile of the designer of the 
Anthropocene, evoking among others the contributions of Papanek and Maldonado. 
It starts from the observation of various militant environmental movements — both 
in the North as in the South of the world —, which are challenging the status quo by 
anticipating the end of fossil fuels, climatic disturbances or food supply disruptions 
by locally building small systems that will better withstand future economic, so-
cial and ecological shocks. These “neomaterialist” movements (Schlosberg & Coles, 
2015) are seen as political alternatives that fit this imaginary of collapse. They are 
initiatives already in place that may lead to the delineation of a new designer’s atti-
tude. To the figure of Bipolar/Guilty designer is opposed here to that of the Activist/
Resilient designer. This Activist/Resilient designer would correspond to a reactiva-
tion of what Maldonado called “speranza progettuale”.
The second section focuses on the notions of Commons and community economies 
seen as a driving principle for social, ecological, economic and political change; a 
principle for alternative ways of living in a post/non-capitalist system. The appro-
ach of community economies challenges the conventional use of the economy as a 
formal system of production of goods and monetary exchange, as well as the idea 
of separation between economy and ecology. It promotes the economy as diverse 
practices rather than a single economic system, i.e., Capitalism by focusing on com-
moning as a process in order to “take back the economy” (Gibson-Graham et al., 
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2013). To the previous figure of Entangled/Precarious designer, is opposed the one 
of a Released/Commoner designer; emitting the hypothesis of pursuing practices 
around Commons and commoning in order to escape processes of commodification 
and precarization.
In response to the idea of a crisis of imaginaries, the chapter concludes with a sec-
tion focused on the notion of Epistemologies of the South as alternative forms of 
knowledge and life; proposing the epistemological foundations of a global, anti-
colonial, anti-capitalist and anti-patriarchal critical theory. Indeed, it provides both 
analytical and conceptual parameters, for an anti-hegemonic ecology of knowledge 
(Santos, 2016). To the figure of Colonial/Colonized designer is opposed a Rooted/
Emancipatory one. Design would be attached not only to a specific territory but also 
to specific situations of struggle and conflict. Recalling the notion of radical imagi-
nation defined as a “common imagination” (Haiven, 2014), this Rooted design would 
involve three temporalities: past (searching for Commons as a historical actuality 
held in common memory); present (recognizing, valorizing and defending even un-
dercurrent Commons of today); future (acknowledging that the ultimate horizon for 
humanity beyond Capitalism is the Commons).
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3.1 Design Facing Collapse

3.1.1	 The	Anthropocene	as	a	Mutual-Aid	Era

Servigne & Stevens (2015) link the Anthropocene and the notion 
of collapse to make it even more tangible; seen as certain, collapse 
loses its tragic dimension. Paradoxically, they consider that we are 
soon entering the age of mutual aid. The disappearance of the social 
order in which we live would not lead to catastrophe, chaos or panic, 
since most humans behave in an extraordinarily altruistic, calm and 
composed way after a catastrophe. They take up the work of Mea-
dows who explains that “it is too late for sustainable development, 
we must prepare for shocks and build small resilient systems in 
the emergency” (Agnes Sinai, 2013). Human communities have 
self-healing capacities; powerful social cohesion mechanisms that 
allow a community to rebuild itself after a shock by recreating so-
cial structures that favor its survival in the new environment. Thus, 
“preparing for a disaster is first of all weaving a bond around one-
self” (p.99). They speak of the stages of the framework mourning 
process established by the American psychologist Elisabeth Kübler-
Ross: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance, to speak 
of a generalized process in the face of the climate emergency and 
the possibility of the impending collapse. They explain that certain 
political movements are already placing themselves in an imagina-
ry collapse. We can see here the convergence between several eco-
nomic theories and social/political movements calling for a change 
beyond the growth and development paradigms. 

Indeed, one could also mention various environmental activist 
movements in both the North/West and South/East of the world. 
These movements are merging and aiming to anticipate the end of 
fossil fuels, climate disruption or disruption of the food supply. The 
idea is to build small resilient systems at the local level that will bet-
ter withstand future economic, social and ecological shocks. Their 
posture is “both catastrophist and optimist, that is, both lucid and 
pragmatic.” (p.108). Lucid, because they are not in denial about di-
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sasters, renouncing the idea of eternal growth but also the myth of 
apocalypse described by Latour (see section 2.1). The people invol-
ved in these movements would also be pragmatic, as they are alre-
ady inventing a post-disaster world beyond the “business as usual” 
scenario. All the movements that are converging today in both the 
North/West and South/East are further evidence of this learning 
to stay in the trouble in the Chthulucene (Haraway, 2016), without 
waiting for politicians and multinationals to change the status quo. 
We follow Schlosberg and Coles’ (2015) analysis defining these sy-
stems and movements as “new materialist movements”; in their 
words, these movements represent an environmentalism of the 
everyday. Both researchers see common themes in these many, se-
emingly disparate initiatives. Indeed, they posit three key analytical 
frameworks that have helped them to think about these movements 
at a theoretical, political and environmental level. Firstly, the over-
coming of an individualistic and value-driven notion of post-mate-
rialism, embodied in and embedded in collective institutions of ma-
terial flows. Second, Foucault’s conceptions of governmentality and 
biopolitics, which examine these movements as a form of resistance 
to what he calls circulatory power. Third, these movements inter-
pret a misfit, or misaligned relationship, between humans and the 
non-human world as a key challenge creating a new ethic around 
an explicit recognition of human immersion in non-human natural 
systems.

In the North, we can cite the degrowth movement and the Transi-
tion Town Network originally launched by permaculture designer 
Rob Hopkins (2008), considered as political alternatives that fit into 
this imaginary of collapse. André Gorz is said to have first coined 
the term in reference to the work of Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen 
(1971) in relation to the publication of ‘The limits to Growth” (Mea-
dows et al., 1972). The definition of Degrowth is a literal translation 
of décroissance, a French word meaning reduction. It was Bruno 
Clémentin and Vincent Cheynet who “officially coined the term su-
stainable degrowth as an alternative to sustainable development” 
(Parrique, 2019; p.173). In the context of neoliberal Capitalism that 
locks down politics (Swyngedouw, 2007), degrowth is an attempt to 
re-politicize the debate on the necessary socio-ecological transfor-
mation and desired futures by asserting dissent with current repre-
sentations of the world and by seeking alternatives. 
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Degrowth also challenges the ideas of green growth, green economy 
or sustainable development and the associated belief in economic 
growth as a desirable pathway in political agendas. For De Maria et 
al. (2013), Degrowth confronts dominant social science paradigms 
such as neoclassical economics and Keynesian economics. However, 
even though a new ecological macroeconomics without growth is 
emerging (Victor 2008; Jackson 2011) that could evolve into a new 
paradigm in economics, there is still a long way to go. Degrowth has 
now become a confluence of critical ideas and political actions. 

Similarly, the Transition Town movement, which started in Totnes, 
aims to make towns self-sufficient in food and energy by 2030; it 
has rapidly grown into a vast network of local initiatives based on 
the same principles. The Transition Towns and Degrowth move-
ments share the assumptions that growth is inexorably coming to 
an end, and are concerned with a less energy-intensive future and 
the imagination of collapse. Like degrowth, it builds on the work of 
Meadows and the dynamics of peak oil, with a particular emphasis 
on resilience and self-reliance, but with a (seemingly) less politici-
zed discourse. Transition initiatives start from food and agriculture, 
through health, education, transport, energy and housing, but above 
all a vision of the economy in its ancient form (Aristotle) and of the 
domestic economy. Like degrowth initiatives, the transition move-
ment promotes local currencies and other currencies: community 
currencies, time banks and local exchange systems. It is a practi-
cal and evidence-based perspective, which starts from the idea that 
societies in the global North are dependent on oil, and therefore 
considers the challenges of change. One of the main foundations of 
the Transition movement is Permaculture, which is not seen as a 
‘farming technique’ but as designed agriculture. The transition ap-
proach is one in which the principles of permaculture are implicit, 
not explicit. An attempt to get around the fact that permaculture is 
a very difficult concept to explain. 

Speaking of permaculture, Centemeri (2018) sees it as “both a new 
materialist movement and a Commons movement. Its distingui-
shing feature is that it conceives of the satisfaction of basic needs 
through the creation of multi-species Commons.” Permaculture mo-
vements, which, because of their combination of local and situated 
design practices and underlying social and political philosophies, 
offer alternative means of organization in response to the Anthro-
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pocene (Roux-Rosier et. al, 2018). Permaculture, particularly in 
terms of vocabulary, is undergoing a transition from being very spe-
cific about landscape configuration to a much more general usage. 
“It must be stated at the outset that I regard permanent agriculture 
as a valid, safe, and sustainable, complete energy system. Permacul-
ture, is defined here, claims to be designed agriculture, so that the 
species, composition, array and organization of plants and animals 
are the central factor. In that sense this is not a gardening book.” 
(Mollison, 1988). It is here defined as set of design principles cen-
tered on whole systems thinking. Permaculture uses these princi-
ples in a growing number of fields from regenerative agriculture, 
rewilding, and community resilience. Mollison (1979) puts down as 
an ethical basis for permaculture speaking about three main princi-
ples: (1) care of the earth: provision for all life systems to continue 
and multiply; (2) care of the people: provision for people to access 
those resources necessary to their existence; (3) setting limits to 
population and consumption. From the perspective of a given indi-
vidual, permaculture can be seen as a design system for ecologically 
responsible home economics. From a scholarly perspective, perma-
culture is a notoriously multi-faceted approach, evolving aggressi-
vely from its agricultural origins to culture-wide applicability by 
allowing shifting definitions to suit particular needs. 

From the global South, alternative societal concepts also need to 
be taken into account in the debate. The concepts and terminolo-
gies are numerous and we will limit ourselves here to mentioning 
some of them. They all share a critique of growth and development 
by adopting a post-developmental posture (Sachs, 1992; Escobar, 
1995; Rahnema, 1997). Among the intellectuals who have laid the 
conceptual foundations of degrowth, we can also mention Ivan Illich 
who introduced the concept of conviviality (1973), Serge Latouche 
who introduced the term frugal abundance (2009) or Pierre Rabhi 
who speaks of happy sobriety (2010); Rabhi is familiar with the 
context of the South and in particular that of North Africa, especial-
ly in the oasis environment, which was at the origin of the project of 
oasis everywhere of the hummingbird movement launched by the 
latter.

In Latin America one can cite the Buen Vivir movement (Acosta, 
2014; Correa, 2013; Merino, 2016) which means living well. “Su-
mak Kawsay” or “Suma Qamaña” in Ecuador and Bolivia stemming 
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from indigenous philosophies are movements that look at post-Ca-
pitalism from the perspective of pre-Capitalism. Another example 
is Via Campesina, a transnational social movement defending pea-
sant agriculture for food sovereignty that is considered by many to 
be the most important transnational social movement in the world 
(Borras 2004; McMichael 2006; Patel, 2006; Edelman 2005; Mar-
tinez Torres and Rosset 2008; Borras and Franco 2009). In order 
to avoid the disappearance of the peasantry long predicted as an 
inevitable result of the penetration of Capitalism into agriculture 
(Hobsbawm 1994), and since the private sector is typically trans-
national in nature, peasant social movements have increasingly or-
ganized themselves into transnational alliances, the most important 
and broadest example of which is Via Campesina. 

Similarly, Ecological Swaraj in India promotes an economy of per-
manence (Kothari et al., 2014), based on Gandhi’s precepts in his 
book “Hind Swaraj” (1909), where he criticized not only British co-
lonization but the entire Western civilization model. Finally, Ubun-
tu — a philosophy of the Bantu-speaking peoples of Africa — un-
derstands life in its entirety (Bohm 1980) where a community is a 
triad of the living, the undead (ancestors) and the unborn. Ubuntu’s 
emphasis on connection, and being in relationship with others, re-
sonates strongly with notions of the Commons and pooling (Ramo-
se, 2003, 2014; Metz, 2011). Sharing, simplicity, conviviality, care 
and the Commons are terms used to describe what these alternative 
futures might look like (D’Alisa et al., 2015). Escobar (2015) specu-
lates that the Commons could be the link between all these different 
narratives and visions of transition that attempt to think beyond the 
logic of development or growth contrasting with solutions such as 
sustainable development or the green economy. 
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3.1.2	 Activist/Resilient	Design(er)	in	the	Anthropocene

As explained, designers have tried to explore new terrain but have 
often failed to break out of market economy. They have often played 
(intentionally or not) a central role into the maintenance and de-
ployment of Capitalism by opening up new markets even through 
what was intended to deal with social issues. Opinions differ on the 
definition of the boundaries of design dealing with the concept of 
social and the manner of doing it. Our starting point was Papanek 
and his virulent critique of design which remains a pivotal moment 
in the history of design. Emerged the idea of a “designer’s syndro-
me” i.e., a chronic feeling of guilt when he realizes his structural 
involvement in the system. As discussed in the previous chapters, 
design is involved in the deployment and maintenance of the capi-
talist imaginary of growth and development; design as a commo-
dity but also as an instrument of commodification. We have also 
shown how mainstream design practice (in its various specialisms) 
is consequently colonized and colonizing. The idea of design’s con-
tribution to the creation of economic imaginaries is supported by 
many, especially Guy Julier (see chapter 2) who has made the direct 
link between design and neoliberalism, but also by Boenhert and 
Elzenbaumer to name but a few, for its possible contribution to the 
creation of new economic imaginaries responding to Haiven’s call 
(see chapter 2). 

In a recent article, Fabienne Denoual (2020) attempts to define the 
profile of the designer of the Anthropocene. The author describes 
the different stages through which the designer would go when con-
fronted with the awareness of the Anthropocene; design (and desi-
gners) also enters a crisis and, indeed, is itself called to a profound 
metamorphosis. “The designer is first crushed, then he examines 
the possibilities, he looks for possible entries and, among them, he 
goes in search of the best one (...) The designer of the Anthropoce-
ne would therefore start by slowing down, because he would need 
time to understand, to examine each of the terms of the problem 
with extreme attention. He would start by researching, looking to 
see what economic model would stop destroying the habitability 
of the Earth. He would then discover the concept of resilience (...) 
would understand that the more complex a society is, the less resi-
lient it is and that, consequently, he would have to contribute by his 
action to simplify the ways of life (...). But he would soon understand 

Image 3.1 
Via Campesina 2022. International 
day of Peasant Struggle.
Source: https://viacampesina.org/
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that even low growth would continue to cross the earth’s thresholds 
(...) In short, the designer would understand that metamorphosis 
requires a new paradigm: degrowth” (Denoual, 2020, p. 45).

In the face of the Anthropocene, then, there is a growing awareness 
that the call for sustainable development, which still sees economic 
growth as part of the development of human progress, has done 
little to avoid recent negative environmental or social trends. The 
lack of critical thinking and political vision, but above all the preca-
riousness, makes the task of designers even more difficult. Perhaps 
it is appropriate to speak of design activism (Clarke 2013; Fuad-
Luke, 2009; Julier, 2013; Thorpe, 2012) for those who question the 
deep roots of the status quo. But what is activism and what would 
be activist design? Rather than social designer, the term design acti-
vist seems more appropriate; you are either in the growth narrative 
or you are trying to get out of it. All design is social, and all design 
is political. In the face of the Anthropocene, perhaps we need a ge-
neralized activist design rather than a Design for Social Innovation? 
Design that actually does politics? A semblance of an answer would 
be to say that today an activist designer would be a designer who 
opposes the doctrine of growth with all that it implies in terms of 
(colonial) discourse on development (sustainable or not). 

Denoual (2020) speaks about a designer “objectant” (a notion pro-
posed by Latour); designers of the Anthropocene would therefore 
adopt an active reflexive approach, aiming to resist, slow down and 
make people hesitate. In this sense, Rigot and Strayer (2020) propo-
se a return to the 1970s and in particular the year 1972, as a pivotal 
moment in the history of design when “it seemed conceivable that 
design thinking would not be subordinated or instrumentalized by 
the dogma of growth” (p.37). Indeed, they consider that the 70’s 
would offer a very relevant point of view to position design and eco-
nomy in the face of collapse. Through a re-evaluation of Meadows’s 
report and a re-reading of Maldonado and Papanek, the authors 
propose the idea of a design working towards the habitability of the 
world involving an economy of resources and not of growth. 

The contribution of Papanek and Maldonado is judicious in its criti-
cal aspect of design practice and its contribution at the social level. 
Like a growing number of design theorists, the authors emphasi-
ze the need for a rapprochement between economics and design 
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(Heskett, 2017; Boehnert, 2018; Julier, 2017). They examine this 
hypothesis through a re-evaluation of the Meadows report, on the 
one hand, and a re-reading of Maldonado and Papanek, on the other. 
Two proposals should be taken into consideration: Papanek’s pro-
posal, which consists of a cessation of the designer’s activity, and 
Maldonado’s idea of “speranza progettuale”, of a design that can 
lead a revolution through progettazione. According to Rigot and 
Strayer (2020) the designer of the Anthropocene is by definition an 
activist. According to Papanek’s proposal, a halt in the designer’s ac-
tivity would in itself be activism; the Anthropocene designer would 
thus learn to take his time, in line with Denoual’s proposal of the 
designer “objectant”. This is in line with Hartmut Rosa and William 
Scheuerman’s (2009) idea of social acceleration due to Capitalism. 
However, the activist designer cannot afford to adopt the nihilistic 
attitude criticized by Maldonado (1972) in which a design disenga-
gement contributes to the collapse of our society, in a form of im-
potence and indifference in the face of the mercantile and liberal 
economy. A re-actualization of the notion of “speranza progettuale” 
put forward by Maldonado would therefore be necessary.

Fuad-Luke (2009), scoped the broad territory of design and activi-
sm, acknowledging that activism is focused around contemporary 
social, environmental and political issues, and seeing how current 
design theory and practice sit within the sustainability debate. In 
what could be considered a “short history of alternative design mo-
vements” (see graphic) we intentionally start from the 1960s/early 
1970s trying to integrate it with the history of the neo-materialist 
movements elaborated earlier (see section 3.1.1) and trace their in-
fluence on the evolution of the said alternative design movements. 
Indeed, this period was one in which some designers realigned 
themselves towards more altruistic goals after the so-called “econo-
mic boom” of the 1950s, and the rise of Good Design in England, Bel 
Design in Italy or Good Form in Germany by governments and their 
design agencies. 

These were replaced by radical alternative design movements in the 
late 1960s; the Italian Radical Design and Anti-Design movements 
which criticized the rationalist approach and challenged the role of 
design in consumerism. Fuad-Luke acknowledges that the reality of 
the downside of the consumer economy began to be felt when the 
scale of global environmental problems, coupled with the oil crisis 
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of the mid-1970s and the general decline of European manufac-
turing, was felt. The same period also saw the publication of Her-
bert’s Simon “Science of the Artificial” (1969) and Victor Papanek’s 
“Design for the real world” (1972), both of which are considered 
fundamental to alternative design discourses. For him, Simon and 
Papanek are frequently cited by those who wish to highlight the im-
portant contribution that design makes and can make to contem-
porary issues of societal development and environmental stability. 
Over the last two decades (2000-present) there has been a signifi-
cant development of currents trying to challenge the status quo — 
concerned with social, economic, and environmental problems (Ju-
lier, 2013; Thorpe, 2012). Several design approaches are emerging 
to challenge the sustainability agenda and go beyond eco-efficiency. 
Through the analysis over a sample group of publications between 
1971 and 2015 Cetin (2016) distinguishes between four distinct 
topics in design activism discourse; social issues, economic issues, 
political issues, and environmental issues. Most arguments within 
design activism discourse neglect to challenge the established eco-
nomic and political aspects of the design profession (Fry, 2010). 
Cetin concludes by considering that (activist) designers must re-
cognize interdependency of social, environmental, economic, and 
political issues. The autonomy of design profession (and its preca-
rity) emerges here as the main obstacle in order to sustain projects 
recognizing the intertwining of these issues (Julier, 2008; Margolin, 
2007; Elzenbaumer, 2013; Balamir, 2021).

Permaculture could provide some responses to such a lack of auto-
nomy; speaking of design activism Fuad-Luke also takes into con-
sideration permaculture and movements like slow food or transi-
tion. Permaculture is seen as a particular form of ecological design/
design activism. Permaculture design, especially in terms of voca-
bulary, is moving from a very specific use of landscape design to a 
much more general use. “It should be made clear at the outset that I 
see permanent agriculture as a complete, valuable, safe and sustai-
nable energy system. Permaculture, as defined here, claims to be a 
designed agriculture, so that the species, composition, arrangement 
and organization of plants and animals are the central factor. In this 
sense, it is not a gardening book. (Mollison, 1988). It is defined here 
as a set of design principles centered on whole systems thinking. 
Permaculture uses these principles in a growing number of areas 
from regenerative agriculture to rewilding to community resilien-
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ce. Most recently, Cassel & Cousineau (2018) make the connection 
between design and permaculture. They argue that the formulation 
of permaculture as a design discipline can be partially credited to 
Mollison’s reading of Papanek. They also consider that Mollison 
has made many contributions to Systemic Design, including easy-
to-remember lists of ethics and guiding principles; a vocabulary of 
categories for discussing interactions; a toolkit of design methods 
for selecting and assembling systems of elements; holistic design 
processes; and some ideas for designing agroecological and social 
systems. However, this exchange of ideas could go both ways, and 
design could help address current permaculture challenges “inclu-
ding forming stable goals, evaluating appropriate technology, enga-
ging stakeholders and launching sustainable projects”. 

Similarly, this same permaculture has influenced and inspired the 
Transition Town movement (see section 3.1.1) which in turn has 
influenced the birth of Transition Design (Irwin, 2015). Speaking 
about Service Design and Design for Social Innovation, Irwin pro-
poses “Transition Design as a third new approach”. It is based upon 
longer-term visioning in order “to address twenty-first-century wi-
cked problems such as climate change, loss of biodiversity, deple-
tion of natural resources, and the widening gap between rich and 
poor” (2015, p. 229). The main difference with other activist design 
approaches, in particular Design for Social Innovation, is that Tran-
sition Design proposes a long-term commitment of designers in 
addressing wicked problems such as climate change, loss of biodi-
versity, crime, poverty, pollution, etc. Transition Design argues that 
entire socio-economic-technical-political systems must transition 
since the complex wicked problems confronting humans in the 21st 
century are systems problems. The new approach calls for compel-
ling future visions as a requisite of societal transition by reframing 
in a first step wicked problems within large spatio-temporal con-
texts. 

Therefore, Transition Design is concerned with three kinds of sy-
stems in particular: (1) living systems i.e., the environment; (2) so-
cio-technical systems defined as tangles of people, technology, and 
the built world; (3) wicked problems, which are systems problems. 
Like for natural systems Transition Design acknowledges the im-
portance of adopting a slow pace and knowledge in order to achieve 
resilience. A three-phased approach is proposed for applying them 
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to design interventions. Thus, in the face of the Anthropocene, a dual 
figure of an activist and resilient (autonomous) designer emerges. 
An activist designer acknowledging collapse while adopting in the 
ideation of new resilient ways of life — starting with his own with a 
view to his own economic autonomy — an attitude of slowing down 
that would follow (like in Permaculture) the rhythms of natural sy-
stems.
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3.2.1	 The	Power	of	Common(s):	Looking	beyond	Capitalism	

Commons are habitually defined as “shared resources that are vul-
nerable to social dilemmas” (Hess & Ostrom 2007). Originally, the 
theme of the Commons dealt with what Ostrom (1990) called Com-
mon Pool Resources (CPR); shared natural resources or traditional 
Commons that are often subject to overuse and overconsumption. 
A situation that Hardin (1968) refers to as the “tragedy of the Com-
mons” to represent the environmental degradation to be expected 
when many individuals use a scarce resource in common; claiming 
that the freedom of the Commons automatically leads to negligen-
ce, overconsumption and ultimately the ruin of shared resources. In 
opposition to Hardin’s assumptions —which has become a referen-
ce to describe to describe diverse issues in numerous fields— and 
this idea of tragedy, Ostrom showed that forms of governance other 
than privatization or statism are possible, and that they are concre-
tely implemented by communities in order to protect and maintain 
the shared resources entrusted to them.
 
From concrete observations, Ostrom developed an analytical and 
institutional framework for the observation of the Commons; she 
identifies eight necessary design principles to constitute a credible 
explanation for the persistence of CPRs. She does not consider go-
ods for themselves, but in their relation to the social groups that 
participate in their production or maintenance. The Commons are 
not particular goods, but also systems of rules for collective action. 
What is then open to sharing is not just a resource, but a particular 
social arrangement; consequently, its preservation requires awa-
reness of the social interactions that enable this sharing. A second 
theme of the Commons revolves around the New Commons whose 
emergence corresponds to the rise of the network society and the 
internet; free software, collectively constructed as shareable and 
open resources, as well as Creative Commons licenses, participa-
te in its development (Hess 2008; Hess & Ostrom 2007). New and 

3.2 Design & Common(s): A Post-Capitalist Design
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open Commons are mainly intangible and cumulative resources, 
such as knowledge and digital resources, which are not depleted by 
rivalry or overconsumption. However, as with natural Commons, di-
gital Commons (even if they appear to be infinitely reproducible at 
marginal cost) face risks of degradation and containment strategies 
(Boyle, 2003).

A third conception — on which we want to focus in this section— 
identifies Commons as activist/political. It deals with Commons not 
as shared resources but rather as a relational quality. An important 
focus of this strand is to identify alternative means for the provisio-
ning and governance of Commons, i.e., means that go beyond the 
market or the state. Here, Commons are seen as a driving principle 
for social, ecological, economic and political change; a principle for 
alternative ways of living in a post/non-capitalist system (Bollier 
& Helfrich 2019; Bollier, 2014; Coriat & Bauwens, 2015; Bauwens, 
2009; Bauwens et al., 2019; Hardt & Negri, 2009; Midnight Notes, 
1990; Federici 2011, 2019; Harvey, 2012; Linebaugh, 2014; Dardot 
& Laval, 2014). Capitalism would be at the very origin of its own fall 
because of the spontaneous rise of collaborative production using 
network technology (Rifkin, 2014). Mason speaks about “the educa-
ted and connected human being” as “a new agent of change in histo-
ry” (2016, p. xvii). These current focusses more on the processes of 
commoning; how to create, sustain and govern Commons. It also de-
als with topics such as new forms of enclosures, struggles and social 
justice, or the reproductive labor necessary to care for Commons. 

An approach to Commons that focuses only on resource sharing le-
ads indeed to a neglect of important political aspects. In particular, 
some criticize Ostrom’s “developmentalist” approach, which is said 
to have been part of the neoliberal project of the Reagan admini-
stration « between the delegitimization of the modernizing, techno-
cratic and state-centered development model stemming from the 
New Deal, and the promotion of a new, alternative model favoring 
a convergence between the market and the customary practices 
of local communities called upon to adapt to the latter” (Sauvêtre, 
2018, p.82). Sauvêtre also considers that the “Ostromian Commons 
perspective was remarkably well-suited to be enlisted in a joint 
operation to weaken the southern states, and to transfer financial 
responsibility to local communities, under the guise of empower-
ment” (p.95). 
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“Anti-capitalist Commons, then, should be conceived as both auto-
nomous spaces from which to reclaim control over the conditions of 
our reproduction, and as bases from which to counter the processes 
of enclosure and increasingly disentangle our lives from the market 
and the state. Thus, they differ from those advocated by the Ostrom 
School, where Commons are imagined in a relation of coexistence 
with the public and with the private (…) already the Commons we 
build should enable us to gain more power with regard to capital 
and the state and embryonically prefigure a new mode of produc-
tion, no longer built on a competitive principle, but on the principle 
of collective solidarity” (Federici & Caffentzis, 2014; p. i101). Fede-
rici and Caffentzis here coin the term anti-capitalist Commons in 
order to prevent them from being coopted by Capitalism through 
its processes of commodification. They also clearly adopt an anar-
chist perspective operating a demarcation from the conception of 
Ostrom by discarding the possibility of coexistence with the state 
and the private sector. 

This recalls the work of Bookchin (2006), theorist of social ecology 
and communalism. Social ecology articulates both socialist and 
ecological thought in order to bring society within the framework 
of ecological analysis. For him, almost all ecological problems are 
social problems (Bookchin, 2011); he therefore rejects the duali-
sm between nature (defined as first nature) and society (defined 
as second nature) common in modern thought and analyses their 
interdependence, interpenetration and differentiation within the 
same natural process (Bookchin, 1986). For Bookchin, the indu-
strial revolution constitutes a key period in history describing this 
opposition between society and nature; that of the formation of a 
class society turned towards exploitation. For this Bookchin (2015) 
proposes Communalism and its concrete political dimension, liber-
tarian municipalism —where in which municipal communities, de-
mocratically plan and manage their affairs through popular assem-
bly—, as a political alternative capable of overcoming the causes of 
the destruction of nature to achieve an ecological society.

Bollier (2014), ironically speaks of a rediscovery of the Commons, 
as they have never disappeared for hundreds of millions of people 
around the world, particularly in the global South; communal pro-
perty systems continue to exist in many parts of the world, parti-
cularly in Africa and among indigenous peoples in Latin America 
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(Linebaugh, 2012). Federici & Caffentzis (2014) speak of large-scale 
social formations that in pre-colonial context “were continent-wi-
de.” In this sense Bauwens & Niaros (2017) considers that “there 
seems to exist an increasing consensus that we are going through 
a ‘value crisis’ and that a new value regime must be invented. This 
crisis is characterized by an increased capacity to create common 
value through Commons-based peer production and other practices 
of the collaborative economy” (p.2). According to political theori-
st Massimo De Angelis (2017) Commons in recent years have been 
used as an organizational model of struggles by different move-
ments joining the idea Dardot and Laval (2014) in considering the 
Commons as a political principle in expanding. Commons could be 
understood as a socio-ecological system structured by alternative 
value practices to build alternative futures; “It is clearly a movement 
that, together with social and ecological justice and a good life, also 
has the expansion of resilience as a goal” (de Angelis, 2017, p.340). 
Similarly, Escobar (2015) assumes that the Common(s) could be the 
link between all these different transition narratives (what was cal-
led neomaterialist movements) and visions that try to think beyond 
the logic of development or growth contrasting with solutions like 
sustainable development or green economy (see section 3.3.1). In 
this sense, we can now speak of a global movement of the common 
directed against neoliberalism in all its aspects, whose unity is ba-
sed on the idea of opposition to a rationality that is itself global 
(Sauvêtre & Taylan, 2019).

Indeed, there have constantly been Commons outside of Capita-
lism that have played a key role in the class struggle, feeding the 
radical imagination as well as the bodies of many commoners (De 
Angelis, 2007). De Angelis (2017) thus identifies identify the pro-
cess of commonization, as an alternative to the dominant process 
of commodification and distinguishes between the common goods 
and Commons; the common goods (or commonwealth) — being 
only an element of the Commons seen as specific social systems—, 
the commoners (social subjects) and commoning as the activity of 
doing in common. Similarly, feminist economic geographers Kathe-
rine Gibson and Julie Graham, developed a suite of complementa-
ry techniques for use in research specifically designed to cultivate 
more diverse, people and environment centered economies; what 
they call “community economies.” 
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The approach of community economies challenges the conventio-
nal use of the economy as a formal system of production of goods 
and monetary exchange, as well as the idea of separation between 
economy and ecology. It promotes the economy as diverse practices 
rather than a single economic system, i.e., Capitalism by focusing 
on commoning as a process in order to “take back the economy” 
(Gibson-Graham et al., 2013). The diverse economies framing they 
propose, broadens the conception of economy beyond its represen-
tation as “an ordered machine that governs our lives”. As a first step 
toward reframing the economy propose “The Iceberg Model”. The 
emerged part symbolizes the economic activities that are visible in 
mainstream economics and regularly reported as making up a “ca-
pitalist” economy. The submerged part, on the other hand, contains 
“a range of people, places, and activities that contribute to our well-
being” that usually are not portrayed as core economic activities. 
This first step allows us to visualize work, business, market, proper-
ty and finance from the perspective of Commons and communities. 

Image 3.2 
Gibson Graham et al., (2013). The 
Diverse Economies Iceberg.
Source: www.communityeconomies.
org
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3.2.2	 Released/Commoner	Design(er)	

Commodities and Commons are two diametrically opposed notions. 
The former are goods that circulate on the basis of exchange, while 
the latter are shareable goods. If design is its “classic” political eco-
nomy is considered in relation to the production of commodities, 
what would be its role when dealing with Commons? A first draft 
answer would be to consider the relationship of design to the ma-
nagement of Commons seen as common goods i.e., resources; natu-
ral resources in the case of “traditional Commons” or cultural one 
in the case of “New Commons”. As shown in the previous section, 
Ostrom’s conceptual innovation is to understand the Commons as 
self-organized, non-hierarchical institutions of collective action and 
governance, concretely implemented by communities in order to 
protect and maintain the shared resources entrusted to them; this 
clearly distinguishes the Commons from state and private spheres/
institutions. More importantly she defines Commons as social re-
lations since she does not consider goods for themselves, but their 
relation to the social groups that participate in their production or 
maintenance. Considered as a social relationship, the Commons be-
come a kind of process; what Peter Linebaugh (2014) describes in 
the act of commoning, i.e., doing in common. In this case one might 
be tempted to define design as commoning/designing in common.

As shown above, a third conception identifies the Commons as an 
activist/political process that resists the commodification and en-
closure processes specific to Capitalism. By adopting this broader 
perspective, the instances of commoning activity appear, as de An-
gelis (2017) states it, to build common systems that are mutually 
supporting, proliferating and reinforcing each other. The anti-capi-
talist Commons (Caffentzis and Federici 2014) thus become a kind 
of strategic vision for a political project aimed at shaping counter-
power. Would it be possible, then, to conceive design in such a sce-
nario? A design as commoning that would help build alternatives to 
the capitalist system?

In view of the overlapping challenges of the Anthropocene, 
Boehnert, (2018) argues that design could engage with heterodox 
economics in order to reverse the logics of neoclassical/neoliberal 
economics; thus, design could “contribute to economic transitions 
with conceptualizing, modeling, mapping, framing, and other future 
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making practices.” Designers could in this case commit to creating 
diverse economies — to use Gibson-Graham’s terms — by suppor-
ting grassroot/neomaterialist movements (described in section 
3.1.1), contributing to the process of “taking back the economy.”

Recently, the relationship between Commons and design has been 
investigated (Elzenbaumer, 2013, 2014; Balamir, 2017, 2021; 
Björgvinsson, 2014; Marttila, et al. 2014; Teli, 2015; Teli et. al, 2020). 
In the case of Participatory Design, it has been considered with re-
gard to the concept of infrastructuring in relation to processes of 
commoning —engaging with grassroot movements that challenge 
the status quo— and institutioning —engaging with institutions— 
informing new discourses on participation. In the case of the Global 
South, these processes seem to be difficult to implement in view of 
the conflicts that generally oppose the populations in front of the 
authoritarian derives of the states. Balamir (2017) proposes the fi-
gure of a designer commoner engaging in peer-to-peer production/
designing, thus creating value in common (Bauwens, 2008) in order 
to escape what he calls the commodity-machine — using the term 
first coined by Foster (2002) —.

“Whenever the Commons are discussed in the context of design, the 
discourse tends to privilege certain aspects of the theory as propo-
sed by authors such as Ostrom or the P2P Foundation. While the-
se sources provide some useful guidance and rules that are readily 
applicable by designers to their professional practices, the lack of 
inclusion of other perspectives risks leaving some significant poli-
tical aspects unaddressed in theory and practice” (Elzenbaumer et. 
al, 2016).

Thus, Bianca Elzenbaumer, Kim Trogal and Valeria Graziano suggest 
to engage in a deeper analysis of the political economy of design 
by considering that the “Common” — from a Marxist-autonomist 
perspective (Hardt & Negri, 2009) — forces designers (and creative 
workers in general) to rethink their relationship to work (or design 
labor) by considering the two parameters of time and livelihood. 
Indeed, the time of the Common is slow compared to the time of 
the project, where designers are called upon to produce quickly 
in order to satisfy the imperatives of the market. A different con-
ceptualization of time would therefore be required. This leads us, 
according to the three researchers, to question our own livelihood. 
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Considering the processes of blurring between professional and 
personal life, as well as the processes of precarization enacted by 
neoliberalism, the questions posed by the latter seem to be enti-
rely legitimate. We here consider a vision in which time and space 
are completely disconnected from the market. According to them, 
producing differently would not be enough; rather, design should 
engage in building networks “beyond localism” — talking about the 
potential of digital tools and technology — in order to build an ef-
fective counterpower. However, as they add, this design is yet to be 
invented.

Image 3.3 
Graphic Visualization of the steps 
of the Desk-Research. Personal 
elaboration.
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3.3.1	 Epistemologies	of	the	South

Faced with the idea of a crisis of imaginaries, we here would like to 
focus on the work of Boaventura de Sousa Santos, critical thinker, 
who among others dealt with issues such as the epistemology of 
modern sciences, social movements of the Global South and multi-
culturalism. In his book “Epistemologies of the South: Justice against 
Epistemicide,” Santos (2016) proposes the concept of “cognitive in-
justice” described as the failure to recognize of alternative forms of 
knowledge and life; since the understanding of the world exceeds 
the western, hegemonic one. He argues that Western domination 
has profoundly marginalized knowledge and wisdom that had been 
in existence in the global South. For him it would be imperative to 
recover and valorize the epistemological diversity of the world. 
The author takes up the challenge of proposing the epistemological 
foundations of a global, anti-colonial, anti-capitalist and anti-pa-
triarchal critical theory for the moment. Sousa Santos criticizes the 
Western hegemonic epistemology (including critical projects that 
originate from Western experience such as Marxism) and provides 
both analytical and conceptual parameters, for an anti-hegemonic 
ecology of knowledge. Indeed, he considers that there is no global 
justice without global cognitive justice explaining that the emanci-
patory transformation of the world may follow narratives that are 
not considered by the Western tradition.

The failure of recognizing cognitive injustice hides what Santos 
identifies as the major problem of the first decades of the twenty-
first century, i.e., the incapacity to recognize the permanence of 
what he calls an abyssal line. This line would be dividing metro-
politan from colonial societies decades after the end of historical 
colonialism. He believes that the abyssal line divides social reality 
so that whatever lies on the other side of the line remains invisible 
or irrelevant. His work is a critique of The European universalism 
which generates generalizations especially in the social sciences, to 

3.3 Unlocking Imaginaries: A Southern Perspective     
      on Design 
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the extent that they take into account only the social reality of me-
tropolitan side of the line. The concept of abyssal line joins here the 
theory of “Peripheral Capitalism” of Samir Amin speaking about a 
“Periphery” that would not be able to catch up the “Center” in the 
context of a capitalist world-economy because of the system’s inhe-
rent polarization. He also explains that the most significant issue 
caused by the abyssal line is the collapse of social emancipation into 
social regulation in metropolitan societies. Consequently, Santos 
proposes to reinvent emancipation considering that we are facing 
a modern problem that cannot be solved in modern terms. Santos 
claims that modern science, particularly modern social sciences, in-
cluding critical theories, have never acknowledged the existence of 
the abyssal line and are part of the project of Western modernity. 
Modern social sciences have conceived of humanity as a homoge-
neous whole, issue de Enlightenment construction of “universal” 
humanity inhabiting the (metropolitan) side of the line and hence 
as wholly subjected to the tension between regulation and emanci-
pation. “Of course, modern science did acknowledge the existence 
of historical colonialism based on foreign territorial occupation, but 
it did not recognize colonialism as a form of sociability that is an 
integral part of capitalist and patriarchal domination, and which, 
therefore, did not end when historical colonialism ended” (de Sousa 
Santos, 2016; p.19).

With the notion of the notion of epistemicide (present in the tit-
le) Santos joins Santiago Castro-Gómez and his zero-point hubris 
(2005, 2021); consequently, epistemicide means the murder of 
knowledge; “Unequal exchanges among cultures have always im-
plied the death of the knowledge of the subordinated culture, hence 
the death of the social groups that possessed it (…) In the most ex-
treme cases, such as that of European expansion, epistemicide was 
one of the conditions of genocide.” (de Sousa Santos, 2014; p.92). 
This concept of epistemicide is central since “it involves the de-
struction of the social practices and the disqualification of the social 
agents that operate according to such knowledges” (p. 153). 

In “A manifesto for Good Living” Santos evokes Buen Vivir, Ubuntu, 
Food Sovereignty and other movements to speak about the Global 
South as a homogeneous entity, a “we” fighting against the same 
obstacles of “Capitalism among humans and between humans and 
nature, colonialism, patriarchy, fetishism of commodities, monocul-
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tures of knowledge, the linear time of progress, naturalized inequa-
lities, the dominant scale, and the productivism of economic growth 
and capitalist development. Santos considers the Global South not 
a geographical concept but rather as a metaphor for the human suf-
fering caused by Capitalism and colonialism on the global level; a 
South wants to speak for itself and eliminate the (abyssal) line and 
fighting for a life with dignity. “Our context is the urgency of a life 
with dignity as a condition for everything else to be possible. We do 
know that only a civilizational change can guarantee it, but we also 
know that our urgency can bring about such change” (p.8). 

In another book, Santos (2018) develops his concept of “Epistemo-
logies of the South”, in which he outlines a theoretical, methodolo-
gical and pedagogical framework for challenging the dominance of 
Eurocentric thinking. “The aim of the Epistemologies of the South 
is to enable oppressed social groups to represent the world as their 
own and in their own terms, for only in this way can they change 
it according to their own aspirations” (p.1). Santos proposes to ar-
rive at a postabyssal thinking that goes beyond the metropolitan/
colonial binary with 3 chapters understood as 3 layers of problems 
representing the successive degrees of separation between the Epi-
stemologies of the South and the North: 

(1) Post-Abyssal Epistemologies, in which Santos explains some fun-
damental concepts of the Epistemologies of the South and analyses 
“struggle” in its specific epistemological meaning and potential. The 
concept of struggle against domination, exclusion, discrimination 
and repression is indeed central to the Epistemologies of the South. 
Santos explains that in Eurocentric social theory (apart from Marxi-
sm), the theme of social struggle and resistance has always been tre-
ated as a mere sub-theme of the social question, with the emphasis 
on social order rather than social conflict. This difficulty is, accor-
ding to him, visible in the work of Bourdieu (1980) and his concept 
of ‘habitus’ explaining that all struggle must begin with the struggle 
against oneself. According to Santos, this difficulty Bourdieu has in 
reconciling his theory with social struggles has a deep root com-
mon to all Eurocentric social sciences based on Northern Episte-
mologies. The problem is the epistemological privilege accorded to 
the social sciences as scientific knowledge completely distinct from 
other modes of knowledge circulating in society. This distinction is 
rooted in the idea of rigor and the search for objectivity. According 
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to Santos, there are two main types of struggles possible, those that 
deal with abysmal exclusions and those that deal with non-abysmal 
exclusions, i.e., those that treat the symptoms and remain on the 
surface and those that question the deep origins of exclusion. One 
thing is certain: struggles are constructed and lived by those who 
participate in them. Therefore, the knowledge, discourses and re-
pertoires promoted by international NGOs, rather than emerging 
from the struggles, are imposed from outside and take preceden-
ce over the lived experience of the social groups that are actually 
struggling; privileging types of struggles that do not affect the regi-
mes of domination by proposing pseudo-solutions, almost always 
formulated in a language far removed from the lived experience of 
the oppressed. In this sense, Santos asks the question: “Can recogni-
tion precede cognition?” (See section 5.3 on the case of the Jemna 
oasis). 

(2) Postabyssal methodologies consider the theoretical, methodolo-
gical and conceptual reconstructions required by Southern Episte-
mologies. Santos asks how it would be possible to produce credible 
and reliable knowledge using methods that have little to do with 
those favored by modern science. Indeed, he sees colonialism as a 
co-creation, but an asymmetrical co-creation, and therefore decolo-
nization requires decolonizing both the knowledge of the colonized 
and the knowledge of the colonizer. To be coherent and effective, 
decolonizing thought and action must also be anti-capitalist and an-
ti-patriarchal. It must also recognize that the Epistemologies of the 
South have no center, “it is the centrality of struggles against capita-
list, colonial and patriarchal domination wherever they take place.” 
Santos also explains that Epistemologies of the South are effecti-
ve and flourish in the social fields where struggles take place and 
thus outside the sites of academic debate; they call for dialogues 
and interactions between counter-hegemonic knowledges, be they 
postabyssal scientific or craft. He then proposes a process of metho-
dological decolonization that requires a shift from ‘knowing about’ 
to ‘knowing with’. He calls for the removal of the barrier between 
scientists and laymen to allow for greater epistemic exchange and 
equality; 

(3) Post-abyssal pedagogies; Santos explains that intercultural tran-
slation has a central role to play in the Epistemologies of the South. 
It is a crucial tool for reciprocal learning between different oppres-
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sed social groups who, in different regions and at different times, re-
sist and struggle against the different forms of domination to which 
they are subjected. Post-Abyssal pedagogies are thus converted into 
a kind of new common sense for broader, counter-hegemonic subal-
tern publics engaged in progressive transformative practices. Santos 
identifies two types of globalization: neoliberal hegemonic globali-
zation and counter-hegemonic globalization, i.e., the globalization 
of social movements that struggle against neoliberalism, colonia-
lism and patriarchy. The World Social Forum (WSF) is, according 
to him, a living example of this counter-hegemonic globalization 
that calls for an intercultural translation. Santos cites the example 
of Via Campesina to explain that this intercultural translation gives 
rise to new articulations; opportunities for inter-knowledge and 
inter-communication that led to an intercontinental articulation of 
struggles between movements fighting against domination. At the 
intellectual level, Santos values the work of Paulo Freire and his pe-
dagogy of the oppressed, as well as that of Orlando Fals Borda on 
Participatory Action Research (PAR), which he considers essential 
in the formulation of Epistemologies of the South. The proposals 
of Paulo Freire and Fals Borda were formulated independently, but 
they responded to the same problems and proposed convergent so-
lutions. Both Freire and Borda were looking for solutions that would 
strengthen the resistance of peasants and the urban poor, and both 
believed that education and knowledge were key to these solutions. 
For Santos, the Epistemologies of the North were translated into in-
stitutions of knowledge production and transmission such as edu-
cation systems and pedagogies, which continued to produce and 
reproduce the abyssal line. He therefore proposes to move from the 
University to Pluriversity; Santos refers to the concept of pluriverse 
“a world where many worlds fit”, as the Zapatista movement puts it 
(Escobar, 2018). The concept of Pluriversality is here proposed by 
the alter-globalization movements as a shared project based on the 
multiplicity of ways of worlding (Kothari et al., 2019).

These 3 layers of problems could be seen as 3 levels of interventions 
to decolonize design practices. (1) The designer should learn to sha-
re/experience the struggles of the people they intend to support 
and not to help; the idea of external help being problematic in itself. 
(2) the designer should learn to listen in order to understand the 
struggles of the lay people and learn from the lived experience of 
the oppressed, thus escaping the logic of the object and focusing in-
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stead on the situations. This analysis is in line with Vaszquez (2017) 
who asks whether design can be thought of as a mode of listening. 
(3) the designer should seek to strengthen resistance, particularly 
by promoting intercultural translation through the production of 
counter-hegemonic education and knowledge.
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3.3.2	 Rooted/Emancipatory	Design(er)	and	Radical	Ima-
gination

As explained in chapter 2, the “classical” history of design is linked 
to industrial/Western countries and current design practice in the 
South is mainly based on perspectives received from the North. 
In short, “Design came to name modernity’s way of worlding the 
world” (Vazquez, 2017). Escobar (2018) believes that “critical de-
sign studies are becoming pluriversal” as “a domain of thought and 
action in which design might function as a political technology for 
a better, and different, world, or worlds” (p.141). He thus calls at-
tention to the fact that: (1) an ever-expanding number of designers 
(mostly in the Global North) are today engaging “more deeply than 
ever with the interrelated crises of climate, energy, poverty, inequa-
lity, and meaning and the momentous questions they pose.” (2) a 
transnational space (mostly in the Global South) questioning design 
through the lens of decolonial theories has recently emerged.

