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I. Introduction
At around two o’clock in the morning, I woke up with my body frozen in shock before comprehending the reason behind it. The first thing that I realized was the loud sound of the Israeli airplanes flying unusually low above our area in the south of Lebanon. Airplanes roaring up in the sky announcing a full-scale war, loud enough to be felt in the chest before it could be understood in the mind. A moment later I grabbed my phone to check the time, and I saw more than 15 missed calls, dozens of messages from family and friends, and a flood of notifications of news reporting airstrikes on several villages in the south including ours. I rushed upstairs to my parents’ flat where they were packing in a rush, opening drawers, taking bags out, and speaking in short urgent sentences. They told me to pack immediately and get ready to leave.
I went back downstairs to pack, but I stood in the middle of the house not knowing what to take with me given that we might lose our house and belongings by an Israeli airstrike. The question of what to pack becomes unbearable with the situation getting riskier by the second, and roads flooding with people departing the south for safety. The first thing I picked was a bag of letters that I have kept for more than twenty years. Alongside it, I took my favorite scarf from many, a few clothes, and a pair of shoes. Within 20 minutes, we filled the car with our belongings, blankets, pillows and whatever we could carry, remembering from the previous war that displacement is very uncertain and could last longer than expected. At three in the morning, we had left home on a twelve-hour journey for the second time in two years. 
This paper reflects on a personal experience of displacement during the 2026 war in Lebanon, examining the notion of well-being and how it positions itself under conditions of war and displacement. Well-being goes beyond the traditional framing of happiness, satisfaction, or an individual’s psychological state. Instead, this paper draws on the philosophical framework developed by Thomson, Gill, and Goodson, who argue that well-being is a multi-dimensional and evaluative concept that describes what it means to live as a human being, not limited to ‘feel good’ (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2019). In critical conditions such as war, this broader outlook on well-being becomes necessary. In such a broader view, safety, dignity, and relationships become the very conditions that make well-being possible.
According to Roy (2024), writing from a lived experience enriches our understanding of how identity, memory, and meaning are shaped through real events. He states that personal narrative or “Autoethnography can help uncover ‘multiple layers of consciousness to understand self or some aspect of life lived in context…’” (Roy, 2024, p. 8). Using an autoethnographic approach, this essay combines personal narrative with philosophical analysis that aims to address the following question: what does well-being mean in contexts of war and forced displacement, and what role do safety, dignity, and relationships play in maintaining well-being?



II. Theoretical Framing (Literature Review)

1) Understanding well-being beyond happiness and preference
Before attempting to understand the experience of well-being during war and displacement, it is necessary to define and view it from different points of view. According to an official definition by the World Health Organization (WHO), well being is considered as “a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being not merely the absence of disease or infirmity” (WHO, 2022). While this definition recognizes well-being beyond physical health, it is limited since it treats well-being mainly as a state that can be observed or measured. Thomson, Gill and Goodson propose a philosophical framework in which they argue that well-being cannot be understood through confined feelings or measurable indicators. Instead, they framed well-being as being an evaluative concept that concerns the overall quality of a person’s life including the conditions that make it possible to live well (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2021). They write “if the concept of well-being is evaluatively rich then how can we determine empirically what well-being is? Furthermore, how can we make such an evaluative concept operationalizable and quantitatively measurable?” (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2021, p. 3). Such an outlook gave well-being more fluidity in attempting to conceptualize and analyze it.  
