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BANNING TASTE:  
Boycotts, Identity, and 
Resistance
Elisabetta Brighi, Laleh Khalili, 
Nitasha Kaul, and Daniel Conway

Consumer activism has been in use as a tool to advocate for human 
rights since the anti-slavery movement. In the case of the UK, the 
refusal to buy sugar from the West Indies in 1790 made clear the 
power of consumers to affect the way sugar was produced by slaves 
in the colonies. In the US, abolitionists struggling to get a legislative 
foothold in Congress turned slavery from a problem of ownership and 
legislation in the South to a problem of consumption in the North.1 This 
gave rise to a growing number of “free foods,” items that were neither 
free in the way they were distributed nor free from allergens, nuts, soy, 
or gluten—instead, they were free in that they were produced by free 
women and men; they were produced by non-enslaved workers. The 
first “free labor store” was opened in 1826 in Baltimore and expanded 
across the northeastern states until the legal abolition of slavery in 
1865. Despite its good intentions, the free labor movement was met 
with opposition from abolitionists and pro-slavery advocates alike. The 
former were especially worried by the low-quality alternatives available 
on the market, high prices, lack of direct impact on slave owners, and 
the extremely poor working conditions of even free laborers. 

During the first Irish Land Wars in the 1870s, deficient yields 
created social upheaval and farmers demanded a 25 percent reduction 
to their rent, while a certain Charles Boycott—an agent representing 
absentee owner Lord Erne—offered only 10 percent. Fearing evictions, 
farmers adopted a resistance tactic different from the use of violence. 
Boycott was quickly isolated when workers refused to farm his land, 
businessmen halted any trade with him, and the postman did not even 
deliver his mail. Within weeks the verb “to boycott” came into use.2 

Boycotts reveal the ways that human rights are constantly being 
underwritten: they humanize goods and add moral and emotional 

1 Northern states were the 
primary market for many 
southern goods. Lawrence B. 
Glickman, “Buy for the Sake of 
the Slave: Abolitionism and the 
Origins of American Consumer 
Activism,” American Quarterly 
vol. 56, No. 4 (2004): 889–912.

2 Jane Stanford, That Irishman: 
The Life and Times of John 
O’Connor Power (Dublin: The 
History Press, 2011), 95–97.
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qualities to food products. But now global retail corporations have 
appropriated the notion of boycott for consumerist ends. “Shopping for 
change” has become a recurrent practice, not to prevent consumers 
from buying or to slow down the capitalist circulation of goods, but to 
appease their sense of colonial guilt by buying under the impression 
that a tiny percentage of the purchase will go to “good causes.” 

Consumer activism creates an illusion of the power to fight 
abuse, as if consumers were suddenly enfranchised to deal with 
global injustice. But the problem still lies in associating morality and 
consumption. It might not be about buying more to keep prices low, but 
rather about paying more to raise working standards in the factories 
of the Global South. “Caring consumption” has indeed become more 
destructive than constructive.3 Nonetheless, what is clear about 
boycotts is that they bring questions of reputation and ethics into the 
public sphere. It is not about putting the responsibility for human rights 
abuse onto consumers, but about holding producers accountable.

In this conversation, ElISAbEttA bRIgHI, DANIEl 
CoNwAy, NItASHA KAul, and lAlEH KHAlIlI discuss 
recent boycotts in Palestine, India, and South Africa and their 
effects on the market, on international law, and on the historic 
preservation of cultural products. 

3 Jo Littler, Radical Consumption: 
Shopping for Change in 
Contemporary Culture 
(Maidenhead, UK: McGraw-Hill 
Education, Open University Press, 
2009).