Indeed, a growing number of theorists are interested in decolonial 
theory (Ansari, 2016, 2018; Abdulla et al., 2019; Charlotte-Smith, 
2020; Escobar, 2018; Tony Fry & Anne-Marie Willis, 2017; Kalanti-
dou & Fry, 2014; Nussbaum, 2010; Tlostanova, 2017; Tunstall 2013; 
Schultz, et al. It is also true that in the Global North, new design 
theories, notably that of Transition Design (Irwin, 2015), provide 
tangible methodological tools and a framework for a renewal of 
theory and practice in the face of the complexity of the crises we 
are experiencing, but these are also recent; we therefore have no 
real hindsight as to the concrete practice of such a ‘pluriversal’ de-
sign, but let us propose a reflection in this direction. A good starting 
point would be the one of Tony Fry (2017), who in his essay “Design 
for/by The Global South” aimed to contribute to the development of 
a paradigmatic shift in how design is understood, transformed and 
practiced in the Global South. Thinking about such an issue requi-
res according to Fry to reflect not just about design as modernity’s 
mode of “worlding the world” but also calls to think about design 
across the “North/South divide” challenging the geopolitics of de-
sign that has constituted itself along the modern/colonial divide; 
recalling the concept of abyssal line proposed by Santos (see section 
3.3.1).
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“Design (in all its forms) provides a key conduit for the world of the 
North to be projected at and upon the South as the form of the futu-
re to desire and to work toward. In this respect, design was not only 
an agent of modernity, but continues as a servant of late moderni-
ty (…) the seeming utopia of unrestrained consumerism, a promise 
from the North, is in reality the harbinger of a defuturing nightmare 
in glittering lights. As such, it is unrealizable, unsustainable and a 
means to further the inequity that is at the very core of the North/
South divide in its geographic, nationally internal and diasporic 
forms. (…) Any expectation that a design response to the problems 
of the Global South can simply be rolled out is frankly ridiculous (…) 
The central issue and project for design of/by and for the South is 
another kind of ontological designing – one based on the creation 
of structures of care able to constitute Sustainment. Responding 
to this imperative means identifying, and finding ways to counter 
whenever possible, all those forces – material, economic, social, po-
litical, cultural and psychological – that defuture. This can only be 
done by bringing ‘things’ (material and immaterial) into being that 
care (…) it presents designers in the South with an enormous chal-
lenge of imagination (…) this cannot be done with design as it is in 
its compromised, colonized and contaminated form” (Fry, 2017; pp. 
24-29).

Although long, this citation explains how design is instrumental in 
prolonging the utopia of modernity and development in the Global 
South; design thus acts as a “beautifier” of defuturing processes. 
The idea of a design seen as capable to finding responses for the 
Global South is also discarded. Fry also highlights the significance 
of the imaginative challenge facing designers in the South. In his 
book “Crises of imagination: Capitalism, creativity and the Com-
mons” Haiven’s contribution lies in the analysis of creativity and the 
imagination seen as intimate parts of Capitalism’s functioning (see 
section 2.3.1); claiming that one should bring them into the heart 
of our analysis of economic power. Through a re-reading of Marx, 
Haiven seeks “to sketch what might be called a materialist theory 
of the imagination” (p.16). Like Foster (2002), Haiven states that in 
the neoliberal period, creativity has become a big business where 
arts (and design) are ever more commodified and enclosed; he thus 
criticizes the so-called Creative Capitalism and its commercializa-
tion of the idea of creativity itself as a panacea to the problems of 
alienation, unfulfilling and precarious work. 
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Similarly, Haiven and Khasnabish (2010), cite the work of Haraway 
(1991) who problematized the notion of human-centered imagina-
tion but also that of Armstrong and Cardinal (1991) who state that 
from an indigenous point of view all imagination and creativity is a 
collaboration between human beings, community, ancestors, future 
generations, other creatures, spiritual beings and the world itself. 
They thus defend an understanding of imagination “as always em-
bodied and relational, and recognizing that the radical imagination 
is a space of encounter, learning and disruption” (p. xix). Haiven ar-
gues that real creativity is a collective, common pursuit, and that 
one should reimagine creativity more broadly to understand the 
way that the drive to create is a practice of commoning. Haiven thus 
proposes to investigate the concept of radical imagination defining 
as a “common imagination” involving three “temporalities”: past 
(searching for Commons as a historical actuality held in common 
memory); present (recognizing, valorizing and defending even un-
dercurrent Commons of today); future (acknowledging that the ul-
timate horizon for humanity beyond Capitalism is the Commons).

Haiven and Khasnabish (2014) also advance a strategy for convo-
king the radical imagination with social movements by building a re-
flexive and responsive relationship between the researcher and the 
movements in question. “The radical imagination is not just about 
dreaming of different futures. It’s about bringing those possibilities 
back from the future to work on the present, to inspire action and 
new forms of solidarity today.” The authors approach radical imagi-
nation not as something possessed by individuals but as a collective 
process, a doing together through shared experiences, languages, 
stories, ideas, art, and theory. Thus, an effective decolonization of 
design practices lies in shifting its activity “from being set upon the 
designers’ agenda to “solve” the problem and “save the world” by 
designing an artefact or intervention to one that puts the process of 
designing together at center” (Taboada et al., 2020; p.15). The pro-
cesses described by Haiven and Khasnabish (2014) are reminiscent 
of the or those of commoning in Participatory Design (Marttila et 
al., 2014; Marttila, 2016; Teli, 2015; Teli et al., 2020). They are also 
reminiscent of the development of prospective-reflexive currents 
whose rise is more recent and which slightly displace the perspec-
tive of Participatory Design, such as Adversarial Design (DiSalvo, 
2012) or speculative design (Dunne and Raby, 2013). In particular, 
these currents draw on feminist and decolonial approaches that 
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allow them to tool their attention to relational processes such as 
power dynamics, interpretation or performativity. 

One could talk about speculation in design and its recent deve-
lopment; but who is speculating, and for whom? Di Salvo (2016) 
answers the question by exploring the articulation between prefi-
gurative politics (Commons movements are all about prefiguration) 
and design. For him in prefigurative design, “the speculation is not 
so much in the design itself, but rather, in the politics (…) it is not 
that designers are themselves called upon to speculate, but rather, 
that designers may be called upon to enable speculation” (p.34).  Di-
Salvo (2016) recalls the work of Fry (2010) who explores the possi-
ble articulations between prefigurative politics and design. Haiven 
also explains that the concept of “radical” refers to the Latin word 
“rooted”, where radicalism does not describe a certain set of tactics, 
strategies or beliefs but speaks to a general understanding that, sy-
stems can be changed through incremental institutional reforms.

This leads us to reflect on the concept of a “rooted design”; a design 
that is not only attached to a specific territory but also to specific 
situations of struggle and conflict. A rooted Design for/by the South 
would thus adopt the long-termism proposed by the Transition 
Design approach (Irwin, 2018), while focusing on the struggles of 
people and social movements (in the Global South) fighting for the 
preservation of their livelihood; this rooted Design for/by could 
thus articulate the approaches of prefigurative design and radical 
imagination using Commons as a key to reading. In this same di-
rection Escobar (2017, 2018) considers Autonomous Design as a 
specific case of Design for/by the South originating from the Latin 
American context; he thus establishes a parallel between Autono-
mous Design and Transition Design in both the South and the North. 
Autonomous Design defined as “a design imagination centered on 
autonomy and the realization of the communal” (Escobar, 2018; 
p. 186) seems to be the most complete proposal, emerging from a 
Southern context. Escobar thus suggests that design could be crea-
tively re-appropriated by subaltern communities in support of their 
struggles to strengthen their autonomy where the role of designers 
could be constructive in the ontological and political reorientation 
of design as an element in struggles for autonomy. 
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In Vazquez (2017) words, this could be the idea of a design “capable 
of healing, of enabling relationality, of recovering the possibilities of 
listening to the communal, to the ancestral, of caring and nurturing 
earth, of enabling the formation and dignification of other worlds 
of meaning” (p.13). According to Ansari (2018) this could only be 
done by the colonized since the colonizer have never experienced 
anything beyond the world-system which make him unable to ima-
gine alternatives.
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Image 3.4 
Neomaterialist Movements and 
Activist Design Practices in Global 
North and South.
Personal elaboration.
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ABSTRACT
The fourth Chapter opens the field-research — with nevertheless a back and forth 
with the desk-research — where the question was to understand the chosen context 
of Tunisia as a sample from the Global South suffering the effects of Global Capita-
lism in order to delineate the strategic lines for the design action to deploy. Indeed, 
one could guess the beginnings of a political ecology in Tunisia (Robert, 2021) with 
the rise of environmentalist movements fighting for their livelihood (recalling the 
notion of Solastalgia). This Environmentalism of the Poor (Martinez-Alier, 2002), 
would lead to inevitable ecological distribution conflicts. Such conflicts are legion in 
Tunisia, around access to resources and the living environment. 
The first section deals with issues of climate change, migration and food security, 
but also reveals the processes of dispossession proper to Capitalism — extractivism 
and land grabbing — taking place in Tunisia.
The second section retakes the notions of food sovereignty and permaculture evo-
ked in chapter 2 focusing on local initiatives/movements taking place in Tunisia. 
Indeed, numerous voices call for a drastic change in the trajectory of the economic 
model, to reflect of new pathways for the development of the agri-food system. This, 
in order to build food sovereignty and remedy the effects of dependent (colonized) 
and exporter agriculture (Ayeb & Bush, 2019; Schwoob and Elloumi, 2018; Labidi 
and Riahi, 2019), thus moving away from the methods advocated by the Green Re-
volution (seeds, pesticides, fertilizers). 
The third section finally summarizes some passages of discussions conducted du-
ring the first phase of the field-research with local activists and researchers around 
the questions of food sovereignty, permaculture and Commons/Social & Solidarity 
Economy in Tunisia. This passage leads us identifying/confirming the contexts of 
the oases as a possible field of intervention.

Effects of Global Capitalism on  
Agriculture in Tunisia

CHAPTER 4
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4.1 Why Agriculture?

4.1.1	 Climate	Change,	Food	(In)Security	and	Migration

Since 2015, the term “European migration crisis” (Europarl, 2017) 
has been largely used to describe the increase in the number of pe-
ople arriving in the European Union. The large numbers of migrants 
reported to have died or gone missing in the Mediterranean during 
their journeys led the United Nations to consider Europe’s Mediter-
ranean border “the world’s deadliest” for migrants (Fargues, 2017). 
The European Union has been trying to establish a common asylum 
system since the 1990s and the Dublin Convention is the result of 
this effort. In practice, the Dublin Convention defines which State 
has the responsibility to assess the asylum application presented by 
individuals who arrive in Europe. However, asylum-seekers cannot 
choose the State they want. 

The founding principle of the Dublin III Regulation is that: one and 
only one State member must examine each asylum application and 
this competency is generally attributed to the one that played the 
most significant role in the phase of the individual’s first arrival in 
the European Union. In practice, a person recognized as a refugee in 
Italy does not have this status in Germany or Sweden, for example. 
The current boundaries of the European Union thus do not allow for 
the application of the principle of mutual recognition and beneficia-
ries of international protection are not granted freedom of residen-
ce in Europe (Ammirati, 2015). Europe’s migration crisis has expo-
sed shortcomings in the Union’s asylum system. There have been 
some outcries against a perverse effect of this system that is suppo-
sed to prevent an applicant to seek asylum in several places; it puts 
considerable pressure on areas geographically closest to the Medi-
terranean, i.e., Italy, Greece, Spain (Mouillard and Nadau, 2015). 

The issue of migration has sparked a lively debate at the academic 
level on the different classifications and definitions used to descri-
be individuals concerned. In fact, the various terminologies and 

Image 4.1 
A poster of the “festival of peasant 
seeds” at the oasis of Chenini in 
2019. The event is organized every 
year by the “Tunisian Association 
of Permaculture” working for the 
conservation of local seeds and for 
Food Sovereignty. 
Source: https://permaculturetunisie.
org/fete-des-semences-2019/
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definitions, whether of a legal nature or of a social origin, are con-
fusing among people. The terms “migrant” and “refugee” are used 
every day to suggest one and the same thing. This could become an 
endless debate since even the researchers dealing with the subject 
“argue that the language of immigration and refugees is insufficient 
to capture this emergent history” (Sassen, 2016). Fabio Colombo 
(2015) claims that the distinctions that are made between refugees 
and economic migrants are irrelevant since they do not take into ac-
count the stories of these individuals. Supporting Colombo’s claim, 
different individual from different communities became aware of 
the importance of the stories, and eventually grasped what stories 
are “better” to obtain the refugee status. They also started trading 
information and transferring them to new entrants to explain how 
the asylum application process works. This is how being a refugee 
or an economic migrant is part of the process of self-construction 
that migrants put in place.

But far from a simple chronology retracing the different events that 
explain, for instance, the change in Europe’s status from a region of 
departure to one of the principal destinations of migratory flows 
— during the 1950s and the post-war context, to the effects of the 
1973’s oil shock on European migration policy until the present day 
(Bonifazi, et al., 2008) — on which most researchers come together, 
the most important point would be the close relationship that “mo-
dern migration” has with the concept of crisis. Anna Lindley (2014) 
claims that “crisis and migration have a long association, in popular 
and policy discourse as well as in social scientific analysis.” Crisis 
situations would be generally associated with significant out-migra-
tion and displacement, while in-migration is often correlated with 
tensions or conflict at destination. In that sense “sedentarist” thin-
king proponents frame migration as a crisis and remaining where 
one is as the natural and desirable human condition; this correla-
tion between crisis and migration is owed to their powerful con-
temporary resonance.

In Tunisia, the collapse is very concrete and its effects have in-
creased dramatically in recent decades especially since the Arab 
Spring. Recent literature clearly links migration to the challenge of 
food security and climatic changes (David, 2018; FAO, 2018). Bet-
tini (2019) speaks about (Climate) Migration as a symptom in the 
Anthropocene, joining the criticism of others regarding the lack of 
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political will in tackling the Mediterranean’s core problems with po-
licies that addressed symptoms rather than causes (Engelke et al., 
2017). The southern and eastern edges of the Mediterranean are 
the most vulnerable, as the MENA region is the driest in the world. 
“By 2030, climate change is likely to further stress water resources 
in these countries” (Engelke, et al., 2017, p. 7). This is confirmed 
by the World Bank report (2013) which states that without signifi-
cant action, climate change will exacerbate the already pronounced 
poverty and unemployment in Tunisia and could dissolve the de-
velopment progress made in recent decades. Climate change is 
expected to have major impacts on Tunisia’s agriculture, economy 
and households, both from global and local perspectives. The eco-
logical crisis in North Africa, which is clearly manifested by acute 
environmental degradation, land depletion and loss of soil fertility, 
water poverty, overexploitation of natural resources, pollution and 
diseases, as well as the effects of global warming such as desertifica-
tion, recurrent heatwaves, drought and rising water levels. (Hamou-
chene & Minio-Paluello, 2015; Lelieveld et al., 2016) 

As part of the project CASCADES, an interdisciplinary project fun-
ded under Horizon 2020 devoted to the analysis of cross-border im-
pacts of climate change, Desmidt (2021) speaks about the concept 
of cascading climate risks. North Africa will face numerous socio-
economic challenges in the next decades, related to a demographic 
transition, growing urbanization, growing economies, amidst (slow) 
process of democratic reforms and a huge demand for job creation. 
These challenges will have an impact on stability and development, 
but also on migration trends, notably towards Europe. As Knoll and 
Teevan (2020) note, the socio-economic and political conditions in 
the region mean that emigration remains of great interest to the 
media and the general public across North Africa. In recent years, 
there has been an increase in the number of young people from the 
Maghreb attempting to cross to Europe through irregular channels. 
In 2020, Tunisians were the principal nationality arriving in Europe 
irregularly, followed by Algerians (Knoll and Teevan 2020). 

However, for many migrants, there is no distinction between the en-
vironment, their livelihood and the economy, given the considerable 
percentage of populations dependent on the agricultural sector for 
day-to-day income and (formal and informal) employment. While 
environmental and climate factors were found to play a role in dri-
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ving migration in North Africa, there are always a range of other 
socio-economic factors at stake (Wodon et al. 2014).

More and more analyses show the importance of the role played by 
the agricultural sector for the economy and employment, in parti-
cular in the southern Mediterranean countries (CIHEAM and Plan 
Bleu, 2009). Research examining the effects of youth migration on 
agricultural production and employment in rural areas of origin in 
Tunisia has shown mainly negative implications for communities of 
origin, from rural areas (Martín, Nori & Bacchi, 2017, p. 20). The 
result of a recent report shows that about half of international mi-
grants had made at least one internal displacement before arriving 
at their destination (Zuccotti et al., 2018). For Martín, Nori, and Bac-
chi (2017), rural migration is a major challenge for Tunisian society 
as a whole and the North African area in general. The size and inten-
sity of the phenomena are expected to increase and should therefo-
re be a source of concern for generational turnover in agriculture 
and the sustainable development of rural areas. The data also show 
that an important percentage of migrants wish to return to Tunisia 
to work in the agricultural sector. For Zucotti and al. (2018), agricul-
ture is an ideal sector for the transnational engagement of migrants 
and as an area of targeted activities and investments for future inco-
mes, taking into account also the mobilization of the diaspora.

Ferreira considers the 2011 Arab uprisings as a turning point in 
terms of the relations of the EU and the Southern Mediterranean 
countries; however, while the southern countries focused on deve-
lopment issues and common dialogue, those in the north emphasi-
zed the control of migration flows and the management of irregular 
migration (Ferreira, 2019, p. 107). In this sense, Badalič (2018) ar-
gues that the externalization of migration controls to third countri-
es is one of the central pillars of EU migration policy; which explains 
the process of placing Tunisia as an effective buffer zone within the 
broader EU strategy of externalizing migration controls. Roman & 
Pastore (2018) studied how Tunisian stakeholders evaluate exi-
sting policy responses, focusing in particular on EU policies and co-
operation initiatives in this field. 

Both civil society and governmental actors described EU-Tunisia 
relations as unequal and unbalanced, criticizing the Eurocentric 
approach to cooperation with third countries. Existing EU-Tunisia 
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agreements are said to be one of the factors contributing to the Tu-
nisian economic crisis which, in turn, has directly influenced Tuni-
sian emigration to Europe. Migration is described as an undesirable 
consequence of the country’s difficult socio-economic and political 
situation rather than an independence matter. The focus is on eco-
nomic recession, interregional socio-economic inequalities, poverty 
and underdevelopment in rural areas. Local researchers have stu-
died the mechanisms of impoverishment of Tunisian farmers and 
their correlation with climate change. Questioning the most appro-
priate ways of organization to recover rights of access to land and 
water, they have shown the limitations of dependent (colonized) 
and exporting agriculture including sectors that are often presen-
ted as national successes, such as olive growing or date production 
(Ayeb & Bush, 2019; Schwoob and Elloumi, 2018; Labidi and Riahi, 
2019).

Ayeb & Bush (2019) develop a searing critique of the contemporary 
global food regime by arguing that food and agricultural policy has 
helped shape politics and underdevelopment in Tunisia. The au-
thors argue that dependence on food imports makes the region tre-
mendously vulnerable to global price fluctuations and shocks. For 
too long, food security has been dissociated from the development 
of links with food producers. The debate has remained focused on 
the interests of big capital, foreign direct investment and export 
crop production. They highlight how a rhetoric of export-oriented 
growth and the absence of government commitment to food produ-
cers has repeatedly failed to safeguard national food availability at 
affordable prices for the poor and to ensure well-being for smallhol-
der farmers. They thus propose to broaden the debate about food 
security away from macro-economic concerns of trade in food on 
international markets and the ability of states to purchase food on 
global markets. They pursue a concern to place small-scale farmers 
at the center of the action needed regarding food availability and 
consumption. They also affirm the importance of making food se-
curity an integral part of national strategies of rural development.
 
They thus criticize the role played by the FAO and the internatio-
nal financial institutions which concentrate their work on food se-
curity on the ability of countries to purchase food on global mar-
kets, pushing countries in the Global South to liberalize domestic 
and international food markets and discouraging self-sufficiency; 
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reverting to or simply continuing with patterns inherited from co-
lonialism (A pattern of dependence on exporting resources, and 
purchasing food on international markets). With the support of in-
ternational financial institutions, food security has become the most 
used concept in agricultural policies implemented by governments. 
However, it is the attitude embedded in the concept of food security 
that is problematic. The concept is broadly defined as the adequate 
and secure provision of food globally. Rooted in neo-liberal thought, 
food security is an operational principle that seeks to mitigate some 
of the issues relating to global development: it is justified on the 
basis of a perceived solidarity between people, a direct solution to 
the global shortage of food.

While the goal of food security has merit in its aim of ending chronic 
food shortages in the world, the means, conditions and production 
of sufficient food seem to be of little practical importance. The con-
cept of food security is not simply a description and explanation of 
ideas, it has become a tool to promote certain policies and create a 
semblance of universal consensus. What food security does not take 
into account is that the mechanisms put in place to ensure food se-
curity have in fact impoverished and starved people, and deprived 
communities of the food they produced with their own hands (GTSA 
Tunisie & ATTAC Maroc, 2020). As Aymen Amayed (2019) explains:
 
“Since the end of French colonization in 1956, successive Tunisian 
governments have managed to ensure access to healthy and suffi-
cient food for the vast majority of its citizens (…) Most Tunisians 
eat their fill and some even allow themselves luxury food products 
from time to time. Physical access to something to eat without too 
much trouble is not the challenge. The question is, given the context 
of a stagnant economy and high unemployment: at what cost?” This 
question reveals that the rhetoric of promoting food security has 
neglected consultation with farmers and has been driven by pat-
terns of capital accumulation for major domestic and foreign inve-
stors.  In Tunisia, this has been accompanied, by an acceleration of 
combined and uneven development, illustrated by the development 
of the richer Sahelian region in the north of the country at the ex-
pense of the south, demonstrated partly by unequal access to water 
and land.
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4.1.2	 Extractivism,	Land	Grabbing	and	Processes	of	Di-
spossession:	The	Tunisian	Context

Harvey’s (2010) reassessment of the contemporary relevance of 
Marx’s theory of primitive accumulation and the related notion of 
accumulation by dispossession might be a good starting point for 
this section. Primitive accumulation was achieved through the for-
ced separation of workers from the means of production and the ca-
pitalist expropriation of land and common resources, which created 
a proletariat that had nothing to sell but its own labor to survive. 
Thus, the concept of primitive accumulation was automatically as-
sociated, on the one hand, with the historical rise of Capitalism and 
on the other hand, with its geographical expansion into (hitherto) 
non-capitalist environments such as colonial lands in Marx’s time; 
for example, through the enslavement and the so-called trade of 
Africans on colonial plantations. Ugo Rossi (2012) points out that 
the processes of dispossession did not, nevertheless, take place wi-
thout protests and opposition from below (Glassman, 2006; Hart, 
2006). Transgressing conventional South-North dichotomies, as 
well as temporal dualisms between past and present.

Anthropologist Tania Murray Li (2010) has offered an enlightening 
analysis of how the dialectical management of possession and di-
spossession has regulated conflicting relationships between indige-
nous and capitalist forces in the colonial era as well as contempo-
rary periods in a variety of locations in Asia, Africa and the United 
States. In such different spatio-temporal contexts, she argues that 
Capitalism emerges as an external force against which Indigenous 
peoples mobilize. In the Global South, accumulation by dispos-
session takes the brutal form of extraction, plunder of natural re-
sources and degradation of environments and ecosystems through 
privatization and the commodification of land and water. Hamou-
chene (2019) explains that extractivism as a mode of accumulation 
and appropriation in North Africa was structured under colonialism 
in the 19th century to meet the demands of metropolitan centers. 

This model of accumulation and appropriation is based on the com-
modification of nature and the privatization of natural resources, 
which has led to serious environmental degradation. Accumulation 
by dispossession has reaffirmed the role of North African countries 
as exporters of nature and providers of natural resources and raw 
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materials that are heavily dependent on water and land, such as 
agricultural products. This role consolidates the subaltern integra-
tion of North Africa into the global capitalist economy, maintaining 
relations of imperialist domination and neocolonial hierarchies 
(Amine, 1970). For Hamouchene (2019), the neocolonial character 
of North African extractivism reflects the international division of 
labor and that of nature. In Tunisia, it manifests itself in large-scale 
phosphate, oil and gas extraction (on a smaller scale) and in water-
intensive agro-industry and tourism. This plays a fundamental role 
in the ecological crisis in North Africa.

Like many countries of the Global South, Tunisia is facing the inten-
sification of the issue of land grabbing. Land grabbing started as a 
colonial practice but continued with the independent state. Althou-
gh there are various forms of land grabbing in Tunisia, one clear 
pattern emerges: small and medium farmers are being disposses-
sed of their lands through a transfer of rights to foreign and local in-
vestors and agricultural enterprises. This intense commodification 
and privatization of land – often land that was collectively owned 
– has had staggering effects on farmers and agricultural workers. 
In the same perspective, Federici (2008) explains that societies in 
Africa are undergoing a process of primitive accumulation, where 
many farmers are forced off the land, new property relations and 
concepts of value-creation are coming into place, breaking down 
communal solidarity. For her, one should not misread the context, 
as it is not communalism per se that is in crisis “but a model of com-
munal relations that for more than a century has been under attack, 
and, even at its best, was not based on fully egalitarian relations” 
(p. 31). 

Bush & Martiniello (2017) focus on systemic contradictions within 
Capitalism. Indeed, these contradictions can be illustrated by the 
fact that the capitalist system needs to satisfy the working class 
with cheap food and low inflation. However, this must be done while 
expanding control over the world’s natural resources. The contra-
dictions have been amplified in the period of neoliberalism whe-
re the state has been removed from welfare provision and used to 
police and deliver flexible working conditions and casualization as 
global value relations have been reconfigured. This has been done, 
moreover, by promoting authoritarian populism (Boffo et al., 2018). 
In the South, the consequence was the lost development decade of 
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the 1980s, debt crisis and the end of redistributive land reform. It 
also opened the South, as in the case of Tunisia, to deregulation of 
land markets, commodification of seeds and other farming inputs, 
and agro-export promotion at the expense of local consumption 
that led to land grabbing and a global subsistence crisis (Akram-
Lodhi, 2012). 

Talking about the debt crisis, Federici (2001) argued that the debt 
crisis has been a productive crisis for the capitalist classes of both 
the debtor and the creditor nations refuting the assumption, sha-
red by both Right and Left, that the debt crisis is an obstacle to ca-
pitalist development in the 1990s. On the one side, the Right has 
viewed the crisis as a threat to the international banking system, 
serious enough to call for harsh even draconian policy measures. On 
the other side, The Left, instead, has emphasized the human cost, 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) conditionalities required of 
debtor nations. Specifically, she defends the idea that the debt crisis 
has been used by capital to shift the balance of forces to its side 
on both poles of the debt relation. This is the case for the Tunisian 
context, where “the discrepancy is clear between the discourse and 
the reality of IMF policy-related conditions, which are supposed to 
promote employment and the socio-economic resilience of Tunisia, 
however, they led to worsen the dysfunctions of the development 
model” (Chandoul, 2017; p. 8). 

Federici asserts that the debt crisis is a productive crisis because 
nowhere is capital more visible than in Africa, because it has served 
to rationalize class relations, and to tackle the central question of 
ownership of land, essential for the capitalist development of the 
continent. The author explains that the land question is particularly 
central in Africa, since in most parts of the continent, communal 
land relations still exist, as colonial domination has failed to destroy 
the relationship of peoples to land. The privatization of land in Afri-
ca has proceeded throughout the 1970s and 1980s, due to World 
Bank Agricultural Development Projects, which under the guise of 
modernization have introduced new ownership relations in the ru-
ral areas. The violation of communal lands was also spurred both by 
Government expropriation campaigns and by increasing urbaniza-
tion. Federici (2001) talks about the tendency in the United States 
to see Africans either as a helpless victim of government corruption 
or natural disasters or as protagonists of backward struggles revol-



p. 140
(Reflextion) on Design as/for Common(s)

ving around tribal allegiances. In reality, she considers that from 
the fields to the factories, the markets and the schools, struggles are 
being carried and are most modern in content, since their objective 
is not the preservation of a mythical past, but the redefinition of 
what development means. Federici asserts that the whole African 
continent and a vast majority of countries of the periphery has suf-
fered (and continues to suffer) processes of primitive accumulation 
and dispossession described above. 

In Tunisia, access to land for small-scale family farmers has indeed 
worsened since independence. This is because the political deci-
sions taken by state holders fostered the interests and enhanced ac-
cess for big agricultural landowners. Large landowners and wealthy 
absentee owners have been considered as the only stakeholders 
able to adapt to the challenge of modernity and guarantee integra-
tion in the global economy. A second explanation can be found in 
the set of neo-liberal policies implemented since the early 1970s, 
which disadvantaged peasant farmers. The third explanation lies in 
the state’s decision not to redistribute the colonial lands nationali-
zed in 1964 to the heirs of previous owners. In so doing the regime 
continued the dispossession of small farmers of their lands by the 
colonial forces. Following its independence in 1956, the Tunisian 
State initiated a vast program of reclaiming and purchasing agricul-
tural land previously possessed by French colonial settlers. In the 
1960s, state-owned agricultural land was part of the cooperative 
movement, which focused on diversifying and improving produc-
tion. Land fragmentation was a justification for collectivization in 
Tunisia as it was seen to be the reason why farmers left their land 
and migrated to the towns (Ben Salah, 2008). 

The experience of collectivization called the socialist experience in 
Tunisia was dramatic for smallholders. “The concentration of land 
in the hands of the biggest owners, after independence, shows that 
the collectivization of land in 1960 did not touch the category of big 
agricultural owners since it continues to dominate 22 per cent of the 
total usable agricultural area in the contemporary period.” (Ayeb & 
Bush, 2019; p.97) A large number of farmers had been simply di-
spossessed of their agricultural resources in less than a decade. Yet 
the State’s subsequent adoption of a liberal economic and political 
system was to accelerate dispossession (Ayeb & Bush, 2019; Labi-
di & Riahi; 2019). An important dimension to Tunisia’s neoliberal 
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transformation was the often-overlooked land reform introduced in 
1988. The reform redefined the modes and conditions of access to 
agricultural collective land, sought-after by the big owners, by ac-
celerating its privatization (Ayeb & Bush; 2019). The reform modi-
fied the legislation removing the barriers that partially protected 
collective land from private appropriation. Prior to this legislation, 
communities could farm collective land with the possibility of ap-
propriating, individually, the lands not intended for pasture, and 
getting the necessary funding for its development. Jouili (2008) ex-
plains that the state opened these protected areas to commodifica-
tion, to the land market and to agribusiness and export sector gains. 
Smallholder farmers were caught in a vice of the consequences of 
economic reform on the one hand, and of big landowner predation 
that was accelerated by smallholder indebtedness on the other.

The state export approach has destroyed many local agricultural 
cultivars through its focus on exportable crops, with commercial 
agriculture relying on hybrid seeds used mainly in the production 
of seeds and vegetables. The cultivation of foreign cultivars of seeds 
and trees is based on soil exhausting and water-depleting methods, 
intensive use of chemical fertilizers and toxic pesticides, and high 
fossil fuel consumption. Combined, these methods have contributed 
to climate change and have resulted in flooding and droughts. Labi-
di and Riahi (2019) explicate that such mechanisms, and the direct 
marginalization of small producers, are illustrated in the produc-
tion of olives (in the center) and date (in the southwest). With the 
transition to the production of specific varieties (for which entire 
regions have been allocated), small and medium farmers have been 
forced to adopt this mode of production by directing their activity 
towards this market. 

The variety and diversity that once characterized local agriculture 
has disappeared, rendering farmers completely dependent on the 
international market in the hope of competing with big businesses. 
Since the early 1990s, water management policies have been stron-
gly influenced by neoliberalism. In order to best meet the interests 
of an exclusive export-oriented agricultural class, the agricultural 
sector has been a top priority for the design and development of 
water management policies by the state. The use of water resources 
has led to a general decline in rainfall levels and has contributed 
to droughts, which in turn have had an impact on food crops. The 
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scarcity of water and the strategies adopted for the economic sec-
tor have a direct impact on the socio-economic situation of Tunisian 
farmers. Although the Tunisian state is often praised for its long-
sighted policy of collecting and saving water, the repercussions will 
become insurmountable. State incentive mechanisms have greatly 
contributed to increasing the area under irrigation. Monocropping, 
which is encouraged by the state, has increased the consumption of 
water and raised the environmental risks substantially.

The difficulties of access to land for poor farmers increases in areas 
where there may be dam development or possibilities of irrigation. 
The price of land in these circumstances increases dramatically and 
limits the access of small owners. This shows specifically that the 
political choice favored groundwater-based irrigation in the south 
to develop and intensify export-oriented agriculture. The irrigated 
and intensive agriculture in the south benefited from very low labor 
costs fueled by poverty and high unemployment. The conditions ge-
nerated quicker returns than were received in the higher rainfall 
agriculture in the North of Tunisia. Advantageous climate condi-
tions and state incentives for investors provided enduring and se-
cure access to deep underground water since the 90s. In this same 
context, Ayeb and Bush (2019) speak about Irrigation as a “tool of 
dispossession” as almost half the irrigable area is in the north of 
Tunisia, which also receives the most rainfall. The distribution by 
number and size of the farms of irrigated areas also highlights a 
strong inequality in access to irrigation. They explain that the ine-
quality in access to irrigation exacerbates differences between large 
and small-scale farmers. 

Under the guise of agricultural modernization, first the colonial re-
gime and then repeated postcolonial governments have accelerated 
patterns of rural social differentiation marked by extreme inequa-
lity in land holding, access to farming inputs and to markets to en-
sure a sustainable and effective rural standard of living. One of the 
consequences of the trend of persistently high food prices has been 
the systematic and systemic presence of political protest. Often sim-
plified in the description as food riots, the political struggles that 
emerged in many parts of the Global South were an indication of 
much deeper opposition and resistance to Capitalism and its crisis 
(Bush & Martiniello 2017). For countries in the Global South, the 
question of food production and its availability represents an ur-
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gent and strategic issue. The commodification of food has thrown 
several states into a vicious cycle of dependence, which prevents 
them from consuming the basic food that they have produced. In 
light of the many issues with food security, the concept of food sove-
reignty has emerged.
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4.2.1	 Resisting	Food	Dependence:	Processes	of	Re-Pea-
santization	

“Two processes have shaped Tunisia’s food and agriculture sector. 
The first has been an increase in food dependence, which has beco-
me structural and exceeds 50 per cent of the country’s food needs. 
The second has been the general impoverishment of the peasant-
ry, which in large part is now unable to supply and ensure its own 
food security” (Ayeb & Bush, 2019; p.93). This combined situation 
of food dependence and peasant poverty is far from being a simple 
cyclical crisis and is instead the culmination of more than a century 
of anti-peasant government policies. These are the result of deci-
sion-makers during both the colonial era and since independence, 
to integrate Tunisian agriculture into the global market and the glo-
bal food system (Friedmann, 2016). The reliance on the global food 
system and the global market increases significantly the risks of 
instability in international food and agricultural prices. The mecha-
nisms and dynamics of neoliberalism have marginalized the urban 
and rural poor by reducing their incomes, resources and services.
 
Social marginalization and “individual and collective” stigmatiza-
tion have affected the inhabitants of peripheral and rural areas as 
well as the inhabitants of popular neighborhoods of the big cities. 
They were thus considered as a dangerous social group by the go-
vernment and the media who have usually indicted them due to in-
creased crime rates, drug use, prostitution and Salafism (Lamloum 
& Ben Zina, 2015). The urban poor are proletarian as they were di-
spossessed of access to the means of production. The inhabitants 
of the peripheral and rural areas (south, center and northwest of 
Tunisia) have also undergone a process of abjection because of the 
extractive dispossession of regional resources to the benefit of the 
center - Tunis and the coastal areas. The resources extracted from 
the rural areas (water, human resources, agricultural products or 
raw materials such as phosphate, minerals, oil, gas, etc.) are tran-

4.2 Building (Food) Sovereignty 
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sferred to the center for processing, consumption or export. There 
was remarkably no local accumulation of wealth as investors are ba-
sed more in coastal cities and manage their investments from there 
(Zemni & Ayeb, 2016).

Ayeb & Bush (2019) think that the inequality of land ownership 
and its concentration to the benefit of large landowners is a big-
ger problem than fragmentation. An alternative rural development 
strategy engaged with agroecological production may be a solution 
for small farmers to take control of their agricultural futures: A stra-
tegy based on the fact that fragmentation can be an advantage and 
cannot have only negative consequences (Latruffe and Piet, 2013). 
The mainstream policies put in place a “continuous historical pro-
cess of de-sovereignization under the guise of food security” (Ayeb 
& Bush, 2019; p.151). Today, numerous voices call for a drastic 
change in the trajectory of the economic model, to reflect of new 
pathways for the development of the agri-food system in order to 
build food sovereignty and remedy the effects of dependent (coloni-
zed) and exporter agriculture (Ayeb & Bush, 2019; Schwoob and El-
loumi, 2018; Labidi and Riahi, 2019). Local/territorial development 
is here considered as an inclusive alternative where it is a question 
of rethinking cultural practices by adapting the technical aspects 
to the physical and climatic structural difficulties of Tunisia, thus 
moving away from the methods advocated by the Green Revolution 
(seeds, pesticides, fertilizers). 

Recently, an exercise aimed at developing a detailed repertoire of 
the conditions for achieving a transition to a real transformation of 
systems was carried out (Schwoob and Elloumi, 2018) with local 
players in 2017 and made it possible to identify three priority chal-
lenges and objectives for a transition of the Tunisian agricultural 
system: (1) the preservation of natural resources (water and soil); 
(2) improving food security (with its different dimensions); (3) the 
development of socio-economic services provided by the agri-food 
sector. This is in line with the discourse advocated by Permaculture 
movements, which, because of their combination of local, situated 
design practices and underlying social and political philosophies, 
provide alternative ways of organizing in response to the Anthropo-
cene (Roux-Rosier et al., 2018). 
Indeed, the three priority challenges and objectives set for a transi-
tion of the Tunisian agricultural system closely resemble what Mol-
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lison (1979) puts down as an ethical basis for permaculture spea-
king about three main principles: (1) care of the earth: provision 
for all life systems to continue and multiply; (2) care of the people: 
provision for people to access those resources necessary to their 
existence; (3) setting limits to population and consumption. From 
the perspective of a given individual, permaculture can be seen as 
a design system for ecologically responsible home economics. From 
a scholarly perspective, permaculture is a notoriously multi-face-
ted approach, evolving aggressively from its agricultural origins to 
culture-wide applicability by allowing shifting definitions to suit 
particular needs. In this context, we noticed the emergence of seve-
ral citizen/academic initiatives promoting permaculture in Tunisia. 
The permaculture movements offer in this sense alternative means 
of organization in response to the Anthropocene. The Association 
Tunisienne de Permaculture which I had the opportunity to colla-
borate with, is working with different realities in rural areas with 
the aim of developing a tangible Community-Centered Agriculture 
network, the creation of a resilient production and consumption 
system, as well as the training of farmers to permaculture as a su-
stainable alternative. 

The project “Reverdir la Tunisie” was launched in 2013, in colla-
boration with the Higher Institute of Applied Biological Sciences of 
Tunis (ISSBAT), in the south of Tunisia heavily impacted by global 
warming, especially in the southern region of Gabes. The initiative 
aims to promote a model of agriculture adapted to climate change, 
notably by creating “oasis-forests” and using traditional techniques 
of irrigation by jars based on ancestral knowledge and permacultu-
re to enrich the soil naturally in nitrates and phosphorus (Chesnot & 
Ballanger, 2019). Reverdir la Tunisie creates edible oasis-forests in 
schools, without pesticides or chemical fertilizers, with a decrease 
in mechanical use and a real water saving. No more monoculture, 
but a studied assembly of fruit trees, peasant seeds, aromatic plants. 
I had the opportunity to meet professor Samia Mouelhi (ISSBAT) 
who was at the origin of the project the project and is also a member 
of the Observatoire de la Souveraineté Alimentaire et l’Environne-
ment (OSAE); according to her this would be way to tackle the issue 
of Food Sovereignty at the base.
 
But what does food sovereignty really mean? Food sovereignty is a 
relatively new political concept, first brought to international atten-
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tion at the World Food Summit organized by the UN Food and Agri-
culture Organization in 1996. It was promoted by La Via Campesina; 
in February 2007, in the village of Nyéléni, Sélingué, Mali, more than 
500 representatives from over 80 countries adopted this definition 
of food sovereignty: “Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to he-
althy and culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically 
sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own 
food and agriculture systems. It puts those who produce, distribute 
and consume food at the heart of food systems and policies rather 
than the demands of markets and corporations. It defends the in-
terests and inclusion of the next generation. It offers a strategy to 
resist and dismantle the current corporate trade and food regime, 
and directions for food, farming, pastoral and fisheries systems 
determined by local producers. Food sovereignty prioritizes local 
and national economies and markets and empowers peasant and 
family farmer-driven agriculture, artisanal – fishing, pastoralist-led 
grazing, and food production, distribution and consumption based 
on environmental, social and economic sustainability. (…) It ensu-
res that the rights to use and manage our lands, territories, waters, 
seeds, livestock and biodiversity are in the hands of those of us who 
produce food. Food sovereignty implies new social relations free of 
oppression and inequality between men and women, peoples, ra-
cial groups, social classes and generations”. (Declaration of Nyéléni, 
2007).

Therefore, Food Sovereignty is a framework and set of policy praxis 
that prioritizes the principle and policies to deliver food as a human 
right rather than as just another commodity exchanged for cash or 
kind. The definition of Food Sovereignty also retells how Capitalism 
expands and does so by enlarging the borders at which it opera-
tes. Both agribusiness and rural social movements are attempting 
to re-territorialize spaces, that is, reconfigure them to favor their 
own interests, whether those are maximum extraction of profits, or 
are defending and building communities. A key aspect is that we are 
speaking not just of a battle over land as such, but also very much 
of a battle over ideas. Land grabbing is part of a global enclosures’ 
movement but capital does not grab land for itself. It does so as part 
of the process of creating new social relations of exploitation, of sur-
plus value creation, access to cheap resources and cheap labor to 
work on the fields and also to hold land as a hedge for investment 
without farming it at all. Yet the contemporary period only offers 
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glimpses of attempts to develop meaningful alternatives to food se-
curity. 

According to Ayeb and Bush (2019), there is no single variant or de-
finition of Food Sovereignty. Like democracy, it is a process without 
an end but one that nevertheless, contains several important key 
themes that promote peasant and small farmer demands for auto-
nomy and control over food production and consumption. In short, 
Food Sovereignty offers a comprehensive peasant path to social 
control and decision-making over food-related issues. Food sove-
reignty also begs the question of the relationship between the town 
and countryside, of the importance of maintaining delivery of food 
to urban areas at prices that are affordable and sustainable. Ulti-
mately, Food Sovereignty offers an agenda for promoting a national 
sovereign project (Amin, 2017). Capitalism is a regime that, as in-
dicated previously, systemically undermines the majority of huma-
nity who rely on family peasant production. One of the issues that 
our analysis has confirmed is that, “Capitalism, by its nature, cannot 
resolve the peasant question” (Amin, 2017; p.156). To counter this 
scenario, Amin advanced the strategy of sovereign national projects 
that might inch towards an end of the dependence upon the inter-
national law of value. 

Rather than defining peasant, Van der Ploeg (2008) prefers to defi-
ne what he calls “the peasant condition” characterized by the con-
stant struggle to build autonomy focusing on two characteristics: 
The first is that peasants seek to engage in co-production with na-
ture in ways that strengthen their resource base. The second resi-
des in the struggle for autonomy, via the reduction of dependence 
in a world characterized by inequality and unequal exchange. He 
advances the idea of repeasantization i.e., being peasants again ra-
ther than being entrepreneurial farmers by undergo a transition 
from input-dependent farming to agroecology (van der Ploeg, 2010; 
Rosset and Martinez-Torres, 2013), or by the conquest of land and 
territory from agribusiness and other large landowners, whether by 
land reform, land occupations, or other mechanisms.
In an article seeking to add a contribution from the countries of the 
South to the food sovereignty and food security debate, the Groupe 
de Travail sur la Souveraineté Alimentaire (GTSA), denounce a 
“concept trap”, because behind the amalgam between the terms: 
“sovereignty” and “security” and the difficulty in distinguishing the 
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nuance, there is a confusion between two opposing economic, so-
cial, political and environmental projects (GTSA, 2020). The authors 
regret that the concept of food security is opposed to the interests of 
the people and the sustainability of peasant agricultural activities, 
and that in Tunisia it remains inseparable from the discourse of go-
vernments and various national organizations (trade unions, asso-
ciations, political parties). Ayeb and Bush (2019) explain that the 
development of strong Food Sovereignty agendas remains fragmen-
tary and marginal; it is rarely accompanied by the use of the term 
Food Sovereignty or a connection to broader social movements that 
at least advance Food Sovereignty internationally.
 
This is also real for the case of Tunisia, even if the situation seems to 
be in full mutation; which I was able to verify directly on the ground 
by meeting several food sovereignty activists. In Tunisia, where se-
veral initiatives like the Observatory for Food Sovereignty and the 
Environment (OSAE) - of which Habib Ayeb is the president -, the 
Groupe de Travail sur la Souveraineté Alimentaire (GTSA), the As-
sociation Tunisienne de Permaculture (ATP) or a group called Mil-
lion Rural Women, linked to La Via Campesina since the summer 
of 2017, efforts still need to be made at the level of coordination. 
During our field research, I noted certain tensions between the va-
rious actors working in Tunisia, even though initiatives to coordi-
nate and converge efforts seem to be increasingly put in place. For 
example, the North African Network for Food Sovereignty, including 
also associations from Morocco and Algeria, was set up at a meeting 
in Tunis in July 2017 as a framework for unifying struggles in the 
region and engaging in local, continental and global mobilizations.
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4.2.2	 Social	 and	 Ecological	 Movements	 Convergence:	
The	Emergence	of	a	Rural	Social	Contract

In their book, Ayeb and Bush (2019) explore among others the so-
cial, economic and political origins of the revolutionary process that 
toppled Ben Ali from power on 14 January 2011 in Tunisia (and 
Hosni Mubarak on 11 February 2011 in Egypt). Unlike most com-
mentary on the uprisings, the focus should be on the role played by 
rural-social classes, peasants and the near landless. In fact, the Tu-
nisian peasants which have been one of the major actors in the upri-
sings, have been totally overlooked by the vast majority of analyses. 
Paradoxically, despite the fact that the first catalyst to provoke the 
long-term crisis in Tunisia was Mohamed Bouazizi who came from 
a peasant background and, as we will see, was driven to self-immo-
lation because of debt and land dispossession (Ayeb, 2011). Many 
criticize the Orientalist, Eurocentric or neocolonial and modernist 
representations of the political events after December 2010 (Allal 
& Geisser, 2011) describing the events as extraordinary, aided or in-
fluenced by Western ideas. Too often the Tunisian society (and the 
Arab world) has been described as obedient and passive. 

An analysis that was based on the so-called security-pact or social 
contract (Hibou, 2006) between the Tunisian society and Ben Ali’s 
regime (and the one of Bourguiba before him), where the popula-
tion would have been “subjected to a duty of obedience in return 
for which they received security against the risks of forced Islami-
zation” (Ayeb & Bush, 2019; p. 52). In return for protection and de-
livery of consumption goods for many, the provision of credit and 
controlled prices, the population was required to grant the regime 
legitimacy. Daguzan (2011) supposed for example that the combi-
nation of the peaceful and obedient people and the authoritarian 
regime, legitimized by its role of protector against risks and dangers 
through the security-pact, provided the political foundation of au-
thoritarian stability. This so-called social contract made any popu-
lar uprising leading to a radical change in the political system and 
regime improbable.

The two catchy phrases “The Arab Spring” and “The Jasmine Re-
volution”, are evidence of this reductive and Eurocentric analysis, 
failing to capture the real origins of the revolt that led to the fall of 
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the regime: the privatization of the state; where a small group (the 
president’s family and their relatives) monopolized the state as if it 
were private property. Gherib (2012) speaks of crony Capitalism, for 
whom the Tunisian revolution lends itself perfectly to an analysis in 
terms of political economy, not only because of the relevance of this 
approach in general to explain social change, but also because of a 
specificity of Tunisian political history and, above all, because of the 
economic and social character of the revolution’s demands. More 
than a decade after the revolution, nothing or almost nothing in the 
condition of the majority of Tunisians has changed. The processes 
of dispossession and marginalization that led to the uprising of pea-
sants and workers are still in action. It is important to note that the 
protests of 2010-2011 were not isolated events, several episodes 
including those of 2008 in the mining basin around the city of Gafsa 
or the bread events of 1984 and before them those of 1978 had an 
economic and social element, to varying degrees, and resulted from 
the breach of a clientelist contract linking society to the state (Ghe-
rib, 2012). These are also notable examples of the resistance of the 
Tunisian people to the dictatorship and the effects of the capitalist 
system. January 2008 was a crucial time in the long revolutionary 
processes in Tunisia’s history (Zemni et al., 2012).

