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Food is essential. It is powerful. It is an ancient source of connection. And it can at once be used to undermine a people’s past, present, and future. It is also, as Palestine demonstrates deftly, the ultimate survival mechanism, laying the foundation not just for day-to-day survival amidst occupation, apartheid, and genocide, but for food and land sovereignty at large. 
What we see unfolding now in Gaza is part of a longstanding Israeli pattern that impacts everything from seeds to food accessibility.  For nearly two decades, 1/3 of all Palestinians have been suffering food insecurity. During the pandemic, this spiked to 40%, and over 60% of Gazans were food insecure. Over 80% of Gaza’s overall population relied on humanitarian aid in 2022. Palestinians at large suffer extreme dependence from what has been called de-localization. Their access to larger markets remains captured by Israeli occupation, and they mostly cannot compete with the Israeli industrial kibbutz farms which grow, with extensive irrigation, regional foods, for global markets—and even back into Palestine–in an apparatus of (agri)cultural appropriation. Meanwhile, Israel has employed, during this blockade, a deliberate reductive policy based on calculations of minimal caloric intake required for Gazan residents to survive.
Now, in what United Nations experts have called the worst-and fastest- instance of man-made starvation and looming famine in nearly 100 years, the Gaza Strip has gone from long-simmering food insecurity to millions of people—mostly children—literally dying from hunger and lethal dehydration, in just a few cruel months. A trickle of life-saving food aid trucks idle at borders or performatively being air dropped or brought by sea, as a whole society faces the horror of catastrophic, deliberate mass hunger.
The current situation requires contextualization within the far-reaching agrarian and culinary geography of Palestine—as ancient agricultural biodiversity hotspot for wheat, dates, olives, figs, fruits, and vegetables—now targeted for erasure, as well as Gaza itself-a city that has weathered the rule of everyone from the Egyptians, to the Persians, to the Greeks to the Byzantines; from Alexander the Great to Napoleon, all whom sought to conquer it. Gaza was at the crossroads between civilizations, the nexus between continents, and had a storied history as a prosperous city along the Mediterranean, a thriving and bustling hub along all three ancient spice and trade routes, famous for its culinary legacy, its hospitality, and its innovation.  
The weaponization of food therefore is ancient and Palestinians have endured it, as land, water, and food dispossession, for generations—from the British colonialism to the 1948 Nakba mass displacement on to the subsequent decades of Israeli settler colonialism and attacks, and yet they have maintained their agricultural and culinary heritage against the greatest of odds. The Indigenous Arab Palestinian communities have millennia of agrarian history and expertise in the lands, riverbanks, oases, and olive, date, fig, nut, and citrus orchards, amidst the Fertile Crescent fields comprising a Center of World Origin and Diversity of Wheat. 
Palestinians have upkept deep agrarian roots and expertise against the greatest of odds, as they keep cultivating olives, olive oil, dates, citrus, plums, pomegranates, and grapes.  The Indigenous Palestinian Musha’ distributive land tenure system followed agrarian calendar for semi-nomadic grazing and harvests, and zakat-based food circulation (see Omar Qassis). More recently, the Palestine Heirloom Seed Library seeks, saves, re-adapts, and circulates heirloom Palestinian seed. I (Laila el-Haddad) have written on Gaza’s rich culinary heritage -a revelation of its largely refugee population from all over historic Palestine -and how the blockade of 17 years has impacted it: from the fiery clay-pot fish dishes cooked with chili, citrus and herbs (zebdyet), to the traditional grains such as freekah, dishes made from ‘baladi’ or local vegetables and pulses hailing back to medieval Islamic cuisine such as Rumaniyya and the intensely sweet knafeh Arabiya combining walnuts and semolina. 

Gaza has been, until recently, remarkably, self-sufficient in fruits and vegetables, with the capacity to produce 300,000 tons of mixed fruits, grains and vegetables even until the blockade tightened over the past decade and a half. This drive to remain independent flaunts aid hegemonies: international organizations have exasperated Gazan precarity to Israeli oppression by breeding long term aid dependency rather than focusing on food self-sufficiency. Now, Israel has leveled the Strip to rubble.
 
Nevertheless, the Palestinian farmers, fishers, pastoralists, bakers, gardeners, urban growers, and other food providers continue their multigenerational struggle for physical, cultural, and spiritual survival against monumental violence. Gazan food-growing, gathering, making, cooking, serving, sharing, and enjoying in particular rebuts the cruelties of Israeli-US oppression. Stunningly, even in the toxic rubble, staving off even more starvation, they plant gardens, break fast, bake bread, and save seeds. Inspiring the world with their heroic resourcefulness and strength of their food sharing, Gazans know and actualize the real power of food.
As solidarity, Laila has launched mutual aid campaigns to support home and rooftop gardens in northern Gaza; been a guest speaker and cheffed at dinner events to highlight the food and farming situation in Gaza; collaborated with groups interested in agricultural and food justice in Gaza, and fundraised to support and amplify farmers in northern Gaza. Garrett’s work, in university spaces, has consisted of: organizing events, speaking and writing publicly on starvation of Gaza, developing curriculum, supporting the April-May campus encampments, planting Jadu’i heirloom watermelon seed (from Palestine Heirloom Seed Library) in three locations in solidarity, and co-founding both American University’s Faculty & Staff for Justice in Palestine chapter and the Dimensions of Political Ecology + Palestine group of US and Palestinian-based scholars and doctoral students (we  just won an Antipode Foundation Grant for our autumn school “Palestinian Landscapes and Liberatory Ecologies”). All of these efforts strive to stop the genocide against Gaza and help Palestinians regain food sovereignty through proactive land, sea, and water sovereignty. Crucially, Gaza proves for the world how fallacious “food security” is as a goal, unless bolstered with authentic food justice. 