Keith Piper, Boycott Cape: Every 
Bite Buys A Bullet (1989) was 
produced for the “Boycott 89” 
campaign targeting Cape and 
Outspan (the brand names 
used for South African fruit in 
Britain). The poster hints at how 
purchasing South African fruit 
would help the apartheid regime 
fund its war machine. It was 
used on March 18 and June 24, 
1989 when local activists took 
part in a nationally coordinated 
picket of shops selling South 
African produce.
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ElISAbEttA bRIgHI 
Yesterday I was getting my hands sticky, hand picking grapes in central 
Italy, burning my skin because the sun was still very strong. I could 
smell the fermenting wine mixed with the occasional bit of mud and 
leaves that fell into the tank by accident. I had to make sure not to 
pick the wrong grapes—the grapes that have been attacked by a little 
fungus that came from the US in 1834, Peronospora, which landed 
first in France and then devastated vineyards across Europe. I am 
happy to be here to dissect and discuss food, picking and unpicking 
ingredients from a different angle today. As a specialist of international 
security with an interest in international political theory, to me the 
way that I would make sense of this discussion is through the great 
Italian historian Carlo Ginzburg, whose most important book is Il 
Formaggio e i Vermi (The Cheese and The Worms), published in 1976. 
His book actually started a whole new approach called “microhistory”: 
turning the historian’s focus away from grand generalizations across 
time and space toward individuals in specific, contingent, power-
laden, socially stratified, and culturally imbued political settings. By 
revealing traditions and contradictions in normative systems, the 
possibility for subverting them can also be laid out. This is exactly 
the story of Menocchio, the protagonist of this book, set in sixteenth-
century Italy, who naïvely talks about cheese, fermentation, and the 
creation of worms in this process. By doing so he unpacks the politics 
and violence underpinning the social order of his time, all of which 
is considered so dangerous by the political elite that they have him 
burned at the stake.

Food continues to be a site for thinking about the continued 
and contested legacies of politics. We are not going to have cheese 
tonight, but grapes from South Africa, wild thyme (za’tar) from 
Palestine, and salted beef from India to unpack the violent politics of 
different ingredients and geographies. Laleh Khalili has done extensive 
ethnographic research across the Middle East, especially in Israel and 
Palestine, around issues of commemoration and identity, violence, and 
gender, as well as policing and detention. Nitasha Kaul, an academic 
and novelist from Kashmir, focuses on identity, democracy, and 
creativity, but also political economy, neoliberalism, economic justice, 
and economic violence. And lastly, Daniel Conway is interested 
in militarization, masculinities, political authoritarianism, and the 
possibilities for protest and dissent. He has recently completed 
a book on the everyday lives of white, British-born immigrants in 
contemporary South Africa, investigating their transnational, raced, 
and classed identities.

[Platters with Palestinian olive oil and za’tar, South African 
grapes, and salted beef are passed around.]
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lAlEH KHAlIlI 
In one of his extraordinary poems, titled “Ahmad Al Za’tar,” Mahmoud 
Darwish writes:

Za’tar, or wild thyme (Origanum syriacum), has been far more than an 
herb for Palestinians since the beginning of the twentieth century. It 
has been a subject of poetry, an object of economic interest, a political 
bellwether, and a lens through which to understand the transformations 
of Palestinian society and politics.

Throughout the Mashriq, za’tar has for centuries been a part of 
the Arab diet. Picked wild in the Mediterranean hill country, it is mixed 
with a number of other ingredients (including sumac, caraway seeds, 
and salt, among other things) to make the eponymous powder. The 
spice mix is then consumed dry alongside olive oil with bread, used to 
season labneh (strained yogurt) and other dairy products, or mixed with 
oil and cooked (most frequently in the making of manaqish, flat breads 
covered with the spice and heated). The herb on its own is also used 
and is a staple of folk medicine—it is often prescribed for colds in tea 
form. A broad range of biblical and medical scholarship burgeoning in 
mid-twentieth century Europe indicated that the herb named hyssop 
is in fact the same plant as za’tar; in the Bible, hyssop is used to relieve 
coughs and as an antiseptic. As an economic and political object, 

أحمد الزعتر

ليدين من حجر و زعتر
هذا النشيد .. ألحمد المنسّي بين فراشتين

مضت الغيوم و شرّدتني
و رمت معاطفها الجبال و خّبأتني

نازال من نحلة الجرح القديم إلى تفاصيل ..
البالد و كانت السنة انفصال البحر عن مدن

الرماد و كنت وحدي
... ثم وحدي

آه يا وحدي ؟ و أحمد
كان اغتراب البحر بين رصاصتين

مخيّما ينمو ، و ينجب زعنرا و مقاتلين
و ساعدا يشتّد في النيسان

ذاكرة تجيء من القطارات التي تمضي
و أرصفة بال مستقبلين و ياسمين

كان اكتشاف الذات في العربات

Ahmad Al Za’tar

For two hands, of  stone and of  thyme 
I dedicate this song… For Ahmad, forgotten between  

two butterflies 
The clouds are gone and have left me homeless, and 
The mountains have flung their mantles and concealed me… 
From the oozing old wound to the contours of  the land I 

descend, and 
The year marked the separation of  the sea from the cities of  

ash, and 
I was alone 
Again alone 
O alone? And Ahmad 
Between two bullets was the exile of  the sea 
A camp grows and gives birth to fighters and to thyme 
And an arm becomes strong in forgetfulness 
Memory comes from trains that have left and 
Platforms that are empty of  welcome and of  jasmine 

Original text in Arabic: 
http://www.adab.com/modules.
php?name=Sh3er&doWhat= 
shqas&qid=64868.
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the history of za’tar is intertwined with that of settler colonialism, the 
emergence of capitalism, and attendant commodification in the first half 
of the twentieth century.