The poor peasants and landless in Sidi Bouzid wove a fabric of so-
lidarity in their conflict with the local and national ruling class of 
land investors and merchants. The solidarity went beyond affinity 
of family and tribe to affirm a new and larger framework of social 
class. It is within this framework of conflict and solidarity of classes 
that the struggles were led, and which resulted in their climax in De-
cember 2010. Zemni (2016) speaks about the emergence of “the pe-
ople” as a unitary political actor, bringing together different classes 
and social groups; a large and spontaneous mobilization that could 
fit into what Bayat calls a “social non-movement”. A social non-
movement refers to the “collective actions of noncollective actors; 
they embody shared practices of large numbers of ordinary people 
whose fragmented but similar activities trigger much social chan-
ge, even though these practices are rarely guided by an ideology or 
recognizable leaderships and organizations” (Bayat, 2013; 15). In 
other words, the process was initiated spontaneously by the rural 
population. Among these are the peasants, since the mid-2000s, 
before intersecting in late December 2010 with the middle-class 
population that aspired to more individual and collective freedoms 
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and to a larger space for political expression and participation.

On a personal level, the history of this resistance has even shaped 
the history of my own family. My parents are indeed convinced 
Marxists and for a long time were among the activists of the Par-
ti Communiste des Ouvriers de Tunisie (PCOT) but had also been 
part of an experience of popular song. I was rocked by my mother’s 
songs and texts telling the daily struggle of Tunisian workers and 
peasants; the musical group “Al Bahth Al Moussiki” literally the mu-
sical research was part of a whole cultural and political movement 
which did not cease to claim the rights of the oppressed. My father 
was even imprisoned twice (in the late 80s and early 90s) for ille-
gal political activity. The flight of the dictator was experienced by 
most Tunisians as a kind of consecration. The demonstrations of 
2010-2011 were at that time just another episode of resistance to 
the repeated attacks on our freedom and dignity. We were and still 
are outraged by so much injustice and marginalization. When I was 
20 years old, I took part in the demonstrations, and far from the no-
menclature of “Arab Spring” or “Jasmine Revolution”, we demanded: 
“work, freedom, national dignity”. Many make the link between the 
Arab Spring and the Occupy or Indignados movements. More than 
ten years after these episodes, I am one of those who preferred to 
leave. In Tunisia, life is a constant struggle but I refuse to be percei-
ved as a victim. Even those who chose to cross the Mediterranean 
on a boat would refuse to be. I repeated to myself and still repeat to 
myself that if I left it was for a better return. Migration is a right, but 
living in dignity at home is an even more fundamental right. 

One of the perverse effects of Capitalism is this colonization of 
imaginaries, the impression that there is no alternative to the con-
tinuous degradation of our living environment. It was during the 
months following the flight of Ben Ali, we (Tunisians) had lived a 
period of euphoria that unfortunately lasted only a few months. In 
the absence of the state and in front of the attacks of the snipers and 
policemen, we had constituted committees of districts everywhere 
in Tunisia. It was an experience of commoning and mutual aid on a 
scale that was unprecedented. The inhabitants took turns at night to 
protect their houses and their neighborhoods. People met at night 
around a fire, equipped with whatever they could get their hands on. 
We prepared food together and the different neighborhoods joined 
their efforts, trusting only the military. During the day we collected 
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garbage and cleaned the streets, while others organized sit-ins and 
Facebook protests. We had suddenly taken back the public space 
that had previously been taken from us. This experience was for me 
(and certainly for a good number of Tunisians, especially those of 
my generation) a kind of revelation. In many ways the experience 
of the neighborhood committees resembled the episodes of mutual 
aid described by Servigne during major disasters. It was also an ex-
perience in which a whole country prefigured a draft of the system 
that was (and still is) to emerge in Tunisia. 

During the demonstrations of 2010-2011, some people chanted the 
chorus of my mother’s songs. Unfortunately, these songs have ne-
ver been as topical as they are today because the demands are still 
the same; more proof that nothing has changed. There is talk of a 
Tunisian exception but the country does not seem to be getting out 
of the mess. The parties in power and a good part of the political 
class have disappointed by their incompetence and their inability to 
provide economic alternatives. The situation in many respects has 
even worsened; to the point of wondering whether Tunisian demo-
cracy has failed to convince its youth (Rennick, 2021). Inflation and 
reduced purchasing power of Tunisians complicate daily life and 
migration seems to be the only way out for young people; between 
2020 and mid-2021, migration from and through Tunisia increased 
to levels not seen since the months following the 2011 revolution, 
prompting Herbert (2022) to ask why Tunisians are leading the sur-
ge for irregular migration to Europe. No one questions the progress 
that has been made in terms of freedom of expression and of the 
press, but if we were to analyze the situation in Tunisia today, one 
would say that we are living through a crisis that according to some 
closely resembles that of the 1980s when under conditions impo-
sed by the IMF, the regime embarked on a program of economic li-
beralization and austerity measures (Murphy, 1999).

Throughout my stay in Tunisia to carry out the field research, the 
health crisis worsened after the first wave of Covid-19 was mana-
ged as well as possible. The worsening of the health situation and 
its catastrophic management by the government, added to the chro-
nic economic crisis that the country has been experiencing for more 
than a decade, has led to a series of protests, in particular against 
Ennahdha, the majority party in parliament. In response, President 
Kais Saied announced, on July 25, 2021, the dismissal of the go-
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vernment and the freezing of Parliament. The president’s decisions 
were acclaimed by a large part of the population but also denounced 
by human rights organizations. It was considered by several foreign 
media and Tunisian political entities as a self-coup. For now, peo-
ple seem to be waiting to see the actions of this president who has 
rid them of the corrupt by promising rapid change. A timetable has 
been put in place, but there are many critics and fears. The people 
have for a long time stopped believing in the promises of their po-
litical class, and the different social and environmental movements 
that have formed are a living proof of this. Every struggle is accom-
panied by hope, otherwise it would be in vain.
 
The 2010-2011 uprising paved the way for a profound change in 
Tunisian social and political history. Over the past decade, protest 
episodes originating from these margins of the country’s interior 
and social movements have intensified, contributing to a profound 
change in the relationship between social actors and the central 
state. Desrues and Gobe (2021) explain that protests take the form 
of grievance movements centered on land exploitation and obtai-
ning a right of control over natural resources. They argue that these 
movements, which are part of what the social movements and re-
volutions sociology calls the “Contentious politics” (Tilly & Tarrow, 
2006) are indicative of the emergence of a “protest democracy” 
(Mathieu, 2011). One can speak about the emergence of the con-
cept of “Tunisianité” (Zemni, 2016). In Tunisia (and North Africa 
generally) we are witnessing the emergence of movements resisting 
the plundering of their subterranean resources, the despoliation of 
their land, the invasive destruction of the environment and the loss 
of their livelihoods (Hamouchene, 2019). This is accompanied by a 
rise in power of resistance forces and the entry on the scene of new 
actors who demand the equitable sharing and distribution of we-
alth. Hamouchene (2019) questions whether these new actors are 
primarily environmental or are they fundamentally anti-systemic. 
Are these circumstantial episodes of resistance or rather the most 
recent development in the historical trajectory of the class struggle 
against the last capitalist offensive in North Africa? The exercise is 
perilous, because the multitude of movements and, often, the lack 
of media coverage sometimes make it impossible to report them in 
order to be able to deal with their demands and the follow-up given 
to these movements (Kalboussi, 2017). 
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Diane Robert (2021) guesses the beginnings of a political ecology 
in Tunisia by introducing the work of Martinez-Alier, author of the 
“Environmentalism of the Poor.” Indeed, Martinez-Alier calls for a 
broadening and redefinition of the notion of environmentalist mo-
vements as long as their objectives are defined in terms of ecologi-
cal needs for life (Martinez-Alier, 2002). This Environmentalism of 
the Poor, also called livelihood ecology (Garí, 2000), even liberation 
ecology (Peet and Watts, 1996) is growing, which will lead to ine-
vitable ecological distribution conflicts. For Robert such conflicts 
are legion in Tunisia, around access to resources and the living en-
vironment. These protests are numerous but the most notable are 
those of Tataouine in El Kamour, Jemna and finally the one of Gabes.
 
There have been protests regarding the control of mining and oil 
resources: such as the sit-in in El Kamour, the movement in Tata-
ouine, where the claims of the population focused on the use of 
resources, the repartition of profits, access to information on the 
quantities extracted, the turnover generated. Other protests regar-
ded the question of land like in Jemna, where peasants were first 
dispossessed of their land during colonization, and then after inde-
pendence, when government policy annexed the land and made it 
the private property of the state. During the revolution, the question 
of land was the perfect representation of fierce struggle in the oasis 
of Jemna. A struggle that has prepared the basis of the social and so-
lidarity economy law now in Tunisia. Actually, the Jemna experience 
can be seen as an experience of land commoning or a case of conte-
sted Commons (Ben Slimane et al., 2020). Among the mobilizations 
that concern the living environment, the question of waste occupies 
a place of choice. Protests against industrial pollution have also in-
creased, for example in the phosphate sector in Sfax and Gabes. The 
sector, dominated by the state-owned phosphate company Groupe 
Chimique Tunisien of Gabes, represents a significant portion of GDP 
and employs thousands of people. Each step in the production chain 
is responsible for environmental and health damage: the air, soil 
and water in the areas concerned are contaminated, with harmful 
consequences for other economic activities, particularly agricultu-
re; the inhabitants and workers report an increased frequency of 
respiratory, skin and bone diseases and cancers, not counting work 
accidents (toxic gas leaks, acid burns). In addition, industrial pro-
cesses require the use of very large quantities of water to the de-
triment of agricultural and domestic consumption. Agrochemical 
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companies and the Tunisian Ministry of Agriculture are promoting 
the opening of the local market for genetically modified seeds. De-
spite these pressures, seed banks (national and local such as the 
one of Gabes and its oasis) exist and work on the preservation and 
extension of the life of local seed varieties. This clearly shows that 
the farmers are defending and fighting for their autonomy from in-
ternational capital.

According to Saidani (2021) the Kamour movement, for example, 
was seen as a source of inspiration, as it drew its strength from the 
legitimacy of its local social demands and its roots in a supporti-
ve social structure, but also from the leverage of the activists who 
had stopped the oil extraction, thus directly affecting the interests 
of the companies. The protesters were thus in a position of strength 
in the face of an official non-governmental convoy that remained in 
place until the end of the negotiations. Finally, in November 2020, 
an agreement was signed between the government and represen-
tatives of the movement, providing multiple subsidies for the re-
gion and recruitment in gardening companies and oil companies. 
The sit-in was lifted and production resumed. The success of the 
Kamour movement made it a new model of social protest and an 
inspiration for other activists to try to replicate the same type of 
mobilization in other parts of the country. For Saidani, the lesson 
was learned, if you can hit where it hurts, the government will even-
tually give in. One of the main successes of the Kamour mobilization 
was to highlight important social issues regarding wealth sharing 
and resource exploitation, since the region is highly marginalized 
and oil producing. Critics of the movement have been quick to point 
to regionalism and a tribal mentality. Yet this is a legitimate demand 
to reorganize the distribution of the fruits of national wealth among 
local communities and the country as a whole.

Saidani (2021) states that in this arm wrestling, activists have gam-
bled on an end to centralized resource management in the name of 
global national balances within “grand development plans” and “ge-
neral state budgetary equations” that imply the possibility of com-
pletely depriving local people of their income. As explained throu-
ghout this chapter, the social contract, as the basis of the relations 
between rulers and populations in the Maghreb region, has been hi-
ghly contested especially since 2011. However, the rural dimension 
of this phenomenon remains yet under researched. Saidani consi-
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ders that the Kamour experience has been essential in reformula-
ting the social contract around the management of national wealth. 
Speaking about the small victories of these new movements, the au-
thor coins the term of a “rural social contract” announcing the gra-
dual death of the old social contract put in place by the post-colonial 
state, which continues to resist its announced death in 2010-2011.

Image 4.2 
A local protester shuts off the wheel 
of a petroleum pumping station in El 
Kamour, in Tunisia’s southern state 
of Tatatouine, last May. (AFP).
Source: https://thearabweekly.com/
tunisian-government-quandary-
over-protesters-oil-production-
stoppage
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During the second year of research, I had identified the key the-
mes around which I wanted to work and the contexts in which I 
would conduct the fieldwork; I chose to work on the contexts of the 
Chenini and Jemna oases because of the national and international 
enthusiasm that the experiments conducted there have generated. 
Speaking of design that focuses on the struggles of communities and 
social movements to defend their territories and worlds against the 
ravages of neoliberal globalization, the oases of Chenini (Gabes) and 
Jemna seemed to be the perfect examples. Both had the characteri-
stics of an Environmentalism of the Poor, in hyper-politicized con-
texts where the population is fighting against the central power to 
defend their livelihoods.
The first is located in the coastal area of Gabes, known for its pollu-
tion due to phosphate production, where farmers continue to perpe-
tuate ancestral practices of multi-level cultivation, agroecology and 
water distribution; practices that closely resemble those advocated 
by Permaculture. As mentioned, speaking of the discourses around 
Food Sovereignty, locals have also created seed banks working on 
the preservation and extension of the life of local seed varieties (de-
spite the risks of imprisonment involved, as this practice is consi-
dered illegal by the central government). The second is the Jemna 
oasis in Nefzaoua, the country’s main date-producing region. The 
oasis has become the symbol of peasant resistance and has been 
the scene of the emergence of a local and pluralist civil society, the 
learning of participatory democracy and the pioneering experience 
of the social and solidarity economy in Tunisia. This is not unlike 
the concept of autonomous design (Escobar, 2018) or diffuse design 
(Manzini, 2015). Considering the recent developments in the field 
of design, I tried to question its role through the analysis and direct 
application to the cases of oases practicing water and land commo-
ning. The idea was to conduct research through design, in a kind 
of back and forth between theory and practice. Unfortunately, the 
pandemic and the many periods of quarantine prevented us from 
conducting such research, or at least partially.

4.3 Understanding the Field: Meeting Local Actors

Image 4.3 
Gabes Labess, all is well in Gabes.
Habib Ayeb, 2014.
Documentary film highlighting the 
impacts generated by the installation 
of a chemical industry pole in the 
Gulf of Gabes, and on the oasis 
ecosystem in particular.
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When I returned to Tunis in March 2021, I also escaped the second 
wave of Covid-19 and emerged from a long period of quarantine. My 
three years as a PhD student coincided with more than two years of 
global pandemic. I therefore had to manage this situation and or-
ganize my field research as best I could. In order to set up this first 
experience that would allow me to gain an embodied knowledge of 
the obstacles that my research project might entail, I drew on the 
(limited) means at my disposal. During the summer of 2020, I had 
already spoken with a few researchers and I spent the whole month 
of March 2021, contacting activists, researchers working on Food 
Sovereignty, Permaculture and the Social Solidarity Economy in or-
der to understand the reality of the field and maybe convince them 
to join the experiment. I was able to exchange directly (physically or 
by telematics) with a number of the researchers I mentioned above 
in the last two sections and even the following chapters (Mohamed 
Kerrou, Mohamed Elloumi, Layla Riahi, Ouassim Labidi, Houcine 
Rhili, Habib Ayeb, Irène Carpentier, etc.), sometimes in a planned 
way and other times by force of circumstance during my numerous 
trips. My intention was to get an idea, albeit a broad one, of the con-
text in which I was going to work but also to convince some of them 
to collaborate in the field experiment I wanted to undertake. The 
idea was not yet clear but my intention was to organize a workshop 
where people from the communities of Chenini and Jemna and acti-
vists or researchers could meet and discuss issues around the Social 
Solidarity Economy (the notion of the Commons is not - or hardly 
- mentioned in Tunisia where we rather talk about social solidarity 
economy), permaculture and food sovereignty.



Effects of Global Capitalism on Agriculture in Tunisia
p. 161

4.3.1	 Discussions	around	Food	Sovereignty	and	Perma-
culture	in	Tunisia

In March 2021, I tried to contact Habib Ayeb who is one of the major 
figures of food sovereignty in Tunisia without success. Habib Ayeb 
is a geographer and teacher-researcher at the University of Paris 8 
in Saint Denis (France). A specialist in social geography, his research 
interests cover issues related to food sovereignty, the environment 
and peasant issues. I ended up meeting after finishing the experien-
ce in Chenini in June 2021. He had indeed organized a small meeting 
for the first screening of his film “Omm Layoun” dealing with the 
issue of water in Tunisia and that he had decided to share with the 
farmers of Chenini. This film is the last in a series of documentaries 
that have dealt with the issue of Food Sovereignty in Tunisia. One 
could cite the example of the film “Couscous: the seeds of dignity” 
released in 2017 or “Gabes Labess” shot in 2014, which dealt with 
the catastrophic ecological situation of the city of Gabes.

Along the way I also met activists Heythem Gasmi and Nada Trigui 
from the Association Tunisienne de Permaculture (ATP) who were 
developing a project aiming at the convergence of several protest 
movements of farmers in different regions of the country. This same 
association had two years ago organized the first edition of the seed 
festival in Chenini itself. 

Since 2017, the ATP has also been the origin of the citizen initiative 
“Reverdir la Tunisie”, born of an alliance of the Higher Institute of 
Applied Biological Sciences (ISSBAT), the Association Eco-Conscien-
ce and the ATP. I had met Samia Mouelhi responsible for the project 
and professor at ISSBAT and we had discussed the said initiative. 
Originally, Samia Mouelhi explained: “I had visited shared gardens 
in Paris and then in Puerto Rico (...) and in Puerto Rico in the street 
you have only fruit trees (...) and therefore we have less hunger”. She 
compared this to the “aberrant” situation in Tunisia where “there 
are trees that are completely useless”.  From this observation, Sa-
mia Mouelhi and her students decided to set up shared gardens 
and started by doing so in a plot of land within their institute. They 
contacted the ATP who trained them in Permaculture design. The 
students did not want to stop at Permaculture per se, and expressed 
their desire to develop a more complete project. “Since the Tuni-
sians have not understood the problem of climate change and the 
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issue of Food Sovereignty, we will do things at the base” explained 
Samia Mouelhi. The students were trained in environmental mana-
gement and had no knowledge of agroecology or permaculture. Sa-
mia Mouelhi, who taught courses on sustainable development and 
climate change, organized a kind of extracurricular course on a vo-
luntary basis at the request of her own students. The students had 
the choice between visiting Jemna and its land commoning expe-
rience or answering the invitation of the mayor of the commune of 
Mareth in Gabes who proposed to establish a shared garden within 
a school in the locality. This is how the project developed little by 
little and spread to different schools throughout Tunisia. “We are 
experimenting with crop models that combine scientific knowled-
ge, innovations and ancestral knowledge in order to offer all those 
directly impacted by climate change concrete, efficient, sustainable 
and achievable solutions in the short term”. Reverdir la Tunisie cre-
ates edible Oasis-forests in schools, without pesticides or chemical 
fertilizers, with a decrease in mechanical use and a real water sa-
ving. No more monoculture, but a studied assembly of fruit trees, 
peasant seeds, aromatic plants. Samia Mouelhi had offered to send 
her students to take part of the visit of Chenini, but finally the idea 
was abandoned for logistical reasons. 

I also contacted the activists of the Groupe de Travail sur la Sou-
veraineté Alimentaire (GTSA); meeting with Layla Riahi and Ouas-
sim Labidi, authors of a book entitled “Our food, our agriculture, 
our sovereignty”, to discuss in more depth the issues outlined in the 
previous sections. Ouassim Labidi is from Redeyef (Gafsa) known 
for having been the scene of the 2008 social movement and events 
in Gafsa fueled by a scandal related to an entrance exam to the CPG, 
which broke out against the backdrop of a deteriorating social cli-
mate. He studied economics and was active with the communist 
party for several years during high-school and university until 2011 
to focus on associative work. In 2013 and 2015, the 12th and 13th 
editions of the World Social Forum (WSF) were organized. Thanks 
to the debates and exchanges with activists from all walks of life, 
especially those from Via Campesina, these events were a kind of 
revelation for him regarding the issues of food sovereignty and the 
social and solidarity economy. 

Ouassim mentioned the boom of associations and at the same time 
criticised the conditional funding and themes parachuted into the 
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Tunisian context by foreign donors, considering that none of them 
dealt with the real issues and the reality of Tunisian citizens. He 
deplored the absence of substantive issues and the hypocrisy of 
Western funders in their support of Tunisian civil society. Ouassim 
was also part of the support committee for the Jemna experience 
in 2016, which resulted in a research paper on the issue of state 
land. Jemna was an opportunity to open up lively debates around 
the issues of land, the distribution of wealth between regions in Tu-
nisia, but also to question the imperialist concept of development. 
Ouassim was intrigued by the experiment I was trying to conduct 
in Chenini and Jemna. He confirmed that the two contexts were the 
most appropriate for the issues addressed in the research. In Cheni-
ni, Ouassim considered that there was an acute political awareness 
in relation to agriculture, the concept of food sovereignty, pollution 
and the environment, unlike in other oasis contexts; the people of 
Chenini would be more aware of the risks faced by Tunisian oases 
in the near future, especially in relation to climate change, resource 
depletion and the sustainability of their own activities. Unlike in 
Chenini where I have a real and tangible knowledge of the territory, 
in Jemna I had to establish contacts and Ouassim helped me to draw 
up an initial list of contacts by offering to come and participate in 
the experiments I wanted to carry out in the field.

Layla Riahi is an architect by training; she had met Ouassim in 2013 
during the WSF. She worked for the Tunisian Economic Observato-
ry before joining forces with Ouassim to found the GTSA. Talking 
about Jemna, Layla asked me about the fact that the collectivization 
and social economy experience was not necessarily adopted by all 
the inhabitants (many of them having no connection with the said 
experience) and that the workers working in the association were 
not necessarily inhabitants of Jemna. She had several doubts about 
the adherence of the local population of Jemna to the participatory 
workshop that I intended to set up, because of the many disagree-
ments that there were with the Association for the Safeguarding of 
the Oases of Jemna that was managing the experiment on the sta-
te land that the youth of Jemna had taken over by force during the 
revolution of 2010/2011. So, I attended a meeting where different 
activists for food sovereignty in Tunisia but also farmers from diffe-
rent regions of Tunisia were present; we were dealing with the idea 
of redeploying cooperatives on state-owned land (terres domania-
les) but also to systemize them by creating a kind of network.
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I decided to investigate the issue of state-owned land in more depth, 
therefore contacting Mohamed Elloumi, professor and head of the 
Rural Economy Laboratory at the Tunisian National Institute of 
Agronomic Research (INRAT). He was the author of a paper entitled 
“Les terres domaniales en Tunisie: Histoire d’une appropriation par 
les pouvoirs publics” published in 2012. This was an opportunity 
to get an overview of the agricultural sector in Tunisia. Mohamed 
Elloumi is indeed a well-known figure in the field and I had read se-
veral of his articles during my desk-research. He seemed to be well 
informed about the history and evolution of the Tunisian agricultu-
ral system as well as the present and future challenges of the agri-
cultural sector. I here try to summarize our discussion here, but can 
already say that he highlighted the issues of the marginalization of 
farmers and the limits of the Tunisian agricultural model discussed 
in the previous sections. For Elloumi, Tunisia inherited a colonial 
model of dual agriculture, i.e., a dry farming model, with olive trees 
in the center and the south based on soil mineralization and mining, 
and a cereal model in the north which is exactly the same. 

“We tried to get out of this model in a first moment by trying to ge-
neralize it in the first place and not to challenge it through the agri-
cultural cooperatives in the 1960s. Then came the green revolution 
model that Tunisia adopted with its positive aspects that should not 
be neglected; making a clear leap forward, particularly in terms of 
the quantity of cereals produced, for example. The Green Revolution 
model had thus been adapted to the Tunisian context, particularly 
in terms of irrigation”. For Elloumi, what was important was the de-
velopment of a movement at the international level that challenged 
this Green Revolution model; there are those who do so only on the 
social level, criticizing all the drifts at the socio-economic level, land 
grabbing and exclusion of the peasantry. Nevertheless, Elloumi ex-
plained that it was necessary to make a global analysis, both on the 
technical level (since this model has effectively exhausted the soil 
and natural resources) and on the social level, taking an interest in 
the small peasantry, small-scale farming and family farming, which 
he believes are the driving force of Tunisian agriculture. A family 
agriculture that does not fit into the current model; “basically this 
model has reached its limits and we have to get out of it”. 

Elloumi gave a brief historical overview of how Tunisia has overco-
me the various crises it has faced. For him, Tunisia at the end of the 
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1960s went through a crisis similar to the current one, as was also 
the case in the mid-1980s, which led to a structural adjustment pro-
gram. Thus, either the technical or the economic model or both have 
always been changed. In the 1960s both were changed by adopting 
the technical model of the green revolution and moving from a state 
socialist model to a liberal model. In the 1980s, the economy was 
balanced between the agricultural sector and the other sectors of 
the economy by pushing the green revolution model even further 
and trying to generalize it, notably through the rural development 
programs that Elloumi briefly criticised. 

“Currently we are in a similar crisis, on the socio-economic level (…) 
the 2010-2011 revolution is a direct consequence of this model of 
the 1980s”. According to Elloumi, agriculture in Tunisia has histo-
rically always been mobilized for the other sectors of the economy. 
Elloumi thinks that “the revolution started in the rural world. The 
crisis is stronger in rural areas than in urban areas (...) it’s not the 
same, because in urban areas it’s the problem of recognition and 
problems of political integration, whereas in rural areas the pro-
blems are linked to living conditions, social and economic exclusion, 
and therefore it’s the agricultural model that is at fault. So, to get 
out of this, we need to rethink the technical model if we want to 
avoid the depletion of natural resources and soils by moving on to 
permaculture, conservation farming, ecological intensification or 
agro-ecology (...) and on the social level, to support the model of 
family farming inserted in its territory and on the economic level, 
to rethink the relationship between the agricultural sector and the 
rest of the economy”. 

After the revolution, Elloumi was part of a working group that pro-
posed a diagnosis (not widely shared by the sector’s actors) and new 
strategic orientations for a new agriculture. He was responsible for 
thinking about agricultural research in Tunisia up to 2035. He pro-
posed a research program to move towards these new models. “The 
problem in all this is that we are too focused on France and we have 
little or no access to literature from Latin America or Asia (...) we are 
not able to set up an internal reflection and our proposal has been 
rejected. For him, the few youth initiatives on permaculture are not 
yet gaining importance and “we have been going in circles for 20 
years (...) In the long term we cannot face climate change and we 
cannot face globalization”.
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According to Elloumi, “the covid has had an impact, but despite 
everything, the sector that has fared best, or rather least badly, is 
the agricultural sector, knowing how to meet demand, even if it is 
not as true as that (...) we have been somewhat resilient, but we 
have still been obliged to import large quantities of cereals and to 
stockpile them, whereas the previous year was a very good one”. 
Elloumi considered that the question of self-sufficiency was a fal-
se problem; we can talk about food security and food sovereignty 
but not self-sufficiency. For him, the issues of food security and food 
sovereignty go hand in hand; “currently in Tunisia, food security is 
achieved or rather sought through the balance of payments, i.e., we 
export olive oil and dates to import cereals, which is not sustainable 
even in accounting terms and indirectly calls into question our food 
sovereignty (...) but what is worse is that we have to make sure that 
our food security is not undermined (…) but what is worse is that it 
disconnects agricultural production from national consumption (...) 
the situation is getting worse every year. This translates into food 
dependency, 40% of calories are imported, even if we say we are 
self-sufficient in meat, fruit and vegetables, the fact is that globally 
we cannot hold out”.

Elloumi believes that the production model should be reoriented 
towards this correspondence between consumption needs and na-
tional production. Secondly, Elloumi spoke of the need to rediscover 
the Mediterranean diet, known and recognized for its health bene-
fits; “to do this, we need to strengthen the family character of Tuni-
sian agriculture, to anchor it even more firmly in its territories in 
order to create a territorial dynamic without becoming closed”. For 
him, the health dimension is a dimension that is always forgotten in 
the debate on food sovereignty: “Tunisia is among the world cham-
pions in terms of diseases linked to poor nutrition, i.e., diabetes, 
cholesterol (...) hallucinating figures, and only Mexico, Egypt and the 
USA are worse off than us (...) this is a side that is never taken into 
account in the agricultural and food balance, since the cost in terms 
of health is enormous.”

Speaking about the work of the Food Sovereignty Working Group, 
Elloumi criticised a guilt-ridden discourse, saying that it was neces-
sary to recontextualize the choices that had been made in the past. 
“I don’t want to defend what was done before, but when this was 
conceived there was another vision of the world (...) we should not 
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put these people on trial with the way we look at it now, the political 
decision-makers may not have had the information or access to al-
ternative models.” Elloumi nevertheless deplored the fact that today 
the majority of actors defend the current model “to the extreme” by 
accepting “regional imbalance” as a “creative imbalance.” Most ac-
cept the idea of mobilizing resources and financial means towards 
the most productive regions, which helps to maintain a neoliberal 
discourse of trickle-down wealth. He explained, however, that more 
and more young researchers are moving towards questioning this 
green revolution model. 

Elloumi also explained that in 2015, during the elaboration of the 
Tunisian state’s economic and social development plan for the pe-
riod 2021-2025, GIZ had led a participatory process at the regional 
and local levels, initiating attempts to reflect on development mo-
dels in which the different actors formulated proposals together. He 
explained that the process remained vertical and top-down because 
the weight of the central administration was consequent: “It is the 
central administration that holds the levers of financing and that 
makes the arbitrations and therefore even the texts of the constitu-
tion on positive discrimination for the least developed regions has 
not been respected in the last development plan (...) it is always the 
most well-off regions that receive the most means as it was in the 
past.”

Elloumi explained that better tools and models which are more 
adapted to the context were today available. Thus, the community 
management of goods, the model of social and solidarity economy, 
agroecology or permaculture are ways out but “if we want to chan-
ge the model, it is not the business of farmers or politicians only 
but above all the business of society as a whole”. Elloumi advoca-
tes an alliance between consumers and producers: “If we did well 
during the covid, it is because Tunisian consumers turned to local 
products”. For him, Tunisian agriculture is not as efficient as it could 
be because the question of distribution channels and the corrup-
tion that is rampant in them should be addressed, since most con-
sumers are urban while producers are rural. Elloumi explained that 
many initiatives were tackling the problem by creating short circuit 
projects between consumers and producers, but these remained 
isolated. The contribution of design could be to develop a network 
around these initiatives. Small networks exist but unfortunately, 
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they have no resonance at the political level and there are no syner-
gies between them. 

For Elloumi, the real issue remains that of family farming or subsi-
stence farming, which is becoming increasingly impoverished as it 
competes with other players on the market. It is isolated from in-
termediaries and faces prices that are often administered and not 
sufficiently remunerative. The result is an impoverishment of this 
great mass of farmers who are offered territorial development as a 
solution. “This territorial development based on the development of 
local products and handicrafts is just window-dressing (...) they all 
make the same thing, jam and forest essences. There is no market 
because the Tunisian consumer cannot buy these products, which 
means that there are young people who start up only to give up af-
ter three years”. Elloumi also spoke of the ageing of the agricultural 
population, a massive exodus of young people and a refusal to prac-
tice agriculture, which is becoming less attractive to young people. 
“It is the future of Tunisian agriculture that is at stake”. Reshaping 
the model and creating a market are solutions that remain partial 
because for Elloumi “we should think about a complete change of 
paradigms (...) exporting agriculture to get foreign currency is a mo-
del that does not hold the road.” 
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4.3.2	 Discussions	around	SSE	in	Tunisia:	Commons	as	the	
Ultimate	Degree

With Elloumi we had also discussed the issue of state-owned land. 
I mention it in this subsection on the social and solidarity economy 
because we noticed that the two subjects (state-owned land and 
social and solidarity economy) were often discussed together. The 
notion of Commons is not (or barely) mentioned in Tunisia where 
we talk instead about social and solidarity economy. The context of 
Jemna was also discussed. Elloumi believes that the Jemna model 
could be generalized; state-owned land in Tunisia would represent 
roughly 50,000 hectares. “We could distribute 2 to 3 hectares to 
young people (...) a scenario of joint management within the fra-
mework of cooperatives (...) water could be a common good (...) but 
in Tunisia the problem is precisely the perception of the common 
good because the farmers are not in this perspective (...) they are ra-
ther in a race for the resource, a Hardin-like scenario where the one 
who exploits the most and has the most means benefits the most.” 
For Elloumi, it is very complicated to reverse this trend, even if in 
the oases a reactivation of the Commons would be possible because 
there is a tradition, but in the rest of Tunisia we are rather in the 
vision of a tragedy of the Commons.
 
I therefore wanted to investigate more deeply the new law on the 
social and solidarity economy (SSE) in Tunisia voted in 2020. The 
conflict in Jemna between the population and the central power has 
contributed to the debate on SSE and to its mediatization. First, I 
contacted Houcine Rhili, who is an expert in SSE but also in water 
and sustainable development and head of the study project “wa-
ter and social justice in the mining basin” within the framework of 
the Observatoire Tunisien de l’Eau (OTE). In 2018, faced with the 
alarming situation of the water sector in the governorate of Gafsa, 
the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, funded the regional project “Economic 
Policies for Social Justice” in collaboration with the association NO-
MAD08 (of which Ouassim Labidi is a member). Using a participato-
ry and citizen-based approach, this study was the fruit of diagnostic 
work, data collection and field surveys carried out with the citizens 
of the governorate of Gafsa. The aim of this study was to provide 
a number of results, recommendations and proposals for decision-
makers and civil society organizations, with a view to creating a 
dynamic perception beyond the extractive nature towards integra-
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ted development dimensions with high added value. 

For Rhili, the issue of water in Tunisia is not technical but structural. 
Tunisia continues to apply a colonial model of building dams in the 
northwest of the country, whereas rainfall has changed in recent ye-
ars, mainly due to climate change. According to Rhili, it does not rain 
as much in the North of Tunisia and there are torrential rains in the 
South; rains in El Hamma (Gabes), Gafsa and Tataouine in essential-
ly desert areas. The sand does not allow water to infiltrate the rene-
wable water tables in the south, particularly the Jeffara water table 
in Gabes. Rhili explained to me that nearly 36 billion/m3 of water 
is poured into Tunisia every year, whereas the retention capacity of 
Tunisian dams is only 2 billion/m3 (there is no way to check these 
figures). The shortfall is therefore quite significant and the problem, 
according to Rhili, would be linked to planning, where a different 
strategy for the mobilization of surface water would be needed than 
the one imposed during the French colonization of the country. He 
believes that it would have been better to build underground dams 
with underground standards and techniques than large dams with 
enormous costs before continuing his implacable reasoning on the 
loss of earnings in water extraction and the resulting waste. The 
mobilization of water in a dam is expensive (more than a billion di-
nars per m3), but water mobilization through underground dams 
can be achieved thanks to innovative techniques that help water to 
infiltrate rapidly and recharge the aquifers, hence the interest in im-
plementing new techniques. Rhili believes that in the future there 
may be one good year that gives way to another critical year in the 
future, i.e. one in three years of rainfall, emphasizing the idea of an-
ticipating such episodes.

Rhili is also the author of a book entitled “Social and Solidarity 
Economy: Mechanism of Struggle”, so this was an opportunity to 
discuss the idea of water as a common good. Rhili would refer to 
Marxism-autonomism and Negri’s work (2000) to talk about SSE; 
considering in passing the social entrepreneurship as a disguised 
form of Capitalism. He thus referred to the Latin American approach 
to the popular economy (Razeto, 1984; Larrachea & Nyssens, 1994; 
Singer, 2000; Sarria Icaza and Tiriba, 2006), which he considered to 
be more adapted to the Tunisian context and closer to his ideals. We 
discussed the experience of Marinaleda in Spain (Andalusia) and 
its transformation into a cooperative municipality since the 1980s. 
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Rhili was very enthusiastic about the participatory approach I wan-
ted to take in the two oases and about mobilizing the notion of Com-
mons; he expressed his interest in participating in such a process.

I then contacted Lotfi Ben Aissa, an academic, expert and leading 
figure in the SSE in Tunisia. Ben Aissa could be considered as one 
of the fathers of the new law on SSE voted in 2020, “I have been 
carrying the SSE project since 2007, i.e., since the beginning (...) at 
the time we discussed it in a very restricted circle, we organized se-
minars in Tunisia or participated in seminars abroad. It is only after 
the revolt that the project started to have visibility and we started 
to build networks dedicated to SSE.” Ben Aissa did not seem to have 
a clear idea of Commons but felt that it was similar to his definition 
of SSE and cooperatives. Through the discussion with him I was able 
to get an overview of the current context of the SSE in Tunisia but 
also of its history. For Ben Aissa, if we were to make a diagnosis 
of the SSE in Tunisia through an evaluation of its components, we 
would realize that it is both a new and an old concept; “SSE covers a 
very old reality, What is new is the terminology but for us in Tunisia 
cooperatives are part of our history of more than a century, i.e. since 
the (1) consumer cooperatives launched by Mohamed Ali Hammi 
in parallel to the trade unions in 1924 and that was developed by 
the Tunisian General Labor Union (UGTT) with the economic and 
social program of 1956 and all the cooperative fabric created by the 
UGTT through the people’s bank in the 1957-60 period (...) before 
the cooperativism of the Tunisian economy was established. ) befo-
re cooperativism became a state policy with Ben Salah. At the same 
time, since 1954, (2) the mutual societies were created, which are 
the second component of the SSE, and finally the 1959 law on (3) 
associations, which organized the associative world (...) today it is 
the 2011 law which organizes the associative sector. These are the 
three main components of the SSE in Tunisia which, under particu-
lar names, constituted the SSE ecosystem until then. We can add to 
it since about ten years a new ecosystem that has been grafted on 
the SSE which is the social entrepreneurship”. 

Ben Aissa explained that in the agricultural sector, a 2005 law gave 
rise to a new generation of cooperatives known as service coopera-
tives; these are the Societes Mutuelles de Services Agricoles (SMSA) 
which have replaced and made us forget the old generation of coo-
peratives of the 1960s and the Ben Salah area, speaking of Taadhod 
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(cooperativism) which remains a rather negative experience in the 
Tunisian common imagination. “Before that, in 1984, as part of a 
reform of the agricultural sector, we introduced what we call the 
Sociétés de Mise en Valeur et de Développement Agricole (SMVDA), 
which are companies or individuals who have been granted state-
owned land to work on within the framework of usufruct, with the 
property remaining that of the state, while at the same time the co-
operatives of the 1960’s, were blocked in a deliberate choice to pri-
vatise the agricultural sector”. 

The only way out for state-owned land was to concede it to the pri-
vate sector as part of a global policy favoring the private sector over 
the cooperatives. According to Ben Aissa, this was a preparation for 
the liberal option that was gradually taking hold, that of state Capi-
talism. This gave rise to the coexistence of three sectors (public, pri-
vate, cooperative) with a prevalence of the private sector to which 
“all the means were given, whereas it is an emanation of the public 
sector (...) the state financed the private sector in particular through 
the public banks. Ben Aissa spoke of a rentier system considering 
that in Tunisia “we have never had a true Capitalism, we have nei-
ther capitalist in the true sense of the word, nor a working class in 
the true sense of the word because the state is everywhere, it is a 
totally disfigured modernity. Ben Aissa nevertheless believes that 
Tunisia has some achievements, notably with a well-established ci-
vil society.” According to Ben Aissa, cooperatives are being reborn 
in Tunisia, whereas they “were deliberately marginalized, especially 
from 1987 onwards, since Ben Ali took power (...) this was the star-
ting point and the adhesion to the Washington consensus (...) the 
neo-liberalism and savage Capitalism of Thatcher and Reagan (...) 
we were in a context of globalization and liberalization and Ben Ali’s 
era was that of neo-liberalism par excellence. 

Ben Aissa explained that agriculture is essential in the SSE ecosy-
stem: “Quantitatively, there are more than 3,000 Agricultural Deve-
lopment Groups (GDAs) that manage water resources, several SM-
SAs, soft versions of the cooperatives of the 1960s, essentially basic 
SMSAs that operate at the regional level and are small in size, but 
also central SMSAs with a turnover of 20 billion dinars, which are 
the behemoths of the SSE in Tunisia (...) and finally, there are about 
twenty returnees from the cooperative system of the 1960s, which 
are established on state-owned land. “ But Ben Aissa also explained 
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that the SSE should not be limited to the agricultural sector, espe-
cially since the dynamics set in motion a decade ago just after the 
2010-2011 revolution. “Agriculture, all sectors combined, public, 
private and copper, constitutes only 14% of the country’s GDP whi-
le services constitute more than 60%.” According to Ben Aissa, the 
mutualist sector has great potential but remains conservative be-
cause the actors/leaders have not been renewed, citing the example 
of the Mutuelle de la Santé which has had the same director since 
1975. Finally, in Tunisia “the associative world has had more than 
23,000 associations since the revolution, 14 to 15% of which work 
in the economic activity development sector”. 

Speaking of food sovereignty, climate change and the challenges 
facing the country, Ben Aissa considers that “a new generation of 
cooperators and cooperatives with a new governance, new finan-
cing mechanisms with a total respect for all the principles of SSE 
(...) today we are in a process of reconstitution and refoundation 
of the SSE ecosystem which remains very scattered (...) we have 
scattered composites of cooperatives and cooperatives with a new 
governance, new financing mechanisms with a total respect for all 
the principles of SSE (...). ) we have scattered components, no link 
between GDAs, SMSAs and former cooperatives, which are under 
the same supervision but remain compartmentalized (...) beyond 
the agricultural sector, associations have different legal forms due 
to the absence of an adequate framework (...) but we have the new 
law on SSE voted in 2020. “ 

Along with Houcine Rhili and Mostfa Jouili, Ben Aissa was part of 
the Jabha Chaabia (Popular Front) expert group bringing together 
several left-wing parties on the occasion of the implementation of 
the Popular Front’s economic and social program. Ben Aissa explai-
ned the presence of some divergences on certain questions: “we 
return to certain debates of the 1970s with the Perspectives Mo-
vement which are still relevant today (...) the question was ‘what is 
the nature of the revolution in Tunisia? Is it a socialist revolution or 
a democratic and national revolution? This debate has been settled 
(...) the 2011 revolution has reminded us of the terms of this debate 
(...) there is confusion today and the 2011 revolution is a revolt for 
freedom, equality and dignity (...) it is neither an Islamist revolution 
nor a liberal revolution since it was made against the effects of neo-
liberalism, nor even a socialist revolution (...) we are therefore in a 
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democratic and national revolution whereas some people do not re-
cognize this and continue to speak of a capital/labor contradiction, 
of union work not being respected by this or that boss (... ) for them 
the solution would be to nationalize everything (...) there is confu-
sion in the reading of the nature of the phase we are going through 
and the SSE which was invited into the debate or which I had invited 
into the debate within the National Front was experienced with a 
certain uneasiness (...) because the SSE at the level of its principles 
imprints on the public sector the idea of general interest or com-
mon good to put it simply, but imprints on the private sector the 
principle of economic profitability in order to propose a new equa-
tion. If I invest in an activity with a social, societal or environmen-
tal purpose, this does not justify the loss (...) it is still necessary to 
make a profit (...) the first principle of the SSE is the primacy of man 
over capital, I do not suppress it because I need it but as a means 
and not as an end. This leads us to the second principle, which is 
that of limited profitability, which has been capped at 25%, the rest 
being invested in the development of the company. To guarantee the 
company’s sustainability, it must nevertheless generate a return on 
financial investment.” 

For Ben Aissa the SSE law is “a real struggle”; it was commissioned 
by UGTT in 2016 and elaborated by a group of experts of which Ben 
Aissa was the scientific coordinator. “It was presented in 2016 by 
UGTT to the head of government at that time Youssef Chahed who 
had just been appointed and with whom Houcine Abassi, former 
president of UGTT, was on good terms so that the ministries concer-
ned could study it, while we could pass it directly to the Assembly 
of People’s Representatives without going through the president of 
the republic or the head of government because I had gathered a list 
of 50 deputies who had signed it (...) I know the workings of the sta-
te and the administration (...) the project took 3 years before being 
sent to the assembly (...) the project which was well articulated was 
massacred during the governmental process. “ 

For Ben Aissa this new law will allow the creation of a link betwe-
en the SSE entities in Tunisia. The latter have nothing in common 
today, “neither at the conceptual level, nor for the objectives, nor 
at the level of the definition of SSE, nor at the level of the financing 
structures (...) this lack of linkage makes them marginal entities”. A 
law was needed to organize “this nebula”, which was done with the 
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law passed in 2020. Ben Aissa explained that within the UGTT the 
interest of such a law was understood and that the trade union was 
the most legitimate since cooperativism has been part of its history 
for more than a century. “What was missing was a critical and lucid 
reading of the situation and the fact of being impregnated by the 
logic of the moment (...) the UNO decreed 2012 as the international 
year of cooperatives, which shows the weight of cooperatives on an 
international scale, starting with the USA (...). In Tunisia, cooperati-
ves have long been scorned because of the failed experiment of co-
operativism in the 1960s, but fortunately today we are uninhibited 
and the term Taadhod will soon be rehabilitated. “

With the UGTT Ben Aissa explained that he had carte blanche to 
impose a participatory approach to the implementation of the law 
with the collaboration of social partners, civil society and networks 
dedicated to SSE; “we imposed our presence in all the legislative 
and regulatory process.” In the immediate future, in order for the 
sector to be equipped, there should be a development of institutions 
but also of financing. The law provided for the creation of three in-
stitutions: (1) a public institution in charge of the coordination and 
implementation of the public policy on SSE, i.e. the Tunisian Autho-
rity of Social and Solidarity Economy; (2) a consultative structure, 
i.e. the Superior Council of Social and Solidarity Economy under the 
supervision of the Prime Ministry, where public representatives and 
representatives of SSE, as well as social partners, meet to discuss 
general orientations or draft texts concerning SSE (3) an autono-
mous civil entity which is none other than the self-organized, totally 
independent ecosystem that the UGTT could organize according to 
Ben Aissa (this ecosystem being totally dispersed, the UGTT could 
provide them with a federative and representative structure at lo-
cal, regional and national levels). 

This reminded us of the tri-centric model that Jose Vivero Pol 
(2018) speaking about the relation between public, civic and the 
private sectors defending the idea of ‘food as Commons’. Ben Aissa 
saw Commons as simply a collective heritage that is reflected in all 
parts of society but to varying degrees. We spoke of SSE; SSE being 
here a kind of transitional phase for the constitution of an economy 
around Commons. Ben Aissa explained that he was thinking about 
strategies while being an actor in the steering committee in char-
ge of drafting the implementation decrees foreseen by the new 
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SSE law. “In Tunisia we are in a process and I remain realistic (...) 
everything is a question of power relations but the fight is worth it 
(...) a cooperative alone can do nothing but small, medium and large 
cooperatives networked would weigh on the decisions of the central 
power and that is what I am working on.” It is worth noting that this 
idea of networking initiatives was central to most of the discussions 
we had with different researchers and activists in food sovereignty 
and SSE on site.