From another angle well-being is commonly known and often understood as feeling happy, comfortable or satisfied (Diener 1984). Thomson, Gill & Goodson responds to such interpretations by rejecting such “theories that reduce well-being to empirical concepts such as preference, pleasure and self-reported happiness. Such reductive accounts fail to capture the multidimensional richness that well-being has as an evaluative concept” (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2021, p. 1). This suggests that well-being cannot only be understood as an independent feeling or measurable state, instead it must be viewed holistically, encompassing the person’s way of living life. They continue to explain that the concept refers to “the quality of my life as lived concerning my being well”, indicating the need to look at the overall experience of a person rather than judging it based on a single isolated concept (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2021, p. 16). This implies that a person might have well-being in one situation, but lose it in another, determined by what conditions they are living with the various possibilities available to them. The state “We simply don’t yet know how well humans might live, and what forms of life would allow us to flourish more fully.” (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2021, p. 13)
A broader understanding of well-being is necessary in times of crisis, such as in war situations, where normal conditions of life are disrupted. In such abnormal circumstances, happiness or personal success are insufficient measures of well-being, since the basic conditions of living a stable and secure life may no longer exist. Therefore, the concept of well-being must encompass safety, social conditions, and the ability to maintain meaningful relationships and sense of purpose despite uncertainty and insecurity (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2021; Hicks, 2018).  



2) Well-being, relationships, and community
The authors Thomson, Gill, and Goodson expanded their framework of understanding well-being by arguing that it is not only an individual matter. They described that well-being is also shaped by relationships with other people and surrounding communities. This implies that living well is not only solely dependent only on personal feelings or sense of achievements, but also on one’s life connected to the lives of others. They explain, “As the quality of one’s relationship improves, the more the other person becomes part of one’s life and one’s life improves. Because relationships are two-way, the quality of the relationship will depend on the other person as well as oneself.” (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2019, p. 114). This also means that relationships don’t only act as catalysts for well-being but are part of what well-being is. Hence, being connected to others and caring for them is inseparable for living well. 
The authors continue to elaborate that well-being requires a sense of belonging to a larger community in which people support one another through a shared life. They write “well-being requires that we are in a community in which open sharing and intimate relationships of mutual care are the norm.” (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2019, p. 116), describing community as a form of a life based on mutual care rather than mere practical transactions. Hence, the understanding of well-being is incomplete without considering the role of others and the importance of belonging to a community (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2019; Aristotle, 1998).
3) Dignity, safety, and the conditions for living well
When it comes to well-being, its notion is inseparable from dignity, safety, and the need for connection with others. Hicks (2018) argues that dignity is inclusive of the need for security, recognition, and a sense of belonging. If any of the latter mentioned attributes were compromised, people would experience deep harm even if they were physically safe and sound. She states that human beings need to feel that their worth is respected and protected, in which dignity depends on a sense of safety, connection, and acknowledgement (Hicks, 2018). 
The importance of dignity is highlighted further when attempting to analyze the causes of conflict. In conflict resolution, scholars argue that the root causes of conflicts in many cases are the experiences of humiliation, disrespect and one’s own rights suppressed or denied; instead of tracing it to material interests alone (Hicks, 2011; Kelman, 2007). Hicks explains “the desire for dignity is universal and powerful… When dignity is violated, the response is likely to involve aggression, even violence, hatred, and vengeance” (Hicks, 2011, p. 3). Hicks (2018) continues to explain that human well-being depends not only on physical survival, but also on one’s sense of worth being respected, protected, and honored. When dignity is jeopardized, people suffer deeply even if they are physically safe. She frames dignity as something linked to our sense of inherent value, and losing this connection would make people feel insignificant and disconnected from life’s purpose. She expresses “Nothing should make us feel insignificant when we are connected to our inborn worth.” (Hicks, 2018, p. 42).  This shows that well-being is not limited to material stability or physical safety but goes deeper into a sense that one’s life matters and that one’s existence is acknowledged and of value. 


III. Personal Experience: War, Displacement, and the limits of well-being
During both of my war experiences in 2024 and 2026, one of the most common questions I would often be asked by friends and relatives living abroad was a simple: How are you? My answer was also simple: We are safe. Yet with every time I respond, I’d feel that my answer is incomplete and underwhelming. We had a safe place to stay; we were physically safe and compared to others we were fortunate. Being forced to leave one’s home and land, not knowing when we would return, and whether our house was still standing. This state of uncertainty created a sense of disconnection and unease that could not be compensated for or explained with physical conditions solely. The idea itself of losing our home, land, and sense of familiarity affected my well-being in ways beyond safety or comfort. This showed that well-being is also dependent on dignity, belonging, and stability (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2021; Hicks, 2018).