Since za’tar is a staple of the Palestinian diet, Palestinian peasants 
have long incorporated it into their routines of cultivation and everyday 
work. In the gendered division of agricultural labor, foraging for wild 
za’tar in the hills was the duty of women, as was drying the herb and 
mixing the compound according to recipes that were often unique to 
a family but which have broad similarities based on geography within 
the Mashriq. What is notable about the economy of za’tar production 
and consumption is that—as part of small household economies—it 
occurred within a non-capitalist regime of production. Because the 
herb was not yet commodified, its production and consumption was 
largely sustainable.

The first sign of its transformation into a commodity is also one 
of the most pivotal points in the transformation of the Palestinian 
economy. This was during the British Mandate when Palestine was 
governed by Britain, which was in turn facilitating the settlement 
of Jewish populations there. A 1930 report, produced by the British 
colonial secretary and presented to the UK Parliament, includes the 
first European reference to the herb as an economic object. Though not 
referred to as a commodity in its own right, the herb is rather presented 
as a necessary component of honey production in the region. It is worth 
noting that after olive oil, oranges (specifically in Jaffa), and sesame 
(used for tahini paste), honey was the most significant agricultural 
product of pre-1948 Palestine. The report’s brief reference to za’tar is 
very revealing:

Palestine honey is said to be as good as any in the world. 
With the extension of the orange groves the production of 
orange-flower honey has very largely increased; the same 
is true of eucalyptus honey. Wild thyme is becoming less 
plentiful, as the land on which it flourished is being broken 
up, but Palestine has a wealth of wild flowers and there is 
practically no limit to the possible extension of beekeeping. 
It is an occupation in which the fellah rapidly becomes 
expert, and which is popular among the Jewish settlers. 
The Government employs an expert, Mr. Lipshitz, who 
is also in charge of the Acre Poultry Farm. If the industry 
increases at a rapid rate, as it promises to do, it will be 
necessary to strengthen the personnel of the Department 
which deals with it.4

The report illuminates a number of different facets of the British rule 
over Palestine. Not only is za’tar mentioned simply as one possible 
source of pollen for the much-valued Palestinian honey, but we also 
see references to the transformations that are already redefining 
modes of agricultural production. We hear about Jewish settlers 

4 Sir John Hope Simpson, 
Palestine: Report on 
Immigration, Land Settlement 
and Development (London: His 
Majesty’s Stationery Office, 
1930). 
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who are concentrating on honey production along with other forms 
of agricultural work, and we hear about how “the land on which [the 
thyme] flourished is being broken up.” The report—as is the wont of 
colonial reports—says nothing about the daily uses of the herb as part 
of the life of Palestinians; rather, it is interested in it as a commodity for 
agricultural cultivation.

These elements are worth a pause. First the early settlers, many of 
whom hailed from urban centers, had to learn agriculture from the very 
Palestinian peasants they came to displace. Photographs of the Sabra 
show that they learned about the quality of the soil, forms of irrigation, 
and the cultivation of olives and other agricultural products from these 
peasants, and that they even adapted forms of dress from them. Many 
of these photographs show the Sabra wearing keffiyeh along with their 
white shirts and khaki trousers or shorts. It is also worth noting that 
hikes in the hill countries were a significant practice for the settlers in 
addition to this learning and appropriation. These hikes were at once 
modes of becoming familiar with a national homeland; acclimation to 
a new and radically different space, place, and ecology; and also an 
important form of military reconnaissance. These hikes not only covered 
places significant in Zionist mythology (Masada, for example), but also 
the hills of Galilee and the West Bank, especially around Hebron.