Finally, we discussed Jemna who, according to Ben Aissa, was not at 
the origin of the new law on SSE but contributed to the debate and 
to its mediatization. “In the end, Jemna and Taher Tahri, the pre-
sident of the Association for the Safeguarding of Jemna Oases, are 
friends (...) I understand why they are bitter about the law (...) but 
Jemna is a symbolic and an original experience that has had gre-
at international success (...) unfortunately in the Tunisian context, 
the debate on SSE is overloaded with issues that go beyond the fra-
mework of the law itself (...) in Jemna the problem is among others 
the legal and regulatory dimension (...) today the association is de 
facto installed on a state land belonging to the Tunisian state. And 
the actors of the civil society have imposed the right to the usufruct 
and not the property, which is already considerable in view of the 
social impact that the experience has had (...) I always remind Taher 
Tahri that the Jemna experience could introduce a real agrarian re-
volution in Tunisia, an agrarian reform for a new management of 
state-owned land (...) the legal forms do not matter as long as the 
principles of the SSE are integrated. “ 

For Ben Aissa, the members of the Jemna association would be 
against the idea of limited profitability since they are in the busi-
ness of redistributing the totality of the profits whereas, as an asso-
ciation, they do not have the vocation to do so “what is both extra-
ordinary and problematic is that they have substituted themselves 
for the state and local authorities (...) I want to keep Jemna for its 
symbolic value, but in a divided and fragmented ecosystem Jemna 
cannot become the norm.” For Ben Aissa the Jemna model is “maxi-
malist” and by not integrating the framework of this new law, the 
experiment risks becoming a “utopian island lost in a different capi-
talist landscape”. He recalled Owen’s utopian socialism criticised by 
Engels (1880) entitled ‘utopian socialism and scientific socialism’. 
For Ben Aissa “we need accumulation at least as a transition becau-
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se we are not yet in a socialist revolution”. He thus considers that 
the SSE through its principles participates in the rehabilitation of 
socialist values. His objective is to finalize the legislative texts in or-
der to proceed with the creation of a cooperative bank, the financial 
arm of the sector guaranteeing its autonomy, which the government 
had initially removed from the draft law. Ben Aissa remains critical 
of the final form of the law, but sees it as a start; “I am dreaming 
with my feet on the ground, I always have something in mind but 
I am dealing with the balance of power.” Finally, he explained that 
international support was currently massive (GIZ, UNDP, etc.) but 
that this was good up to a certain limit, “because once the foreign 
donors have left, it will be necessary to take over at the local level, 
and this is the whole point of setting up a cooperative ethical bank.” 
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ABSTRACT
The fifth chapter is a continuation of the field-research — albeit with new theo-
retical inputs — focusing on the oases’ context in Tunisia. The research is intere-
sted in the specific contexts of oases as perfect illustrations of resilience; they have 
been present for centuries, even millennia, and have been able to adapt to the many 
shocks (climatic, political, economic, etc.) that the region has experienced during its 
history (Cheneval & Michel-Queirel, 2015). Today, they remain a symbol of sustai-
nable management of rare natural resources in a hostile environment. The oases’ 
context concentrates, all the issues outlined in the previous chapters. In fact, these 
are artificial, anthropized and cultivated spaces in the heart of vast arid zones, which 
for thousands of years have adopted a complex social organization of solidarity and 
commoning around water (and resources in general).
The first section of the chapter explains how oases are sustainable spaces by defini-
tion, where the Commons are fundamentally a tradition. Commons are at the center 
of every facet in the oases. They constitute a rich and varied historical and cultural 
heritage. related to culture, biodiversity, architecture, religion, farmers’ know-how 
in irrigation and crop management, literature, poetry, theology, art, crafts and origi-
nal culinary habits. Today, oases are experiencing the effects of climate change, but 
also those of development and growth, which have almost disrupted the social fabric 
around the Commons. We can say that oases are Commons/community economies 
in crisis.
The second section follows Battesti’s (2018) idea of “oases connectivity”, who di-
smisses the idea of the insularity of oases. It seems oases are in essence an example 
of cosmopolitan localism (Sachs, 1999; Manzini, 2014). However, the concept of oa-
ses connectivity only reminds what is called African communalism (Olasunkanmi, 
2011; Ikuenobe, 2018). This connectivity of the oasis remains a fundamental aspect, 
where trade is an essential articulation of its sustainability. It is these features of 
oases that this section highlights as possible fields of action for design.
The third section of the chapter corresponds the preparation phase i.e., establishing 
initial contacts with the oases communities to work with (interviews, discussions 
online and in person). This, in order to verify if design had a role to play in such con-
texts, focusing on the cases of Chenini and Jemna as two landmarks/case studies in 
the social and environmental movements that have developed in Tunisia since the 
revolution.

Understanding the Politics of the 
Oases of Chenini and Jemna in 
Southern Tunisia

CHAPTER 5
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5.1 Why the Oases? 

During my first year of research for this PhD, I told my grandmo-
ther about the books, papers and other research I was interested 
in. I discussed the Commons, Permaculture, Cosmopolitan Locali-
sm and the different experiments of transitional communities that 
are emerging in response to the risks of collapse linked to climate 
change and the different crises of the capitalist system. The discus-
sion we had was like a sort of revelation: “We were right to live as 
we did (…) the colonizers and the West should take the example 
form the so-called Third-World, that they still have not understo-
od everything and continue to consider us as miserable, backward 
and underdeveloped (…) we don’t need a Nobel Prize in economics 
(talking about Ostrom’s research) to explain to us what the Com-
mons are; this permaculture and the agriculture we have always 
practiced in the oases are like two peas in a pod; and finally, Cosmo-
politan Localism is just a complicated word to describe the reality of 
the relationships between the different communities and tribes that 
came and went from the north to the south of Tunisia and beyond.”

Among other things, this conversation allowed me to discover the 
importance of indigenous knowledge and to engage in a deeper 
analysis including de Sousa Santos’s work and the concept of episte-
micide (2014). Indeed, my grandmother considered genuinely that 
none of the solutions I was presenting was new. This could be a first 
answer to the question: why oases? Some of the answers to future 
challenges may lie in the ancient practices of peoples, pre-capitalist 
practices that were still relevant not so long ago, as those of grand-
mother’s generation still remember them. This is reminiscent of 
Thackara’s words: new approaches to development are more about 
exchange and distribution than blue-sky invention. Among the ele-
ments of a sustainable world that already exist, many are social 
practices — some of them very old ones — already learned by other 
societies and in other times. From this insight flows the idea of de-
signers as global hunter-gatherers of models; processes and ways 
of living that already exist; Or used to. As scavenger-innovators, our 

Images 5.1 
Old water sources in Chenini oasis.
1.The roman Dam (Reha).
2. Charchara.
3. Young woman on a bridge made of 
palm tree in Chenini.  
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first response should be to ask: Who has cracked a similar question 
in the past? How might we learn from, or piggyback on, their suc-
cess?” (2008, n.p). This is in line with the words of Giuseppe Lotti 
(2013, 2017), who works on the theme of Mediterranean design; 
the Italian researcher, who is quite familiar with the context of the 
southern shore of the Mediterranean (Tunisia but also Morocco and 
Algeria), explains that the South, even with all its problems, still has 
more to teach today than ever.
The various points I will make in what follows come both from cer-
tain readings and, above all, from a direct experience on the field 
through observations and discussions with farmers, civil society 
activists, officials in the Groupements de Développement Agrico-
le (GDA-Tunisia), or researchers at the Institut des Régions Arides 
(IRA-Tunisia) etc.

Images 5.1
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5.1.1	 A	Model	of	Sustainability:	A	little	story	about	Resi-
lience

The Oasis Effect: Fulfilling Ecological, Social and Economic Fun-
ctions

Usually when Europeans think about the desert, they imagine dunes 
of sand and camels (which are in reality dromedaries). In the imagi-
nation of North Africans, the first idea that we have when we think 
of the desert is that of an oasis. The word oasis comes from Ancient 
Greek: ὄασις, óasis, which in turn is a direct borrowing probably 
from Hamitic (compare Coptic wahe, ouahe: oasis, literally dwelling 
place, from ouih: dwell). The same Egyptian source produced Ara-
bic wahah (Harper, n.d). In modern usage, the term can mean an 
area in a desert where there is water and plants; a pleasant place 
that is surrounded by something unpleasant; a time or experience 
that is pleasant and restful (The Britannica Dictionary, n.d).

In the oasis, almost anything can grow, this characteristic makes it a 
place with the highest rate of intensification including an exceptio-
nal wealth of floral and faunal biodiversity. For example, the oasis of 
Gabes counts more than 300 varieties of palm trees, some of which 
are staggered maturity, several varieties of olive trees, pomegranate 
trees, which has obtained the “appellation d’origine contrôlée (de-
signation of origin)”, several varieties of fig trees, vine, apricot tree 
and other tree species such as apple, pear, peach, plum, mulberry, 
quince, lemon, pistachio, castor, some local varieties of banana tre-
es (GIZ, 2012). As for fodder crops, there is alfalfa and sorghum, as 
well as a long list of market garden crops, some of which are lo-
cal varieties. Cereals, henna, tobacco, jute plants, condiments, mint 
and floral plants such as the rose and various other crops of lesser 
importance such as the sour orange tree, the jujube tree, the carob 
tree, the medlar tree and the cherry tree grow in the shelter of these 
oases. Water, shade and multiple food resources offered by the oa-
sis thus allowed some animal species to survive and propagate and 
others (migratory birds) to rest, restore themselves, recover their 
strength before continuing their route to the migration sites. They 
are in fact the resting place for many species of migratory birds.

The oasis and its mythical tree, the palm, are the product of a remar-
kable combination of man’s agronomic genius and nature’s aptitu-
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des and resources in an arid, Saharan environment. In the Saharan 
and pre-Saharan regions, the date palm is the essential element of 
the oasis ecosystem (Sedra, 2003). It is the keystone and symbol of 
this system and its presence symbolizes water in the desert (Gra-
nada, 2013). The oasis contains an exceptionally rich biodiversity 
thanks to the “oasis effect” or the practice of multi-level cultivation. 
Multi-level cultivation is one of the ways to adapt to climate change 
and to make better use of natural resources. Crops are grown on th-
ree levels. The first tier is made up of date palms, the second of fru-
it trees and the third of vegetable and fodder crops. This method/
practice allows the oasis to develop an oasis effect microclimate 
that reduces the effect of hot, drying wind, evaporation, aggressive 
solar radiation, provides shade for several crops and makes better 
use of water and soil. 

This bioclimatic phenomenon generates a spring microclimate 
thanks to the density of the plant population and its multi-level 
agriculture. In the oases of the Sahara, date palms are important al-
lies. Highly tolerant to heat, they reside at the top of the plant edifice 
and reach a height of 15 to 30 meters. They are a kind of parasol that 
provides shade for the lower floors. But they also have their feet in 
the water and humidify the air by transpiring almost 5,000 liters of 
water per hectare per day. Oases thus function as powerful natu-
ral air-conditioners, capable of generating conditions conducive to 
agriculture in a desert environment. More than that, the oasis effect 
is also believed to influence the regional climate and increase the 
likelihood of rainfall. Rich biodiversity is here considered to be one 
form of adaptation to climatic hazards. (GIZ, 2012).

In the oasis, there is a thrifty management of resources and a valo-
rization of the by-products of the oasis. The soil improvement is en-
sured by recycling (valorization of all) possible organic waste (ani-
mal manure and manure from sanitary pits) which were expected 
to pollute. The conservation of food products is essential and the 
diversification of activities (crafts and trade with the outside) is a 
great contribution. All the by-products of the oasis and especially 
of the palm tree are valued. Nothing is lost. In the oasis exists a par-
ticular microclimate contrasting with a hostile desert environment 
and harsh climatic conditions and where human life is very diffi-
cult. These oases hinder the advance of desertification, play a role 
in the ecological balance, maintain biodiversity and are real lungs of 



Understanding the Politics of the Oases of Chenini and Jemna in Southern Tunisia
p. 191

oxygen for the cities and villages near them. The tireless work in the 
palm groves means that the oasis is the work of continuous human 
effort and community solidarity. Indeed, Laureano (1988) defines 
the oasis effect as the establishment of a virtuous circuit capable of 
self-propulsion and self-regeneration; this to explain the centrality 
of the human and social element in the oasis. The process can be 
taken as a model and one can generalize the term oasis to all situa-
tions, even in non-desert areas, of creating islands of livability. An 
oasis would then be a human settlement in inclement geographic 
situations that uses rare, locally available resources to trigger an in-
creasing amplification of positive interactions and realize a fertile, 
self-sustaining environmental niche whose characteristics counte-
ract the unfavorable surroundings.

The oasis is the perfect example of resilience against the arid clima-
te that surrounds it. In conditions of great aridity, man has built a ci-
vilization around water. For thousands of years, man has developed 
in the oases an ingenious know-how at all levels to make the most of 
this ecosystem, to satisfy the majority of his needs (speaking about 
self-sufficiency), in a strategy of sustainability and adaptation de-
spite the vicissitudes of human history and the fragility of the eco-
logical context; a perfect example of resilience when thinking about 
the climate challenges that humanity will have to adapt (and is alre-
ady adapting) to in the Anthropocene. This system of floor cultiva-
tion, recycling (of everything), valorization of local materials and 
frugality, are the basis of Permaculture which “claims to be designed 
agriculture, so that the species, composition, array and organization 
of plants and animals are the central factor” (Mollison, 1988).

The oasis ecosystem thus fulfills many ecological functions and pro-
vides a multitude of natural, social and economic goods and ser-
vices (UNDP, 2013). The self-sufficiency guaranteed by the oasis is 
not only related to food but it also plays an important economic role 
through the production of dates which participates in the arboricul-
tural production, in the vegetable production and in the agricultu-
ral exports, the breeding of goats, sheep, cattle and poultry which 
valorizes the fodder crops, mainly alfalfa and through the Saharan 
tourism. Besides, palm wood can be used for construction and fur-
niture making. The palm leaves are used in the basketry industry. 
Oases play a significant social role thanks to the jobs they can cre-
ate. About 50,000 farmers produce dates. The oases provide about 
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10 million days of work per year for 71,796 farmers and family 
helpers and for about 100,000 casual workers (Khammessa) and 
permanent employees, not counting indirect jobs in trade, transport 
and packaging. (GIZ, 2012).

Oases are thus anthropized and cultivated spaces within vast arid 
or even desert areas for thousands of years. Since their existence, 
oases have played an important role in the development of the local 
economy and in maintaining ecological security. The different com-
ponents (climatic, hydric, edaphic, vegetal, animal and human) are 
strongly interdependent and interact with each other, which makes 
the oasis system both complex and fragile (Sandron, 1997; Skouri, 
1990). They are therefore found in most of the world’s major dry 
regions: around the Sahara, in the Maghreb and Sahel, in the Middle 
East, on the west coast of Latin America and in Central Asia. It is 
difficult to know exactly how much land they occupy in the world, 
but it is estimated that about 150 million people live in oases (Jouve, 
2012). 

In conclusion, we can say that oases are intensive agricultural pro-
duction areas in a region dominated by an arid climate. They have 
been present for centuries, even millennia, and have been able to 
adapt to the many shocks (climatic, political, economic, etc.) that 
the region has experienced during its history (Cheneval & Michel-
Queirel, 2015). Today, they remain a symbol of sustainable manage-
ment of rare natural resources in a hostile environment. In the arid 
territories of the Maghreb (Mauritania, Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia), 
which represent more than 75% (Le Houérou, 1975) of the region’s 
surface area, oases play a central role. Characterized by a system 
of cultivation in stages (phoeniculture, arboriculture and herba-
ceous stages with market gardening or cereals), they create a mi-
croclimate favorable to the development of crops in a region where 
agricultural land is limited. These domesticated ecosystems, share 
a certain number of very original characteristics: multi-level culti-
vation systems, a layering of vegetation whose dominant stratum is 
often made up of date palms, very intensive cropping systems, and 
a collective organization of space (Battesti, 2005). Indeed, the oasis 
is not a simple juxtaposition of gardens but a grouping of interests 
that are both supportive and competing, whose structure is inscri-
bed not only in space but also in time (Trousset, 1986).
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A Complex Social Organization around Water: Sustainable by 
Definition

As explained, the oasis is an intensively cultivated area in a desert 
environment; a specific ecosystem adapted to extremely arid areas 
(Vidal, 2005). For me who was born in an oasis context (Gabes), it 
is a place of life where humans, animals and plants cohabit in an 
interdependent manner around the most precious of resources: wa-
ter. As Trousset (1986) explains: “[in] the oases, everything revolves 
around water, sedentary life and nomadic life. In a variable geomet-
ry space where various forms of power are exercised, they are nodal 
points par excellence, where the real wealth is not the land, but the 
water” (p.164). 

The oasis is an agroecosystem whose structure depends mainly on 
the desert-oasis-river components (Yang et al., 2010). Generally, oa-
ses develop along rivers and water tables (Zella et al., 2006). Indeed, 
the existence and functioning of palm groves has always been linked 
to the presence of water and the practice of irrigation. Water is the 
spatial and social organization of an oasis. Oases are places where 
the appropriation of water, a scarce resource in these areas, is exer-
cised and where the inhabitants compete with each other in ingenu-
ity to ensure that its use and their way of life continue (RADDO, n.d). 
For thousands of years, the oasis society has been able to develop 
traditional knowledge in the management of oases’ resources adap-
ted to the arid climate, particularly with regard to water, biodiversi-
ty and soil fertility. The oases have especially excelled in the field of 
water. The oases have developed a great ingenuity in the collection, 
routing and equitable sharing of water and practice of irrigation. 
Thinking about the Anthropocene and climate change, it is worth 
noting the work of the LabOasis Foundation, which explains that 
oases were born in the wake of an ecological disaster caused by cli-
mate change and the depletion of natural resources: “Starting from 
4000 BC the Late-Neolithic communities (…) develop and fine-tune 
new practices for new survival strategies, and this is how – in the 
shadow of a primordial catastrophe which bears the seeds of re-
birth – the Oases civilization will arise” (LabOasis, n.d). 

The oasis civilization - small communities guarding extended terri-
tories - would thus have developed at the same time as the so-called 
hydraulic empires of Egypt and Sumer, which were born thanks to 
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the large migrations of the populations of the Sahara towards the 
Nile valley and of Arabia towards Mesopotamia. The civilization of 
the oases is thus based on a model of socio-economic organization 
that is fundamentally antinomic to that of the hydraulic empires 
based on an administrative bureaucracy and the centralization of 
power. Battesti (2018) recalls the “oasis theory” proposed by Chil-
de (1928) at the beginning of the 20th century, considering oases 
not as essentially anthropogenic spaces but as refuges or relics of 
wetter times. The argument of Childe runs that, as the climate got 
warmer and drier in the early post-glacial period, people, plants, 
and animals became concentrated in relatively few and increasin-
gly restricted fertile areas. Battesti explains that this model has lar-
gely been abandoned and invalidated (Hole and McCorriston; 2009; 
Price and Bar-Yosef, 2011). “The Neolithic revolution in the Sahara 
did not take place in oases or necessarily give rise to oases: oases 
are more likely to be favorable nodes (water, geography, pedology), 
points of control that are regularly conquered and lost, over the de-
sert or over other social groups” (Battesti, 2018; p.124).

For Trousset (1986) the durability/perennity of the oases, some 
of which have continuously traversed the history of the Maghreb 
from the time of Herodotus to the present day, having in particu-
lar retained their Berber name barely Latinized, barely Arabicized 
(Tacapae for Gabes; Capsa for Gafsa; Nepte for Nefta; Tusuros for 
Tozeur), depends first of all on that of the springs around which the 
original hydraulic communities were organized. The durability/pe-
rennity of the oases is thus reflected in the proper allocation of re-
sources, the existence of a qualified workforce available to maintain 
the palm trees, harvest the dates, keep the irrigation and drainage 
networks in good condition or clear the perimeters of sand in the 
event of a storm. This is the result of a very hierarchical commu-
nity work in which everyone has a place. This reading of the need 
for a strong and inflexible organization in a difficult but predictable 
environment is classic, but essentially emphasizes the agronomic 
and ecological conditions of the oasis (Sandron, 1997). It is therefo-
re from the inside, from the water distribution system, around the 
very principle of their organization, that we must try to define what 
these microcosms could be and not from the outside (Trousset, 
1986). It is logically around water that the traditional oases were 
organized. The survival of these oases depends on the mobiliza-
tion of water. Technically, this can be done in different ways, either 
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by diverting water from rivers or by pumping water from more or 
less deep underground aquifers as in the Tunisian oases of Djerid, 
Nefzaoua or Gafsa, or by draining groundwater upstream of the oa-
sis using underground galleries: this is the system of the Khettaras 
of southern Morocco, the Foggaras of Algeria or the Qanâts of Iran 
(Jouve, 2012).

These oases are characterized by their diversity, but they can be 
classified according to water collection techniques that have evol-
ved according to geography; in each context, oasis communities 
have developed specific techniques for collecting water resources. 
In an Atlas of Saharan and Arab oases, the LabOasis Foundation of-
fers a guide for the classification of oases by typology; identifying 
776 traditional oases in 11 national states. Traditional oases are 
differentiated from modern palm groves that practice date palm 
monoculture rather than multilevel cultivation. Four oasis variants 
can be distinguished, defined on the basis of the hydro-geomorpho-
logical configuration of the land surface: 

 Mountain oasis: the village and the oasis are located 
halfway up the slope on terraces or in the foothills. Water is col-
lected by artificial underground drainage galleries.

 Wadi oasis: the village and the oasis are located on the 
banks of ancient rivers (Wadi being the Arabic term for river) that 
are now almost dried up. This is the most common typology where 
communities build drains, sluices and dams to capture the intermit-
tent flows of the wadi. 

 Erg oasis: the village and oasis are located in the middle 
of the desert, Erg (meaning vein in Arabic) being the name of the 
dune. Water is drawn from two long underground galleries or by 
excavating Ghouts, artificial basins where palm trees are planted.

 Depression oasis: the village and the oasis are below sea 
level on the shores of a Sebkha or Chott (endorheic salt lake). Water 
is collected by intercepting the underground micro-flows conver-
ging towards the depression, i.e., the Sebkha.

In Tunisia, we can find all of those types of oases. Therefore, the oa-
ses are islands of greenery in the middle of the desert, a symbiosis 
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exists between the oasis, the desert regions, the mountain regions 
and even with the sea (for the case of the oases of Gabes which are 
the only maritime oasis in the Mediterranean). 

It was over water and not over land that property rights were esta-
blished, as Penet (1913) indicates. The limited room for maneuver 
allowed by the oasis ecosystem means that the management of the-
se water rights is particularly complex and strict, since the survival 
of the community depends on it. They have set up complex forms of 
social organization through water rights and uses. By definition, the 
traditional oasis is ‘a society where the control of water constitutes 
a pillar of the very hierarchical oasis organization, an expression 
of a general consensus in some cases but more of a power strug-
gle in others’ (Battesti, 1996). The development of the oasis culture 
was organized around a management of local resources that was 
communal but not egalitarian (Sandron, 1997). Trousset speaks of 
the great capacity of communities to structure their space and self-
regulate, drawing an analogy with the “hydraulic communes” men-
tioned by Brunhes (1902) in relation to the Spanish huertas. Thus, 
the more precious the water, the more its distribution among the 
irrigators is subject to meticulous regulation whose application is 
entrusted to specialized institutions. This organization of the oases, 
the traditional regulation of irrigation, would therefore be the most 
solid and most respected. Numerous authors in the social sciences 
who study the relations between water, territories and societies 
have shown the permanent links between hydraulic installations, 
their form, their functioning and the exercise of power. Thus, in 
anthropology, Bédoucha (1987) speaks of water as the friend of the 
powerful and underlines the correspondence between the hydrau-
lic framework and the structures of power in a southern Tunisian 
oasis. According to Attia’s (1985) analysis, traditional oasis society 
is highly segmented. In simple terms, it is made up of owner-opera-
tors and Cheriks, employed by the former.

The general organization of the oasis is decided by the council of 
notables (jemaâ or myâad), whose members are representatives of 
the locally dominant families or lineages. The personal interests of 
these farming families are thus intertwined with the general smo-
oth running of the oasis. Agricultural production and social repro-
duction are thus intimately linked through the control of water. As 
explained when the water table is not artesian, drainage galleries 
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(Khettaras or Foggaras) were dug to collect the water from the sur-
face water table and bring it up by gravity to the palm groves. For 
other oases, diversion dams were built to carry the water, or, in the 
case of oases located in the middle of the desert, Ghouts were dug. 
Community organization imposed strict rules for good water ma-
nagement. The oasis community organized chores for the periodic 
cleaning of springs and canals. The Amine (water guardian, called 
Gayed wad in Gabes) monitored compliance with the water mana-
gement rules and took legal action against offenders. The irrigator 
had to use all his skill to make the gutters and troughs properly, to 
distribute the water on the plot during the time allotted to him and 
to ensure that the water was not lost. The construction of gutters 
and boards allows for a better use of water. Water from drains is 
sometimes used to supplement irrigation. 

Thus, depending on access to the resource and the social organiza-
tions established, the historical oases have seen the implementation 
of various water management methods. This management includes 
five main stages: water collection, storage, distribution, allocation, 
control and conflict management. At each stage, a trade-off is made 
between the collective and individual spheres. More recently, the 
creation of boreholes and the use of motor-driven pumps that tap 
directly into the groundwater. Today, water management is entru-
sted to watering syndicates; in Tunisia, it is the Groupement de 
Développement Agricole (GDA) which could be considered as ema-
nations or substitutes of the old jemaâ or miyâd. Thus, the entire 
ecological support system, i.e., land, water, Seguias (canals), Nachiia 
or Khandeg (drains), is managed by a responsible authority that 
ensures its operation on a purely local basis (these same GDAs are 
now facing numerous difficulties). This heritage is used on a daily 
basis, and its resilience is proof of its efficiency and its adaptation to 
environmental conditions. (Janty, 2015). 

Over the centuries, oasis farmers have developed ingenious tech-
niques adapted to local conditions, but also forms of social orga-
nization that are closely adapted to them (Guillermou, 1993). The 
mobilization of water, the maintenance of irrigation works, the me-
thods of distribution and allocation, the techniques of measuring 
and accounting for rights, and the settlement of conflicts are all ba-
sed on customary law. The whole community identifies with this 
law and these practices (Bédoucha, 2000). The knowledge, techni-
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ques and irrigation practices associated with this law constitute a 
major element of its cultural and technical heritage. One can state 
that these practices of commoning where water is a common but 
not the only one. Commons are at the center of every facet in the oa-
ses. At patrimonial level, the Oases can be considered as a common 
good in several ways. They constitute a rich and varied historical 
and cultural heritage. This heritage relates to culture, biodiversity, 
architecture, religion, farmers’ know-how in irrigation and crop ma-
nagement, literature, poetry, theology, art, crafts and original culi-
nary habits. The oasis is probably the agro-ecological environment 
where the richness of biodiversity is the most amazing. This oasis 
development can be described as sustainable by definition. This su-
stainability is the result of ecological viability (presence of water, 
efficient organization of agricultural and environmental work), eco-
nomic viability (market value of the date product) and social via-
bility (general organization of the oasis based on social relations). 
In all these areas, changes have taken place to give way today to a 
different oasis culture (Sandron, 1997).
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5.1.2	 Oases	in	Danger:	Facing	Development	and	Climate	
Change

Although most oases have existed for several hundred years, it has 
been observed that in different regions of the world these complex 
agro-ecosystems are in crisis and in decline (Dubost, 1988). Indeed, 
many threats weigh on the future of oases and lead to the question 
of their sustainability. But the problems posed by this sustainabili-
ty are partly dependent on the geopolitical situation of these oases 
(Jouve, 2012). Indeed, during my stay in Kebili I was able to meet 
several officials of the Commissariat Régional au Développement 
Agricole (CRDA) that operates under the supervision of the Tuni-
sian Ministry of Agriculture, Hydraulic Resources and Fisheries. 
I also met researchers and officials of the Institut des Régions Ari-
des (IRA) of Kebili. This was an opportunity to get an overall idea of 
the evolution of oases from the colonial period to the present day, as 
well as the present and future challenges and risks they face. I will 
attempt here to summarize their comments in a coherent narrative, 
citing at the same time several works by researchers that corrobo-
rate each other’s statements.

Deep Mutations of the Oasis System: from the Collective to the 
Individual
 
The colonial period brought about important changes, mainly by 
asserting the predominance of private property and by modifying 
water extraction techniques. Historically, in Tunisia the ancient oa-
ses that drew their water resources from natural springs gradual-
ly gave way to modern oases around the beginning of the century. 
The drilling technique enabled them to expand, until a new phase in 
the 1980s when a rehabilitation and creation plan was put in place. 
Thus, throughout the Maghreb, there is a common dynamic of esta-
blishing a new production model through the establishment of new 
laws and the development of new irrigated areas. In Tunisia, new 
oases appeared, replacing the old Ghouts and Zira (from the word 
Jazira, island). These new oases also helped to fix the semi-nomadic 
populations of the region. Generally speaking, the colonial period 
corresponds to a reorganization of space in favor of a production 
system turned towards the metropolis and export. 

Images 5.2 
Oases of Gabes suffering the 
effects of pollution, water scarcity, 
urbanization and climat change. 
1.shooted with Google Earth.
2.source: https://crevette-
diplomate.fr/la-face-cachee-des-
engrais-petrochimiques-leur-
fabrication/
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The borders became a reality and were militarized, making it diffi-
cult for the population to move, particularly nomads and caravans. 
Saharan trade, which was an integral part of the oasis system, was 
undermined and the economic centers relocated to the coastal frin-
ges. The oases became marginal areas to be pacified, of little inte-
rest. Thus, export agriculture is developing with large modern pro-
ductive farms. Although governments try to act in the oases, this 
is rarely done in the existing areas. Indeed, the oasis system is so 
complex in terms of power and organization around resources that 
the colonial empire does not seek to control it (Battesti, 2002). The 
creation of these new perimeters on apparently virgin land aims 
first of all to extract and emancipate itself from the local comple-
xity (Leservoisier, 1994) on aspects linked to water management, 
land management and labor. This approach will continue in the fol-
lowing periods, illustrating the difficulty of trying to move from a 
food system to a productivist system without transition. However, 
the creation of users’ associations in Tunisia to replace the traditio-
nal management groups is an interesting specificity that continues 
today. Thus, the AIC (Association d’Intérêt Collectif), was created in 
1933 on the model of a users’ association.

After independence, the Maghreb states became independent and 
wanted to put the economy, and therefore agriculture, at the ser-
vice of new national projects. It was with this in mind that state 
agriculture was set up. In Tunisia, the collectivist experiment of the 
1960s definitively abolished the principle of acquired water rights 
and introduced the principle of wage labor for the oasis workfor-
ce. However, this experiment proved unsuccessful and from 1980 
onwards, a specific program for oases was set up to rehabilitate old 
oases and create new ones through deep drilling. Decentralization 
actions were also carried out in order to disengage the State in se-
veral areas, including water. The AIC evolved in GIC (Groupement 
d’Intérêt Collectif) then in GDA (Groupement de Développement 
Agricole) These institutions (AICs, GICs, then GDAs) are still often 
dependent on the State, on a technical, financial and political level. 
These (AICs, GICs, then GDAs) are still often dependent on the State, 
on a technical, financial and political level.

Today, the performance of these GDAs is considered mediocre (El-
loumi, 2011) for various reasons. The various officials I met within 
the GDAs (in Kebili, Douz, Jemna and Chenini) spoke of a lack of de-



p. 202
(Reflextion) on Design as/for Common(s)

cision-making power devolved to the GDAs, a centralization of po-
wer and a lack of reorganization of relations between the state and 
the farmers. During the interviews I was able to conduct, the mem-
bers of the GDAs also criticized the slowness of the CRDA and the 
lack of technical and financial management of the irrigated areas. 
The GDAs face enormous financial difficulties, due to unpaid bills, 
as their income comes exclusively from the sale of water services. 
GDAs face many difficulties and it is often difficult to understand the 
specific and often complex situations in which each GDA finds itself.

I had the opportunity to discuss this with Houcine Rhili of the Tu-
nisian Water Observatory (OTE) - with whom I had also discussed 
the SSE issue (see section 4. 3) and Ala Marzougui of the Nomad08 
association; in response to the water crisis, OTE and Nomad08 laun-
ched a project in 2019 called “Citizen evaluation of the legal and 
legislative framework for water in Tunisia”, following a participa-
tory approach with all stakeholders in the water sector. The idea 
of such a project was, according to them, to make the water issue a 
matter of public opinion. They succeeded in doing this because at a 
time when the organization of the work of the GDAs in rural areas 
is becoming the demand of several parties, the parliamentary com-
mission for agriculture, food security, trade and related services has 
decided to abolish the role of these structures in the framework of a 
new water code that is currently being discussed. 

Thus, between the growing industrialization and the creation of 
new palm groves, the possibility for the oasis workers to be salaried 
and thus to escape the constraints of the traditional oasis system, 
sometimes a source of inequality. This massive exodus of labor ac-
celerates the decline of the old oases where the large landowners 
can no longer find the labor to maintain their plots. These public 
policies have been carried out with the aim of revitalizing agricul-
ture, but it is the large modern farms that are favored because they 
are less vulnerable to competition on the international market. Mo-
reover, as the cost-of-living increases with the absence of subsidies 
for basic commodities and as oasis products do not follow inflation, 
the purchasing power of households in these regions decreases. 
Only intermediaries and large producers have enough clout to sell 
their products on international markets. On the one hand, export-
oriented agriculture is developing, exacerbating the issues related 
to water management through the multiplication of deep drillings; 
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in Tunisia, the Jerid springs are drying up. On the other hand, the 
material and social conditions of small-scale oasis agriculture are 
worsening, accentuated by the fall in agricultural prices and the in-
crease in the price of inputs. The great drought of the 1980s accen-
tuated this phenomenon by pushing producers to acquire their own 
wells. Finally, the oases are experiencing significant demographic 
growth and are witnessing the development of urban areas and, in 
some places, industrial activities. Competition for water, but also for 
land, is becoming increasingly strong, as in the case of the Chenini 
Gabes oasis in Tunisia, where the creation of a phosphate factory 
and a dozen or so boreholes has led to a drop in the water table and 
pollution.

In general, the development of new means of water extraction has 
made it possible to free oneself from a collective water distribution 
system which itself defined the limits of the oasis, the cultivated 
area being proportional to the quantity of water available. Hen-
ceforth, access to water can be individual and the development of 
new perimeters is possible outside the traditional areas. This indi-
vidualization of farm management transforms social organization, 
which is now based on investment capacity and means of access to 
resources. In regions where arable land is limited, access to land is 
also an essential element in the development of these agro-systems. 
For a long time determined by access to and management of water 
resources, land is now facing new problems in the context of agri-
cultural expansion. Oasis land, in the same way as water resources, 
is at the center of concerns. In the same way, social organization 
conditions access to land, the development of which depends on the 
possibility of access to water. 

The evolution of water and land issues in the oases thus reveals two 
distinct areas: (1) traditional oases and (2) new or modern palm 
groves: (1) Traditional oases have been in sharp decline for several 
decades. In addition to external factors such as droughts, urbaniza-
tion and the rural exodus, they have to deal with constraints specific 
to their operation. The issue of inheritance, for example, leads to a 
high degree of land fragmentation and small-scale farming, which 
is not profitable enough to meet the needs of families. The overlap-
ping of plots prevents farms from being in one piece, and thus com-
plicates the management of crops and water turns. Operating costs 
remain high (labor and water collection) and production is not suffi-
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ciently valued and is therefore not very competitive. The separation 
of water rights and land rights can lead to blockages by preventing 
access to the resource that is essential for agricultural development.  

Finally, the absence of land title can prevent access to certain state 
aid. For some years now, the scarcity of water resources has put this 
ecosystem in danger (in Tunisia, artesian springs have completely 
disappeared). Thus, if farmers do not have the capacity to invest in 
more efficient pumping (which is the case for the majority of them), 
they can no longer irrigate their plots properly and are less produc-
tive; (2) Alongside these traditional oases, there are new perime-
ters, the first of which appeared during the colonial period and have 
since developed. They are either located on the periphery of the hi-
storical palm groves or constitute new palm groves. It is important 
to distinguish two types of agriculture in these areas. The first are 
modern palm groves where a productivist and capitalist agriculture 
is practiced on large surfaces with access to the intercalary water 
table which allows large-scale irrigation. These farms are often ge-
ared towards export and therefore date cultivation. The second are 
medium-sized family palm groves, generally operated by new ow-
ners who want to escape the constraints of traditional oases. These 
farms can call on additional labor depending on their period of acti-
vity and sell primarily for the local and national markets.

On these farms, water management is individual and the modern 
means of pumping amplify the pressure on resources and their 
scarcity. This situation also affects the traditional palm groves and 
contributes to the increase in salinization problems. The older pe-
ople explained to me that access to water has gone from surface 
wells, which were present until the beginning of the last century, to 
artesian wells, to collective artesian wells set up by the French co-
lonists, and that these wells were to be individualized in the 1980s. 
During the 1990s, these illegally dug individual artesian wells gra-
dually dried up, which led the locals to use oil-fired motors; in the 
2000s, these motors were replaced by electric motors. Today, the 
better-off use solar panels, pumping water in the middle of the day. 
The IRA researchers I met speak of an ecological aberration. Finally, 
the absence of land titles for many farms, especially those created 
illegally on new perimeters as in Tunisia, does not allow farmers 
to access credit, preventing them from improving their production 
tools.
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Urbanization and demographic growth are also important issues in 
the situation of oases. Indeed, construction is encroaching on agri-
cultural land, which is already scarce in this region, thus increasing 
the pressure on land. In addition, these factors affect water reserves, 
both in terms of quantity, with increasing consumption, and quality, 
with pollution from industrial activities and wastewater. Industria-
lization and mass tourism have the same effect. Thus, there is in-
creasing competition for water between the different sectors of the 
economy. Economically, the monoculture of deglet nour responds 
to short- and medium-term profitability and export demand. It pre-
supposes a consistency in consumer preferences, which had already 
shunned traditional date varieties at one time. Another implication 
of monoculture is the increased risk of specific diseases. Beyond 
this threat, the loss of genetic diversity is frequently presented as 
an ecological damage in itself. Ecologically, the current pace of oasis 
development appears to be very problematic. The multiplication of 
official and, above all, illicit areas is leading to the overexploitation 
of water resources and their non-rational use, which is threatening 
the fossil aquifers with salinization and exhaustion. This is a real 
ecological disaster. 

Public authorities are often torn between short-term socio-econo-
mic priorities and medium- and long-term ecological concerns that 
will then have repercussions on the population. This is clearly evi-
dent in the current system of water use in the oasis environment. 
It is difficult to reconcile the ambition of balanced regional deve-
lopment, the avoidance of a rural exodus and the problems of mana-
ging a non-renewable resource. The situation seemed less complex 
when water alone dictated the law. Now it is seen as a constraint. 
Some explained to me that in the region there were no longer far-
mers but date producers. Associations are replacing the old lineage 
solidarity in this scheme. Water is obviously still of prime impor-
tance, especially as it is now a non-renewable resource as a result of 
drilling. The situation that has arisen today can be summarized in 
the following points: 

(1) The water resource is now pumped from deep (non-renewable) 
aquifers. These deep aquifers are called “hot springs’’ by the locals. 
The misuse of this water causes hydro-pedological problems; in the 
case of Jemna, for example, there are 8 palm groves (official or legal) 
and the deep groundwater pumping system supplying water to the 
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“Atilet” palm grove has been out of service for over a year. This state 
of affairs has favored the development of illicit perimeters (called 
extensions by the locals) which have developed exponentially since 
the 1980s. On the one hand, the farmers demand the legalization of 
their situation, on the other hand the state refuses. When I met Mrs. 
Rebeh Riahi, director of the agricultural development studies divi-
sion, but also of the statistics department, I understood that there 
are no official figures for these illicit extensions to date — which 
corresponds to hundreds of thousands of hectares —. For her, “stop-
ping the extensions is a necessity”, the problem being the increased 
individualization of water use.

(2) The state is heavily involved in regional and agricultural de-
velopment. It owns the water and participates in the future of the 
oases through the development offices. Riahi explained that the 
problem was linked to an increased centralization of power in Tu-
nis and a lack of coordination between the actors on the territory 
(CRDA, CTD, IRA, AFA and APIA). For her, the recognition of family 
palm groves is a necessity, the real problem being that of capitalist 
exploitations developed for the most part by foreign investors.

(3) The opening up of the oasis economy to the market has led to 
specialization in one variety of date for export, to the detriment of 
genetic diversity. Hammadi Hamza, a researcher at the IRA, explains 
that this genetic diversity is in itself a defense against the effects of 
climate change, particularly against diseases that could affect the 
palm trees. In Jemna, the IRA has set up a support station where 
researchers are trying to conserve this genetic diversity by keeping 
the different varieties of palm trees that used to exist.

(4) Oasis societies are now more diversified than before in terms 
of sources of income, making the population less dependent on 
agriculture, but this has also led to a crisis in the oasis labor force. 
In Jemna, the majority of the workforce is seasonal, mostly coming 
from El Hamma (Gabes) or Tozeur; the latter are only in the town 
during the harvest period (around September) and the pollination 
of the palm trees (during spring). During the rest of the year, the 
landowners limit themselves to irrigation activities. I am talking 
about Jemna here because I was able to have tangible field experien-
ce, but these observations can be extrapolated to the whole region.
(5) The family and traditional communities are gradually disinte-
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grating in the face of rising individualism. Many of the locals I met 
regretted the solidarity of the past but felt that there was no going 
back.

The IRA researchers spoke to me about a return to old practices and 
the need for hybridization with modern techniques, particularly the 
use of IoT and precision irrigation. CRDA officials insisted on the 
need to coordinate efforts between state structures and civil society. 
Farmers consider that they are left to their own devices, hence the 
need to improvise solutions; for them, the CRDA is more of an obsta-
cle than a source of proposals, and the IRA researchers are not play-
ing their role of guidance and advice. Water has lost its economic 
and symbolic power, which made it the social link of oasis societies. 
It is no longer a question of survival. Sustainability is now a neces-
sity to ensure the maintenance of populations as well as to pursue 
the occupation of arid zones and the fight against desertification. 
Water resources and land management appear to be the two pillars 
of oasis conservation. 

Climate Change: Accelerating the Decline

For centuries, oases have succeeded in making certain areas of the 
desert green. Over time, oasis populations have been able to create 
a prosperous living and production space in the oasis environment 
despite the vicissitudes of human history and the fragility of the 
ecological context. However, the current situation shows the limits 
of the oasis system due to the socio-economic evolution of oasis so-
cieties and the degradation of water resources which is the basis of 
oasis agriculture. Thus, oasis areas are facing major environmen-
tal and socio-economic challenges that threaten their survival and 
thus their sustainability. While many oases have persisted for seve-
ral thousand years, many others have been abandoned, often in re-
sponse to changes in climatic or hydrological conditions (Jones et al. 
2019). Increasing biophysical impacts of climate change can exacer-
bate desertification, land degradation and food insecurity. Desertifi-
cation has invaded oases and drought has intensified, and fires have 
destroyed many of them. This decline has prompted many inhabi-
tants to migrate to nearby and distant urban areas. As a result of 
ecosystem degradation, oases no longer provide adequate liveliho-
ods, and oasis populations are forced to resort to seasonal migra-
tion and are increasingly dependent on income from migration. In 
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the Arabian Peninsula and North Africa, climate change is expected 
to have substantial and complex effects on oasis areas (Abatzoglou 
et al.,2007; Ashkenazy et al. 2012; Iknayan and Beissinger 2018).

Desertification, salinization, soil erosion, Bayoud disease (fusario-
sis), silting of cultivated land and climatic conditions have all con-
tributed to the decline of oases (Riou, 1990; Belarbi et al., 2004; 
Vidal, 2005; Besser et al. 2017). Waterlogging and soil salinisation 
due to rising saline water tables, coupled with inefficient drainage 
systems, have become common to all continental oases in Tunisia, 
most of which are concentrated around saline depressions, local-
ly called chotts (Ben Hassine et al. 2013). This results in the aban-
donment of practices adapted to the oasis area, leading to a loss of 
environmental services. Oases are currently facing the additional 
challenge of climate change, which may lead to even greater stres-
ses (water scarcity, extreme weather events). Rising temperatures, 
worsening drought and increasing desertification are threatening 
the water sources on which oases depend. 

However, the common cause of the regression observed in all palm 
groves is the degradation of water resources essential to the survi-
val of these oases (Jouve et al., 2004). Rhili (2018) explains that the 
available water resources per capita are estimated at about 460 cu-
bic meters per year, while the consumption rate in the Middle East 
and North Africa is 550 cubic meters. This is low compared to the 
annual per capita consumption recommended by the World Health 
Organization, which ranges from 700 to 900 cubic meters per year. 
The agricultural sector is the largest consumer of water resources, 
as the same study indicates that 77% of water resources are mono-
polized by the agricultural sector, while industry accounts for 8% 
and tourism for 1.5%, while the percentage of drinking water con-
sumption is only 13.5%. In 2016, the percentage of drinking water 
consumption was 470 million cubic meters, while the percentage of 
water resources consumed by the agricultural sector increased to 
2.2 billion cubic meters.

According to the Réseau Africain du Développement Durable des 
Oasis (RADDO), oases are generally characterized by low and erra-
tic rainfall with an average of less than 300 mm; coupled with global 
warming and increasingly frequent droughts, oasis desertification 
is increasing. By 2060, the IPCC predicts an alarming future for arid 
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zones, including oases, with a decrease in precipitation of up to 50% 
and an increase in temperature in the Maghreb from 2°C in winter 
to 5°C in summer. This is in addition to a number of environmental 
challenges, starting with the extremely serious situation of water 
resources: overexploitation and degradation of the quality of water 
resources, competition for the resource and poor management. The 
greatest challenge to the sustainability of oases is undoubtedly that 
of water resources.

The combined effect of warming and drought is expected to lead 
to a widespread increase in aridity and consequent desertification 
of several terrestrial ecosystems in the Mediterranean region. War-
ming of 2°C or more above the pre-industrial average is expected 
to generate climatic conditions that many Mediterranean terrestrial 
ecosystems have not experienced in the past 10,000 years (ME-
DECC, 2019). Deserts will expand in southern Spain and Portugal, 
northern Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and Sicily, southern Turkey and 
parts of Syria (Guiot and Cramer, 2016). In the dry regions to the 
south and east of the Mediterranean, oases are also impacted by 
current climate change, despite their potential to tolerate the va-
rious abiotic stresses found in arid environments (MEDECC, 2019). 
According to a World Bank (2014) report entitled “Turn Down the 
Heat”, this trend is affecting the entire Maghreb region. The Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) climate zone is now one of the 
world’s most water-scarce regions. Between 1960 and 1990, MENA 
countries experienced a temperature increase of 0.2°C per decade. 
Since then, the pace of warming has accelerated; with temperatures 
rising by up to 2 degrees, MENA countries will experience heat wa-
ves during 30% of the summer months (World Bank, 2014).

A study entitled “Tunisia’s oases to be protected against degrada-
tion and the effects of climate change” conducted by the Ministry of 
Environment of Tunisia and GIZ (2012) states that southern Tunisia 
will be the most affected in Tunisia by climate change, through in-
creased temperature and decreased rainfall. For the oasis zone, an 
average warming of 1.9°C by 2030 and 2.7°C by 2050 is projected, 
and a decrease in precipitation of 9% in 2030 and 17% in 2050. An 
increase in potential evapotranspiration of 8% in 2030 and 14% in 
2050 is projected. Oases will be greatly affected by climate change. 
This will increase the water needs of crops, resulting in a worsening 
of the water resources situation with a continuous decrease in the 
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static level of boreholes, increased salinity of water and increased 
pumping costs. The study also explains that this will lead to a gra-
dual rise in sea level, allowing marine water to intrude into the aqui-
fer in coastal oases and making the natural flow of drainage water 
more difficult. Climate change is already reported to have an impact 
on certain tree species such as the Gabes pomegranate tree, in addi-
tion to increasing the diseases that attack palm trees. 

According to the PAN/LCD (Plan d’Action Régional de Lutte Contre 
la Désertification), in Tunisia, the part of the national territory con-
sidered as not affected by desertification represents only 6%, while 
the part qualified as desert occupies 21.5%, the one highly affected 
by desertification covers 17.2%, the one moderately affected spre-
ad over 23.2% and finally 32.1% is considered as weakly affected. 
According to a study carried out by the National Center for Agricul-
tural Studies (CNEA) in 2007, the national territory is 17.1% desert, 
40.2% very sensitive to desertification, 31.7% sensitive and only 
5.5% moderately sensitive. It is undeniable that desertification is a 
very worrying phenomenon that is becoming a threat for the future. 
Indeed, the desertification sensitivity map recently carried out in 
Tunisia has confirmed this worrying finding. It considers that only 
1% of Tunisia’s soils are considered stable, while the rest are mode-
rately to highly sensitive to desertification.

It seems certain that extreme meteorological phenomena (droughts, 
winds, floods) will increase in frequency and intensity, particularly 
through the succession of very dry years. The social and economic 
consequences can be dramatic. They range from the loss of crops, 
abandonment of certain crops to an increase in the risk of major 
fires, all of which can have repercussions on the economy and so-
ciety. These oasis communities have developed under complicated 
conditions and have invented techniques that have proven to be 
sustainable. But it is less clear that these adaptive techniques can 
continue to keep the desert at bay. On a personal note, even though 
I was born in an oasis (Gabes), it was very difficult to conduct the 
field research, especially in the Nefzaoua region (Kebili, Jemna and 
Douz). The heat was unbearable, reaching 57°C, during quite long 
episodes (almost two weeks); longer than in the past according to 
the inhabitants. The long heat spells were coupled with frequent 
water cuts and also power cuts due to overloading of the electricity 
grid because of the use of air conditioners throughout the region. 
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There was only a slight cooling at night when sleeping on the roof. 
This in itself is a legitimate reason for many people to leave the area.