This feeling grew stronger with every day spent in displacement, especially after experiencing this uncertainty twice in less than two years. Since the start of the escalation, nearly one million people were forcibly displaced away from their homes and lands. Which was due to Israeli evacuation orders, airstrikes, and attempted ground operations in the south, Beqaa, and the southern suburbs of Beirut; creating one of the largest waves of internal displacement since years (Reuters, 2026; The Guardian, 2026; UN OCHA, 2026). Our sense of dignity was impacted by the fact that we were no longer in control of our lives and our ability to live peacefully on our lands. The lived exposure to a foreign entity that breached our sovereignty, threatening our very existence with displacement, ethnic cleansing and occupation (Human Rights Watch, 2024). The experience also touched my identity, as a Southern Lebanese. The south has decades of history living under Israeli threats, attacks, and occupation during the period from 1982 until 2000; where the south of Lebanon was under the Israeli occupation with the alliance and support of a Lebanese militia called ‘Lahad Army’ (Norton, 2007; Khalaf, 2002). Awakening old traumas and identity threats imposed not only by a foreign entity but by current Lebanese political narratives that pledges loyalty to Israel and the west (Arab Media Society, 2012; Kraidy, 2010).
Given all the difficult circumstances, what made the situation bearable was the presence of others within a larger community. During the displacement, most of our daily concerns and efforts were revolving around checking on relatives and friends, helping others look for shelters, and providing financial support to those in dire need in such conditions. Because of the large number of displaced people, limited governmental response, and the limited availability of affordable apartments, many families depended on each other to secure a safe place to stay and other necessities (UN OCHA, 2026). Such moments of solidarity did not remove the pain or fear, but rather lifted some of the weight and worry, making the experience more humane. Standing next to one another, sharing resources, and regularly checking in, ensured that no one was left alone. In such a sense, well-being during the war depended less on the individual situation and more on the strength of relationships with others (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2019).
Another factor that impacted our well-being was the fact that the reality of what was happening in Lebanon, particularly the south, was not represented fairly in international or even local media. On the contrary, the experience that we’ve lived and witnessed was manipulated and concealed for certain political pressures, agendas, and gains. Reports have shown that the war in Lebanon is not only military but also a “media war”, where different actors try to impose their narratives to influence public opinion through propaganda (Maharat Foundation, 2024). Studies of conflict coverage have shown that media narratives play a key role in humanizing certain victims while presenting others as anonymous numbers and as casualties or part of collateral damage (Al-Shebli et al., 2025; Entman, 1993). Such factors have led to further isolation, and in some cases condemnation, of the displaced population, which made the current situation a struggle not only to survive the war but to defend and maintain one’s own dignity and identity (Hicks, 2018). For such reasons, the experience of displacement affected my well-being not only through uncertainty and fear, but also through the struggle to preserve one’s own truth and sense of belonging (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2021).
Conclusion
This paper explored and reflected on the meaning of well-being through a lived experience of war and displacement in Lebanon. The war events showed that well-being cannot be limited to measurable indicators, neither to physical safety nor material comfort. Even when my family and I were safe, the loss of stability, uncertainty, forced displacement, and threatened sense of dignity revealed that well-being depends on the overall conditions of one’s life experience. As the authors Thomson, Gill, and Goodson stated, well-being involves several aspects including relationships, dignity, and the ability to live in ways that are meaningful and relevant to one’s perceived purpose, not only safety and comfort (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2021; Hicks, 2018).
Through the experience, it also highlighted the importance of dignity and recognition. When identity feels under siege, the media becomes a hall of mirrors that distort suffering and injustice into deranged narratives, where authentic voices are suppressed and replaced by political grievances, truths are blurred, and human pain is turned into a weapon for settling scores (Maharat Foundation, 2024; Entman, 1993). This proved to impact a person’s well-being far beyond physical safety and comfort, which then becomes a secondary need. At the same time, solidarity, care, collective hope, and support among family and community showed that well-being can persist even in crisis, through people’s connections to one another and their resilience (Thomson, Gill & Goodson, 2019).
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