The report also mentions the breakup of the land that was 
changing the cultivation of wild thyme. This is perhaps an even more 
significant political and economic remaking of Palestine. As Gershon 
Shafir has written in his Land, Labor, and the Origins of the Israeli-
Palestinian Conflict, the failure of early Zionist settlers in the labor 
markets led to their strategy of excluding Palestinians from those same 
labor markets and their takeover of the land. The process by which 
these common lands were appropriated by settlements upended 
centuries-old modes of agricultural production. Their enclosure 
(because that is precisely what this process corresponds to) was also a 
form of making agriculture capitalistic. After all, the processes of settler 
colonialism were very often implicated in the spread of a European 
form of capitalism predicated on accumulation by dispossession. This 
process of expropriation and dispossession is perhaps most clearly 
embodied in the rules passed by the nascent Israeli state having to do 
with agriculture and cultivation but specifically focusing on za’tar—both 
after 1948 inside its newly acquired territories and in 1967 in the lands 
conquered in the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and Gaza. 

Inside the new state of Israel, za’tar was declared a “protected 
species” and Palestinians were prevented from foraging for it or 
cultivating it. Interestingly this process of prohibition probably had 
two causes. The more obvious is economic: while Palestinians were 
forbidden to cultivate za’tar, new Israeli agricultural enterprises, 
whether socialist or capitalist, could do so. Politically, though, foraging 
for wild za’tar requires hill-walking and crossing beyond the policed 
and monitored boundaries of villages. It is important to remember 
that, between 1948 and 1966, all Palestinian villages inside the new 
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state of Israel were under military control and curfew. 
Aside from offering the new state’s security apparatuses 
another excuse for monitoring Palestinians in the fields 
and outside their villages and towns, the prohibition of 
hill-walking prevented Palestinians from engaging in 
activities—wild hikes, etc.— that had become signature 
practices of early Zionist settlers.

After 1967, the same politicized prohibition on za’tar 
was enforced in the West Bank. Israeli security forces 
confiscated za’tar plants at checkpoints, and as the 
Journal of Palestine Studies reported in the 1970s, “the 
Preservation of Nature Law forbids picking wild thyme or 
sage even if it grows in your own yard. Violation carries 
a NIS 600 ($145) fine.”5 Control of foodstuff has been a 
signature mode of control in the Israeli state—extending, 
for example, to the importation of coriander into Gaza 
(along with calorie counting). 

It is in this context that hill-walking—as Raja 
Shehadeh has written—and foraging for wild thyme, 
or even cultivating it in gardens and yards, became a 
significant act of nationalist struggle, especially with 
the First Intifada that began in 1987 and lasted until the 

early 1990s.6 It is also in the context of this 
struggle that za’tar emerged as a symbolic 
staple of Palestinian poetry, storytelling, 
and nationalist mythology from the 1950s 
onwards. As Ted Swedenburg has written, in 
Palestinian nationalist struggle, as in many 
other land-based nationalist struggles, the 
peasant becomes the national signifier.7 It 
is the peasant’s connection to the land as 
territory, or heimat, that allows for this symbolic 
transformation. It is this connection that was 
also cultivated by early Zionists in their slogan 
“gun in one hand, plough in the other” as with 
their hill-walking and nature hikes. In some 
senses, za’tar could only become a potent 
political symbol because of this agricultural 

connection: because it was a staple of Palestinian meals 
and an activity that consolidated the connections of 
Palestinians not only to the lands they cultivated but to 
the uncultivated landscape beyond their villages.

Today the cultivation of za’tar for export happens as 
frequently in Jewish-owned agribusinesses inside Israel 
as in settlements in the West Bank. Many of the wild areas 
in which thyme grows naturally are at risk of destruction, 
under military curfew, subjected to appropriation for 
building settlements and settler-only roads, or expropriated 

5 Esti Tsai, “Reality Checkpoint: A Reality Few 
Israelis Know,” International Middle East Media 
Centre, March 4, 2006.

6 Raja Shehadeh, Palestinian Walks: Notes on 
a Vanishing Landscape (London: Profile Books, 
2008).

7 Ted Swedenburg, “The Palestinian Peasant as 
National Signifier,” Anthropological Quarterly vol. 
63, no. 1 (January 1990): 18–30.