During my visit to Kebili, I interviewed several IRA researchers 
about the effects of climate change on oases. Nissaf Karbout explai-
ned that a return to good traditional agricultural practices would be 
the most effective way to protect oases from the effects of climate 
change; “the oasis micro-climate guarantees the maintenance of soil 
moisture (...) a return to the philosophy of ancient practices, of th-
ree-tiered agriculture, of water as a common good would be part of 
the solution, but with new means (...) a sort of mix between ancient 
practices and new technologies (...) we need to find a way to protect 
the oases from the effects of climate change. ) a sort of mix between 
old practices and new technologies (...) we guarantee an egalitarian, 
systemic and orderly division of water (...) I am not advocating a 
return to the anarchic practices of the GDAs (...) we could create 
‘smart cards’ (...) a system already used by a GDA in Guettar (Gafsa).” 
These words were shared by his colleague Hadi Ben Ali, who spoke 
about the use of IoT (Internet of Things) for precision irrigation. 
According to these researchers, the technical solutions exist, what 
is missing is the awareness of both citizens and politicians to put 
them into practice.
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In this section I draw mainly on the work of Vincent Battesti, an 
anthropologist/ethnologist and researcher at the CNRS (Centre Na-
tional de la Recherche Scientifique) in France, based at the Muséum 
National d’Histoire Naturelle. Battesti is a specialist of oasis con-
texts and I take up here some of his ideas and observations to make 
a connection with the theories of Cosmopolitan Localism and Com-
munalism.

5.2.1	 Oases	as	Islands:	A	Colonial	Conception

If we focus solely on the oasis as a place of agricultural production, 
we run the risk of failing to understand its modes of evolution. In-
deed, in the Saharan case, this perspective alone leads us to consi-
der the oasis as an isolate, whereas it is in fact a formidable place 
of human and commercial mixing. For centuries, sedentary and no-
madic trans-Saharan traders met there to exchange products. It was 
in this context that local date production allowed the building of 
family fortunes (Sandron, 1997). Historically, they were most often 
created to constitute relays along the caravan routes and the ma-
jor intercontinental trade routes (Toutain et al., 1989). This age-old 
agricultural system experienced its golden age during the period 
of the caravan trade, making the oases veritable “Saharan ports” 
for trade between Europe, North Africa and the Sahel, particularly 
between the 13th and 16th centuries. Their importance in the ca-
ravan system ensured the sustainability of these hyper-structured 
societies.

Battesti (2018) examines this comparison often made between oa-
ses and islands. Firstly, comparing oases in the Sahara to islands in 
the maritime domain may seem self-evident; even though an island 
is an emergent land surrounded by water and oases are the exact 
opposite, water surrounded by arid land. He explains that both refer 
to the idea of isolation where the sea and the desert are only “empty 
or almost empty expanses, horizons that have no other vocation, 

5.2 Not islands but a Network: Oases as a Model  
      of Cosmopolitan Localism



p. 214
(Reflextion) on Design as/for Common(s)

for the men who use them, rather than to be crossed. These one-
dimensional spaces are intervals, in-betweens, suspensions that 
tolerate little other activity than crossing’ (Battesti, 2018; p.106). 
However, rather than talking about isolation Battesti believes that 
insularity should rather be associated with physical discontinuity 
and remoteness.

Battesti dismisses the idea of the insularity of oases developed by 
Bruhnes (1902); he cites the work of Febvre (1922) and Le Lannou 
(1949), denouncing the ideas of a “law of islands” and “small geo-
graphical worlds” dear to Brunhes. The anthropologist explains that 
what makes the oasis is not only a situation in an arid environment, 
developing the idea that a comparison between oases and islands is 
based on Western imagery and culture rather than on the realities 
experienced by oasis societies. For him, since oases were created for 
a specific purpose, that of cultivation, it would be more legitimate to 
ask the question for whom and why? Battesti (2018) thus develops 
the idea of oasis ports rejecting that of autarkic agriculture. “The ro-
ads created the oases as much as the oases created the roads” (p.113). 
Oases were stopovers for travelers and pilgrims from the 7th centu-
ry onwards. As stopovers, oases thus ensured the provisioning of ca-
ravans, which in turn ensured the provisioning of oases with goods, 
but also with news, ideas and languages also with linguistic contacts 
between Berber, Arabic and sub-Saharan languages (Souag, 2010). 

He describes the oases as systems of “overproduction”, partly spe-
cialized in the type of production to be exported, considering what 
local household consumption could absorb. This exchange was and 
remains an essential part of their economy, with the caravans and 
any pastoral populations (in the form of trade or predation, for that 
matter). Battesti therefore speaks of a “colonial oblivion of exchan-
ge”, explaining that probably merchant and especially intellectual 
activities were underestimated and the nature of agriculture un-
derestimated. The introduction of European colonial authority 
and mechanized transport systems therefore greatly reduced this 
aspect of the oasis economy. “It is because the colonial armies disco-
vered the oases at a time when this trans-Saharan trade had largely 
diminished, and because of their very presence in arms, that their 
anchorage in networks was underestimated by the new colonial 
authorities, and that they overestimated oasis autarky” (Battesti, 
2018; p.115).
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5.2.2	 Oasis	Connectivity:	A	(Re)Prefiguration	of	Cosmo-
politan	Localism

Consequently, the oasis is as much integrated into its desert en-
vironment as it is emancipated from it by a singular ecosystemic 
structure (Battesti, 2012). For Battesti, one should rather speak 
of “artificial islands” given their highly anthropic character. The 
anthropologist therefore defines them as anthropic bubbles where 
Saharan trade is intimately dependent on the oases and vice versa; a 
system that precisely allows oasis communities to abstract themsel-
ves from the surrounding climatic conditions. Battesti also propo-
ses the notion of the “little (but) efficient” characteristic of the oasis 
system, where the essential exchange activity within the oases is 
largely exceeded, in terms of the number of working hours, by the 
agricultural activity: a small activity (that of trade), certainly, but 
one that has an essential impact on the Saharan island economies. 
The oases can therefore be considered as a kind of network node. “It 
may seem paradoxical, but it is precisely because they are isolated 
that oases are inescapable for humans crossing the desert” (Batte-
sti, 2018; p.131).

To introduce his term “oasis connectivity”, Battesti invokes a kind of 
functional connectivity, where spatial contiguity is not required, as 
it is human societies that ensure the crossing of the desert barrier 
for most of the oasis biodiversity, and arguably the entirety of the 
oasis agrobiodiversity. Although the caravan trade has virtually di-
sappeared from the Sahara, the desert is still crossed and the desert 
is also a space for movement, migration and transport that always 
transcends national borders. Battesti explains that new centers of 
development have appeared in the Sahara, in particular hydrocar-
bon sites, but also agricultural development zones.

Citing the work of Brachet (2009), Battesti explains that migration 
in the Sahara is not only trans-Saharan migration, but migration 
to and through the central Sahara, as most people do not cross the 
Sahara, but go there. In his view, this demonstrates the error of 
European states in wanting to combat irregular immigration from 
sub-Saharan Africa by encouraging the Maghreb states to stem the 
flow of migrants to the Sahara (Brachet, 2009). For him, the oases 
therefore remain functional nodes of networks, even if people are 
nowadays transported more than goods. The recent events of the 
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post-Arab revolutions (from 2011 onwards) have given new rele-
vance to these island issues. The island function as a network node 
is partly inscribed in the geography of oases. It only takes particular 
situations to reactivate them. The instability of the central powers 
has recently favored, in the 21st century, a resumption of activities 
on these routes between these former caravan ports; continuing 
with the maritime metaphor, he explains that “the desert also has 
its pirates and its pirate islands”, referring to the smuggling traffic 
and its intensification in 2011-2013.

 “Oases, despite their classic designation as small islands of greene-
ry, do not live isolated from the world: they participate in it (...) they 
are always populated and thus remain by definition, the center of a 
world” (Battesti, 2018; p.141). This connectivity of oases remains a 
fundamental aspect of oases where trade is an essential articulation 
of its sustainability. It is these features of oases that I would like to 
highlight as possible fields of action for design. This is, of course, 
only a hypothesis that I will unfortunately not be able to verify in 
this doctoral research.  

Following Battesti’s idea of “oases connectivity”, it seems they are 
in essence an example of cosmopolitan localism (Sachs, 1999) seen 
as a global network of mutually supportive communities that sha-
re and exchange knowledge, ideas, skills, technologies, culture. For 
Manzini (2014), Cosmopolitan Localism could help generate a new 
“sense of place”. It also recalls the Communalism of Bookchin and 
his libertarian municipalism (see section 3.2.1) but in reality, the 
concept of “oases connectivity” only reminds what is called Afri-
can communalism (Olasunkanmi, 2011; Ikuenobe, 2018), i.e., the 
traditional way in which rural areas in Africa have operated in the 
past. In Africa, society has existed for decades without formal hie-
rarchies, with equal access to land and river for all, in a way that 
resembles forms of egalitarianism and socialism. According to Mi-
gnolo (2011) “Cosmopolitan localism is another expression of pluri-
versality as a global project (...) Euro-American concepts of cosmo-
politanism have the right to exist but do not have the right to expect 
to be universal. Cosmopolitan localism means the multiplication of 
nodes, the active intervention of the local cosmopolitan project of 
the whole world and the reduction of Western cosmopolitanism to 
its own local history” (p.43). One could conclude that the answers to 
the future challenges of the oases probably lay in their past.
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5.3 Preparation: Establishing Initial Contacts

During the first phase of field survey, I quickly noticed some ten-
sions between different actors but also understood that the local 
community in Chenini but also in Jemna were somehow disillusio-
ned (rightly or wrongly) with the role played by some actors of the 
civil society, especially those coming from the capital to give lessons 
reviving the resentment between the South/Interior and North/Co-
ast of the country. Not having any real anchorage in Chenini yet, this 
could play against me since I ran the risk of being attached to this 
and that association. For these motives but also for budget and logi-
stic reasons, I was advised to go alone to establish the first contacts.

5.3.1	 Chenini:	Agonizing	Traditional	Agroecology	&	Wa-
ter	Commoning

Gabes: A Stricken City and Eco-Social Protest

Gabes is the capital of the governorate of the same name. A major 
port in southern Tunisia, with a population of 150,000, it is home to 
a large industrial complex for the processing of phosphates, which 
are extracted from the Gafsa mining basin and transported to Gabes 
by rail. For a long time, the economy of Gabes was based on agricul-
ture, fishing and its status as a hub. According to INS figures in 2018, 
it had an unemployment rate of 25.4%, compared to 15.4% at the 
national level (this rate would rise to 18.4% for the third quarter of 
2021). Industrial activities were created at different times and are 
managed by different combinations of public and private actors. In 
Gabes, a chemical industry has existed since 1972. The product of 
a public industrialization policy fueled by a modernizing ideology 
and promoted as a means of decolonization (Signoles, 1985), it is 
today structured around a public company, the Groupe Chimique 
Tunisien (GCT), which transforms the phosphates extracted from 
the mining basin into phosphoric acid and fertilizer. A few private 
companies have joined the complex.
During the dictatorship, little or no research was done on the eco-
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logical disaster that has been raging in Gabes for nearly 50 years. 
Under the dictatorship of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, for a long time, 
this issue remained taboo. It was not possible to denounce the en-
vironmental crimes committed by this complex under the pretext 
that it represents a source of national wealth. The city is devasta-
ted because of this pollution. As a result, the inhabitants also suffer 
from many ailments due to this pollution. Chronic fatigue, respira-
tory problems, degradation of water, soil and subsoil and threate-
ned biodiversity. The pollution is even thought to be the cause of an 
increase in cancer in the region, which the authorities deny. Aljaze-
era journalist Thessa Lageman (2015) described Gabes as Tunisia’s 
cancer hotspot, while the FTDES (2017) called it the little Cher-
nobyl of Tunisia. The former governor of Gabes, Mongi Thameur, 
used to deny any causal relationship between diseases such as can-
cer and asthma and the pollution caused by the chemical complex. 
For many, the government will never admit the effects of pollution 
caused by the industrial world in the region as its phosphate mining 
and (resource-extraction) activities are considered a crucial indust-
ry for the economy of Tunisia and this to the detriment of the qua-
lity of air and land of the city formerly known for being a spawning 
ground of the Mediterranean. 

No need for a scientific opinion since I am talking about a real-life 
experience. The context of Chenini and the oases of Gabes is in no 
way foreign to me; on the contrary, I know it only too well since I 
was born there. I was born with an acute form of asthma that my 
parents linked without any particular doubt to the presence of the 
chemical industry in Gabes. The Gulf of Gabes in Tunisia is indeed 
listed among the “pollution hotspots’’ in the Mediterranean and has 
been suffering from the effects of severe industrial pollution for 50 
years (since the 70’s). The intense industrial activity of the region, 
dominated by the presence of the GCT generates hazardous waste, 
such as phosphogypsum affecting the state of fauna and flora, and 
degrading the health and well-being of local populations. Every 
day, the production units of the GCT discharge 14,000 tons of pho-
sphogypsum into the sea, according to the authorities. In addition to 
this environmentally harmful sludge, the plant releases phosphoric 
acid into the air. (AFP, 2017). Today, more than 95% of the region’s 
air pollution comes from GCT’s plants (GIZ, 2012). 
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Ben Ali was forced to flee following the 2011 revolution (Arab 
Spring) and since then, the liberation of speech has replaced the 
ambient silence. This is why several protest actions have been or-
ganized in Gabes to demand an end to the rejections and the relo-
cation of the complex. The Tunisian revolution of 2011 allowed the 
associative field in Gabes to explode. Indeed, since 2011, a wide ran-
ge of local associations have joined the Association pour la Sauve-
garde de l’Oasis de Chenini (ASOC) which was founded in 1992 and 
is probably one of the oldest associations still active on the territo-
ry; including Gabes Action, SOS Environnement Gabes (founded in 
2011), the Tunisian Association for the Environment and Nature of 
Gabes (founded in 2012), the #StopPollution movement (active sin-
ce 2012 and probably the most publicized) and also the Association 
for the Protection of the Oasis of Chott Essalem (founded 2013). A 
petition denouncing the pollution suffered by the governorate of 
Gabes and demanding the right to a healthy life, was launched by 
the Stop Pollution collective on social networks. Under the slogan 
“Stop Pollution, I want to live”, this petition addressed to the head of 
government comes after the fire that occurred on 13 March 2021 in 
a private industrial unit, located in the industrial zone of Gabes and 
which caused five deaths and one injury. The collective claims that 
this fire is the latest in a long series of disasters that have shaken 
the city, including the fires that occurred at the ammonium plant 
of the GCT in 2020. The collective claims that no safety measures 
have been taken despite calls from civil society and environmental 
associations to check the compliance of the region’s industrial units 
with safety standards, especially after the explosion that occurred 
in the port of Beirut on 4 August 2020.

The collective considers that the lack of compliance with safety 
standards coupled with the great deterioration of the quality of in-
frastructure in the majority of industrial units and ammonium and 
natural gas storage units in the region, threatens not only the he-
alth of citizens, but the existence of a whole city and increases the 
possibility of disasters. Through this petition, the Collective deman-
ds the opening of an investigation into the fire that occurred on 13 
March 2021, the prosecution of those responsible, and support and 
moral and material compensation for the families of the victims. It 
also demands a change in the development model of the governo-
rate of Gabes based on polluting industries with little employment 
capacity and the implementation of a new model that respects the 
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environment and human beings and is capable of creating jobs. The 
collective also calls on the State to honor its commitments by imple-
menting the decision of 29 June 2017 on the immediate cessation of 
phosphogypsum discharges into the sea by phosphate processing 
plants, the closure of the polluting units of the Tunisian Chemical 
Group and the fight against all forms of pollution resulting from in-
dustrial activity.

The authorities have confirmed that they are aware of the problem. 
In 2017, the former head of government Youssef Chahed had even 
announced the gradual dismantling of the industrial complex’s 
units and its replacement by a new industrial zone in line with in-
ternational environmental standards. However, according to the 
governor of Gabes, the managers of this chemical complex and the 
Ministry of Energy were never convinced by this proposal because 
the solution is costly. For years, decisions have been taken, promises 
have been made but they have never materialized. The movement 
seemed to lose momentum especially during the covid crisis. On 13 
March 2021, an explosion in an asphalt storage tank in a factory 
in the industrial zone killed five people. This event rekindled ten-
sions and protests by activists and residents forced the president 
to travel, who had described Gabes as a martyred city victimized by 
industry. However, no tangible solution has been found.

The oases of Gabes are the only coastal oasis in the Mediterranean 
and one of the last examples of this type of oasis in the world. In 
addition to its remarkable geographical position, the oasis concen-
trates a rich biodiversity thanks to an oasis microclimate and an ex-
ploitation of resources adapted to the territory. The oasis of Chenini 
is one of the several oases of Gabes but is the one that best resists 
the effects of pollution. In the imagination of Gabesians Chenini re-
mains a kind of exception. In the context of the degradation of oasis 
agro-systems and the crisis of regional development models (Abde-
daiem & Landy 2009), rising conflicts and social demands for fair 
access to resources could be observed well before the revolution. 
Local mobilizations were mostly organized around environmental 
issues, as this was the only way people could exercise some freedom 
of expression in an authoritarian context (Battesti 2012). Thus, mo-
bilizations around water problems were often used as an excuse for 
political expression, and oasis farmers’ discourse tended to develop 
a general criticism of public policies, but in the framework of local 
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claims. Thus, farmers’ criticisms were mainly about constraints to 
accessing water resources. For many years the Association de Sau-
vegarde De L’Oasis De Chenini Gabes (ASOC), which is part of the 
RADDO network, has been helping local farmers to preserve ancient 
techniques and develop agroecology. ASOC also encourages farmers 
to breed their own seeds to create diversity for more resilient crops; 
plant-breeding techniques to strengthen their crops against rising 
temperatures and low rainfall. A seed bank has even been created 
to preserve the local seeds. 

The Association de Sauvegarde de l’Oasis de Chenini (ASOC)

It was with this in mind that I chose to focus on the case of the Che-
nini oasis and the ecological, social, economic and especially politi-
cal challenges faced by the local population. Nevertheless, I had to 
have some sort of anchor in Chenini itself. A local figure with noto-
riety and a tangible knowledge of the territory; my uncle Adel who 
was born and raised in Chenini-. Talking to him, I learned a little 
about the history of Chenini, including his childhood memories of 
an oasis where water was abundant. Since his retirement years ago, 
he had taken over the family estate, buying back the plots from his 
brothers and sisters to avoid its fragmentation. In a methodical way 
he gradually replanted varieties of palm trees that are in danger of 
disappearing. The maintenance of the plot costs him more than the 
sale of his production could bring him, but Uncle Adel considers it 
as a big garden and does it only to preserve a heritage, an effort for 
memory, probably mixed with nostalgia for the oasis of his childho-
od before the setting up of the Bort (port) referring to the Chemical 
Group. I told the latter about my project dealing with the Commons, 
food sovereignty and the implications of climate change on Tunisia 
especially on Gabes and Chenini and he had directly expressed his 
interest in the subject. He therefore helped me to establish the first 
contacts with (ASOC).

I already knew about the association, but during my research, espe-
cially on the internet (because of the confinement I was stuck in 
Italy), I realized the importance of the work carried out by the as-
sociation both at local (in Chenini) and transnational level. Indeed, 
the “digital” research also led me to read publications of the “Réseau 
Associatif du Développement Durable des Oasis (RADDO)” and rea-
lize that the ASOC was the focal point in Tunisia. I met Abdelbasset 
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Hamrouni, who was for many years (around 13 years until the re-
volution in 2011) the president of the ASOC. This was a first oppor-
tunity to learn about the past of the oasis but specially to establish 
a first list of contacts. We also discussed about the RADDO of which 
he was a founding member. For him the objective that the network 
has set itself, since 2001, was to give life back to the oases. Abdel-
basset had long since left the association but still seemed aware of 
the reality on the ground. He did not exactly understand what de-
sign I wanted to practice but seemed informed about workshops 
and the participatory approaches. ASOC and RADDO kept working 
on it with European NGOs, associations and researchers that were 
interested like us in the case of Chenini and the Saharan oases in 
general. 

The inhabitants seek to restore their agricultural land and show 
their strategies to face the challenges and difficulties that the oa-
sis faces in adopting agroecological practices. Agroecology is the 
focus of the efforts, described as a set of techniques and practices 
used to promote “a return to the earth of what came from the earth”, 
with natural and eco-friendly production agro-systems. One of the 
actions emphasized is the manufacture and use of compost. Other 
activities such as the valorization and exchange of local knowledge 
and traditional practices, peasant experimentation, seed preserva-
tion and solidarity economy through ecotourism projects are also 
considered. According to Abdelbasset the chemical industry was an 
obstacle but not the only one; the reluctance of people to change 
their behavior and mentality was one of the challenges I had to face. 
He explained that water disappearance provoked the collapse of the 
whole ecosystem of collaboration and solidarity that was around 
for centuries; but for him the biggest threat was the absence of a 
long-term vision. This confirmed the hypothesis that: Design has a 
role to play in dealing with a crisis of imagination through the pro-
cesses of radical imagination and future studies.

I had also contacted Irene Carpentier, a geographer, whose papers 
I had read on the case of Chenini. Her doctoral thesis, focused on 
the new forms of development of oasis territories in southern Tu-
nisia, had proposed a reflection on the questioning of agricultural 
development models and natural resource management in the post-
2011 context. Having lived in Chenini and knowing the context well, 
Irene proposed the idea of touring the oasis with a different person 
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each time and we discussed, among other things, the advantages 
and risks related to my knowledge of the context and the risk of mis-
sing some details. I had to see the oasis from another angle, other 
angles different from mine. This way I hoped to create a pluriversal 
vision trying to hear all sides of the story, integrating even superfi-
cially several perspectives on the reality of the oasis. 

Images 5.4 
Dian Robert, Reportage à Gabès: 
Immersion au cœur de la lutte 
citoyenne contre la pollution. 
Stop Pollution Protests in Gabes.
Source: www.nawaat.com



p. 224
(Reflextion) on Design as/for Common(s)

Images 5.5



Understanding the Politics of the Oases of Chenini and Jemna in Southern Tunisia
p. 225

5.3.2	 	 Jemna:	 Peasant	 Resistance	 and	 Contested	 Com-
mons	

Jemna and the Struggle for Recognition

First of all, I contacted Mohamed Kerrou, a Tunisian sociologist and 
political scientist who was interested in the case of Jemna. I wanted 
to have an idea of the context before going there. Kerrou is the au-
thor of a book entitled “Jemna, l’oasis de la révolution’’ (Jemna, the 
oasis of the revolution) published in 2022. At the time of our mee-
ting the book was still in the publication phase, but during the desk-
research phase I had watched videos of lectures and read some of 
his writings. Kerrou was very interested in the design perspective 
and its intersections with anthropology. He appreciated the political 
aspect of the research; the political understanding in its broad de-
finition and the foundations of politics and Aristotle. As I explained 
the goals of the research, he considered that the design I wanted 
to practice included a perspective related to sciences of complexity. 
For Kerrou, Jemna’s experience is exemplary in terms of the emer-
gence of a local and pluralistic civil society, the learning of partici-
patory democracy and the pioneering experience in Tunisia of the 
social and solidarity economy. He explained that the community, 
however, faces several difficulties that could hinder the perennity of 
the model that it proposes. 

He stated that the Association pour la Sauvegarde des Oasis de Jem-
na (ASOJ) has successfully introduced a new model of social and 
solidarity economy. At a time when citizenship in Tunisia is going 
through a deep crisis linked to the weakening of the State and the 
destructuring of social bonds, the initiative has been perceived as a 
political and civic lesson to the center of power. Part of the income 
was invested and served to improve the situation of the oasis throu-
gh various local investments. Before him, Mohamed Elloumi (see 
section 4.3) had spoken to me about the limits of the agricultural 
model in Jemna, a monoculture of date palms; “life is not easy for 
them either with all the conflicts with the authorities”. For Elloumi, 
the population of Jemna has inherited a heritage that is productive, 
the SSE economic alternatives are there, but in the end the real ac-
tors of the oasis are somewhat excluded from the decision-making 
process. Kerrou considered that the new law on SSE had its limits, 
but that the real obstacles were at another level.

Images 5.5 
1.”Jemna success of an experience... 
Success of a revolution”.
Sign in front of the land taken over 
by the inhabitants.
Source: www.shemsfm.net

2. Auction of the harvest of the land 
taken over by the inhabitants of 
Jemna in 2016.
Source: www.capitalis.com



p. 226
(Reflextion) on Design as/for Common(s)

Kerrou spoke of the artistic and poetic side of the experience which 
is not emphasized. He considered that the Jemna experience has 
evolved from a protest movement to a social movement. He never-
theless spoke of a quasi-social movement. The question for him 
would be to “understand why such a movement around the demand 
for Commons was made in Jemna and not in other oases. He explai-
ned that the idea he was trying to translate in his book “is that Jem-
na does not fall from the sky (...) we are talking about the science of 
complexity, and we cannot in any way define all the determinants 
and indeterminates that led to the Jemna experience (...) Jemna 
should be situated beyond the idea of the exception as the Tunisian 
exception that many adopt. It is a particular sui generis experience 
(...) particular does not mean exceptional.

I then asked the question of a possible duplication, scaling up of the 
Jemna model in other oases. For Kerrou, “the question does not ari-
se, because it remains a particular context (...) it is up to each per-
son to invent their own experience. For Kerrou, it is necessary to go 
beyond exceptionalism and duplication by trying to understand the 
substrates that allowed “Jemna to emerge as Jemna”. To understand 
the case of Jemna Kerrou considered three conditions:

(1) Knowledge of history; if one understands the historical genesis 
of Jemna, he would realize that an experience similar to the present 
one, took place in Jemna in the 19th century. According to Kerrou, 
the local population knows this and recognizes it, but those inte-
rested in the case have not been able to listen to them; (2) Anthro-
pological element that allows us to understand the context in its 
globality because it is not only the question of the Henchir; (3) Re-
flecting on Jemna is not only reflecting on a specific case but rather 
reflecting on Tunisia. The case of Jemna is neither exemplary nor 
duplicative, but the case is illuminating on the whole. It sheds light 
on the limits of the revolution. It is only a political revolution that 
has changed only the facade. The slogans around a supposed syste-
mic change “the people want the fall of the regime” or “the people 
want their land back” are pure fiction.

For Kerrou, the issues of access to land and water have not yet been 
addressed. The case of Jemna would allow us to reflect on these pro-
blems in their globality. “For the last 10 years Tunisians have been 
navigating with the eyes of the actor and researchers, both gover-
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ned and governed, we do not know where we are going, given the 
absence of a strategy and a global vision”. Kerrou explained that in 
the current context of Tunisia, “everyone has (at best) a fragmented 
vision of the problems as well as the solutions”. The main problem 
would be linked to the absence of dialogue between the different 
actors; “what is missing is the political debate (...) it is up to civil 
society to propose alternatives but it remains very fragmented (...) 
the democratic transition is unfinished, unfinished (...) the legal and 
political vision which considers that by building the institutes one 
solves the problems is in itself a truncated vision because there are 
also questions of culture, mentality, learning about citizenship (...) 
what is lacking is a citizens’ revolution, hence the problems linked 
to otherness and respect for the other, for minorities and for wo-
men, which is characteristic of the Tunisian context.” 

For Kerrou the experience of Jemna offers the opportunity to reflect 
on why the transition is blocked. One of the elements of the answer 
is the presupposition that Jemna is a social movement, although he 
considers it as a quasi-movement, not a real movement. They have 
the characteristics of a movement but the issue can stop and the 
experiment is currently out of steam because there are no alterna-
tives and the subject of my research is interesting because it allows 
us to discuss alternatives. Kerrou referred to the work of Axel Hon-
neth (1992) - the struggle for recognition - who introduced the pa-
radigm of recognition. For Kerrou, Jemna is a living example of this 
struggle for recognition. On the one hand, the community seeks to 
be recognized and to have the experience recognized, while on the 
other hand, the Tunisian state refuses to do so. For Kerrou, “Reco-
gnition by the state would mean challenging its centralized authori-
tarian and marginalizing model (...) in Jemna recognition therefore 
remains amputated. Kerrou explained that there were three forms 
of recognition: (1) recognition through love which generates self-
esteem “to love oneself in order to love the other”; (2) legal recogni-
tion which the people of Jemna are trying to achieve; (3) political 
recognition (in the broad sense of the term which is that of social 
solidarity) which the Jemna experience has succeeded in obtaining 
through its media visibility.

According to Kerrou, this recognition through love only exists in ap-
pearance. Kerrou explains that love should not be understood in its 
subjective dimension but as a social relationship; a relationship to 
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oneself and to the other which, according to Kerrou, is now being 
called into question in the Tunisian context. It is the absence of this 
dimension (recognition through love and self-love) that explains, 
according to Kerrou, the power relationship between the commu-
nity of Jemna and the central power. The issues related to migration 
and the predisposition of young Tunisians to leave the country even 
at the risk of their lives would be another proof of the absence of 
this recognition through love. Even more profoundly, this could ex-
plain the relations between men and women, which, according to 
the sociologist, are relations of tension. As in many contexts, even in 
Europe, this relationship is conflictual, but in Tunisia there is some-
times a questioning of women’s achievements, something unthin-
kable in Western countries. Kerrou thus takes up the question of 
women in the context of Jemna. While most of the work on Jemna 
has focused on the agricultural and land aspects, Kerrou considered 
that the question of women was central to understanding the dyna-
mics and reality of Jemna, which is neither a rural nor an urban re-
ality as such. “The question of Jemna is peasant but not only (...) the 
question of the woman is central when you reflect on her absence/
presence (...) because she is not absent from Jemna, she is even very 
present even when she is invisible (...) this gives an idea of the que-
stion of the woman and her condition in Tunisia, which in general is 
free, but not liberated”.

The Association de Sauvegarde des Oasis de Jemna (ASOJ)

The oasis of Jemna in the southwest of Tunisia, in Nefzaoua more 
precisely, located south of Kebili and north of Douz, the main re-
gion producing date of the country.  Attached administratively to 
the governorate of Kebili, it constitutes a municipality with 7,194 
inhabitants in 2014 and belongs to the delegation of South Kebili. 
The oases have long lived under the pressure of population growth 
which explains the large diaspora of “Jemnians” in other regions 
of the country and abroad. It also explains the large scale of illegal 
growth of palm groves in the governorate of Kebili, whose regional 
economy is not very diversified.

I had already discussed several times with Taher Tahri, president 
of the Association de Sauvegarde des Oasis de Jemna (ASOJ). Taher 
Tahri, is one of the major figures of the movement of Jemna. I was 
able to meet him for the first time in (July 2019). In March 2012, the 
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ASOJ obtained the legal status. This legal status made it possible to 
formalize land ownership on the land that the youth of Jemna had 
taken over by force during the revolution of 2010/2011. On January 
12, 2011, in the midst of the popular revolt against Ben Ali’s regime, 
dozens of Jemna’s inhabitants headed to the STIL (Tunisian Dairy 
Industry Company) farm and took it by force to put an end, accor-
ding to them, to “a long history of injustice”. When the “revolutiona-
ry legitimacy” imposed itself, the inhabitants of the city managed to 
realize their dream and take back “the land of their ancestors’ ‘. This 
was the origin of the opposition between the population of Jemna 
and the Tunisian state; one could then speak of Jemna as a case of 
Contested Commons (Ben Slimane, 2020. Tahri asserted that legal 
texts in the form of ancient notarial acts demonstrate that the land 
of the Oases of Jemna belongs to the ancestors of the community 
(through two historical lineages) and not to the Tunisian state.

According to Tahri, the origins of the farm case go back to the colo-
nial period. Indeed, the French occupier confiscated the land and 
gave it to a large French farmer (as was the case in all regions of the 
country). After independence, the inhabitants tried to recover the 
land. They paid half of the amount demanded by the former gover-
nor of Gabes (since the actual region of Kebili was affiliated to the 
one of Gabes in that moment). In the middle of the 60s, the State 
preferred to use the money into dividends scattered among many 
regional projects such as the hotel “Oasis” or the Commercial and 
Agricultural Society of Southern Tunisia (SCAST) which, at the time, 
operated the farm of the STIL. Tahri also explained that ten years la-
ter, in the 1970s, the state forced the region’s supervisory council to 
give the land to the Société de Développement Agricole et des Dattes 
(SODAD), a subsidiary of the STIL company. Years later, in 2002, this 
public company went bankrupt and the authorities decided to lease 
the oasis or what local call the Henchir to the private sector via a 15-
year contract. The derisory rental prices were tangible evidence of 
corruption between local authorities and entrepreneurs who have 
taken advantage of the oasis. Tahri put forward the social aspect of 
the alternative the community was proposing and its opposition to 
any individual exploitation of such a great wealth. 

To mark the break with the past, the new managers of the oasis de-
dicate the profits of the oasis to the benefit of the local community. 
Indeed, since the revolution, the farm’s revenues have been used to 
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pay the salaries of the workers, who have increased in number, to 
optimize the productivity of the land and to launch development 
projects for the benefit of the inhabitants of Jemna. A management 
in the image of a real “popular nationalization” through collective 
management and participatory democracy where the power of ex-
ploitation of agricultural land has changed sides: from a vertical 
private capital to a participatory and collective civil society. Thus, 
this shift in power has allowed the benefits to go directly into the 
pockets of the hungry, who have built their own projects and impro-
ved the quality of their lives.

Faced with its conflict with the Tunisian state, Jemna’s experience 
has seen a campaign of support for its cause develop throughout Tu-
nisia, such as in 2016, with popular mobilizations of Jemna in Tunis. 
A political, cultural and intellectual support that has manifested it-
self through sit-ins, petitions, press articles, and seminars on the is-
sue of collective land. Indeed, the experience of Jemna is integrated 
in a post-revolutionary situation in Tunisia, and by its local impact, 
revives the processes of social-economic changes through the social 
and solidarity economy and the associations of the civil society, and 
not the political parties.

This first encounter was an opportunity to get to know Tahri and 
talk to him about the research I wanted to deploy. He seemed cu-
rious about the incongruous relationship I was trying to establish 
between design and the fight that the community of Jemna was le-
ading for the defense of their land. I had, in a way, developed a nar-
rative around the evolution of design and the interest in its social, 
political and ethical aspects since Papanek and Maldonado. I also 
discussed about the issues of food sovereignty and climate change 
which beyond the central issue of legal status du Henchir what se-
emed most pressing to Tahri was the issue of climate change, the 
effects of which have been felt since that year with the appearance 
of new diseases that threaten date palms and consequently the en-
tire local economy. 

I noted the will to return to traditional modes of organization and 
ancestral irrigation techniques but also the recognition in perma-
culture of a sustainable alternative towards transition in facing 
climate change. The case of the occupation in 2012 of the oases of 
Jemna in southern Tunisia is a particularly representative example 
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of that protest. The notion of Commons is not (or barely) mentioned 
in Tunisia where we talk instead about social and solidarity eco-
nomy. During the revolution, the question of land was the perfect 
representation of fierce struggle in the Oasis of Jemna. A struggle 
that has prepared the basis of the social and solidarity economy law 
now in Tunisia. Actually, the Jemna experience can be seen as an 
experience of land commoning.

About my intention to inhabit Jemna for the purposes of the rese-
arch, Tahri confirmed his complete availability. I must admit that 
the notoriety of my parents and in particular my mother made my 
task much easier. Since the 80s my mother, my father and my un-
cle have been part of a musical group called “Al Bahth al Moussiki” 
(the musical research in English) that led an experiment of enga-
ged/protest music against the dictatorship in Tunisia. They were fa-
mous in the student environment and their songs were often chan-
ted during the revolution of 2010/2011. Their songs have marked 
a whole generation of which Taher Tahri is a part, but they have 
also had a particular echo in the south in Kebili. In Jemna and the 
region of Kebili in general I knew almost nobody. I had decided to 
rent an apartment or a room in a guest house, but it turned out to be 
complicated. The simplest and most logical solution was to rent an 
apartment in Kebili (administrative city) north of Jemna or in Douz 
(tourist city) further south.
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ABSTRACT
The sixth chapter is a continuation of the exploration/verification of a design as/
for/in Common(s). The research investigation was undertaken following an action 
research approach according to which the knowledge gathered and processed du-
ring the desk-research phase was applied in the organization of the field-research 
phase, specifically a workshop that allowed the validation of the results through pre-
cisely an inductive process. Among the possible research approaches in the field of 
design, this doctoral work can be categorized predominantly as Research through 
Design (RtD) as it aims to produce new knowledge through the activity of design, 
investigating with the tools of the discipline a field of action (Frayling, 1993; Finedli 
1998). The chapter talks about the experience I had (as a designer/researcher) on 
the field both in Chenini and Jemna. Once the contexts and actors have been identi-
fied (chapter 4 and 5) the question was to find the right approaches, methods and 
tools to adopt. An approach that would challenge the capitalist, colonial and patriar-
chal roots of design. The answers came through practice since we had identified nu-
merous approaches during the desk-research phase. Clearly there was no universal 
method or tool to apply as advocated by the Human Center Design (HCD) and Design 
Thinking approaches. We also understood that Design for Social Innovation tends to 
frame problems in relatively narrow spatiotemporal contexts. The aim was to make 
an experiment on a micro-scale that had as its objective to explore how design could 
contribute to the restoration/defense of other economic cultures in view of the cur-
rent and especially future challenges.
Methodologically, different concepts have been merged to build the experimental 
framework: Participatory Design (Marttila et al, 2014); Transition Design (Irwin, 
2015, 2018); Autonomous Design (Escobar, 2018); Design for Sustainment (Fry, 
2009); Prefigurative Design (DiSalvo, 2016). However, these different approaches 
served as reference points. The chosen approach was finally that of “inhabitation” 
inspired by Irit Rogoff’s reflection on how meaning is produced differently through 
the multiple relationships that are generated when living through things (Elzenbau-
mer, 2013). Without the “ambition” of improving the “livability of the world” we 
(me and the communities) carried out a collaborative design experiment rooted in 
the present, adopting a post-development/feminist line of thought taking into con-
sideration the concepts of “Epistemologies of the South” and “Situated Knowledge” 
as conceptual notions. In this way, the expected aim has been to develop a situa-

Inhabiting the Oases through Design 
Practices

CHAPTER 6



p. 238
(Reflextion) on Design as/for Common(s)

ted knowledge that is generated from the specific point of view and that does not 
distance the knowing subject from everyone else but instead engages in collective 
processes of knowledge production.
During the experiment in Chenini we contributed to re-prefiguring new/old forms 
of collective action that could improve the resilience of the community to the near-
future climate change and water scarcity issues. Observation, conversations and 
unstructured interviews were developed according to the context using the EXF fra-
mework to structure the whole experience (Candy & Kornett; 2019). Through the 
perspectives of the Commons and radical imagination we were able to ideate in a 
collective manner. What had been more important was the ontological posture of 
the designer; of being engaged in a specific situation of struggle i.e., communities 
and social movements defending their territories and worlds from the ravages of 
neoliberal globalization (Escobar, 2018). I was convinced by the need to immerse 
myself in the context, to build relationships with local communities and to take time 
for action or inaction (Irwin, 2018). It was not about the result but about the pro-
cess.
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6.1 Which Approach? Which Method? Which Design?

6.1.1	 Contacting	Other	Design	Researchers	

Before and during this period, I was looking to see how other so-
cially and politically engaged designers actually acted. At the very 
beginning, I did not know what approach to adopt. However, the 
approaches mentioned above served as a kind of reference points. 
I did not have a clear or appropriate approach to adopt, however, I 
felt halfway between the approaches of: Participatory Design and 
its concepts of infrastructuring and commoning (Marttila et al, 
2014); Transition Design (Irwin, 2015) for its idea of long-term in-
tervention and visioning by providing a process for stakeholders to 
transcend their differences in the present by co-creating visions of a 
shared and desirable long-term future; Autonomous Design (Esco-
bar, 2018) since it focuses on the struggles of communities and so-
cial movements to defend their territories and worlds against the 
ravages of neoliberal globalization; Design for Sustainment and 
what Fry (2009) calls “dig where you stand”; or Prefigurative De-
sign (DiSalvo, 2016), a design that could make political speculation 
easier to live, experiment with, and ultimately implement, where 
designers are not themselves called to speculate, but rather, they 
can be called to enable speculation.

Interestingly, all of these approaches adopt a decolonial stance, 
which is undoubtedly the attitude taken during this field experi-
ment. As Escobar explains, “ It should be stressed that these trends 
often overlap; they are diverse and heterogeneous, in some cases 
even within each trend. Taken as a whole, however, they can be 
seen as decentering design from Eurocentric accounts of the field, 
resituating it within larger histories of modernity and coloniality; 
making visible previously hidden or suppressed design histories 
and practices; redirecting design ontologically towards decolonial 
and pluriversal visions; and, very tellingly, addressing the implica-
tions of these repositioning of design for design education” (2018, 
p. 140). What I did know, however, was that there was no univer-
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sal method or tools to apply as advocated by Human Center Design 
(HCD) and Design Thinking approaches. I also understood that De-
sign for Social Innovation tends to frame problems within relatively 
narrow spatio-temporal contexts (Irwin, 2018). To help see more 
clearly, I had contacted several researchers in and outside of Design 
working either on the same theme of the application of Design in 
relation to Commons or more broadly on the different design ap-
proaches already mentioned.

I managed to contact people whose work I had read about. I invited 
Jose Luis Vivero Pol, program manager of the World Food Program-
me, hunger activist, agricultural engineer and “food commoner”, to 
participate in a seminar where we (doctoral students) presented 
the topics of our research. With Jose Luis Vivero Pol we discussed 
the notion he had developed of “Food as Commons” and its poten-
tial role in advancing struggles for food sovereignty. I also contacted 
Maura Benegiamo, a political ecology researcher who has con-
ducted research in Italy, Central America and sub-Saharan Africa on 
environmental conflicts, extractivist policies and agricultural deve-
lopment from a political ecology perspective that draws on Marxian 
theory and postcolonial approaches. The latter had spoken to me 
about prefiguration in politics and it was through our discussions 
that I discovered DiSalvo’s (2016) work and his articulation of pre-
figurative politics and design as well as his critique of speculative 
design which too often celebrates spectacle rather than enquiry or 
critique.

I also contacted Maurizio Teli, Associate Professor at the De-
partment of Planning at Aalborg University, who works on Partici-
patory Design on the Commons and commoning and is part of the 
P.D. Commoners collective. It was an opportunity to talk about the 
evolution of Participatory Design, thanks in part to a generational 
shift among researchers in the field, from a discourse focused on 
technology and computer systems to one focused on the power re-
lations between institutions, grassroots movements and communi-
ties. Maurizio invited us to read about the research I was doing as 
part of a course he was teaching on “Facilitating Design Processes 
and Technological Innovation”. The course is part of a Master’s de-
gree in “Techno-Anthropology” where students are not designers 
but are asked to study interaction design and Participatory Design 
while being trained to organize innovation processes in a very me-

Image 6.1 
The Transition Design Framework 
(n.d.). Irwin/Kossoff/Tonkinwise.
Sourse: www.
transitiondesignseminarcmu.net
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thodologically oriented course. For him, the many questions I had 
about the organization of my field research was a very interesting 
aspect in itself. So, it was a matter of making choices (or not).

Image 6.1
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6.1.2	 Future	Workshops	 and	 Ethnographic	 Experiential	
Futures	(EXF)

Finally, at the symposium Design as Common Good: Framing Design 
through Pluralism and Social Values, organized by Swiss Design 
Network in March 2021, I participated in a workshop entitled: “Un-
tangling Social Justice: Design Futures for Systems Thinking”. The 
workshop was organized by Hillary Carey, PhD student in Transi-
tion Design and dealt with long-term visioning of possible futures 
as an important collective activity to drive change. Hillary was in-
terested in Transition Design and Autonomous Design approaches 
and the benefits that Social Impact Designers could gain by using 
different futuring tools. After the workshop we agreed to meet 
(online) to discuss my research in more depth. I had hypothesized 
the possibility of organizing a Future Workshop in Chenini and Jem-
na in order to put the different actors around the same imaginary. 
I was dubious about the effectiveness of such a workshop and ex-
pressed the refusal to use the classic post-it notes and other tools in 
a context based on oral tradition and to fall into a kind of coloniali-
sm that I was criticizing. Hillary found the idea of such a workshop 
interesting and drew the attention to the work of Jose Ramos on 
linking Participatory Action Research (PAR) and Foresight (2017). 
Ramos paraphrasing his personal communication with Rosa ex-
plains that “PAR framework lends credence to the idea that parti-
cipants are co-researchers, actively engaged in the adaptation of 
the research itself”. This reminded us about the work of de Sousa 
Santos acknowledging the importance of PAR and the figure of Fals 
Borda in the kind of workshops defined as co-learning experiences 
developed by the Popular University of Social Movements (PUSM). 
The two of them draw indeed on the work of Paulo Freire and his 
pedagogy of the oppressed (1970).

We talked about the idea of being embedded in the problem and 
not being an external designer regarding the ethical implications of 
the experience I wanted to develop. She focused my intention on 
the process and methodology rather than the outcome; to develop 
an auto-ethnography without the need to pull myself out to be the 
observer. We also talked about the concept of “speculative fabula-
tion” developed by Donna Haraway and the notion of world-buil-
ding in relation to the oral tradition specific to the contexts I was 
interested in. We also discussed about the Transition Design appro-

Images 6.2 
1. Candy, S & Kornet, K. (2019). 
Turning Foresight Inside Out: 
An Introduction to Ethnographic 
Experiential Futures. Journal of 
Futures Studies. 23. 3-22. 10.6531/
JFS.201903_23(3).0002.

2. Personal elaboration. A 
combination between the Future 
Workshop and the EXF protocols.
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ach and its relation to Autonomous Design; Hillary considered that 
the two balance each other considering that Transition Design did 
not have enough of a decolonizing mindset. According to her the 
experience I wanted to deploy could be somehow a contribution to 
Transition Design discourse through the its combination with the 
one developed by Escobar in Autonomous Design. Transition De-
sign could provide practical tools where Autonomous Design would 
act as a mindset. To Hillary the two approaches had to be combined 
since she did not trust the ethics of Transition Design “made by th-
ree white people with an Anglo-Saxon background”. Transition De-
sign workshops are according to Hillary much more about mapping 
the problems and understanding them. 

My conviction was that people in the context I was visiting alrea-
dy knew the problems. The initial hypothesis was that the role of 
design was to enable speculation, co-envisioned futures that were 
relevant to them. I felt that one of the biggest problems in Tunisia af-
ter the revolution was related to a deep conviction that the country 
offers no future; to a generalized blockage of imaginaries. I had also 
talked about Stuart Candy’s work in the field of Future studies and 
the recent convergence with Design, taking business tools of futures 
studies to work with communities. I ended up reading about the 
Ethnographic Experiential Futures (EXF) cycle developed by Candy 
and Kornett (2019) as an example of a hybrid framework between 
futures studies and design that along the way allowed me to better 
plan my intervention. 
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6.1.3	 Auto-Ethnography,	Situated	Knowledge	and	Inha-
bitation:	The	Importance	of	Orality

Ultimately, my discussion with Bianca Elzenbaumer, reinforced the 
belief that there was no universal method or perfect approach to 
the contexts I was going to work on/in. I discussed about engage-
ment (even beyond the sphere of research) with the struggles of 
the communities I wanted to visit, especially Chenini. Bianca ap-
preciated the emotional connection I had to the contexts in which 
I was interested and the dimension of belonging. Talking about the 
ancient practices in the oasis around commoning and mutual aid 
as well as the decolonial aspect I wanted to develop, we discussed 
the difficulty of finding a suitable approach. We also discussed the 
limits of “scientific research” and the idea of necessity of maintai-
ning a certain distance with a context. Bianca, like Hillary, proposed 
to follow a process of auto-ethnography. Evoking again the work of 
Donna Haraway, she advised to adopt a feminist approach, taking 
an embodied approach to the questions of my research. In this way, 
the aim would be to generate a situated knowledge i.e., a knowledge 
that is generated from an always specific point of view and that does 
not distance the knowing subject from everyone else but instead en-
gages in collective processes of knowledge production. What would 
be useful about this feminist approach is that it does not rely on 
immutable assumptions, and by fully investing one’s subjectivity, I 
could remove the distance that might allow for a safe and disembo-
died analysis. For her, I had to: “go without preconceived ideas to 
the field, to see the communities and try to become one of them”. 
The experience that I wanted to lead was for her “It seems like a be-
autiful start to a very long story (...) with the processes of infrastruc-
turing and commoning with the time available in the framework of 
the doctorate, you will be able to put very little into practice because 
they are much longer processes (...) but it seems to me that from the 
material you have, the passion and the desire to get involved, with 
the thesis you are able to put a very solid base for what comes after 
the thesis (...) what you could do is more of an observation, theore-
tical-ethnographic work (...) you go, you meet people, you do inter-
views and you basically listen and observe in a quite humble way”.
 