In recent years, a Palestinian-Israeli farmer has 
planted za’tar in his field near Nazareth and made 
it publicly available to ensure that anyone can pick 
it without breaking the law.
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to slake settlements’ hunger for arable Palestinian land. 
Where thyme is cultivated by Palestinians, it is now a 
commodified product produced within the confines of 
capitalist forms of agriculture and no longer a staple of 
sustainable production. In many instances, agribusinesses 
cultivating such herbs for export or mass production of 
the za’tar mixture have foreign investors (very often from 
the Arabian Peninsula), frequently in consortium with 
Israeli agribusinesses. Such agribusinesses 
very often benefit a thin layer of well-to-do 
Palestinian businessmen, are supported by 
USAID, and undermine the free access of 
ordinary Palestinians to common lands. 

It is this dual function, at once a 
nationalist symbol and a stark reminder of 
the ways in which the settler colonial project 
is unintelligible without an understanding 
of capitalist modalities of dispossession, 
production, and accumulation that make  
za’tar such a fascinating mirror for under-
standing Palestinian politics under British 
colonial rule and in the Israeli settler  
colonial project.

Eb 
Obviously there was a story of confrontation, there was 
a story of exclusion, and there was a story of capital and 
accumulation. But I find it fascinating the way in which the 
dress of the Israeli settlers ended up resembling the dress 
of za’tar-picking Palestinians, how they started wearing the 
same clothes when they were picking za’tar. It is essentially 
a story of appropriation.

lK 
Yes, they adopted the keffiyeh. There is an amazing image 
from the 1960s of Moshe Dayan’s wife—Moshe Dayan 
was a general in the Israeli army and a hero of Zionist 
discourse—wearing a Palestinian embroidered dress, 
and it is cut in a very shapely, modern way. The caption 
says “Israeli embroidery.” Kind of like Israeli falafel, Israeli 
hummus. Cultural appropriation is quite a difficult thing to 
talk about because of course culture is not hermetically 
sealed, it travels. But there is a particular way in which 
there is erasure going on in the act of naming Arab or 
specifically Palestinian foods as Israeli. So I think it is 
not the appropriation so much as the erasure that is 
interesting and troubling. 

By limiting the foraging of za’tar for the sake of 
environmental preservation, the Israeli government 
automatically limited the free movement of 
Palestinians across the terrain.
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[Platters with Palestinian olive oil and za’tar, 
South African grapes, and salted beef are 
passed around.]

NItASHA KAul 
I am going to be talking about salt and beef, which have 
a different significance in the Indian context. They have 
both become important symbols of the ways nationalism 
and the idea of the nation have been constructed in 
India. I wanted to start by introducing salt martyrs, salt 
boycotts, and the salt tax. Civil disobedience was an 
important part of the anti-colonial struggle in the first part 
of the twentieth century, especially in India. Salt served 
as a point of resistance against the British monopoly, as 
people in India had to pay taxes on it despite it being an 
essential ingredient. British imported salt was not only 
available, but also cheaper than simply extracting salt 
from the seashores—where people could make their own 
salt. There are many Indian sayings like “Once you have 
eaten someone’s salt then you cannot be disloyal to him.” 
Somebody who is completely ungrateful is somebody who 
has eaten your salt and then turns against you. The salt tax 
boycott was a way in which citizens were mobilized on a 
large scale to resist the oppression of the British Empire. 

The idea of the boycott was to resist these kinds of 
taxes, but also to boycott imported clothes. There were 
bonfires where people burned all their foreign clothes. 
The idea was they would not consume anything that 
came from their oppressor. This was known as swadeshi, 
a kind of economic nationalism. The word literally means 
something that you make yourself, from your own nation. 
That economic nationalism was the way to reach swaraj, 
or self-rule. The path to self-rule was understood to pass 
through this economic nationalism and boycott of foreign 
goods, and salt was a really important part of that civil 
disobedience movement. People got together, marched 
to the seashore, and grabbed handfuls of dry salt. Seen 
as a contravention of the salt tax, they expected to be 
immediately beaten up. But the idea was not to resist 
the violent beatings. It was to turn the mirror onto the 
oppressor and say: you beat one lot of us and then the next 
lot will come forward and they will get beaten up as well. 
People did not resist the violence with violence, but were 
taken over to people on the side who could help them; 
then the next lot would come forward. This was the politics 
around food and resistance. 