The chosen approach was finally that of “inhabitation” that Bian-
ca developed inspired by Irit Rogoff’s reflection on how meaning is 
produced differently through the multiple relationships that are ge-
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nerated when living through things. “It is an approach to knowledge 
production rooted in feminist practice that involves entering into an 
issue through a process of experience and experimentation, thereby 
engaging in what Rogoff calls embodied criticality. This means that 
we enter or create the contexts we work on and inhabit them daily 
for periods of time”. (Elzenbaumer, 2013, p. 25). 

I expressed doubts about the integration of “expert” figures from 
outside the community and the risk of falling into giving lessons. 
She advised me to go to the communities with a genuine interest 
and enthusiasm and then to convince them to organize a meeting. 
We also discussed the importance of oral tradition and the difficulty 
to deal with such an aspect, especially for designers but in gene-
ral from a Western perspective on sciences. Sousa Santos (2016) 
reminds the concept of orature and the African Sage Philosohpy 
which Oruka (1991) popularized speaking about “philosophic sa-
gacity.” Although the definition of the key terms is not always com-
pletely uniform, at the heart of this approach to African philosophy 
lies the emphasis on academically-trained philosophy students and 
professors interviewing non-academic wise persons whom Oruka 
called “sages,” and then engaging philosophically with the interview 
material (IEP, n.d). Philosophic sagacity attempts to articulate the 
thoughts, ideas and views of individual Africans reputed for excep-
tional wisdom, introducing them as authentic African philosophy. 
Philosophic sagacity describes the kind of philosophic activity that 
Momoh (1985) calls “Ancient African philosophy” Wiredu (1980) 
named “Traditional African thought or philosophy.” The real pur-
pose of sage philosophy “was to help substantiate or invalidate the 
claim that traditional African peoples were innocent of logical and 
critical thinking (de Sousa Santos, 2016; p25)
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6.1.4	 Asking	Questions	or	Finding	Responses?

The inhabitation of Chenini (April to May, 2021) was the initial ex-
periment and the one of Jemna (June to July, 2021) the second, I 
wanted to develop in order to understand the political dimensions 
of working with Commons and explore the tensions and potentiali-
ties encountered when designing for (and from within) Commons 
and community economies (Trogal et al., 2016). The intention was 
to make an experiment on a micro-scale that had as its objective to 
explore how, as a designer, I could contribute to the restauration/
defense of other economic cultures in my home country in view of 
the current and especially future challenges. In the words of econo-
mic geographer Katherine Gibson, how we can “take back the eco-
nomy, without waiting until an ideal situation, idea or opportunity 
presents itself some time in an indefinite future”. 

The idea was a priori simple, I did not know what design to prac-
tice or if it would still be design, but knew that in front of the futu-
re climatic risks added to the damage already perpetrated by the 
chemical industry for the case of Chenini (Gabes) and the loss of 
breath of the experience of Jemna because of legal and institutional 
blockages, it was undoubtedly necessary to envision new horizons. 
Commons, Food sovereignty and radical imagination would act as 
landmarks to fulfill such a project. It was then a combination of my 
previous research and the different discussions I had with the dif-
ferent researchers which led me to the idea of dividing my stay into 
two parts; a first part corresponding to the inhabitation of the oases 
and a second one where I would try to organize a future workshop 
gathering local actors around a common vision of the future. 

During the first part observation, conversations and unstructured 
interviews would be developed according to the context. I also 
thought that the use of the EXF protocol was a good way to structu-
re the whole experiment (even as a rough guide). In short, the idea 
was to create together a new/old economic imaginary in order to 
ground resistance in place (Tonkinwise, 2015) in the here and now. 
By choosing to experiment with these different aspects, I hoped that 
this would bring openings to the research and that they would ena-
ble to ask questions I could roughly formulate.
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6.2.1	 Questioning	 Locals’	 Images	 of	 the	 Past,	 Present	
and	Future	of	the	Oasis

The stay in Gabes (city) coincided with the period of Ramadan; pe-
ople were coming out of a period of confinement and were suppo-
sed to respect a curfew imposed at 8pm. These conditions played 
an important role in the organization on the field. The bicycle was 
the most convenient means of transportation through the narrow 
tracks of the oasis. The stay lasted 5 weeks (from April 22 to May 
29, 2021). The first 4 weeks consisted of a series of bike tours where 
we went from meeting to meeting building up a fairly substantial 
address book. I planned the meetings day by day according to the 
availability of each one. 

The “ride” from Gabes to Chenini is about 7 km, which was quite 
practical to explore the oasis, its different areas (urban, agricul-
tural) as well as the borders separating it from that of el Menzel. 
The two oases form a homogeneous block and the separation is not 
obvious, especially for foreigners. Knowing the place, speaking the 
local dialect and having family in Chenini (and in Gabes more gene-
rally) helped a lot to make the first contacts. On the other hand, it 
was also complicated to maintain an objective distance during the 
different discussions. Very quickly I had met key people, active in 
civil society, who allowed us to know in depth and in a tangible way 
the problems of the oasis. In a way I was no stranger to the context 
and knew most (often superficially) of the issues. People were very 
welcoming and each person I met introduced us to other people of 
different ages: civil society actors, officials in the municipality, far-
mers, women artisans etc. The people in Chenini were open but as 
already mentioned, being a child of the region and having family ties 
was a great help for the first approach. Therefore, essentially, I saw 
people living their lives: farmers in their plots; young people mostly 
in late night cafes or those active in civil society; or women artisans 
in their store.

6.2 Unfolding: Inhabiting the Oasis of Chenini

Images 6.3 
1.Old photo showing the past 
abundance of water in Chenini. 
Source: unknown.

2. Photo showing the initial 
urban development of Gabes; 
perpendicular to the sea, following 
the course of the river.
Source: unknown
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I also met other researchers and activists who were interested in 
the case of Chenini, networking with local associations and insti-
tutions using their time to explore the city for inspiration for fu-
ture work, while some plunged into making work with whatever 
they could find around - or in fact, depending on the length of their 
stay, engaging in a mixture of activities. Alexia Hariri and Léa Ovet, 
two French environmental activists interested in permaculture and 
agroecology practices, had taken up residence at Dar El Medina, a 
guesthouse that Mabrouk Jabri, founder of ASOC in 1992, had deci-
ded to open a few years earlier. Dar El Medina had in a way become 
a meeting point for all foreigners wanting to visit the oasis by offe-
ring them accommodation and creating a small economic dynamic 
revolving around the products and local crafts of the oasis. 

Ernest Riva, an Italian activist and researcher working on the issue 
of food sovereignty. Ernest was trying to understand the impact of 
the Covid-19 crisis on the activity of farmers in Chenini. I shared a 
lot with these different visitors who allowed me to have an exter-
nal point of view on Chenini. Alexia and Léa were exploring the oa-
sis and we often met by chance during our numerous comings and 
goings. They were both impressed by the agricultural practices of 
the locals and appalled by the impact of the chemical industry and 
climate change on the present and future of the oasis. Ernest had 
arrived several weeks before and advised to get away from the as-
sociative circles and find the farmers directly in their plots. From 
time to time, there would be overlaps between our activities, but 
generally each of us would pursue his or her own path. For example, 
Nada Trigui and Haythem Gasmi from the ATP, whom I had met a 
month earlier in Tunis, ended up organizing their meeting in Cheni-
ni; the few weeks I spent in Chenini allowed me to help them with 
some preparations, advising them in certain cases to avoid certain 
misunderstandings or clumsiness (indeed, locals had become reti-
cent about activities organized by associations from Tunis or inter-
national NGOs). 

So, while I saw all these people living their lives and fulfilling their 
activities, they saw me pursuing my research: meeting people, net-
working, conducting interviews to explore the local culture and hi-
story of commoning practices of the oasis under colonialism and 
subsequently under independence and the implementation of the 
GCT. I was also inquiring into people’s actual or existing images of 
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the both the past and the future in order to organize the workshop 
convincing them about the usefulness of such an encounter. Throu-
gh conversations I tried to follow a decolonial line of thought by de-
monumentalizing written knowledge in order to develop horizontal 
exchanges with locals (de Sousa Santos, 2016). In the workshop I 
somehow wanted to follow the model developed by the Popular 
University of Social Movements (PUSM) and Paulo Freire´s peda-
gogy of the oppressed. I presented the workshop as a co-learning 
experience considering the recognition of mutual ignorance, as one 
of its bases.
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6.2.2	 Past:	A	Little	Story	about	Old	Practices	of	Commo-
ning	in	Chenini

There is a deep sense of bitterness expressed by the oasis inhabi-
tants when the past is mentioned and another of anger as soon as 
the water issue is discussed. Between the nostalgia of an older ge-
neration who lived the glory hours of the oasis during their youth 
and the youth of today for whom this past abundance of water has 
become a kind of mythology, I could not help but try to trace the 
history of this water around which these thousand-year-old oases 
were built. The oasis is the work of Man; it is a purely artificial cre-
ation. Chenini is an ancient oasis and Pliny the Elder, who seems to 
have visited it, describes Tacapæ as an oasis in the middle of the 
sands and admires the system of sharing irrigation water and the 
richness of the vegetation spread over three floors (date palms, oli-
ve trees, or fig trees, then pomegranate trees and vegetables). The 
philosopher Carolyn Merchant, identifies in the work of Pliny the 
Elder a worldview that today could be described as ecology (1980). 
A rather famous passage of Pliny the Elder translates the antiquity 
of the Oasis and the abundance of its production since time imme-
morial: 

“One meets, when one goes to the Syrtes and to Leptis the Great, 
a city of Africa in the middle of the sands; it is called Tacape (XVI, 
50). The soil, which is watered there, enjoys a marvelous fertility in 
a space of about 3,000 steps in all directions. A spring flows there, 
abundant, it is true, but whose waters are distributed to the inhabi-
tants during a fixed number of hours. There, under a very high palm 
tree, grows an olive tree, under the olive tree a fig tree, under the fig 
tree a pomegranate tree, under the pomegranate tree a vine: under 
the vine wheat is sown, then vegetables, then herbs, all in the same 
year, all growing in the shade of each other.”
It is therefore necessary to go back to the Roman period or even be-
fore if we want to trace the history of the Chenini oasis. One can still 
see the vestiges of it without doubt the most known and obvious are 
the big arch El gouss, and the mill El reha which corresponds to the 
old Roman dam.

Like any oasis, Chenini and Gabes more generally were built around 
the water. Gabes is even the only coastal city in Tunisia built per-
pendicular to the coast, following the course of the river. Gabes is 
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the only coastal city in Tunisia that is built perpendicular to the sea. 
Historically the city had indeed developed around the wadi and the 
oasis instead of the sea. A saying says that “the gabesian is a gha-
baji (forester)”, not a sailor; ghaba is the Arabic word for forest and 
the oasis people speak of ghaba to indicate the cultivated plots. The 
word waha, which means oasis, is used to indicate the entire oasis 
area in the local dialect. This reminded me of the concept of food 
forest dear to the permaculturists.

Chenini in Berber language would mean “the place where water 
abounds” or simply “source”. Based on the conversations and sto-
ries of the past I had during the stay, I will try to tell a little non-
exhaustive story of the different phases through which water has 
passed, from abundance to scarcity. Far from me the idea to retrace 
this history with a precise dating, this not being my field of predi-
lection. I noticed that the oasis (and its water) was marked by two 
major events: The French colonization in the first place, then at the 
advent of independent Tunisia, probably the most significant fact, 
the construction of the Tunisian Chemical Group. 

The older ones told that during the French colonization Chenini 
was one of the bastions of the resistance and the last one to fall af-
ter Jara and Menzel. This corresponded closely to the writings of 
Abdelmajid Kraiem about the resistance of Gabes, calling it the last 
insurgent city of the Tunisian coast, to the French occupation in July 
1881. For him the specific links that the city of Gabes had establi-
shed with its hinterland gave its originality to the Gabesian resistan-
ce to the colonial occupation. The maritime oasis, composed of two 
towns, Menzel and Jara, had established particularly close economic 
ties with the semi-nomads of the hinterland, notably the Neffet, a 
Bedouin tribe. “Faced with the French occupation, two parties ap-
peared: the party of order, comprising the notables of Jara, and the 
party of resistance, grouping Chenini and Menzel, under the leader-
ship of Ali ben Khalifa, chief of the Neffet (tribe)” (Kraiem, 1988). 
In several conversations, the locals mentioned different episodes 
of resistance in Chenini and Gabes in general. Abdennasser Ben 
Ahmed, a young activist of barely 32 years old, talked at length 
about the history of “his oasis” as he called it, as well as about the re-
sistance of Ali Ben Khalifa and the gallows of the latter, even locating 
the place (in the Batha, very close to the central square of the old 
city) where the execution of the resistance fighters had taken place. 
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Thus, Ali ben Khalifa would be one of the ancestors of Abdennasser 
who was himself a Neffet. The history of this tribe (or family) of 
Arab origin in Chenini goes back to the migratory waves of the Banu 
Hilal and Banu Sulaym; two confederations of Arab tribes origina-
ting from the Arabian Peninsula that had flocked to North Africa 
between the end of the tenth and the thirteenth centuries. The Arab 
origins of certain Chenini families were evoked, Berber for others 
(for example the Badrouchi family) but also ancient Roman as in the 
case of the Barbana family. Very old conflicts between certain fami-
lies are still evoked in the “local mythology.” Abdennasser told the 
story of the “massacre of the Badrouchi by the local governor of the 
Hamrouni family”. For some old farmers, water was the real engine-
er of the oasis; Indeed, before paying the workers who worked the 
land and the “false-sowing” to prepare the new crops, the owners 
always waited for the arrival of the engineer (i.e., the water) to note 
its good distribution on all the plot. 
Abdennasser emphasized the sensitivity of the local people and the 
importance of ancestral knowledge which, according to him, is the 
origin of modern theories in agriculture; the genesis of the scien-
ces, would come directly from the daily life and experiences of local 
farmers for millennia. He also explained that foreign engineers and 
researchers were capitalizing on the knowledge of local farmers ta-
king all the pride for themselves. Local farmers are for him the real 
experts with a deep and practical knowledge of agriculture even re-
lated to issues like climate change. This reminded of the words of 
de Sousa Santos (2016) asking who was the author of knowledge 
as most of the knowledges that prevail in our societies have no au-
thors.

We talked about the history of Chenini and the works of Al Idrissi. 
The latter reports, in the 12th century, that “Gabes is a considerable 
city, well populated, surrounded by a veritable wood of orchards 
which follow one another without interruption and which produce 
fruit in abundance, palm trees, olive trees, etc.” During the Arab do-
mination, sugar cane and mulberry (and thus the silkworm whose 
products were highly sought after throughout the Arab world) de-
veloped and then disappeared, perhaps due to lack of profitability. 
Palms took on great importance in terms of food and economy, as 
the power of Arab nomads was partly based on the supply of dried 
dates provided by the oases, according to the principle of “protec-
tion against supply”. The three vegetation levels of the oasis diver-
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sified further with the introduction of fruit trees and ground crops, 
and then, in the sixteenth century, with American varieties of toma-
to, chili pepper, corn, tobacco, potato and prickly pear (Al-Idrīsī, Le 
Magrib au XIIe siècle, trans. by M. Hadj-Sadok, Paris, 1983).
He also evoked the first traces of Homo Sapiens in Chenini and 
Oued Akarit in Gabes going back to 140,000 years and the works of 
the Marquis de Nadaillac in the 19th century and of Gobert (1962) 
more recently on this subject. He considered that large parts of our 
history had been obscured and that what we are taught in school 
was influenced by the West and “colonial policies”. Abdennasser, af-
ter an experience with the ASOC was now working in Kebili with the 
NGO Handicap International. He was to become a key person in my 
stay in Chenini but especially in Jemna afterwards, as he had a deep 
knowledge of the history of Chenini but also the challenges that the 
oasis was facing. Abdennasser spoke of the sensitivity that his pa-
rents and grandparents had instilled in him and his brother Saddam 
for the oasis and its heritage. Proof of the importance of collective 
and oral memory, the history of the oasis is told from generation to 
generation. Trying to retrace the history of water in the oasis, he 
explained that like many youngsters he did not “see the water but 
heard many stories about it”. 

Speaking about the French colonization Abdennasser explained 
that Chenini was strategic because of water. Taking control of Che-
nini meant taking control of the water in the whole area and con-
sequently taking control of the totality of Gabes. The French would 
have understood from the beginning the importance of water in this 
region by forbidding digging or drilling in a radius of 30 km around 
Gabes. Apart from some bloody episodes between the resistance 
fighters of Chenini and the French military of which Sghaier Thebet 
(Haj Magtouf) told me about, everyone (locals and settlers) lived 
on their own. Chenini was limited to the current old city around the 
Rahba or central square. The water flowed at a rate of 700 L/s ac-
cording to the locals and the river current was so strong in some 
places that a dromedary could drown. There were two wadis or ri-
vers; the one above or “El Oued el Fogani” (the upper stream) which 
went to Menzel and the one below or “El Oued Eloutani” (the lower 
stream) which flowed towards Jara. There were two main sources, 
the white source or “Ain Bidha” and the blue source or “Ain Zarga.” 
The French, apart from diverting part of the water from the white 
spring to the military barracks located below, let the locals live as 
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they had always done. The locals call it the “Chichma” (or tap). To-
day there remains only an underground tunnel unfortunately partly 
buried according to Najib Lassouad, one of the farmers with the last 
varieties of local fishing almost disappeared. Traditionally, within 
the oasis of Gabes existed a real solidarity of work. Neighboring far-
mers helped each other in their respective plots: water was shared, 
work was divided and advice was exchanged. 

Each of the three oases had a river chief or “Gayed El Oued” who was 
appointed by the locals; he was a trusted person who distributed 
the water among the different plots and farmers during a specific 
time. The three Gayed were accountable to the “Moudir El Me” lite-
rally water director, who was usually the largest landowner in the 
three oases of Chenini, Jara and Menzel. The main role of the water 
director was to resolve conflicts between farmers; the offender had 
to pay the travel expenses of the director as a fine. 

Once a year, during the great autumn monsoon, everyone gathered 
for “Jehiret El Ouad”, i.e., the cleaning of the river bed. The people 
left from downstream at the level of the oasis of Jara to go up the 
course of the river to pass to the oasis of Menzel while going up to-
wards Chenini where the three communities finished by rebuilding 
“Sodd Ettyah” being able to be translated like the falling dam. This 
earthen dam as its name indicates fell during each monsoon and 
had to be rebuilt each time by the inhabitants of the three oases. The 
dam in addition to a system of tunnels dug since antiquity, was used 
to redirect the water of the river. The water thus went up towards 
Chenini located more in height avoiding by the same occasion its 
overflow on the cultures downstream. This example of an ephe-
meral dam reminded me of the rope bridges made by indigenous 
communities in Latin America; these bridges too had to be rewoven 
once a year. Water was a common good and everyone had to parti-
cipate in cleaning the river and rebuilding the dam. This helped to 
maintain the social cohesion between the three communities. This 
connivance amid the different communities is inconceivable today 
for some young people of Jara or Menzel who are at war with each 
other because of an adversity linked to soccer, each town having its 
own team. 

When the question of water is raised, one quickly ends up talking 
about past solidarity and ancient practices of mutual aid; the elders 
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(and on rare occasions the young) speak of “Jehiret El Ouad” and 
“Raghata” but also of “Kholleta” (a system of contributions to buy 
this or that commodity) and “Hassaba” (a system of sharing the 
meat in equal parts when slaughtering cattle). Before the summer 
or during the autumn, the locals would generally organize a Raghata 
during which the neighbors would meet together on each other’s 
plots to divide the work and go faster. For example, today all meet 
at x’s place to pick his peaches, tomorrow they will do the same at 
y’s place, and so on. 

Before the establishment of the industrial zone, the oasis of Ga-
bes was described as a real paradise. If the oldest remember their 
bathing at the Roman dam in Rabraba or Chela Club, having known 
in their lifetime this still prosperous oasis, the youngest born from 
the 80s, explain that they grew up with the nostalgic stories of their 
parents. The water, they have only seen in photos and the imagina-
tion of previous generations. Najib Lassouad regretted the disappe-
arance of most of the archives, photos and videos of the time. Accor-
ding to him, it would be necessary to look for the French archives to 
reconstitute the common memory. 

When evoking the past of the oasis and the question of solidarity, 
everyone says that it was better before. But before what? All of them 
situate the disappearance of water around the 1970s; just after the 
establishment of the Groupe Chimique Tunisien (GCT) in 1972. The 
disappearance of water was rapid and led to the almost total degra-
dation of the oasis according to Sghaier Thabet (Haj Magtouf), one 
of the oldest farmers of Chenini. It used to rain regularly in Gabes. 
Sghaier and the others remember for example the Tahma or big flo-
ods of 1959 and 1962. Traces of these floods are still visible in some 
parts of the oasis but they were even more visible in the collective 
memory. Some even suggested that the construction of the GCT was 
the reason for the decrease in rainfall in Gabes. However, there is 
no scientific evidence to confirm or deny this hypothesis. What was 
certain, however, was that the GCT was the main cause of the lowe-
ring of the water table. Taoufik Dhahri, a farmer and former GCT 
worker, declared that the pumping rate of the latter exceeded 1200 
L/s. Sghaier Thabet declared that he had seen the “pharaonic” size 
of the underground pipes used to bring water to the GCT. He would 
have seen them with his own eyes during the construction of the 
site, in which he had participated.   
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During the stay, I was able to discover a certain (albeit biased) hi-
story of water in Chenini and see the close links between this histo-
ry and the ancestral practices of commoning and mutual aid. These 
practices would have been lost little by little since the introduction 
of the chemical industry in Gabes. According to some, it is the scar-
city of water that gradually led to the disappearance of these practi-
ces of mutual aid. For others like Chadli Lahmar farmer or Mabrouk 
Jabri, this disappearance has no direct relationship with the issue of 
water. They would be linked to the introduction of money and the 
impact that this had on the mentality of the locals. During one of our 
many discussions, Mabrouk mentioned the example of certain “local 
associations receiving large amounts of money from foreign donors, 
supposedly to improve the situation, but in the end only making it 
worse. He thus criticized the donors questioning their good faith. 

In my opinion, Gabes and Chenini are simply the victims of the 
global capitalist system. As in all the peripheries, the local popu-
lations suffer the effects of extractivism and dispossession hidden 
in discourses of modernity and development (Federici, 2019). My 
conversations with my grandmother and other old men and women 
in the oasis were a real turning point during this research. These 
conversations brought to my mind what Federici (quoting Bonate 
and Auslander) called “the world of the disintegrating communal 
village economy, in which older women are those who most stre-
nuously defend a non-capitalist use of natural resources (…) [and] 
where old men too are caught in this conflict between the values of 
the older subsistence-oriented communal world and those of the 
advancing monetary economy.” (Federici, 2008; p.29) Today, some 
actors of the civil society are trying to rediffuse certain traditions 
throughout the oasis both through activities organized by various 
associations and individually. 
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Images 6.4 
Water in Chenini. Present vs Past.
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6.2.3	 Present:	Identifying	Actors	and	Challenges

A large but Scattered Panel of Associations

Saad Idoudi, (an old acquaintance), active member of the Associa-
tion Formes et Couleurs de l’Oasis (AFCO) helped taking the first 
steps in Chenini. Born and raised Saad knew well the reality of the 
oasis. Thanks to his knowledge of the civil society but also of the 
daily life of youngsters. Khaled Jabri, president of the association, 
also told about his involvement with the “stop pollution movement” 
and its loss of breath during the last years. The AFCO organizes 
every year a Mediterranean film festival, during which the cinema-
tographic art is combined with the themes of the environment or 
education. The aim is to raise awareness of environmental issues 
among young people in an artistic and creative way. At the same 
time, ASOC and other Gabesian associations organize conferences, 
awareness days on the protection of the oasis, but also training.

For the youth, the associative life had become a kind of escape, a 
way to have a salary even reduced and not to depend on their fa-
milies to languish in the cafes. Khaled, for example, combined his 
work in the association with that of a guard in the tar factory where 
an explosion took place, sometime before my arrival, killing seve-
ral people and provoking the indignation of the locals against the 
state and the chemical group. Locals felt that the central power in 
Tunis considered them as second-class citizens. Saad and Khaled 
also helped us meet Mabrouk Jabri, retired teacher and founder of 
the ASOC. Touched by the degradation of the oasis in which he was 
born, and revolted by the lack of investment by the state and Tu-
nisian institutions, Mabrouk Jabri founded in 1995 the Association 
for the Safeguard of the Oasis of Chenini (ASOC), with the aim of re-
habilitating the oasis, safeguarding its resources and promoting su-
stainable development within this threatened ecosystem. In 2001, 
associations from four North African countries, Tunisia, Moroc-
co, Algeria and Mauritania, including ASOC, decided to join forces 
within the Réseau Associatif du Développement Durable des Oasis 
(RADDO). This was an opportunity to talk about his commitment to 
the defense of the oasis. It is moreover Mabrouk who founded the 
AFCO in 2011 which aims to “militate through art”, as he explains. 
Mabrouk also spoke of the Chenini UNESCO Club created in the late 
80s, thanks to which the oases of Gabes join the tentative lists of 
UNESCO heritage. Thanks to this visibility, the oasis of Gabes and its 
slow agony could be brought on the international scene, especially 
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through the UNESCO club.
With Mabrouk we discussed about the passage of Pierre Rabhi in 
Chenini, who would have given him the idea of developing a com-
posting station recovering palm tree waste to make low-cost local 
organic compost. It is after his experience in Chenini that Pierre 
Rabhi, amazed by the oasis system, developed the concept of “oa-
ses in all places” in the 90’s; a concept that closely resembles that 
of Cosmopolitan Localism or the SLOC scenario (Small, Local, Open 
and Connected) of Manzini (2014). Rabhi is also known for having 
launched the Colibris Movement in 2006. I visited the composting 
station, considered as the pride of the ASOC and the Chenini oasis. 
Several videos on the internet tell of the success of the experiment. 
There Nizar Kabaou manages the composting station but also the 
local soccer club. This was an opportunity to talk about the involve-
ment and the central role of the chemical group in the financing of 
local soccer clubs even feeding some animosities between the oases 
and towns of Gabes (like Jara and Menzel) formerly united around 
water and oasis. Nizar had also spoken of the tensions that had ari-
sen between civil society and farmers. According to Nizar, the far-
mers felt that civil society had lost sight of its role by forgetting to 
put the farmers at the center of their projects. Today the ASOC and 
its new committee are somewhat isolated and the Covid-19 crisis 
has not really helped them. 

Faten Barbana school-teacher and member in the ASOC office, laun-
ched an initiative to overcome this situation; a kind of collabora-
tion agreement between the main actors working on the territory. 
The agreement included: The municipality of Chenini, the ASOC, the 
Agricultural Development Group of Chenini (GDA), the Cooperative 
of Chenini, the farmers’ union and the local office of the Tunisian 
Federation for Development and Micro-Credits (FTDMC). Thanks to 
the help of Faten Barbana, I met several people in charge of the-
se different institutions and associations. To my great surprise, I 
have been welcomed by the mayor of Chenini, and explained the 
objectives of the research I was conducting. I ended up discussing 
about the example of the Transition Town movement. The mayor 
was enthusiastic about the project I was carrying out, affirming his 
desire to make the municipality a space for exchange for the inha-
bitants of Chenini. However, Abdelwahed Kabaou the Mayor explai-
ned that the budget allocated to him was barely sufficient to finance 
the collection of waste and the maintenance of some infrastructure. 
With the municipality still awaiting a decision from the central go-
vernment in Tunis, the mayor said he hoped for the rapid entry into 
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force of the new law on local authorities voted in 2018; the latter 
would allow him to have increased decision-making power and gre-
ater room for maneuver.

Old farmers also often spoke of the past glory of the cooperative 
they had founded in the 1960s. The cooperative would even have 
had a sales point at the wholesale market of Tunis “Bir El Kasaa”, 
supplying the capital with fruits and vegetables during the whole 
year. Chenini was particularly famous for its production of peaches, 
pomegranates but also for its “Bakourat”, vegetables harvested be-
fore time, out of season, thanks to the ingenuity of its farmers. The 
cooperative, according to its current director Mohamed Bouraoui, 
had been in debt for many years; he said he had put the finances of 
the cooperative back on its feet and that it would regain a central 
role in the marketing and development of local production in the 
near future. 

I also visited the GDA and discussed with Taher Hafdhaoui, who 
works as “Saâd”, the modern figure of “Gayed el ouad” or head of 
the river understanding the reality of water today. A Saâd therefore 
instead of distributing the water that used to flow naturally from 
the springs, has to pump the underground water and then divide it 
equally among the farmers. Water is no longer free and one hour of 
water costs 5 dinars that farmers must pay to the GDA before being 
supplied. Taher Hafdhaoui told me about the tensions between the 
GDA and the farmers because of the water turns that have become 
too long, his endless working days and the continuous efforts of the 
GDA to pay its debts. He spoke a new system of “rescue hours” for 
the farmers who urgently needed water for their plot. The farmers, 
on the other hand, had to pay 10 dinars for these rescue hours; they 
continued to blame the civil society and the municipality for their 
lack of efficiency. Hamadi Nbili one of the youngest farmers I met 
declared that the ASOC wouldn’t take in consideration advices from 
them when dealing with issues they knew more than no one.

Farmers worked on their plots, early in the morning. I quickly reali-
zed that my visits disturbed them during their work. Not all of them 
were farmers by trade; many were farmers by nature. Some of them 
are full time farmers, owning or renting large plots of land (about 
1 hectare), but most of them practice agriculture as a secondary 
activity. Most of them own small plots of land (less than 0.5 hecta-
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res) and farming often has to be accompanied by another activity to 
support a family. Others considered that they were doing gardening 
rather than farming; maintaining the plot could cost more than the 
possible income it could generate. Many plots of land were in fact 
abandoned for these different reasons but also because of inheri-
tance issues at the very origin of the parceling out of the land. 

Paradoxically, the period of confinement had a positive effect on the 
oasis, pushing some people, especially young people, to return to 
farming and take care of the land of their ancestors. Some young pe-
ople have thus rediscovered the oasis, but for most, agriculture does 
not ensure their future or that of their families. Many prefer to look 
for work elsewhere, in the capital or abroad. The people of Chenini 
left the oasis very early on, following several waves towards Europe 
and France in particular; this in itself constitutes an advantage and 
a disadvantage. The latter certainly help their families who stayed 
in Chenini but some of them, wanting to keep a link with their nati-
ve land, contribute to the phenomenon of accelerated urbanization 
that the oasis has been experiencing for several years by building 
ultramodern villas on their plots of land to spend their summer va-
cations.

There is a very active civil society in Chenini and a well-rooted asso-
ciative culture. In view of the unemployment, especially after the re-
volution, it has been one of the refuges of the youth of Chenini. The 
associations are numerous: the best known being the ASOC, but we 
can also mention the Association for Social and Solidarity Tourism 
(ATSS) which promotes the work of women artisans and has helped 
one of them to build a guest house; or the association Volontariat 
Sans Frontière (VSFR) which allows foreign volunteers to participa-
te in the development and preservation of the oasis; and finally the 
Association Générale des Insuffisants Moteurs (AGIM) which deals 
with various types of disabilities, some of which are due to the pre-
sence of the chemical industry. 

Numerous Challenges and Issues

I quickly realized that there were a series of tensions on different 
scales between the different actors in the territory. At a macro level 
we could talk about the tension between the GCT and the popula-
tion of the city of Gabes with its three oases (Jara, Menzel, Chenini) 
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which would correspond to an opposition between the Tunisian 
state and the local population. The GCT is indeed responsible for 
the pollution of the air, the sea and the excessive pumping of groun-
dwater. It is even responsible, according to some, for the scarcity 
of rain. This would have led to many illnesses of which there is no 
scientific proof because of the dictatorship that prevented talking 
about it. A large protest movement was formed just after the “stop 
pollution” revolution, which ended up closing the GCT for 9 months. 
The farmers remember that at that time it was raining again and the 
water table had been recharged. At a smaller (or meso) scale, just at 
the level of the commune of Chenini, tensions also existed between 
civil society and farmers, who feel used and coaxed by local associa-
tions. At the micro level, one could also speak of tensions between 
the young and the old generation. This classification is only a draft 
analysis and needs to be deepened in the future with perhaps the 
collaboration of anthropologists or sociologists as well as other spe-
cialties of the human sciences in order to see more clearly. I confess 
that I do not feel equipped to conduct an individual analysis of such 
subjects given their complexity.

After 4 weeks of Inhabitation, I had identified the different actors of 
the territory using rapid ethnography, observation, unstructured in-
terviews (more like discussions), I was able to identify 5 recurrent 
problems evoked by many of the inhabitants of Chenini:

1.   Water scarcity and groundwater depletion
2.   Land parceling and the question of inheritance 
3.   Increasing anarchic urbanization
4. Reluctance of young people to practice agriculture & loss of ance-
stral knowledge
5.   Lack of coordination between the actors of the territory 

A sixth point concerning the marketing (and valorization) of oasis 
products was also raised; however, during the workshop this last 
point was avoided by the majority of participants. It should be no-
ted that the problems of the oasis are obviously much more com-
plex, but that all of them are in some way related to the five pro-
blems identified. The interviews were unstructured and revolved 
around the issues of water, pollution, and climate change, but they 
also discussed the past of the oasis and the old practices of solida-
rity and mutual aid (commoning) as well as its future, following the 
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EFR method developed by Textor in 1976 (Textor, 1995). 

The role of the state in general and of the chemical group in parti-
cular in the disintegration of the oasis, whether in terms of pollu-
tion or water scarcity, sounded for the overwhelming majority as 
obvious. Climate change, a source of new diseases, had become for 
most farmers a reality to which they try to adapt as best they can, 
but this remains secondary to the destruction perpetrated for 40 
years by the Chemical Group or what the locals call “the Zone”.

1. Water scarcity and groundwater depletion

The population growth accompanied by an increase in demand for 
agricultural products in Gabes, and in the whole country, have con-
tributed to increase the surface of irrigated areas. In addition, the 
establishment of the GCT in 1972 has contributed to this overuse 
of groundwater. Indeed, the GCT uses water to cool the chemicals 
during the phosphate transformation process or the production of 
other chemical substances. This exponential development of agri-
cultural areas as well as the industrial use of water have contributed 
to the progressive depletion of the water tables. Within the oases, it 
is primarily the traditional irrigation systems that have been modi-
fied. The increased pressure imposed on the surface water tables 
have made the phenomenon of artesianism disappear. In spite of 
the multiplication of drilling, the gushing water of then was only a 
distant memory in Gabes. The resource being more and more scar-
ce, the earthen seguias were replaced by concrete seguias, in order 
to reduce the losses by infiltration. However, a large number of far-
mers did not have the means to concrete their irrigation system, 
thus creating irrigation modalities with diverse incarnations and 
instituting injustices in access to water within the oasis.

Moreover, as the surface water tables have dried up, artesian dril-
ling was abandoned in the 1980s and 1990s in favor of the pumping 
technique, allowing access to the deep-water tables. These new 
so-called “modern” techniques have completely destabilized the 
existing structures within the oasis by relegating the agricultural 
traditions of the Gabesians to the background. Thus, the traditio-
nal water turn has been considerably lengthened, Taher Hafdhaoui 
who is responsible for water distribution within the GDA said that 
it could take up to two months during the summer. He spoke in fact 
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of 4 distribution lines connected to three pumpings going up to a 
hundred meters underground. 

As water is becoming increasingly scarce, the flooding of the plots 
has also become less abundant, thus marring the quality of the land. 
The river, surrounding the oasis, had the role of draining the water 
used for irrigation by evacuating the salts. But the drying up of the 
water table has also led to a considerable drying up of the wadi, no 
longer fulfilling its role as a natural drain. In fact, the agricultural 
plots are increasingly affected by a phenomenon of soil salinization 
that the locals call “merrengou”. The drying up of water sources and 
the river, as well as climate change, which involves the progressive 
rise in sea level, are causing an increasing infiltration of sea water 
into the oasis water table. The abandonment of traditional drains 
and their lack of maintenance have also favored the increase in sali-
nity of agricultural soils of the oasis. 

For Salah Bchir, the so-called modernization of irrigation systems 
imposed on farmers has only worsened this situation destroying 
the ecosystem that was built around the old seguias in earth; in-
deed, plants now disappeared grew around them allowing insects 
and therefore birds to thrive. The new concrete seguias have not 
only disrupted this fragile natural balance, but they are also not all 
connected; the new irrigation networks are poorly maintained and 
leak, the water tightness of the plugs is not always optimal and ille-
gal connections are multiplying. According to Ismail Hafsi, the new 
director of the GDA, the most urgent problem is to pay the debts 
that have accumulated for some time, given the cost of pumping (in 
terms of electricity consumed). In addition, the decrease in rainfall 
due to climate change does not favor the renewal of the water ta-
ble. Added to this, the overexploitation of natural water tables by 
industrial groups, the main pillar of the oasis agricultural system is 
collapsing.

2. Land parceling and the question of inheritance

Another land-related phenomenon contributes to the modification 
of the internal structure of the oasis: inheritance and the division of 
plots. Most locals emphasized that the consequences of inheritance 
are one of the major problems for the oasis. When the father, the 
owner of the plot, dies or becomes too old to cultivate, his land is 
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bequeathed to his children who, in the interests of equality, divide 
the land equally. However, the smaller the area, the lower the profi-
tability. In fact, embarrassed by these small, salty, and unprofitable 
spaces, many young people leave their oasis plots abandoned. 

Sofian Bouzaiene for example, had taken over a good part of the fa-
mily land to prepare for his retirement. Old properties were betwe-
en ½ hectare to 1 hectare. In view of the inheritance parts were 
sold, once the division carried out between the many brothers and 
sisters of the family. His brother Nejib explained that being in Tu-
nis or abroad most of them could not take care of the maintenance 
of their plots. The case of the Bouzaiene family is the same for the 
majority of families in Gabes. Almost all of them considered that it 
was more interesting to sell the land and divide the money than to 
enter into long diatribes about the division of the plots and who 
would inherit what. In the case of some families, the heirs do not 
even know each other, which could complicate the operation. Se-
veral plots are thus left abandoned while waiting to settle disputes 
related to inheritance.  

It is therefore necessary to allow those who wants to buy these 
lands to continue the agricultural heritage of the oasis. In the local 
mentality, the parcel is symbolic. It is the proof of belonging to the 
oasis, we keep it to be able to “smell the scent of the ancestors”. Sel-
ling it is a shame in the village. The solutions therefore seem limited 
when it comes to counteracting the environmental degradation in-
flicted on the oasis of Gabes. However, determined local initiatives 
are flourishing both in Gabes and Chenini, and seek to promote the 
preservation of the oasis.

3. Increasing anarchic urbanization: turning to old methods?

Added to the fragmentation so there is the phenomenon of con-
struction and urbanization anarchic in the oasis that destroy more 
and more green areas. Population growth has had adverse impacts 
on the preservation of the oasis of Gabes. Indeed, the lack of cohe-
rent development plans, land parcels for the inhabitant, as well as 
the increase in land prices create a land pressure pushing the inha-
bitants to the anarchic construction in their oasis plot. The low yield 
of oasis farmland confirms this choice. In fact, the agricultural land 
agency of Gabes estimates that the oasis is losing 10 ha per year sin-
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ce the late 1980s, to the benefit of urbanization (Carpentier, 2017). 
This nibbling of oasis land also highlights the inefficiency of political 
and legal authorities in Tunisia. There is a substantial legal arsenal 
to control this phenomenon of unregulated urbanization, including 
Law No. 83-87 on the protection of agricultural land, which defines 
oases as “safeguard areas” that cannot undergo changes in status 
and whose agricultural character must be protected. It is the sur-
vival of the oasis that is at stake, because once built, the plots are 
also stripped of their palm trees. The deforestation of agricultural 
plots in the oasis of Gabes represented about 30% of the total area 
in 2011 (Ben Salah, 2011). 

Ali Ahmed, a retired schoolteacher and farmer, spoke about the old 
ways of building that are more ecological and resilient than modern 
villas. Ali Ahmed and others explained that their parents lived du-
ring the six months of winter in stone houses located in the heart 
of the old city. These houses were made of “Terss”, a local rock that 
could be “cooked” to make a kind of plaster. The rest of the year, 
especially during the summer, they lived in “Barraka” (from baraque 
in French), ephemeral houses built mainly of wood (for the structu-
re) and dried palms (for the walls). Hamadi Nbili, a young farmer, 
has rebuilt one in the plot he cultivates. We discussed the absurdity 
of having balconies and bay windows in a hot and humid climate 
like in Gabes. Ali mentioned the idea of a return to local materials 
and old building techniques such as the seaweed used by the elders 
as thermal insulation

4. Reluctance of young people to practice agriculture and loss of 
ancestral knowledge

Before the establishment of the industrial zone, the oasis of Gabes 
was called “magic” described as a real paradise. While Mabrouk 
experienced this still prosperous oasis in his lifetime, Abdennas-
ser, Saad and Khaled and other young people explained that they 
grew up with nostalgic stories from their parents. In any case, the 
commitments of both the older and the younger generation lie in 
transmission on the one hand, and in learning traditional agricultu-
ral practices on the other. The latter involves a detailed knowledge 
of soil structure in order to know when to plant and what to plant. 
The marriage of crops was an agricultural technique developed in 
traditional oases. Indeed, farmers and women in particular knew 
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which varieties to combine to optimize their growth. This is nota-
bly what Amm Salah Bchir still practices in his plot. Amm Salah is a 
well-known figure in the oasis and with other farmers like Zacharia 
Hachmi contribute to keep the old seeds that unfortunately risk di-
sappearing. The knowledge of the fathers is currently in perdition, 
especially threatened by market dynamics, obsession with profita-
bility and fodder monoculture. Over time, oasis agriculture has be-
come individualized and is devoid of any solidarity. Najib Lassouad 
regretted that young people no longer know how to handle a rake.

5. Lack of coordination between the actors of the territory 

The above-mentioned problems are known to everyone, resear-
chers, decision-makers and local population. The intervention could 
be situated at a completely different level. I had noted the numerous 
tensions between the actors of the civil society and the farmers as 
well as the absence of dialogue. This had led to an almost total lack 
of coordination of efforts to preserve the oasis. After a month of in-
habitation, we were able to meet again with Abdelbasset Hamrouni, 
the historical president of the ASOC who had worked the most for 
the preservation of the oasis. 

This time we discussed the issue of conflicts between farmers and 
civil society and the generalized climate of tension, especially when 
it comes to water. For Abdelbasset, the problems of the oasis such as 
water scarcity and mismanagement, soil salinization, uncontrolled 
urbanization, or the issues of inheritance and involvement of young 
people are all related to greed and individualism of some “who only 
take into account the economic aspect which leads to an irrational 
exploitation of resources. For him, “these problems are not about 
to disappear anytime soon, whether there is water or not. The real 
problem was therefore somewhere else. What is missing in Chenini 
is a real community organization due to the absence of dialogue. 
This absence of dialogue meant an absence of a common vision 
around a systemic and planned project. As a designer, I clearly had 
a role to play in this. Commons require a community (Federici & 
Caffentis, 2014) and in the case of Chenini one can no longer speak 
of a real community rather than numerous individuals struggling in 
different ways to protect the oasis.
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6.2.4	 Future:	Chenini	2050	Workshop

Ethnographic Futures Research (EFR): What do you want, fear, 
and expect?

I followed the Ethnographic Futures Research model, developed by 
Textor and his students. EFR “is a valuable if today often overlooked 
methodological entryway into this challenging space, offering a pro-
cess for systematically mapping images of the future held by various 
individuals and communities.” (Candy & Kornett, 2019, p.5), in the 
words of its inventor: 

“Just as the cultural anthropologist conventionally uses ethno-
graphy to study an extant culture, so the cultural futures researcher 
uses EFR to elicit from members of an extant social group their ima-
ges and preferences (cognitions and values) with respect to possi-
ble or probable future cultures for their social group” (Textor, 1980, 
p. 10). I conducted a series of interviews to draw out participants’ 
projections. Instead of simply asking What do you believe is going to 
happen for the oasis of Chenini? The question was: Considering all 
the challenges and issues the oasis is facing including water scarcity, 
pollution and climate change, what potential changes do you want, 
fear, and expect? (Veselsky & Textor, 2007).

1- It was better before: the desire for everything to go back to the way 
it was

Before what? The answer seems obvious to anyone born before 
the end of the 1970s. With the near disappearance of water, the old 
practices of commoning, solidarity and mutual aid that have long 
constituted the social fabric of the oasis have gradually faded away. 
One would have wanted to maintain the old customs and ancestral 
practices both in terms of agriculture and social relations (and 
economic by extension). The reality of Chenini before the establi-
shment of the GCT is often described with nostalgia and bitterness. 
But everyone was aware of the impossibility of going back. The fight 
was in the present to maintain the little that remains of the past 
glory of the oasis. Defeatism and despair, especially among the older 
people, was often palpable when I asked them about their fears. 

Images 6.5 
First and second day of the Future 
Workshop in Chenini.
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2- The fear that people abandon agriculture and the oasis disappear

The question of the young generations who have gradually moved 
away from nature, agriculture and everything that is the essence of 
the oasis was often raised. The older generation repeatedly expres-
sed this state of affairs, which they felt would only get worse in the 
near future. Most of them said that the cultivation of plots that had 
become too small, added to the decrease in the amount of water 
available, rightly made farming a less and less attractive job. Far-
ming in Chenini is no longer enough to feed a family or start a home. 
For young people, especially those who fight for the preservation of 
Chenini and its heritage like Abdennasser, the greatest fear is that 
of having to disappear all traces of the oasis: “As our parents tell 
us today that in the past there was water in Chenini, we could (we 
current youth) very probably have to explain to future generations, 
that here there was an oasis.”

3- Everything is going wrong... Inch’Allah everything will be fine

When asking the locals about near future, the answer was often 
“only God knows what the future holds.” The exercise was some-
times difficult; for both cultural and religious reasons the question 
of the future and foreknowledge is a divine and metaphysical thing. 
Sometimes I had to insist, at the risk of offending the most religious 
among them. But many of them eventually fell for it and felt that the-
re was no real difference between their fear and an objective view of 
what the future held. 

A sarcasm specific to the people of the region to play down the si-
tuation. An attitude that reminded me of two documentary films on 
the ecological disaster that the city of Gabes is experiencing. The 
first film “Gabes Labess” or Gabes goes well by playing on the words 
in Tunisian dialect, researcher and activist Habib Ayeb who is nota-
bly president of the OSAE. The second “El Hal Zin ya Lella” is a short 
film by Rabeb Mbarki, a young ecological activist filmmaker born 
and raised in Gabes, which could be translated as Life is beautiful 
oh Lady, ironically takes the title of a popular local song and used to 
put in weddings. 
The general attitude was similar to the titles of the two films men-
tioned above. A kind of refusal to face reality mixed with a great 
faith (often religious) in the future. It is with these different repre-
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sentations of the future where I tried to help locals rendering their 
futures “visible” in words. Words were very important during the 
whole process since I was convinced of the importance of orality in 
the local culture and tradition.

Finding the Right Place and Format for the Workshop

I ended up convincing quite a number of people to come and par-
ticipate in the workshop. At the end of the previous 4 weeks, I met 
more than a hundred people active in civil society and outside, con-
vinced of the usefulness of the approach I wanted to adopt. I have 
been welcomed and adopted by most of them, but the choice of 
the place and the organization of the meeting had proved not to be 
complicated but rather delicate. I had to find a neutral place where 
everyone would agree to meet. The women refused to meet in the 
Rahba, the central square of the city, which at first sight seemed to 
me to be the ideal place both for its geographical centrality and ease 
of access but also for its historical and symbolic significance. In the 
Rahba indeed, there is the oldest and best-known café in Chenini; 
a meeting point for the locals. Unfortunately, the café is a place tra-
ditionally reserved for men and the reluctance of women was quite 
understandable. As for some farmers, they refused to meet at either 
this nor that association’s place; the risk was to see a significant 
number of them desert the meeting. 

The meeting could not be spread out over a whole day either, be-
cause most of the participants had a lot to do: the farmers had their 
plots to irrigate early in the morning and late in the afternoon, as 
well as the food for their livestock. The women, on the other hand, 
had to work, take care of their homes and the children’s meals, and 
were reluctant to attend a meeting that would last until late in the 
evening. So, I did not have much time left to organize the meeting. 
Nor could the meeting be held in the morning or late evening. I pro-
posed a meeting in the middle of the afternoon just after the pra-
yer (so after 4pm) and which would finish before the dinner prayer 
(around 9pm). This left me with a time slot of about 4 or 5 hours. 

Many young people were reluctant to come and participate, wan-
ting to avoid confrontation with the older ones. The notion of re-
spect is central here, because a young person cannot allow himself 
to contradict an older person and the discussion can quickly dege-
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nerate if tempers flare. These constraints were not easy to manage 
but my knowledge of the local culture allowed me to anticipate and 
mitigate some of them. Zacharia was committed to convincing Elias 
Aoun and Abdelbasset Hamrouni, two ex-presidents of the ASOC (in 
conflict with some other participants), but also the elders such as 
Sghaier Thabet (better known as Haj Magtouf), one of the most ex-
perienced farmers and owner of one of the largest plots in Chenini. 

Khaled Jabri and Saad Idoudi from the AFCO association helped to 
invite more young people who were hard to find especially during 
Ramadan, leaving the house only late at night to meet in cafes de-
spite the curfew. But in reality, I knew most of the participants in 
person having spent many long discussions with them during my 
stay. I felt like one of them and no doubt that the knowledge of the 
terrain, the dialect and my interest in Chenini played a big part in 
establishing a real relationship of trust with the people I met. The 
oasis people are by nature hospitable but they were probably much 
more hospitable to us without setting up barriers, sometimes “han-
ging out the dirty laundry”; something that the locals would not 
have dared to do in front of strangers.

Many people appreciated that a child of the region was interested in 
the fate of the oasis and of the city of Gabes in general within the fra-
mework of a doctoral research. In the south and among the oasis pe-
ople, tribal realities, even if they seem outdated, are still very much 
alive. For example, when making presentations, one often ends up 
evoking the family tree and the ancestors to situate the belonging 
of each one to such or such family (tribe). All these parameters had 
to be taken into account in the choice of the place and format of the 
meeting.

Since I could not make an individual choice at the risk of offending 
this or that party, I often asked for advice from the people who had 
helped us travel around the oasis and to meet the community du-
ring my stay. Zacharia Hachmi was one of these key people, “if I 
hadn’t seen you pedaling like crazy day and night with your straw 
hat and your little camera, I would never have helped you, I would 
have even closed doors for you” he would tell me. He had dedica-
ted himself body and soul since our meeting to help me develop my 
project, abandoning his family and his plot of land.
Zacharia proposed to organize the workshop in my uncle’s plot; a 
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person loved and respected by all who spent half of the year in Tu-
nis and the other half in Chenini and who therefore had no problems 
with anyone. The plot was also one of the largest in Chenini, able to 
accommodate a fairly large number of people. But according to Za-
charia what made the place special was especially the investment 
of time and money of my uncle and his passion to preserve it; well-
maintained it could serve according to him as an example of good 
practice. It is also easily accessible and close to the main road at the 
northern entrance of the oasis. 

The plot included a small pavilion with a circular terrace. The pla-
ce was large and could accommodate up to about 40 people. I had 
ordered fresh juices and date cakes from Mrs. Hadia Abdelmalek, 
a pastry chef who had recently launched her project to promote 
the products of the oasis. The idea was to make the participants as 
comfortable as possible. The place chosen was familiar and corre-
sponded to the imagination of all the participants. Doing it in a clo-
sed room would have made the meeting too serious or formal. The 
farmers would not have felt in their element. But it wasn’t a classic 
plot where you only go to work the land either. The men would have 
had no problem sitting on the ground under a palm tree as we had 
often done in our discussions throughout my stay. But some women 
would not have bothered to come without a minimum of comfort (a 
chair to sit on, tables, water etc.). So, I specifically asked the guests 
to make themselves comfortable and to consider the meeting as 
their own. 

The workshop was supposed to take place over two days; three days 
would have been ideal, but the majority felt that it would have been 
too long. It was clear that I could not follow a set protocol. So, I op-
ted to lengthen the “Critical” phase — first of the future workshop— 
to almost the entire first day and compress the Fantasy” and Imple-
mentation phases into the second. 

Many wanted to help with the organization of the meeting. The mu-
nicipality thus provided a video projector. Zaineb Lassouad member 
of the association AFCO brought a camera and refreshments while 
Khaled helped with his old car to carry the chairs and tables that 
Sghaier Thabet (Haj Magtouf) had rented. Hamadi Nbili one of the 
youngest farmers of Chenini and member of the VSFR association 
had helped me with the setting up of the chairs and the wiring. Sou-
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maya Razgallah member of the association ATSS brought a board 
and markers. Her nephew Mortadha, a young 17-year-old youtuber 
who had filmed a series of interviews with the elders of Chenini du-
ring the period of the pandemic to talk about the history, offered to 
film the two days of the workshop. This allowed me to review the 
two days of the workshop in their entirety and to focus on the oral 
aspect rather than the graphic aspect. Here is a simplified diagram 
translating in some way the different phases of the research (inha-
bitation and workshop).

Structure of the workshop following the EXF protocol

Map 1: 4 weeks of inhabitation (discussions, observations, inter-
views, EFR) – identifying actors/challenges – understanding tradi-
tional practices and history of the territory – discussing about futu-
re scenarios (positive, pessimistic, probable scenarios)

Multiply  2: 1st day of workshop “critique” – confront/confirm/nega-
te challenges with participants and discussion about possible/pro-
bable futures (showing videos) – showing alternative futures with 
existing examples – introducing community economies, Commons, 
permaculture, indigenous/traditional knowledge as frameworks

Mediate 3: 1st half of 2nd day of workshop “fantasy” – turn negative 
to positive / imagine new scenarios around community economies 
– new/traditional practices of mutualism, solidarity, commoning

Mount 4: 2nd half of 2nd day of workshop “implementation” – 
storytelling using the example of the traditional Hakawati (storytel-
ler) about these preferable futures

Map 5: Inquired into and recorded responses to the experiential 
scenarios. Informal process using direct observation of people en-
countering the experiential scenarios
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First Day: Squeezing the Ward, Discussing Issues and Challenges 
of the Oasis

Before the workshop I asked Mabrouk Jabri to help moderate the 
session. The respected figure of Mabrouk had helped us to esta-
blish certain rules of good session in order to establish a real cli-
mate of dialogue. Zacharia Hachmi, Nizar Kabaou and others had 
indeed warned about the risk of a possible overflow. All too often 
these kinds of meetings had ended up degenerating in the past. For 
example, Salah Bchir had refused to come, saying that he did not 
like disrespect and could not afford to lose face. It was clear that 
there was something unsaid and I avoided insisting too much on the 
origins of certain conflicts. Until the last minute I did not know if 
people would really come to the workshop”. The notion of respect is 
central in our society. I do not speak from a sociologist or anthropo-
logist perspective, but only from the popular culture one. “No more 
respect, no more life” or “the nose is made of glass, if it falls off, 
it’s over” are for example well known proverbs. Mabrouk took care 
of the introductions and presented the problems that I had identi-
fied during my stay; problems that were well known to all and that 
sounded obvious and that everyone seemed to agree with. 

I insisted on the fact that I was not bringing anything new to the 
table. For us, the locals were the most capable of defining the pro-
blems of their oasis. Mabrouk, while making the introductions, 
asked the participants to put their conflicts aside. The question was 
not to define the problems and to map them with their different le-
vels of complexity that the locals knew as much as I did, if not more. 
The workshop was rather about the Transition of Chenini towards 
food and energy self-sufficiency by 2050, i.e., within a generation.

This first day could correspond, as already explained, to the Critical 
phase of a workshop of the future (Jungk & Müllert, 1987). I did not 
follow the protocol to the letter but rather tried to adapt it to the 
context. I also wanted to avoid the classic post-it notes and asked 
the participants to bring what they had at hand. Soumaya brought a 
small board and markers for me to take notes. The discussion was 
in Arabic and we proposed with Mabrouk to moderate the dialogue 
by writing on the board the different subjects that the participants 
would bring up. The idea was not to focus attention on the board 
itself but to initiate a dialogue and refocus the process around the 
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oral. The board was just for taking written notes, not diagrams or 
symbols. Since the local culture is primarily oral, I suggested that 
they would “squeeze the ward”(confront problems in local dialect) 
which made most of the participants’ smile. 

I also had to take into consideration the barriers to dialogue between 
men/women and old/young people. It was a matter of mapping the 
problems and understanding their complexity, but that was not the 
real objective of the workshop. I wanted to push the participants to 
“empty their bags” and say things face to face. During the whole stay 
I had indeed noticed the numerous tensions that existed between 
the farmers and the different actors of the civil society who themsel-
ves, in spite of the establishment of a kind of dialogue platform, had 
not yet succeeded in overcoming certain misunderstandings to de-
velop a real common vision. I was aware that this first meeting was 
only the beginning of a long series of workshops to be organized in 
the (near) future. Bringing together people who were not ready for 
dialogue was already a satisfaction. The participants chose to sit in 
semicircle in order to discuss and classify issues by importance but 
also to define responsibilities. What was the most important and 
urgent issue? Who is involved in each of these issues? 

To the question of the marketing of the oasis’ production, some pro-
posed to add a seventh point and the idea of its valorization by spea-
king of an organic production that some practiced. Not all agreed on 
the fact of talking about organic production given the use of chemi-
cal fertilizers and pesticides by a significant number of farmers. The 
discussion was quite animated between some of the participants 
and Mabrouk sometimes had to intervene to calm things down. At 
one point, I proposed to combine points 6 (production and marke-
ting of oasis products) and 7 (lack of value-added of oasis products) 
into one point. 

The issue of the disappearance of local seeds on heritage issues but 
also because more resilient to the effects of climate change and pol-
lution and the passivity of some institutions such as the IRA and the 
absence of researchers and experts in general of the reality of the 
field cloistered in their offices. Absence of field research. Where are 
the experts? What is their role? I had therefore asked the question 
of responsibility around the issue of seed preservation and whether 
it was that of the IRA alone. In the meantime, Ali Jabri added the 
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question of the enforcement of existing laws related to the protec-
tion of oasis areas and palm trees in particular, which was finally 
proposed to be added to point 3, anarchic construction and the non-
enforcement of laws related to the oasis in general.

Fatiha Achach (ATSS) talked about climate change and its impact on 
the availability of water, to which Ali Jabri (President of ATSS) retor-
ted that the real issue was the mismanagement of water resources 
from the GDA. The addition of a new well still not in operation and 
the interminable wait for the work and the lack of visibility were 
discussed.

1- Water scarcity and poor governance

Salah Chouki proposed to add to the issue of water scarcity that of 
poor governance. It must be said that the issue of water was un-
surprisingly the most discussed subject. The spirits were quickly 
heated up. Ali Jabri considered that water is always evoked first be-
cause for most of the people of Chenini especially those who lived 
the period of abundance of water were nostalgic, the issue of water 
remained in the imagination without being able to erase it. In re-
sponse to this Med Salah Jabri (current president of the ASOC) felt 
that it was necessary to speak directly about the industrialization 
of Gabes as the main cause of the near disappearance of water. The 
overexploitation of artesian wells and population growth were also 
mentioned. Is everything the fault of the chemical group? The que-
stion I asked was somewhat provocative because the first answer 
was obviously an almost unanimous yes.

A trade unionist, Ridha Hamrouni, called for the main perpetrators 
of this tragedy, the GCT and the cement factory, to be brought to 
justice. The farmer, population growth and all other issues were for 
him only details. He evoked the fact that the French colonists had re-
alized the fragility of the water table and its balance and the prohibi-
tion they had imposed during the colonial period to practice drilling 
on a radius of 30 km. Najib Lassouad considered that the choice to 
establish the chemical industry in Gabes had been made by mutual 
agreement between the local population and the government. The 
fact is that the GCT and the cement factory and the disappearance of 
water have become a concrete reality. I had taken the lead in saying 
that the dismantling of the GCT was not topical far from it. Ridha 
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Hamrouni’s request was not to dismantle the GCT but to force it to 
take its responsibilities and find appropriate solutions. 

Moncef Felah farmer and member of the management of the GDA of 
Chenini considered that there was a disconnection between theory 
and practice. In practice, any strategy to remedy the lack of water 
was faced with a complex and complicated reality. He mentioned 
several problems related to the issue of water: the water table un-
der pressure, the increase in the price of electricity that the GDA 
must pay for the pumping of water, the dilapidation of the irrigation 
network, the irregular situation of workers and workers of the GDA 
or the hypocrisy and absence of the Ministry of Agriculture to all 
GDAs throughout Tunisia. For Moncef who at that time said he was 
speaking as a farmer and citizen, we should no longer wait for the 
institutions that are too slow and the GDA alone can do nothing. For 
him the real issue would be related to a general awareness of the 
citizens and farmers of the urgency and gravity of the situation. If 
everyone came together with a single objective, with a view to joint 
planning by the community, the situation could become unmana-
geable.

Ali Ahmed, a retired farmer and teacher, said that he had partici-
pated in too many meetings discussing the problems of the oasis, 
where locals ended up crying about their fate and the glorious past 
of the oasis, and that instead of basing themselves on the past, they 
should try to build something, a future based on the conditions of 
the present. Around the issue of water, we noted that it was both 
related to climate change but also to the weakness of the water ta-
ble and that the responsibility for its good governance was shared 
between GCT and the state in general, the GDA, farmers and citizens. 
Fathi Naffati wondered about the real will of the state with its va-
rious structures such as the ministries of agriculture and tourism, 
industry and environment as to the resolution of the problems of 
the oasis and its protection. For Ridha Hamrouni referring to a past 
project in the 90s of a water treatment plant... should we still wait 
for a state intervention? If the state is weak or deaf to the claims of 
citizens, what should we do?
 
The answer of most of the participants was scathing: “there is no 
state, and we can only rely on ourselves.” The idea of community au-
tonomy was put forward. This was an opportunity for me to explain 
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in more detail the ideas for which I had organized the workshop. 
A workshop that wants to be participatory and community where 
the direct concerned would take back to their own future around 
a common project aiming at the self-sufficiency and autonomy of 
the oasis of Chenini at least at the food and energy levels in 2050 
without the support of the state. This reminded me of the concep-
tion of Commons seen as “the seeds of a society beyond state and 
market.” (Federici & Caffentis, 2014)

Adnen Abdeljawad considered that the new agricultural extensions 
of the big landowners (buying more than 500 hectares) all around 
gabes and the overexploitation of the water table by them as well as 
the individualism and the generalized greed should be taken into 
consideration. He added that he had known a former CEO of the 
GCT, a certain Boussenna who had commissioned a study to redu-
ce pollution in Gabes. For Adnen technical solutions exist both for 
the reduction of water consumption and for the discharge of pho-
sphogypsum into the sea. For him the political will is non-existent 
mainly for budgetary reasons. The biggest culprit is undoubtedly 
the GCT, which should be obliged to raise funds. They did not do it 
when they had money, they will not do it today. Referring to the past 
experience of the farmers’ cooperative of Chenini in the 60s Adnen 
estimated that civil society would be able to provide tangible solu-
tions if it united around the same project. 

Ridha Hamrouni, was at one time angry that the farmer and the ci-
tizen are only victims and did not assume any responsibility for the 
overconsumption of water where Salah Chouki considered that the 
quantities of water consumed by the latter was derisory compared 
to that pumped by the GCT or the cement plant. Zacharia Hachmi, 
farmer and activist for Food Sovereignty, highlighted the criminali-
zation of farmers digging illegal wells to ensure their survival on the 
one hand and the protection of the real criminals that are the GCT 
and the cement factory considered as investors. Soumaya Razgallah, 
put forward the idea of moving to other agricultural practices such 
as permaculture in order to limit the effects of climate change and 
the resilience of farmers to the lack of water. Mohamed Rjab felt that 
it was necessary to find a solution with the little water available be-
fore talking about the GCT or the cement factory. 
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For Moncef Felah there is no separation between the different com-
ponents of the problem in such a complex issue and Ali Jabri sarca-
stically told the anecdote of a former minister who came to Chenini 
wondering what “these people wanted since they had water and 
electricity. He criticized the disdain of the state and the disconnec-
tion of the decision makers from the reality of the community. He 
felt that the workshop was an opportunity for the local civil socie-
ty with the help of the municipality (which is none other than the 
inhabitants of Chenini themselves) to organize without expecting 
anything from the state.

2- Land Parceling and the Question of Inheritance

Ali Jabri pointed out the abandonment of land because of conflicts 
related to inheritance and the existence of a law allowing the dele-
gation of the exploitation (and not the ownership) of land subject 
to conflict by some members of a given family, those abroad or not 
resident in Chenini, to other members (cousins, brothers or others) 
of this same family. The law that could solve these problems even 
allows for financing for farmers with less than 0.5 hectares, but 
unfortunately is not implemented by the people of Chenini. The 
possibility to gather the plots for an exploitation and a problem of 
mentality refusing this alternative. For Adnen, the land is symbolic 
and represents the belonging to Chenini and nobody is ready to era-
se this belonging even by delegating the exploitation of the land to 
other members of his own family. This law was implemented before 
the revolution... but since the weakening of the state the situation 
is blocked. 

Nizar Kabaou spoke of the large number of laws that are not ap-
plied, but above all of the absence of a legal framework specific to 
the oasis. Abdelwahed Kabaou, mayor of Chenini, insisted on the 
absence of a specific law to the oasis areas, sometimes considered 
as simple agricultural land and sometimes as forest areas.

3- Reluctance of young people to practice agriculture and the absen-
ce of an intergenerational dialogue

There was no particular order in the discussion of the issues and 
the question of youth was raised in direct relation to that of par-
celing and inheritance before that of anarchic urbanization. Lotfi 
Stit, a farmer, and Houssam Othmani, a young unemployed person 
(and agricultural worker when offered), explained that for young 
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people the lack of means at the beginning of the implementation of 
an agricultural project represented a major problem. Even if they 
had the means to invest, such a project was not enough to earn a 
decent salary to start a family and have a house. The small size of 
the land and the weakness of the production, precisely because of 
the parceling out of land due to inheritance issues, did not allow for 
sufficient profits to be made. It was decided in the process to avoid 
the question of the marketing and development of the products of 
the oasis, which was considered marginal compared to the rest of 
the problems. 
The question of water was by far the most discussed and subject to 
conflict. The issue of youth was also discussed but seemed, like the 
rest of the issues, to be more manageable and to arouse less passion. 
Suddenly, tempers had calmed down and the participants were smi-
ling again. Few young people spoke at first, leaving the older ones to 
discuss the issue of “their” so-called refusal to farm. This is explai-
ned by the importance of respect between generations and the fear 
of offending the older ones. Mohamed Rjab, a farmer and restaurant 
owner, spoke about the problem of the mentality of young people 
who refuse to practice agriculture: “We have wealthy families with 
large plots of land and their children have preferred to ‘burn’ (mi-
grate irregularly at the risk of their lives) in the direction of Italy 
rather than take over the family land. Young people should be edu-
cated from an early age to love the land and to practice agriculture 
as our forefathers always did.” According to him, young people are 
too spoiled and have lost their sense of priorities, preferring to buy 
the latest phone on credit rather than helping their father to plough 
the land. Is it not the responsibility of the previous generation that 
did not encourage and educate them enough in this sense? 

Soumaya Razgallah spoke about the lack of encouragement in 
this sense for young people who see their parents exhausted and 
unable to make ends meet and that it should be innovative in the 
way of practicing agriculture. Feeling that one spoke for them Ni-
zar Kabaou who was part of the few young people present asked 
to speak and had joined Mabrouk and in front of the table. Nizar 
who is a very active member of the civil society considered himself 
as a kind of link between the two generations knowing closely the 
constraints of one party as well as the other. In the past, the older 
generations had only agriculture as a horizon. For the young people 
of his generation the situation is different. They have, according to 
most of them, followed long studies, often at the university level, 
which were not necessarily related to agriculture. Nizar, for his part, 
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studied chemistry and did not necessarily seek to work the land. 
Young people have other ambitions, especially when they see that 
farmers are lamenting the situation. The association work and its 
connection with farmers changed his mind. 

According to him, young people could provide answers and solu-
tions to the problems faced by their farmer parents while providing 
him with the means of subsistence. Farming could be the solution 
for many of the unemployed youth. The pandemic and the quaran-
tine period were an opportunity for many young people to redisco-
ver agriculture and reconnect with the land. Young people suddenly 
discovered a completely new world and the oasis became a kind of 
escape and a place to let off steam. Nizar admits that he never really 
knew the oasis, probably because he was too busy studying. Nizar 
spoke of the feeling of serenity that nature provides that most of the 
young people do not experience. Most young people only remem-
ber the defeatist speeches of their parents when they talk about the 
problems of water, seeds, livestock or budget. The real issue, accor-
ding to Nizar, is related to the breakdown of the dialogue betwe-
en the different generations. The dialogue between the old and the 
new generation should be re-established in order to imagine new 
solutions and new practices. This was an implicit criticism of the 
rigidity of the old generation with regard to the initiatives taken by 
some young people. Examples of good practices exist and it is time 
to draw inspiration from them. 

Ridha Hamrouni then spoke of the importance of an economic vi-
sion that would focus primarily on agriculture. He evoked a Chinese 
proverb to support his point of view: “society is like a tree, agri-
culture is its roots, industry is its trunk, trade is its fruit and its le-
aves are its culture. If the roots are diseased, the fruit and leaves 
fall off and the tree dies.” There was talk of food sovereignty and 
a still colonized agricultural system, and Nizar spoke again of the 
need to work for the autonomy of the community rather than wait 
for the initiative of a still colonized state. “If the state left us alone, 
we would be fine.” Nizar’s generation (which is also mine) has only 
known the dictatorship of a single president for more than 23 years 
who supposedly led us to a model of modernity whose effects are 
being felt today. For Nizar, a single decade after the revolution is 
not enough to overcome this state of affairs. The civil society should 
play a role in this sense and engage in a real dialogue between gene-
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rations to attract young people and give them a taste for agricultu-
ral work. Associations can participate in calls for tenders and seek 
funding that they would redirect to encourage young people to take 
up the torch. Linking associative work, agriculture and ecological 
tourism could be a way out by talking about a social and solidarity 
economy model. 

For Nizar, the solutions exist but they depend on a long-term work 
and a healthy dialogue between the different actors of the territo-
ry as well as between the different generations. Nizar appreciated 
the initiative of such a workshop which, according to him, should be 
held more often in order to establish a real dynamic of dialogue. For 
him, young people could bring new blood, new ideas and alternative 
practices in agriculture, but they must maintain the link with the 
heritage and the old practices that only the older generation can in-
culcate. Nizar’s intervention was applauded by the participants who 
drew attention to the importance of dialogue between a generation 
of memory and another of new technologies and the need to find a 
balance between the two. 

4- Lack of coordination between the actors of the territory

The lack of coordination of efforts between the actors of the terri-
tory was, in my opinion, the major problem that I had noted throu-
ghout the stay. All of them had helped to the best of their ability and 
all were proud of their oasis. They all had a sense of belonging and a 
passion for protecting the oasis. Their spontaneous presence at the 
workshop was living proof of this. All are concerned about the un-
certain future of Chenini. I therefore wanted to talk about the plat-
form that the farmers’ union, the GDA, the ASOC, the cooperative of 
Chenini etc. A kind of agreement between the different associations 
and the municipality exists however only in theory. Moncef Felah 
felt that such an initiative should be valued. The new platform is still 
in its infancy but at least a core is already in place. All agreed on the 
need for a common vision in order to create a synergy between the 
different actors of the community. For Moncef, establishing such a 
practice, but especially maintaining it, is the only way for the com-
munity to find solutions to its most pressing problems.

Once again, tempers flared over the lack of initiative of certain ac-
tors and over the definition of the roles and responsibilities of each. 
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Zacharia criticized civil society in general for its tendency to exclude 
farmers from the dialogue when they are the ones directly concer-
ned. It is not a matter of speaking on behalf of farmers but rather 
of listening to them and including them. For Zacharia the various 
associations would have lost sight of the real objectives that are 
their raison d’être; they should refocus attention on agriculture and 
enhance the local heritage by talking about seeds but also about old 
practices. Lotfi Stit spoke of the importance of the palm tree in this 
sense: “we have forgotten that the palm tree was the only guarantor 
of food security for the oasis.” He quoted, a saying that his father 
used to repeat to him: “dhakker (pollinate) your palm tree, you do 
not know what the year will be made of”. The word dhakker has a 
double meaning: pollinate but also the fact of remembering.

What was lacking was dialogue, what was missing was a common 
project based on a common imagination. My passage in Chenini 
only confirmed the hypotheses of the usefulness of such a workshop 
to bring together the people of the community in the most inclusive 
way possible around a project to which all could refer; a project of 
all for all. But before that, we had to “squeeze the ward”, to put the 
problems on the table, to say things face to face and to overcome the 
misunderstandings.

5- An increasing anarchic urbanization

Abdelwahed Kabaou mayor of Chenini felt that the inhabitants of the 
oasis were the first responsible. This anarchic urbanization is not 
specific to Chenini and concerns the whole territory since the revo-
lution. The oasis of Chenini can even consider itself lucky compared 
to other localities and other oases where the situation is critical. A 
meeting at the level of the Regional Commissioner of Agriculture to 
try to overcome the bureaucratic problems and conflicts of interest 
between the municipality and the Ministry of Agriculture in order 
to create a single counterpart that would study the investment and 
construction projects in the oasis. There was little discussion of the 
issue and the weakness of the municipality and state institutions in 
general in the implementation of the law on the one hand and the 
lack of civic awareness on the part of the inhabitants of Chenini on 
the other. 



Inhabiting the Oases through Design Practices
p. 287

Reframing Economy – The Iceberg Diagram

During the break, several participants left the workshop to perform 
prayers in the nearest mosque while others claimed they had to feed 
the cattle. Most of them came back after about half an hour, some of 
them deserted the meeting which had already lasted more than two 
hours. When we returned from the break, I thought it would suita-
ble to talk about the work of Meadows and the theory of collapse. 
The idea was to describe a possible future scenario of collapse and 
the risk of seeing the oasis disappear given the increase of climatic 
risks on Tunisia and the MENA zone in general. This would corre-
spond to the Map (1) phase of the EXF framework, which had star-
ted in the background during the 4 weeks of inhabitation. 

Soumaya wondered why nobody in Tunisia was talking about it. 
Lotfi Stit mentioned the urgency of a common action and spoke 
about the first ecologists who had come to visit Chenini and the me-
eting they had organized on the issue of climate change already in 
the 90s; a conference in which very few locals had participated, he 
regretted. This allowed me to refocus my attention on the reality of 
Chenini and to relocate the problem to the local context. I explained 
that Tunisia and the entire MENA zone would be among the areas 
most affected by the effects of global warming.

We discussed the idea formulated by Pablo Servigne of the Anthro-
pocene seen as an era of mutual aid and the focus of the research 
on Commons, being able to introduce the work of Gibson-Graham 
and community economies by drawing the iceberg diagram on the 
board. The iceberg diagram is one of the tools used by Gibson-Gra-
ham to reframe the economy. The authors explain that the iceberg 
distinguishes between visible economic activities and those that 
are usually hidden. “A first step to taking back the economy is to 
recognize the economic diversity that abounds in this world. This 
means broadening the focus from what we usually identify as “the 
economy” to include an array of hidden economic activities (and 
many of these hidden activities often directly contribute to our well-
being).”

So, we adapted the diagram to include all the ancient practices 
of commoning and mutual aid that the elders had told me about 
during my stay. The all-state or all-private is not the answer and 
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the Commons could be a way out. Once again, I was not bringing 
anything new and was only proposing a return to the roots. As John 
Thackara explains, “many of the solutions to be adopted for a more 
sustainable world are social practices that are old-fashioned or sim-
ply in use in other contexts.”

In my many discussions with the locals I had often resorted to vi-
deos I showed on my smartphone of experiences they could easily 
relate to. Everyone had a smartphone and one video in particular 
seemed to catch the attention of the locals; it was the example of 
the city of Ksar Tafilelt, an oasis similar to Chenini that had won 
first prize in the sustainable city category at COP22. The locals very 
proud and proud seemed jealous of the success of the Algerian city. 
Saad Idoudi and Khaled Jabri of the AFCO association had therefore 
proposed a screening to show some best practices and similar expe-
riences such as Totnes in England, the first city in transition, or the 
watershed permaculture and water harvesting in India in the Raja-
sthan desert. I had welcomed the proposal thinking that this added 
to the discussion of the notions of Commons, community economies 
and the ancient practices of reciprocity and mutual aid could help 
to unlock the imaginations of the participants. The first day ended 
with the screening of a series of videos. This could in some ways 
correspond to the Multiply phase of the EXF framework.
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Second Day: Inviting People to Speculate for Themselves on how 
to take back their economy

At the end of the first day, we had finally established a climate of 
dialogue and discussed the many difficulties encountered in the 
present. Before moving on to the Fantasy phase, I tried to link the 
results obtained when eliciting images of the future from a good 
number of participants during the previous 4 weeks, to the work 
of Meadows and Servigne (even in a very simplified way). The next 
day, new participants joined the first ones. Even if some participants 
of the first day were absent. On the second day we were supposed 
to move on to the Fantasy phase which could also correspond to the 
Mediate and Mount phases merged into one step as in the case of 
Future proof (Holler, 2017) presented by Candy & Kornett (2019) 
when developing the EXF framework. I summarized the speeches of 
the first day and stated the points we had discussed, taking care to 
turn them into positive points; Turn critical points into the opposite 
(bad to good) as starting points.

In this Fantasy phase, the participants had to imagine a preferable 
future given the present and future constraints. Rather than focu-
sing this phase on the creation of artifacts, I wanted to bring back 
to the forefront an ancient practice of Khrafa (practice of telling ta-
les) and the figure of the Hakawati (the storyteller) and to focus on 
the oral aspect. My grandmother (still her) had proposed this idea 
to me by talking about the important social role of the Hakawati 
around whom people often gathered in the evening in the street or 
at the house of one or another neighbor before the advent of radio 
and television. At the end of the day, I intended to seek feedback 
from the audience on the futures they have just formulated/witnes-
sed. Far from a rigid and serious exercise, the intention would be to 
push the participants to imagine in a participative way their future. 

This would be in line with the first phase of the Transition Design 
approach and the idea of co-creating visions of a shared and desira-
ble long-term future. But the most important thing was to establish 
a truly decolonial practice and help community members to take 
back this shared imaginary, recalling the idea of nourishing design’s 
potentiality to support subaltern struggles for autonomy (Escobar, 
2018). An exercise that could prove difficult; for both cultural and 
religious reasons the question of the future and foreknowledge is 
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something of the divine and metaphysical. The idea was to imagine 
the future of Chenini in 2050, i.e., within a generation, by imagining 
oneself already in this near future. In this phase the participants di-
vided into groups were preparing and performing a kind of fairytale. 
It was also an opportunity to talk again about the Gibson-Graham 
Iceberg diagram and the idea of reframing the economy in order to 
take it back. Ancient practices such as raghata and jehiret el ouad 
were discussed, as well as the various systems of mutual aid and 
reciprocity that were used in the not-so-distant past. Other systems 
such as zakat, the obligatory alms in Islam, and the affinities betwe-
en neighbors that are still alive today were also mentioned. The idea 
was to refocus attention on commoning practices, to think of the 
economy in a different way; not as a wage in the framework of a 
capitalist market governed by supply and demand. It was thus ne-
cessary to rethink the notions of needs and value other than in its 
monetary form. I did not have to explain too much about what the 
Commons are, because most of the participants knew exactly what I 
was talking about. I spent more time explaining it to young people, 
often talking about digital Commons and the social and solidarity 
economy. We also brought up the idea of a dialogue between gene-
rations and the possibilities that such a dynamic offered.

Mediate 3: 1st half of 2nd day of workshop “fantasy” – turn negative 
to positive / imagine new scenarios around community economies 
– new/traditional practices of mutualism, solidarity, commoning
Alexia and Léa had spontaneously asked to share their experiences 
in Chenini with the people present. They talked about their asso-
ciation Clim’adapt which works on how to adapt to climate change 
and therefore were interested in oases as resilient systems. They 
had gone to Nouaiel (Kebili), for a project funded by the World Bank 
as an example of good practice and discovered a modern palm gro-
ve following the model of monoculture of a single variety of date, 
“deglet nour” intended for export. Lea, who is studying at AgroPa-
risTech, the Institute of Sciences and Industries of the Living World 
and the Environment, spoke about the problems associated with in-
tensive agriculture models. They were disturbed and came to Che-
nini to really understand what an oasis was. 

They had done some research and came to visit Chenini to try to 
understand what an oasis was. “The first surprise was not finding 
water. Because in our imagination and the pictures we saw on the 
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internet there was plenty of water, so they had a first shock of this 
absence of water which was not what we expected. Then we had the 
second shock which this time was positive because they were ama-
zed by this oasis which corresponded much more to the idea that 
we have of an oasis i.e., vegetation everywhere and on all floors”. 
Lea made a point of speaking about her experience in Chenini at a 
visit with the ASOC where she had declared that it was the closest 
thing, she had seen in her life to what she was taught at university in 
courses of agroecology. She talked about the research that is done in 
France and her time at the National Institute of Agronomic Research 
for her internship where she had never seen anything that was as 
close to an agroecological system based on natural balances as what 
can be found in a forest naturally mixed with agriculture. Alexia said 
she learned a lot about agriculture in Chenini “it is an ecosystem 
that has existed for hundreds/thousands of years with a rich know-
how that must be preserved.”

For Lea, in “agronomy tries to reconstitute this kind of ecosystem, 
making complex calculations to know where to put the flowers in 
the plots, creating flowery strips to try to stop the massive extin-
ction of bees (…) engineers work hard to know where to put the 
trees and in Chenini it is done naturally thanks to knowledge that 
has been passed on from generation to generation and I feel that 
we have reached one of the best agricultural systems that I have 
seen in my life... it is absolutely necessary to preserve it.” Mabrouk 
Jabri asked Alexia and Léa about the visit of Pierre Rabhi who lived 
5 years in Chenini of the movement of the hummingbirds and the 
influence that it had on him to create the oasis movement in all pla-
ces and the example taken is that of Chenini. Mabrouk put forward 
the idea that the locals don’t see the chance they have while the fo-
reigners who see it for the first time are impressed and take it as 
an example. Mabrouk explained that it was Pierre Rabhi who gave 
the idea to start the composting station project. Mabrouk ended up 
telling the story of the hummingbird that does its part in reference 
to Pierre Rabhi’s famous book (2009).

“You hold a treasure of nature, it’s not even archaeology, it’s so-
mething exceptional, I don’t know why, but I want to congratulate 
you almost for maintaining it. It is difficult to leave Chenini”.
Mabrouk spoke of the meeting in 1992 around the issue of oases: 
“we presented a file to UNESCO to include Chenini in the world he-
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ritage of humanity and this file needs political support (…) today 
Chenini has been included by UNESCO in another list of the world’s 
treasures and we need real political support and to refresh the file.” 
Even if I had to translate the speech of the two activists, their inter-
vention was poignant and allowed the locals to see their reality in a 
different light. This outside perspective, which nevertheless remai-
ned on a positive note, encouraged the participants to get involved. 
They had the freedom to choose the theme they preferred among 
the 5 points we had discussed and to divide themselves by trying to 
mix genders and ages.

The “Hakawati”: Using Oral Tradition in Creating Alternative 
Imaginaries of the Future

Mount 4: 2nd half of 2nd day of workshop “implementation” – 
storytelling using the example of the traditional Hakawati (storytel-
ler) about these preferable futures.

Each group took one of the 5 themes. After an hour and a half each 
group had developed a kind of story that a Hakawati was in char-
ge of telling us on behalf of his group. Some of them chose to tell 
their story together in a kind of performance. I won’t talk about all 
the scenarios developed here, but I will share the most evocative 
aspects. 

(1) The first group to tell their story was the one that dealt with 
the theme “Young farmers and intergenerational dialogue”. Ali Jabri, 
Abdelbasset Hamrouni and Hamadi were the Hakawati and told us 
a story where in 2050 the inhabitants of Chenini would have agreed 
on an “ethical charter” based on the principles of mutual aid and 
governing the passage of ancestral knowledge between generations 
and between genders, blurring the differences between young and 
old as well as between men and women. I was also told about the 
story of Chenini becoming a “Smart Oasis” where IoT would be 
used, of a soilless agriculture that would respond to the constraints 
related to the narrowness of the plots, of machines that would help 
farmers to pollinate the palm trees avoiding the risks related to the 
ascent of the latter in view of the numerous accidents that workers 
often suffer. This use of IoT would also allow to control the water 
level as well as the energy consumption in a more efficient way. This 
would also allow the establishment of a database from which the 
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locals could have an overall and detailed view of the situation in the 
oasis. Hamadi spoke of pooling the oasis’ production and natural 
resources. The resources and the surplus of production would be 
shared in an equitable way between the inhabitants of the oasis. 

(2) The second group dealt with the theme of “pooling of plots and 
large farms”. Adnen played the role of Hakawati to perfection and 
attracted the attention of the audience. In 2050, the inhabitants of 
Chenini would have voted for a law/agreement based on good 
faith and transparency to pool land. In order to circumvent the 
constraints linked to the inheritance of the plots, the different fa-
milies (tribes) would have reached an agreement allowing the ex-
ploitation of the abandoned plots providing work for the young 
unemployed. The plots would remain the property of one family 
or another and the owners will be able to reclaim their plot of land 
whenever they wish. The seed bank would be developed further to 
encourage organic farming based on ancestral techniques, which 
has become the rule throughout the oasis.

(3) The third group chose the theme “Organized and ecological ur-
banization”. Mabrouk Jabri played the role of Hakawati and declared 
that in 2050 the houses of Chenini would be built like the old hou-
ses of bygone days. We would have returned to old techniques by 
mixing them with new ones. The materials are all local materials 
that are easily found in the oasis such as lime, gypsum, sand, clay or 
the “terss”, a type of local stone which was heated to extract a kind 
of paste used as cement. The “lifa” for example is used as a natural 
insulator for small houses of 3 floors built on stilts. The lower floor 
would be dedicated to chickens, the second to family members and 
the third to guests and tourists. Chenini would indeed be a destina-
tion for the followers of ecological, social and solidarity tourism.   

(4) The fourth group dealt with the theme of water: “Water abun-
dance and good governance”. Nizar took charge with Mrs. Fatiha 
Achach to make the Hakawati. In 2050 the local population would 
have succeeded after long struggles to put pressure on the GCT and 
the cement factory not for their dismantling; The GCT would pay 
a kind of tax in order to assume their ecological and social re-
sponsibilities. The civil society and the local people would have 
succeeded in formulating a plea in collaboration with resear-
chers and experts of different fields to this effect. GCT and the ce-
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ment company are now funding various local projects, including 
helping the GDA to improve the irrigation network and to set up 
a water desalination unit, as well as building a water harvesting 
system in the surrounding hills. The pressure on the water table 
having diminished, the latter would once again become a common 
good shared by all in a sober and equitable manner.
  
(5) The last intervention was probably the most entertaining. Sou-
maya Razgallah played the role of Hakawati(a) for the theme “Coor-
dination and complementarity between the actors of the territory”. 
The speech was short but thoughtful. There was a hint of irony that 
is difficult to translate, but I have tried to get as close as possible 
to the original Arabic text: “Once upon a time, there was a hungry, 
thirsty and grumbling people came the malevolent one saying, that 
Chenini was lost, it is inescapable... the Bouhattmya palm tree [was] 
high and proud, [alongside] the banana trees, plum trees, apricot 
trees and other peach trees... the associations were present and the 
Rais Baladya (the mayor) with them, in the name of our Mloukheya 
(Knotweed) and our wheat, here is our new Tansikya (coordina-
tion) named Chenini El Beya (the queen)! A Mahallya (local) initia-
tive united around the el Wahya (from the oasis) women.”
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6.3.1	 A	Completely	Different	Scale

Despite the first contacts I had established with Taher Tahri and 
his efforts to help me find a place to live in Jemna, I was not able 
to find a place to stay. No hotel or guest house existed in Jemna. I 
had to look in Douz (about 14 km to the south) or Kebili (16 km to 
the north). The deep and sincere friendship that I had established 
with the inhabitants of Chenini would help us to overcome these 
first obstacles. Abdennasser Ben Ahmed, ex-member of the ASOC, 
whom I had met only a few weeks before in Chenini, proposed to 
host us in Kebili. He was indeed working in Kebili on a “territorial 
development project” launched by the NGO Handicap International. 
The latter was in fact making many trips back and forth between 
Chenini and Kebili. During our first meeting Abdennasser was very 
enthusiastic about the research and the project I wanted to develop. 
Abdennasser was a kind of link between Chenini and Jemna. Despite 
his young age, he had a broad and systemic vision of the situation of 
the oases in the region of Gabes and Kebili at the same time. Activist, 
active member of civil society and farmer in his spare time Abden-
nasser is passionate about the oasis systems and seemed inhabited 
by the idea of their preservation.  

With Zacharia Hachmi, Abdennaser had introduced me to the mem-
bers of the Nakhla association, which is part of the RADDO network. 
Since 2012, the date of its creation by Ahmed Abdeddayem, the 
Nakhla association works to preserve and even rebuild the oasis of 
Douz. The association had developed several projects around agro-
ecology and permaculture. Nakhla has even bought some plots of 
land in the Douz oasis in order to restore the soil and crops and thus 
generate income for its members. Nakhla has succeeded in organi-
zing training courses to accompany about twenty farmers in the ex-
ploitation of the oasis in a sustainable manner with, for example, the 
creation of composts, the exploitation of hot springs pumped and 
cooled with cold water thus valorizing the whole irrigation poten-

6.3 Unfolding: The Case of Jemna
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tial and limiting the waste of water, the creation of retention basins, 
the recycling of waste as well as their valorization. Thus, within the 
association, young people, like its current president Ibrahim Belhaj, 
weave social links with older people who share their knowledge.

I had a first telephone conversation with Ahmed Abdeddayem who 
expressed a great interest in my research. He even offered to let me 
stay at his house to facilitate my fieldwork. In the end, I had two 
houses at my disposal, the first one at Sid Ahmed’s in Douz and from 
time to time a second one at Abdelnasser’s in Kebili. Ahmed Abded-
dayem who is an experienced agronomic engineer and a former 
agent of the Regional Commissariat for Agricultural Development of 
Kebili (CRDA), had a thorough knowledge of the reality of the field 
at both the institutional and associative levels, not only in Douz but 
also in the whole region of Nefzaoua and southern Tunisia in gene-
ral. His advice and contacts were of great help throughout the stay. 
Thanks to the network of friends established in Douz and Kebili, I 
was able to make a long series of appointments with several people 
in charge at the CRDA and also with researchers at the Institut des 
Régions Arides (IRA). This series of meetings and the many conver-
sations and interviews I was able to conduct allowed me to have an 
overall view of the situation in the Nefzaoua region. I combined, as 
in Chenini but on a much larger scale, the perspectives of farmers, 
civil society, and regional decision-makers.

Group cab trips from Douz were indeed more frequent, Kebili being 
administrative of the region. In the evening it was also easier to re-
turn, often by hitchhiking from Jemna to Douz since most of the civil 
servants left Kebili to go back to their homes in the localities and 
communes around. I discovered that hitchhiking was a very com-
mon practice in the region; leaving someone alone in the middle of 
the desert is seen as a shame by the locals. These long car journeys 
allowed me to have a rather broad vision of the daily life of the popu-
lation in the various localities of Nefzaoua; especially that of Jemna, 
Douz or Kebili. I could thus note the many similarities between the 
various boroughs and communes of the area. The locals explained 
that many conflicts between the populations of several localities 
had broken out during the last years. For example, there were con-
flicts over land issues between the municipality of El Golâa and that 
of Jemna. Some of these conflicts are sometimes bloody and take 
significant dimensions, the tribal reality is still very pronounced in 
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the region. These tribal skirmishes, often related to access to land 
or water, do not bode well for the future according to Taher Tahri.
I was thus able to place Jemna in a larger framework and became 
aware of the complexity of the problems at different scales. The pro-
blems faced by Jemna were those encountered by all the oases and 
palm groves of southwest Tunisia. The agricultural model on which 
the entire local economy is based is indeed proving its limits day by 
day and has been in deep crisis for years. A crisis related in particu-
lar to the effects of climate change but especially to the phenome-
non of extensions called “illegal” that the region Nefzaoua (Kebili, 
Douz, Jemna etc..) has seen spread especially after the revolution. 
These extensions can be assimilated to the notion of global land 
grabbing (Benegiamo, 2019) defined as the increase on a global 
scale of investments in agricultural land since the 2007-2008 cri-
sis, with unprecedented rates in the history of post-colonial Africa 
(Baglioni & Gibbon, 2013). A phenomenon that contributes drama-
tically to the overexploitation of the water table, which combined 
with the risks of large fires in the next ten years threaten a collapse 
of the entire social and economic fabric of the region. The many di-
scussions I had with IRA researchers were all without appeal. The 
oases of southern Tunisia are all in danger of disappearing in the 
very near future. 

In Gabes the problem was clear and the responsible for the disa-
ster (the chemical industry) and its victims were well separated; 
however, in Jemna and in all the region of Nefzaoua it was difficult 
to distinguish the roles and the responsibilities. The level of com-
plexity was a very arduous affair. The use of solar panels which was 
supposed to be something positive became a negative one; locals 
used solar panels to pump water during the day which meant that 
more than 45% of the water wouldn’t irrigate the plot but simply 
evaporate. Large quantities of water were rejected in the sabkha 
(i.e.; playa) nearby (and this was not specific to Jemna, the whole re-
gion of Nefzaoua is concerned by the subject), the overexploitation 
of the water table and the waste of water, the non-exploitation of the 
old techniques of cultivation in stages (thus the monoculture), the 
use of pesticides, the effects of climate change and the new diseases 
precisely because of climate change and modern agricultural prac-
tices, put the palm groves, the population, the local economy and 
Jemna itself are in danger. 
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I decided to continue with the same EXF protocol; in order to better 
understand the subject, I visited the IRA (Institute of Arid Regions) 
conducting several interviews with different profiles of researchers. 
I also visited the CRDA (Ministry of Agriculture) and met several of-
ficials. The problem turned out to be a hyper politicized/bureaucra-
tic one due to a lack of communication and coordination between 
the different state structures. The population criticized the passi-
vity of the government which instead of being of help blocked ini-
tiatives “putting sticks in the wheels”. According to Nissaf Karbout 
researcher at the IRA and active member of the association Naklha 
deep changes had to be engaged before 2030 in order to save palm 
groves and the oases of the region.
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6.3.2	 Unfinished	Research:	Between	Pandemic	and	De-
sert	Heat

The greatest constraint encountered was the extreme health crisis 
that Tunisia experienced during my field research, which peaked 
during my time in Jena. The entire Kebili region was severely af-
fected during this second wave of Covid-19 in Tunisia. Initially some 
towns, such as Douz, were subject to lockdown, while in Kebili and 
Jemna, where the situation was less severe, there was only a curfew 
to observe. I had to remain confined and accumulated too much de-
lay on the initial schedule; the sanitary crisis becoming more and 
more serious, I had to leave Kebili before a quarantine was imposed 
on all the region.

Moreover, the reality of the Jemna field proved to be more com-
plicated than that of Chenini. The sanitary situation added to the 
particularly high heat of last summer (even according to the locals) 
had prevented me from completing my research. Without doubt I 
should have chosen another time of the year, but had a tight margin 
of maneuver. My knowledge of the terrain in Chenini had allowed 
me to save a considerable amount of time, which was not the case 
in Jemna. I needed more time to adapt and to discover a region (Ke-
bili). I noticed that the tribal reality was much more pronounced in 
Jemna (and the Nefzaoua region in general) than in Gabes or Cheni-
ni. The area of action was also much larger. We are not talking about 
an oasis but rather a series of modern palm groves (monocultures) 
that extend over several thousand hectares. In Jemna, for example, 
the countless extensions (the CRDA and therefore the Tunisian state 
does not know the exact surface of these extensions) were difficult 
to access because they were located in the middle of the desert to 
the east and west of the city. In the city itself, there are also the old 
traditional oases, of which there are nine, each with its own GDA, 
all of which have been transformed into palm groves. The 9 GDAs 
have a total of 1763 member farmers spread over an area of 1078 
hectares.

Moving around was complicated. It was necessary to have a me-
ans of transport adapted to the dunes. Sometimes some were kind 
enough to accompany me. Unfortunately, the farmers went to their 
fields very early in the morning and at 09:00 their day was already 
finished. By the time I got to Jemna, farmers would have already left 
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Their plots. It was complicated to meet and interview the farmers 
while they were working so we decided to go to the cafes in the late 
morning or evening. Jemna, like most rural towns in Tunisia, is built 
around a main road. There were three main cafes; the first at the 
north end towards the exit to Kebili, the second at the south end 
towards Douz and the third in the center of Jemna. There I met most 
of the members of the ASOJ but also numerous actors of the com-
munity. I moved around either on foot or by motorcycle; Touhami, 
a member of the ASOJ and janitor of the youth center, had indeed 
made himself available. Very much loved by the locals, he helped in 
making the first contacts in Jemna. However, I had only a very limi-
ted time; at 11:00 am already the city was deserted. 

The heat being too strong, the inhabitants spent almost all their time 
in the shade at home. They went out in the evening (after 21:00) to 
meet in the cafés or in the street. This has limited me greatly. I spent 
most of the time doing interviews with the different visitors of the 
cafes. However, what was complicated was meeting the women. It 
was almost impossible in that very male environment to find wo-
men. On very rare occasions I was able to meet some of them. In 
Kebili and Douz, which are larger cities, the task was easier and wo-
men seemed to have more freedom.
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6.3.3	 An	Experience	around	Commons	that	did	not	Turn	
into	a	Project

Despite all the difficulties encountered, I somehow established a 
first network of people, farmers, civil society, ministerial officials, 
municipal officials, researchers in Jemna but also in Douz and Kebi-
li. The problems encountered in the oases of Nefzaoua were found 
to be the same as those of Gabes. Lack of water (not for the same 
reasons), land parceling and inheritance problems, the generation 
gap (which was more pronounced in Jemna than in Chenini) and the 
lack of coordination between the various actors despite the existen-
ce of a fairly active civil society.

The perimeter was so vast that it was necessary to limit myself to a 
precise context. I therefore decided to focus on the land managed by 
the ASOJ. The subject of the Commons was only mentioned on rare 
occasions. The locals, especially the older ones, told, as was the case 
in Chenini, about the past abundance of water and the diversity of 
production of the old Zira (from Jazira, which means island), islands 
of greenery that have now dried up. They missed the old community 
practices of mutual aid and solidarity but considered that “the law 
of the market was quite different”. For Bahim Khammar, one of the 
young people I met, “most of the inhabitants of Jemna were no lon-
ger farmers but rather became simple date producers. Brahim owns 
a hardware store that supplies local farmers with pumps and hoses 
to fetch water ever deeper due to the continuous drawdown of the 
water table. For most, the calculation is simple: a palm tree brings in 
about 300 DT/year per hectare, which generally contains 100 palm 
trees. The majority of families own between 3 and 5 hectares which 
brings them between 30,000 and 50,000 dinars per year. Some saw 
them as nothing more than khammassa (in North Africa, the kham-
mes from the Arabic khomoss, meaning a fifth, is a farmer working 
on behalf of an owner, a sharecropper receiving a fifth of the income 
from the land he cultivates) for the industrialists and conditioning 
companies of the Cap Bon region in the north-east of the country.

The idea of practicing permaculture and agroecology or to realize 
a common project around the food and energy autonomy of Jemna 
excited several farmers and civil society actors. Others considered a 
return to old practices as far-fetched in view of the lack of water and 
the absence of support from the state. Modern needs and prevai-
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ling individualism were seen by some as the main obstacle to such 
a project. Developing a kind of pilot project that the locals would 
develop from the land managed by ASOJ seemed to be a way out. 
However, I soon realized that there were internal conflicts between 
some members of the association, some of whom had resigned; the-
re were also tensions between the association and some individuals 
who questioned the legitimacy of some members. The management 
and the members of the executive board of the association seemed 
exhausted by years of struggle that still did not lead to a definitive 
result. The association has thus gradually become isolated, even if 
a large majority of the inhabitants of Jemna still support them. A 
minority, however, believes that the current board should give way 
to others.

A former member of the association’s board (who asked to keep his 
name secret) said: “The Jemna experience has remained an expe-
riment, an idea, and has not been transformed into a project (...) 
this suits the government, which is not ready to lose face or make 
concessions with other localities and communities that would like 
to follow the example of Jemna.”

The main problem slowing down the transformation of this “ex-
perience” into a “project” is related to a legislative blockage with 
the government. This reduced the room for maneuver of the asso-
ciation and did not allow for the development of any project in the 
long term. Tahar Tahri said the ASOJ wanted to redevelop a multi-
level agriculture and diversify production around crops adopting 
the principles of Agro-ecology. The ASOJ also sought to develop a 
project in social and solidarity tourism, since he wanted to tran-
sform the old colonial residence into a guest house.

Unfortunately, the association found itself trapped in a long admi-
nistrative process and a series of negotiations with numerous go-
vernments, most of which lasted only a few months. In 10 years, 
Tunisia has indeed had 14 different governments. The association 
has therefore invested some of its income to help other local asso-
ciations, to buy ambulances, to rebuild part of the school or to set up 
soccer fields for the youth of the city. Some projects were criticized 
by the inhabitants, who spoke of bad governance and waste, refer-
ring to the construction of a hammam that never opened its doors 
(for lack of water). But above all, the association found itself having 
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to manage a piece of land whose production barely covered the 
maintenance costs paid throughout the year. The members of the 
association were convinced by the idea of developing a three-tiered 
agriculture, of a return to ancient practices, but seemed cornered 
by management problems and bureaucratic blockages in resolving 
their tug-of-war with the state over the definition of an adequate le-
gal status for the land recovered by the population 10 years earlier. 
The Jemna experience seems to be blocked by purely legal consi-
derations, but as in the case of Chenini, the difficulties seem to be 
linked to the lack of coordination of efforts around a common vi-
sion; the absence of a common imagination. People seemed to be 
prisoners of a state of affairs, caught in a mad race for water.
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ABSTRACT
The seventh chapter extrapolates the outcomes of the research and the prospects of 
development. It evaluates how much it was possible to fulfill the initial expectations 
of the research. An analysis of the results of the research is proposed, on two levels: 
(1) Principles — focusing on results at the level of approaches and methodologies 
but also of the posture of designers — and (2) Practices — dealing with the contri-
bution of this research in terms of methods and frameworks but also in redefining 
the role of designers —. It starts from the observation of the results obtained and 
how these have led to answer the research questions. Then follows an evaluation 
of the research perspectives through an assessment of the current and future deve-
lopments of the experiments and processes engaged on the field.
On the level of principles, it is possible to identify four levels of intervention of de-
sign when dealing with the Commons, following the model proposed by Manzini and 
Margolin on the relation between design and democracy: (1) Design of Commons, 
involved in the institutionalization of the Commons; (2) Design for Commons, in-
volved in the creation of devices/tools/means for the practice of communing; (3) 
Design as Commons, intended as a common good in itself; (4) Design in Commons, 
involved in the development of initiatives inside the context of commoning to enrich 
the debate. 
Regarding the practices, three profiles of the designer emerged: (1) The designer hi-
storian, who is interested in the past and seeks answers and solutions to present and 
future challenges; (2) The designer commoner, who works for the deployment of a 
diverse economy focused on the development of new Commons and the defense of 
old ones; (3) The designer futurist, recognizing the prospect of collapse and helping 
citizens and communities to design such a future now through radical imagination.
A first tangible result of this research work is the recent constitution (February 
2022) of the National Collective of the Oases of the Gulf of Gabes, which is proof that 
the practice of such a design is possible. The most interesting evidence emerged 
from this experimental activity is the possibility to generate together a different per-
spective able to show new path for the design research and to carry out not a simply 
theorized collaborative design approach, but one really rooted in the present and 
able to bring the involved communities and contexts in a feasible future.

Outcomes and PerspectivesCHAPTER 7
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7.1 Outcomes

7.1.1	 Principles	

From the outset of this research, I have been interested in the speci-
fic contexts of oases. The oasis context concentrates, in a way, all the 
problems I have outlined. In fact, these are artificial, anthropized 
and cultivated spaces in the heart of vast arid zones, which for thou-
sands of years have adopted a complex social organization of solida-
rity and commoning around water. Oases are therefore sustainable 
spaces by definition, where the Commons are fundamentally a tradi-
tion. Today, oases are experiencing the effects of climate change, but 
also those of development and growth, which have almost disrup-
ted the social folds around the Commons. I can say that oases are 
Commons economies in crisis. The field research was a continua-
tion of the exploration/verification of design as/for/in Common(s) 
by focusing on the specific context of Tunisia combining the various 
problematic elements addressed during the theoretical research 
phase. Indeed, I explained how the modern/industrialized society 
is stuck in what Azmanova (2020) called a “metacrisis” (a crisis in 
crisis). The research revealed three different but interconnected le-
vels of crisis and the embeddedness of design in each one of them: 

(1) an “ecological crisis”; where design and designers are in a dual 
posture of guiltiness and bipolarity when facing the question of su-
stainability. Indeed, designers are trying to pursue a “socialist” and 
a “capitalist” practice at the same time in “a form of compulsion to 
madness, an effort to make the designer mad” (Vial, 2010; p.45). 
We would go so far as to say that this kind of “bipolarity” of design 
would be at the very origin of a sense of guilt specific to designers.

Design for Social Innovation seemed more about achieving a “feel 
good” effect than actually producing a meaningful political change. 
To this figure of Bipolar/Guilty designer I opposed the one of an 
Activist/Resilient one. This Activist/Resilient designer would cor-
respond to a reactivation of what Maldonado called “speranza pro-
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gettuale”. Thus, in the face of the Anthropocene, a dual figure of an 
activist and resilient (autonomous) designer emerges. An activist 
designer acknowledging collapse while embracing the ideation of 
new resilient ways of life — starting with his own with a view to his 
own economic autonomy — an attitude of slowing down that would 
follow (like in Permaculture) the rhythms of natural systems.

(2) a “value(s) crisis” which explains the first one —i.e., ecological 
crisis—. Contemporary Capitalism being locked into a logic of bad 
infinity of endless accumulation and compound growth (Harvey, 
2017) which is essentially related to a problem of values. Indeed, 
the problem with Capitalism is precisely that value is reduced to its 
money form; thus, it hides the commodification processes and ex-
ploitative relations attached to Capitalism modes of production. The 
bipolarity and guiltiness of designers in front of the ecological cri-
sis are undeniably related to their entanglement in the capitalistic 
system. Designers are in fact at the very center of the processes of 
commodification on the one hand, and remain — even when driven 
by the most positive intentions, towards ecological and social su-
stainability — blocked in market logics and processes of precariza-
tion on the other. Critical social engagement in design is often being 
sacrificed or diminished in order to cater to the needs of the market 
(Elzenbaumer, 2013). To this figure of Entangled/Precarious desi-
gner, I opposed the one of a Released/Commoner designer; emitting 
the hypothesis of pursuing practices around Commons and commo-
ning in order to escape processes of commodification and precari-
zation.

(3) an “imagination crisis” which is at the origin of the two previous 
crises. The research shows how development (and consequently 
sustainable development) is seen as an instrument of coloniza-
tion; growth and development are two sides of the same coin. The 
difficulty of imagining the end of Capitalism being related to what 
Santiago Castro-Gómez (2005) calls “the illusion of the zero-point 
epistemology.” The processes of Capitalism are here related not only 
to physical (environmental) and economic levels but also to an epi-
stemic one. Unblocking the imagination would thus imply a neces-
sary shift from the rhetoric of Western modernity or what Mignolo 
(2009) calls epistemic disobedience. We then showed how design 
acts as an oppressive and a collaborative force; a lever of the zero-
point epistemology. To this figure of Colonial/Colonized designer 
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I opposed a Rooted/Emancipatory one. I focused on the notion of 
Epistemologies of the South to propose the idea of a design attached 
not only to a specific territory but also to specific situations of strug-
gle and conflict. Recalling the notion of radical imagination defined 
as a “common imagination” by Haiven (2014); this Rooted design 
would involve three temporalities: past (searching for Commons as 
a historical actuality held in common memory); present (recogni-
zing, valorizing and defending even undercurrent Commons of to-
day); future (acknowledging that the ultimate horizon for humanity 
beyond Capitalism is the Commons).

I wanted to verify if design had a role to play in such contexts focu-
sing on the cases of Chenini and Jemna as two landmarks in the so-
cial and environmental movements that have developed in Tunisia 
since the revolution. The first was the Chenini oasis, located in the 
coastal area of Gabes, known for its pollution due to phosphate pro-
duction, where farmers continue to perpetuate ancestral practices 
of multi-level cultivation and water distribution. The second was 
the Jemna oasis in Nefzaoua, the country’s main date-producing re-
gion. The oasis has become the symbol of peasant resistance and 
has been the scene of the emergence of a local and pluralist civil 
society, the learning of participatory democracy and the pioneering 
experience of the social and solidarity economy in Tunisia. 

The open research question has been: If design was born and de-
veloped in the consumer economy, would design exist in the Com-
mons’ economy? If so, what are the methods and practices of design 
to play a role in the Commons’ economy? Considering that Design 
for Social Innovation has always been characterized in a Western-
centered economic/cultural context, that of the market economy, 
and where Social Innovation has always been understood as huma-
nitarian action, is it possible to identify the characteristics of a so-
cially and politically engaged design that takes into account the per-
spective of the South? What practice of design could restore hope?
As explained, I had already identified the context I wanted to inter-
vene in, but was looking for the right approach and method; an ap-
proach that would challenge the capitalist, colonial and patriarchal 
roots of design. During a purely theoretical phase, I had identified 
numerous approaches, but did not know which one to choose. What 
I did know was that there was no universal method or tool to apply 
as advocated by the Human Center Design (HCD) and Design Thin-
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king approaches. I also understood that Design for Social Innova-
tion tends to frame problems in relatively narrow spatiotemporal 
contexts. Following the different perspectives previously cited I ma-
naged to “inhabit” the two contexts.

Without the “ambition” of improving the “livability of the world” 
I carried out a collaborative design experiment rooted in the pre-
sent, adopting a post-development/feminist line of thought taking 
into consideration the concepts of “Epistemologies of the South” 
and “Situated Knowledge” as conceptual notions. Regarding ethi-
cal considerations, I thus wanted to be embedded in the problem 
rather than having an external point of view. The experience has 
been developed following the concept of “speculative fabulation” by 
Donna Haraway and the notion of world-building in relation to the 
oral tradition specific to the contexts. In this way, the expected aim 
has been to develop a situated knowledge that is generated from 
the specific point of view and that does not distance the knowing 
subject from everyone else but instead engages in collective proces-
ses of knowledge production. 

“Anti-capitalist Commons are not the end point of a struggle to con-
struct a non-capitalist world, but its means. For no struggle will 
succeed in changing the world if we do not organize our reproduc-
tion in a communal way and not only share the space and time of 
meetings and demonstrations but put our lives in common, orga-
nizing on the basis of our different needs and possibilities, and the 
rejection of all principles of exclusion or hierarchization” (Federici 
and Caffentzis, 2014). In this statement, Silvia Federici and George 
Caffentzis explain how Commons could be intended as a process, 
rather than being only an objective. They also speak about struggle 
which accentuates the idea of slowness and difficulty of such a pro-
cess. This could be considered as the first outcome of this research. 
In terms of design, it is difficult to identify a finished “product” or 
“project”. In the experiment I have initiated, the process seems to be 
in continuous elaboration; a kind of chronic iteration. It is precisely 
this iterative aspect that allows us to qualify this experience as a 
“design project.”

Methodologically, different concepts have been merged to build the 
experimental framework: Participatory Design and its concepts of 
infrastracturing and commoning (Marttila et al, 2014); Transition 
Design (Irwin, 2015, 2018) for its idea of intervention and long-
term vision by providing a process for stakeholders to transcend 
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their differences in the present by co-creating visions of a shared 
and desirable long-term future; Autonomous Design (Escobar, 
2018) as it focuses on the struggles of communities and social mo-
vements to defend their territories and worlds against the ravages 
of neoliberal globalization; Design for Sustainment and what Fry 
(2009) calls “dig where you stand”; or Prefigurative Design (DiSal-
vo, 2016), a design that could make political speculation easier to 
live with, experiment with, and ultimately implement, where desi-
gners are not themselves called upon to speculate, but rather, they 
can be called upon to enable speculation. However, these different 
approaches served as reference points. There was clearly no per-
fect approach, just the conviction, after being confronted by other 
researchers, that what I was trying to develop made sense. I was 
convinced by the need to immerse myself in the context, to build 
relationships with local communities and to take time for action (or 
inaction) — as explained by Terry Irwin (2018). It was not about 
thinking about the result but about the process.

Through radical imagination, we (me and the community) have tri-
ed to engage in a dialogue/action around the re-prefiguration of al-
ternative ways of doing and organizing, in order to actively challen-
ge and resist the dominant paradigms of development and growth. I 
speak about a re-prefiguration because I noticed that many respon-
ses to present and future challenges are to be found precisely in the 
past of the oases. By revealing the processes of extractivism and 
dispossession that are linked to development and growth (Global 
Capitalism and State Capitalism), the experience on the field con-
firmed the hypothesis formulated during the theoretical research 
phase about the possibility for design to work on decolonizing col-
lective imagination. 

The experiment was in some way a sort of revalorization of ance-
stral knowledge and practices; a revalorization of local southern 
Epistemologies. This turned out to be a necessary first step in or-
der to enable possible action that would challenge the status quo. 
During the experiment in Chenini we contributed to re-prefiguring 
new/old forms of collective action that could improve the resilience 
of the community to the near-future climate change and water scar-
city issues. Through the perspectives of the Commons and radical 
imagination we were able to ideate in a collective manner. One can 
thus confirm that although design was born and developed in the 
consumer economy, a design practice to re-prefigure a Commons 
economy is possible. Design has a potential role in activating (and 
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reactivating) diverse economies —in the words of J.K Gibson-Gra-
ham— and has a large set of practices and methods. All the appro-
aches cited seem valid. Indeed, what this experience on the ground 
has shown is the relative importance of tools and methods. What 
had been more important was the ontological posture of the desi-
gner; of being engaged in a specific situation of struggle i.e., commu-
nities and social movements defending their territories and worlds 
from the ravages of neoliberal globalization (Escobar, 2018).

Given the path taken by this research, what overall proposal can be 
drawn from it that could effectively help identify the characteristics 
of a socially and politically engaged design that takes into account 
the perspective of the South? What design practice could restore 
hope? The proposal put forward is simple, but it has several prac-
tical and theoretical implications. The practical experience of the 
field confirmed the idea of a “Rooted Design”; a design attached to 
situations instead of objects. It is not exclusively about specific terri-
tories, but also refers to specific situations of struggle such as those 
in Chenini and Jemna, where the population is in direct conflict with 
the state. A rooted design for/by/from the South would thus adopt 
the long termism proposed by the Transition Design approach (Ir-
win, 2018), while focusing on the struggles of people and social mo-
vements (in the Global South). 

Indeed, I think that designers should no longer be attached to the 
production of artefacts per se but should be attached to a specific 
context, situation, territory. This implies a change in the way desi-
gners conceive their lives and profession. Proliferating ways of ima-
gining, doing and relating that refuse an established order, is a long 
and slow process. As a product designer by training, I think there 
is a lot to be done in the field of low-tech to solve purely technical 
problems, but these solutions must necessarily be contextualized. 
This design remains to be discovered and constructed; but it is a 
design put at the service of citizens in order to enable its reappro-
priation. In the context of the South, it is a design that supports the 
struggle of subaltern communities (Escobar, 2018) and eco-social 
movements, defined as the Environmentalism of the Poor (Marti-
nez-Alier, 2002).

The field research was short and, in many ways, felt like a race 
against time, as academic deadlines, for their part, remained the 
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same, limiting my flexibility to deploy the field research. I am aware 
of the need to continue this “adventur” which has only just begun; 
this research is indeed only the beginning of a long-term commit-
ment with the communities I met. My time in Chenini was, howe-
ver, more conclusive than the one in Jemna. It was a first attempt to 
gather the different actors around the same imaginary. This could 
correspond to the first phase of the Transition Design framerwork 
i.e., “reframing the problem and its context in the present and futu-
re” as well as a first attempt of infrastructuring if we were to speak 
of Participatory Design. I would add that in some contexts (probably 
mostly located in the Global South) a reframing of the past is neces-
sary. As explained, during the different stages of the field-research 
the past of the oasis seemed to provide in many ways conceptual 
and practical solutions to present and future problems. 

For the analysis of the results of this research, I also followed the 
same path adopted by Kim Trogal, Valeria Graziano and Bianca 
Elzenbaumer in their article “the Politics of Commoning and Desi-
gning” (2016). The authors introduce the common as a political no-
tion, differing from the approach followed by some designers that 
have begun to respond to the challenge of the common in their prac-
tices. Instead of an understanding of the notion of common as sim-
ply a resource i.e., Commons or common goods, the Feminist and 
Marxist approaches, adopted by the authors, focus on the concept 
of commoning; shifting in this manner, the focus “from properties 
that are intrinsic to the goods being taken into consideration to the 
social relations that frame and sustain their production and repro-
duction”. The authors explain that “these theories reject the idea 
that there are goods or social objects that are naturally in common: 
both in the case of natural resources such as water or cognitive pro-
ducts such as software, the common is first of all a mode of political 
action that challenges property as an absolute right to exclude.” The 
experiments conducted in the field, especially the one in Chenini, 
correspond to the vision of the common as “forms of organization 
that sustain the autonomous cooperation of the social (…) creating 
social spaces that subtract value from processes of capital accumu-
lation and appropriation”.

This ongoing research therefore proposes to answer the call of the 
three researchers, speaking about the need for design and design 
practice “to engage its own political economy (…) within existing 
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parasitic and asymmetrical conditions” (Trogal et.al, 2016; p.2) in 
order to investigate the role of design in remaking those “very eco-
nomies and relations”. The idea is to bring a small contribution to 
the debates already engaged. Nevertheless, there is an important 
dimension to take into consideration when analyzing the results 
of this research, which has just begun: the global health crisis that 
coincided with this doctoral research had a profound impact on its 
timing. The measures of confinement, curfew and other limitations 
of movement have upset the way in which I initially wanted to carry 
out this research, as a kind of back and forth between practice and 
theory. 

One could here identify 4 levels of intervention of design when de-
aling with the Commons, following the model proposed by Manzini 
and Margolin on the relation between design and democracy:

(1) Design of Commons; design involved in the institutionalization 
of the Commons. 
(2) Design for Commons; design involved in the creation of devices/
tools/means for the practice of commoning.
(3) Design as Commons; design intended as a common good in itself
(4) Design in Commons; design involved in the development of ini-
tiatives inside the context of commoning to enrich the debate.

This first intervention could correspond to levels (2) and (3):

(2) Design for Commons: this is what I tried to do by applying the 
Transition Design and the Autonomous Design frameworks. In this 
way, I tested their suitability in a southern context, in particular that 
of the Chenini oasis. By combining them and adapting them to the 
EXF protocol, I was able to verify their effectiveness in a hyper-po-
liticized context. But above all, the research confirms that the tools 
and methods relatively matter, the aim being to set up a process of 
radical imagination in itself.

(3) Design as a Commons: Design as a common good is probably 
the most important aspect. The idea of design by all and for all was 
the central point. Everyone was designing with Manzini’s concept 
of diffuse design in mind. Here one could put forward the idea of 
thinking of design as a process of sharing but also of considering 
it as a common good in itself. Thinking of design as Commons has 
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allowed people to reclaim their imaginations and the means to re-
alize them. Design as Commons has allowed activists and residents 
to (re)create a common imagination. A capacity that had been lost 
when the water disappeared. Perhaps it was a way of learning to 
become a community again. The principles of solidarity and mutual 
aid that are the essence of oasis communities had disappeared with 
the disappearance of water as nobody is interested in sharing a pre-
carious common good (water). The process of radical imagination 
was based on a return to these practices of solidarity. If water is no 
longer a common good, design could become one.

If I have to draw conclusions that can be used for design theory, 
I would say that I have tried to bring a Southern perspective on 
socially and politically engaged design practice but also a North 
African perspective on design. In the context of the South, it was 
a matter of remembering but also of valuing ancestral knowledge 
and popular culture that are often forgotten or denigrated; of enga-
ging in Epistemologies of the South and a pluriversal vision of the 
world. This experience has shown that the designer has a role to 
play in creating a community dynamic, but also in initiating a group 
dialogue around alternative economic imaginaries through this pro-
cess of remembering. I see this research as a continuation of the 
discourses addressed by the Transitional Design and Autonomous 
Design approaches, bringing in practical experience in the context 
of the oases of Chenini and Jemna. It also goes under the provisional 
category of Design by/for/from the Global South proposed by Tony 
Fry (2017); perhaps it could be called a North African transitional 
design or simply a design for/by/from the oases.
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7.1.2	 Practices

In Gabes and Chenini in particular, some farmers and activists are 
struggling to protect the oasis from the effects of extractivism; lo-
cals suffer from the destruction of their environment in the last 50 
years which was reminiscent of the notion of Solastalgia. Some con-
tinue to perpetuate ancestral practices of multi-level cultivation and 
water commoning, also preserving local seeds, — thus joining the 
discourse around food sovereignty—; but the oasis is a shadow of 
its former self, and many have lost all hope. (On a personal level, 
the fact that Gabes is my home town was an additional motivation) 
Jemna’s experience, despite its success in becoming a symbol of pe-
asant resistance, and a pioneering project in Tunisia of the social 
and solidarity economy continues its struggle for recognition; here 
one can talk about Contested Commons (Ben Slimane, 2020). The 
passage in Jemna, although cut short by the COVID-19 crisis, once 
again confirmed that the issue is linked to a crisis of the imagina-
tion. Faced with institutional and legislative blockages, the experi-
ment could not be transformed into a real project around which the 
local community could rally; the association and its members found 
themselves isolated, leading to a gradual crumbling and loss of mo-
mentum. Again, the issue is related to the imaginary. In both cases 
(Chenini and Jemna) it was clear that local actors had to be brought 
together around a common vision of the future; to have a common 
project.

This situation revealed more questions than responses, particularly 
in comparison to what I had learned from the inhabitation, inter-
views and time spent with local population and activists. Through 
engagement with the locals in the oases we not only learned more 
about their daily struggles for autonomy but also about the histo-
ry of the oases’ social and natural ecosystems. I also learned more 
about the past and present of these two oases, especially in Cheni-
ni, by spending time with the people involved in such struggles. It 
was then a combination of my previous research and the different 
discussions I had with the different researchers that led me to the 
idea I had put forward around the possibility of organizing a wor-
kshop of the future in Chenini and Jemna in order to put the diffe-
rent actors around the same imaginary. I chose to create a kind of 
protocol and decided to divide the stay into two parts: a first part 
corresponding to the inhabitation of the oases and a second part 
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where I tried to organize a future workshop gathering local actors 
around a common vision of the future. 
During the first part, observation, conversations and unstructured 
interviews were developed according to the context. I also thought 
that using the EXF framework was a good way to structure the who-
le experience (even if only indicative). By choosing to experiment 
with these different aspects, I hoped that it would provide openings 
to the research and that they would allow for questions that I could 
roughly formulate. I somehow integrated the EFR method into broa-
der conversations and unstructured interviews in order to map the 
images held by residents of not only the future but also the past and 
present of the oasis. This helped identify stakeholders’ concerns 
and expectations and confirmed my initial hypothesis about the 
need to organize such a meeting. 

The designer’s iterative way of thinking is perhaps what makes them 
special. My intention was to understand more deeply the challenges 
faced by the communities in Chenini and Jemna and to identify the 
actors working in these contexts. I also wanted to bring these actors 
to the table and engage them in a dialogue around the issues of food 
sovereignty and the Commons. I wanted this experience to be a kind 
of contribution that would join the many voices calling for a drastic 
change in the trajectory of the economic model; voices that call for 
thinking about new paths for the development of the agri-food sy-
stem in order to build food sovereignty and remedy the effects of a 
dependent (colonized) and exporting agriculture. 

The protocol of Ethnographic Experiential Futures (EXF) was com-
bined with the technique of Future Workshop (FW), in an attempt to 
contribute to the prefiguration of forms of collective action that aim 
to improve the resilience of oasis communities:

Map 1: 4 weeks of inhabitation (discussions, observations, inter-
views, EFR) – identifying actors/challenges – understanding tradi-
tional practices and history of the territory – discussing about futu-
re scenarios (positive, pessimistic, probable scenarios)

Multiply 2: 1st day of workshop “critique” – confront/confirm/nega-
te challenges with participants and discussion about possible/pro-
bable futures (showing videos) – showing alternative futures with 
existing examples – introducing community economies, Commons, 
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permaculture, indigenous/traditional knowledge as frameworks

Mediate 3: 1st half of 2nd day of workshop “fantasy” – turn negative 
to positive / imagine new scenarios around community economies 
– new/traditional practices of mutualism, solidarity, communing

Mount 4: 2nd half of 2nd day of workshop “implementation” – 
storytelling using the example of the traditional Hakawati (storytel-
ler) about these preferable futures

Map 5: Inquired into and recorded responses to the experiential 
scenarios. Informal process using direct observation of people en-
countering the experiential scenarios

The answers came through the practice and the framework of Tran-
sition Design proved to be the most useful. I obviously had choices 
to make and Transition Design provided a clear approach that could 
be followed and possibly adapted. Irwin (2018) in this sense, “em-
phasizes that this approach is still in its infancy and is offered here 
as an invitation to other researchers and practitioners to provide 
feedback, critique, and engagement with the goal of co-constituting 
a new area of design interest aimed at systems-level change”(p. 
971). I therefore followed the three-phase approach proposed by 
the Transition Design framework as a reference, with the intention 
of decentering the focus from Eurocentric accounts. This first inter-
vention could correspond to the first phase, “Reframing the present 
and the future.” Thus, the Autonomous Design posture served as a 
backdrop, even though it is particularly related to the Latin Ameri-
can context. 

I must confess that in both cases, at the beginning, I was an exter-
nal agent to the context, simply interested in the experiences and 
struggles of the local population. The inhabitants of the two oases 
were used to receiving visits from researchers, often in agronomy, 
and civil society activists involved in issues of food sovereignty or 
the defense of the environment. Maybe one could not speak about 
communities even though in many ways, I could see the beginnings 
of community dynamics. I cannot speak of clear Commons either. 
Water, which was, for thousands of years, a common good, has been 
enclosed, and old practices of commoning are now only a vivid but 
vanished memory. Sometimes it seemed to me that we were talking 
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more about the past than the future or as much. I gained a deep 
knowledge about the reality of the field with a quite good under-
standing of the complexity of the issues faced by the oases and their 
inhabitants. But the workshop itself did not substantially challen-
ge the reality. Nothing yet has been made on a practical level yet, 
except speculating together about the future of Chenini; for the case 
of Jemna, the experience certainly needed much more time in order 
to organize an encounter. Identifying challenges and stakeholders 
was the first intent of this first experience of inhabitation. The se-
cond intent was to gather these stakeholders in order to arrive at a 
shared definition of the problem and an understanding of its com-
plexities and interdependencies.

This experience has proven the need for oasis inhabitants and other 
activists working to protect their territories to unite and transcend 
their differences in the present by co-creating visions of a shared 
and desirable long-term future. I was also aware of the shift in the 
posture of the designer; in practice, I was (as a designer) not at the 
center of the project playing instead a critical role as a facilitator or 
catalyst (Mages & Onufawa, 2019). I played a role for which I was 
not trained and was dealing with issues that at first glance were 
completely unrelated to design practice. Speaking of new ways of 
designing proposed by the Transition Design framework, I recogni-
zed myself, as the experience unfolded, in the figures of the “desi-
gner questioner”.

It is with the different representations of the past, present and futu-
re that I tried to help the inhabitants to make their future “visible” 
with words. Words were very important throughout the process, 
as I was convinced of the importance of orality in the local cultu-
re and tradition. I tried to follow de Sousa Santos and the type of 
workshops defined as co-learning experiences developed by the 
Popular University of Social Movements (PUSM). The assumption 
was that my role as a designer was to support the inhabitants in 
envisioning futures that were relevant to them. Being embedded in 
the context and not being an external agent helped to organize such 
a workshop. 

Through the whole process, the long-term as well as collective en-
gagement in the issues we wanted to transform, were made clear. 
The elements of endurance in time and collectivity we encounte-
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red, were that which in most cases allowed for the emergence of 
an affective dimension, a dimension of care for each other. In both 
cases, I have been very well received by activists and passionate pe-
ople who were intrigued by the approach I was proposing. I often 
had to explain the approach and the relationship of design to the 
challenges faced by the communities in both oases. This helped the 
people involved to challenge their own subjectivities and question 
the roots of their division which was the main obstacle to protec-
ting their oasis. In the case of Chenini, this first experience served 
to lay the foundations for a dynamic of dialogue and collaboration. 
The importance of the past, of ancestral knowledge and of ancient 
commoning practices are also other elements to be taken into ac-
count at the end of this field research. I thus only tried to “bring 
my little grain of sand”, “my share of the Colibri” (hummingbird) as 
Pierre Rabhi would say, in the convergence of group dynamics that 
are already working for the protection of their livelihood.

In Jemna, I also felt that I had a role to play as a planner. However, 
unlike in the case of Chenini, I knew too little about the reality on 
the ground and the health crisis did not help. This is an essential 
starting point if you want to do Design per il Territorio, Transition 
Design, Autonomous Design, prefigurative or whatever design it is; 
one should choose to be part of a context in order to help catalyze 
certain dynamics. To take root like a tree. In this respect, the prac-
tice of permaculture design could undoubtedly be a way out. The 
design practice that I tried to deploy aimed in some way to create 
new social relationships around the Commons and a common futu-
re, while being aware of the certainty of collapse; a collapse that is 
already here. 

I cannot extrapolate from an isolated experience, but know that in 
these two visits, my role as a catalyst convinced many people. The 
central ideas were that everyone had a responsibility and a role to 
play in solving problems. Collaboration is the basis of the approach 
I proposed. The long-term commitment and the feeling of sharing 
the same struggles, reminds us that I was not outside the context. It 
takes time to integrate into a given territory. Such design could not 
be practiced by being outside the context, so the designer would 
have to learn to be part of the landscape before thinking of putting 
his skills at the service of others to create alternative economic ima-
ginaries. In Jemna, for example, I needed much more time before I 
could propose any process. Imagining a future around Commons, 
for food and energy autonomy was the horizon around which the 
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workshop participants agreed. The intention was to recreate, dra-
wing on the history of the oasis and the context itself, a community 
economy that allows the inhabitants to regain control of their own 
future in the face of the continuing degradation of their livelihoods. 
Three profiles emerged as a research result. The figures are: (1) the 
designer historian, (2) the designer commoner, (3) the designer fu-
turist:

(1) The designer historian: A designer who is interested in the past 
and seeks answers and solutions to present and future challenges.
(2) The designer commoner: a designer who works for the de-
ployment of a diverse economy focused on the development of new 
Commons and the defense of old ones. 
(3) The designer futurist: A designer recognizing the prospect of 
collapse and helping citizens and communities to design such a fu-
ture now through radical imagination
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I therefore intend to come back and continue the process in respon-
se to the request of several participants. In Chenini many insisted 
on the need to develop a pilot project that would bring together the 
different ideas that came out of the workshop. Considering the way, 
the two experiments unfolded, working individually fulfilling the 
field-research but alongside activists and farmers in the oases, it felt 
like I had established strong relations with local civil society and 
somehow shared the struggles of people both in Jemna and Cheni-
ni. At a personal level, developing such an experiment in my home 
country and my hometown especially responds to the call of Fry on 
digging where we stand. 

A first tangible result of this research work is the recent constitution 
(February 2022) of the National Collective of the Oases of the Gulf 
of Gabes initiated by, among others, the activists, farmers and craf-
tswomen who participated in the workshop organized in Chenini. 
The collective has set itself the goal of registering the oases of Gabes 
as part of UNESCO’s intangible heritage; a project that has been on 
hold since 2008. The collective is also organizing several workshops 
to coordinate the efforts of citizens, activists, civil society and all 
the actors present in the area to safeguard the oases of Gabes. This 
collective is proof that the practice of such a design is possible. The 
most interesting evidence emerged from this experimental activity 
is the possibility to generate together a new/old economic imagina-
ry in order to ground resistance in place (Tonkinwise, 2015) in the 
here and now: a different perspective able to show new path for the 
design research and to carry out not a simply theorized collabora-
tive design approach, but one really rooted in the present and able 
to bring the involved communities and contexts in a feasible future. 
The main question remains that of the economic viability (in the 
broad sense of the term) of such a design practice.

In the end, Jemna was an experience that never became a project, 
but after meeting the different actors present in the territory (ci-

7.2 Perspectives
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vil society, municipality, CRDA, IRA, etc.) to whom I had told about 
Chenini’s experience, they all understood the interest of the process 
I wanted to promote. This motivated them to undertake a similar 
approach. The idea is to create a space for meetings and exchan-
ges between public authorities on the one hand, civil society on 
the other and researchers as a third component. In Douz oasis, the 
activists of the Nakhla association, which like ASOC is part of the 
RADDO network, wanted to reproduce the experience initiated in 
Chenini. 

I did not succeed in doing so because of the pandemic, but the idea 
remains valid and will undoubtedly be developed in the near future. 
Indeed, some have even proposed to develop a project “Citizen eva-
luation of the legal and legislative framework of oases in Tunisia” 
following a participatory approach with all actors of all Tunisian oa-
ses to elaborate a national code specific to oases; an approach simi-
lar to the one deployed by OTE and the association Nomad08 for the 
new water code in Tunisia. Indeed, oases do not benefit from a code 
defining a specific legal framework for them; they are thus conside-
red either as simple agricultural areas or as forest areas. Speaking 
of cosmopolitan localism, the RADDO network could be a basis and 
a structure already in place to set up such a process.
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Afterword

From my early years of university, I had been particularly attracted to the idea of 
a socially and politically engaged design practice. Until then I was a young car en-
thusiast who had chosen to follow his passion. I had to continue my studies abroad 
because no faculty offered such a course. In Tunisia, I could either join a school of 
arts and crafts, fine arts or architecture. The only school that offered courses enti-
rely dedicated to design was the Ecole Supérieure des Sciences et Technologies du 
Design (ESSTD). Of course, the school did not offer training in automotive design, 
but I could nevertheless follow a course in product design. The school had three 
departments: one in product design, one in space design and one in image design. 
In the first department, industrial design, craft design and packaging were taught. 
The space department taught interior design and the image department offered 
courses in audiovisual and graphic design. So, I naturally decided to pursue a so-
called fundamental degree in product design. This fundamental degree was diffe-
rent from the so-called applied degrees where students specialized specifically in 
industrial design, craft design or packaging. In the case of the program I had chosen, 
the training was more focused on design theory and allowed students to pursue a 
research master’s degree. 

Most of the students chose the space and image departments, depending on the 
opportunities on the Tunisian job market. Those who integrated the product de-
partment were mainly interested in industrial design and there was talk of beco-
ming the new Tunisian Philippe Starck or Achille Castiglioni. The classic history of 
design was taught, born after the industrial revolution and the different movements 
that have evolved the practice and theory of design. The inevitable Arts & Crafts of 
William Morris in England, the Art Nouveau in France or the Bauhaus of Gropius and 
others in Germany were reviewed. The definition of design and the classic duo “des-
sin and dessein” were discussed along the notions of ésthétique industrielle in Fran-
ce, compared to the Italian progettazione or the German Gestalt. Raymond Loewy 
was considered to be the founder of industrial design and his famous “ugly things 
sell badly”. But at no time during the first years of the degree did we engage in a di-
scourse around a design that would have been our own. Design was born in the West 
and we, the Third World, had to catch up with the backwardness we had accumu-
lated in all fields. This perspective was rarely questioned, even if it bothered many. 
Dorra Bellamine, professor of design history, was already questioning us about the 
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European industrial boom and its colonial roots. The materials and resources used 
were directly extracted from colonies in Africa, Latin America and Asia.

A rapprochement between designers and artisans was one of the objectives of the 
teaching program; unfortunately, the interactions with the artisan village located 
next to the school were very limited. This was probably because the basic degree 
program I had chosen to follow was less extensive than the applied degree in craft 
design. So, we touched on everything, a bit of packaging, a bit of industrial design 
and a bit of craft design. The projects were product-centered and some of them in-
cluded the ecological component and speeches around sustainable development. 
At the end of the degree, most of the students went on to become graphic designers 
(with some packaging) or interior designers. For those who chose to work as pro-
duct designers, the choices were limited: either they chose to integrate a furniture 
company/factory, or they worked for Tunisian industrialists who subcontract for 
large European brands, especially in porcelain or textiles (just to name a few). 

I also had a lot of trouble explaining to my family what I was really studying. It 
was hard to understand the role of the designer. I remember a discussion with my 
grandfather on this subject. He asked me what I was studying and what I could do 
once I was in the job market. I explained that my role was to design objects, which 
were going to be produced in an industrial way and to draw their technical drawings 
taking into account among other things the principles of ergonomics etc. 
My grandfather naturally thought that I was studying engineering. I replied that he 
was not entirely wrong, but not entirely right, because I also had to think about the 
consumers and the sale of the products once they were launched on the market. To 
my surprise, my grandfather then talked to me about marketing, and once again he 
was neither right nor wrong. Not knowing how to explain to my grandfather the job 
for which I would one day be hired, he ended the discussion by hoping that “God 
would help me find my way”.

But why am I telling this story? More than ten years after this banal discussion, I 
still have not found my way; I’m talking about design of course. Design was new in 
Tunisia and the school was only ten years old. The ESSTD had however managed 
to impose itself in the landscape and to propagate the practice of small design in 
the Tunisian society. If my grandfather had difficulty understanding the studies I 
was doing, my parents’ generation had fewer difficulties. However, my parents were 
already worried about the lack of opportunities in the Tunisian market. As for me, I 
had realized, from my first years of study, that design was a body completely foreign 
to the context in which I had grown up. These early years of study had also coincided 
with the 2010-2011 revolution, which led to the flight of the dictator Ben Ali. The 
Tunisian revolution had only just begun, and in the period following the president’s 
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flight, there was a social, cultural and political frenzy. Tunisians had taken over the 
street/urban space and spontaneous participatory projects were multiplying. There 
were intense debates everywhere, around alternatives and we all dreamed of a new 
Tunisia. At ESSTD too there were debates about how we, as designers and creatives, 
could contribute to providing solutions to the many challenges the country was (and 
would be) facing. Indeed, everything seemed possible; we (students) even discussed 
a possible redesign of the curriculum, a return to a long cycle of 5 years (instead of 
the Bachelor, Master, Doctorate system) to focus on the reality of the country and 
adapt it to the Tunisian context. 

Many of us (students) considered that the design we were being taught did not cor-
respond to us. The teachers had received the message and in November 2011, just 
a few months after the event that we had organized, the ESSTD was the scene of the 
7th edition of the Research Workshops in Design under the theme “Design: Savoir 
& Faire”.  A conference organized by the University of Paris-Panthéon-Sorbonne, the 
University of Manouba Tunis, the Higher School of Design Sciences and Technologies 
of Tunis, Parsons School Paris, College of Doctoral Schools University Paris I Panthe-
on Sorbonne, Research Center Image, Cultures and Cognitions, University of Nimes. 
The French Alliance of Designers (AFD) considers that “the DRAs have really made 
things change (...) in the context of Tunisia and in the wake of the events of early 
2011, this conference had a special resonance. 

I confirm that this conference, which brought together a large network of French-
speaking researchers in design, made the debates we had engaged until then evolve. 
I discovered for the first time the discipline of a so-called “social” design. After Alain 
Findelli, Brigitte Borja de Mozota, Stephane Vial and Bernard Darras (to name but 
a few), some of my professors, notably Hayla Meddeb and Aycha Ben Salah, beca-
me aware of our infatuation with this social design practice. They encouraged us 
to follow this path. Today there is even a Master’s degree in Design and Sustainable 
Development of Local Handicrafts; a master’s degree in the framework of a Tempus 
project in collaboration with the University of Florence in Italy, the ESSTD and two 
other Tunisian schools of arts and crafts, those of Sousse and Kasserine.

I was enthusiastic about this design that finally answered in some ways my que-
stions of an ethical nature. But “the social does not make you eat bread” repeated to 
me ironically by my father, who was a staunch communist. I was already aware of 
the political dimensions that design implied. A political abundance had indeed oc-
cupied the daily life of Tunisians during the first years after the revolution. We saw 
the shockwave that our revolution had caused not only in the Arab countries, but 
also in the West, especially with the Occupy Wall Street movement denouncing the 
abuses of financial Capitalism. We talked about Marx and criticized the West for its 
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hypocrisy and neo-colonial practices. I also participated in the different debates that 
took place during the thirteenth edition of the World Social Forum that took place 
in Tunis from in 2013. From the top of my 23 years old, it was the occasion for me to 
understand the colonialist aspects of Capitalism; the epistemological domination of 
the latter and its extractivist mechanisms. During these years I had read the writings 
of Papanek (1971), Maldonado (1976), but also Foster (2002). The idea of inflation 
of design described by Foster and its implication in the endless circuit of production 
and consumption already appealed to me. Design was a “part of a greater revenge of 
Capitalism on postmodernism - a recouping of its crossings of arts and disciplines, a 
routinization of its transgressions (Foster, 2002; p.25)

Manzini and his Design for Social Innovation, dealing with wicked social problems 
where everybody designs were a kind of revelation. So, I decided to study abroad 
directly at the source, where for me the debates around this social design had been 
initiated. I wanted to study design in Italy, where the Radical Design and Anti Design 
movements were born. I was convinced that I was finally going to be reconciled with 
design. I naively believed that Design for Social Innovation could provide answers 
to the damages of the capitalist system. A few years later, I was in Rome to pursue 
a new master’s degree in product design, which offers studios in Design for Social 
Innovation and deals with co-design and People-Centered Design approaches. I at-
tended the classes of Professor Imbesi and acted as his assistant during the years 
that followed. During the first editions, this studio was interested in temporary com-
munities in Rome. I had followed for years the projects of international and Italian 
students who developed in the framework of the “Design’IN Rome workshop series” 
in close relationship with local communities, research-action projects, co-designing 
in different areas and neighborhoods of the capital. Design’IN Rome started from 
the Roman context, where urban communities share traditions, habits and ideas 
(Weber, 2005) with the aim of involving local communities in the design of specific 
solutions by exploiting technological discoveries (Smart objects and IoT) to improve 
livability in their areas.” (Denaro et. al, 2020)

Many of the projects were ingenious and some of them were developed but most 
remained prototypes. Mind you, the course simply wants to instill the practices of 
ethnography, rapid prototyping, and speculation in design apprentices, as well as 
the processes of co-design and Participatory Design. During these years I had been 
thinking about the Tunisian context, what I could do with what I had learned and 
how to put it into practice in the field. These years of the Master’s program coincided 
with what the European media called the “migration crisis”. As a Tunisian living in 
Italy, I was directly concerned by the issue of irregular migration, which my home 
and host countries are facing. The issue of migration seemed extremely complex be-
cause of highly politicized considerations, over which a designer has no power. Like 
many designers during the Syrian refugees’ crisis, I was interested in the question 
of what design could do to such a serious problem. I had therefore, shared the daily 
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life of Syrian refugees and undocumented migrants in the Netherlands, where I had 
done my final internship. I had for two months integrated the team of Maker Unite, 
a social enterprise that follows a deep knowledge of co-design based on “connecti-
vity, localism, sharing and proportionality” (Krabbendam, Schwarz, 2013). The idea 
was to work on the social integration of refugees. The project won the What Design 
Can Do - Refugee Challenge Award from the United Nations Refugee Agency and the 
Ikea Foundation, as well as a spot in their accelerator program. The project seeks to 
address the social and environmental issues of the refugee crisis by meeting the de-
finition of sustainable design as the link between social and ecological sustainability. 

The project brings together both refugees (whom they prefer to call newcomers) 
and local residents in the co-design of engaging products and narratives, starting 
with the recycling of life jackets and boats accumulated on the shores of the Greek 
islands, which serve as entry points to Europe and cause environmental problems. 
But once I returned to Rome, I never got in touch with these people with whom I had 
shared a lot. Not because I didn’t want to, nor did they (I hope), but simply because 
the project I had developed, as in the case of the Design’IN Rome projects, was limi-
ted in time. I was already questioning this Design for Social Innovation which was 
sometimes too focused on us, the designers; we, the actors of change, while our in-
terventions (we designers), although ingenious, innovative and often poetic, remai-
ned transient, ephemeral and sometimes superficial. The humanitarian perspective 
and the discourse of a design for the other 90% disturbed me. I became convinced 
by the idea of guilt in design, even when it is driven by the most positive intentions, 
towards ecological and social sustainability. I am still convinced that designers have 
been active promoters of ideas of well-being and lifestyles that are fundamentally 
unsustainable. This long tirade around my own personal journey sums up to some 
extent the “bipolarity” I had developed in relation to design; a practice I had become 
fundamentally opposed to but which nevertheless continues to fascinate me. It is in 
this perspective that I decided to undertake this study.
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