When the British first went to Bhutan, the expedition 
aimed to find a pathway to Tibet. As they went along they 
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planted potato seeds to test whether the land was fertile 
and whether it was worth the trouble to colonize it. The 
inhospitality of the terrain to that kind of cultivation was an 
important part of why that land was not officially colonized. 
Similarly, I have written about Kashmir and the political 
situation there right now and what we call the “Intifada” 
after the horrible summer of 2010. Today we see there 
the exact opposite of the salt tax resistance. Postcolonial 
nationalism in contemporary India is based on the 
exclusivist idea of building an Indian nation, but as a pure 
Hindu nation. Beef plays a crucial role in it. Although the 
idea of not eating beef for religious reasons has historic 
origins, the way salt was used as a focal point for anti-
colonial nationalism is completely different from how the 
present government in India has instrumentalized the 
politics of beef against part of its population. 

Run by a Hindu right-wing party, the Narendra 
Modi-led government combines social conservatism, 
economic neoliberalism, and political intolerance, 
and beef-banning has become a key part of that. 
Paradoxically, even as India is one of the world’s leading 
exporters of beef, people in the beef business and 
involved in cow transportation are being targeted as an 
internal enemy. Transporting cattle and possessing or 
eating beef have led to numerous attacks on minorities—
non-Hindu men and women. Soon after this government 
came into power in 2014 there was a case where a man 
was lynched on the suspicion that there was beef in his 
fridge. A mob of self-styled vigilante groups, known as 
“cow protectors,” brutally attacked him. They usually 
target people believed to be transporting cattle intended 
for slaughter or possibly carrying beef with them. The 
case of the man killed two years ago is still unresolved. 
The perpetrators have not yet been punished and the 
court is now retesting the meat in his fridge to ensure 
that it was not beef. Two different laboratories have given 
two different results. Now his mother and his other family 
members could be tried based on the fact that the food in 
the fridge might have actually been beef. 

There is opposition to this practice. However, the 
government in power relies on beef-banning as part of the 
rooted Brahmanism and caste system. But this is also a 
misconception, as some Brahmins do eat meat in parts of 
the country. Even within that sort of casteism it is incorrect. 
Certainly in Bengal and in Kashmir people who identify as 
Brahmins eat meat and have always done so. Furthermore, 
there is historical evidence proving that people previously 
did eat beef, and the invention of purity and shunning meat 
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happened more recently.8 Food, and beef in particular, is 
being used to alienate and designate the enemy or the 
other, mainly Christians, Muslims, Dalits (previously called 
“untouchables”), and foreigners. An entire range of people 
are seen as not “pure enough” and are therefore excluded 
in this very regressive and conservative idea of what the 
nation ought to be. 

In the anticolonial nationalist context, salt was used 
as a symbol because it was insignificant yet essential. It 
was an elementary, unifying, creative nationalism. Whereas 
what we see today is the dominant form of nationalism, 
which has shifted away from being inclusive and broadly 
secular and concerned with what people actually need 
in favor of something that is exclusive to the point of 
supporting cow protection. This has given rise to regional 
frictions as different states within India take different 
positions. The government of the state of Haryana, for 
instance, aims to have a department to inspect biryanis, 
a kind of pilau that uses different kinds of meat, to make 
sure that they do not contain any beef. In Kerala, a state in 
southern India, people eat beef with government consent. 
However, the Kerala House, the state’s venue in Delhi, was 
raided by the national government to check that they were 
not serving beef.

The Indian constitution does not forbid eating beef, 
as India is a secular country without any official state 
religion. Nevertheless, a toxic mix of gender- and caste-
abuse has come together to form the Hindu-supremacist 
idea of the nation. Beef has become a symbol that divides 
those who are pure, good, and worthy of being Indian 
from those who eat beef and thus can be legitimately 
targeted. Furthermore, foreign cows are not considered 
pure, whereas domestic cows are. There is an entire 
hierarchy dividing cows into good and bad animals. 
Cows from other countries are not sacred, whereas 
Indian cows are; buffalos can be sacred depending on 
who transports them. Because of the ways in which the 
caste system historically designated professions, it is 
usually those in the lowest castes, like the Dalits, who 
had to skin and transport cattle. More and more horrific 
stories are popping up around beef-banning that glorify 
vigilante groups who attack people for transporting cattle. 
Counter-mobilization to all this is leading to alliances 
between marginalized groups. In one specific case in 
Gujarat, the home state of the conservative Indian Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi, the beating of a group of Dalits 
led to Dalits and Muslims forming an alliance against 
Hindu supremacism. 

8 Dwijendra Narayan Jha, The Myth of the Holy 
Cow (New York: Verso, 2002).
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The political use of vegetarianism and beef-banning 
is harmful for the explicit violence it provokes. In a 
sophisticated turn, anti-beef campaigners argue that 
beef is bad for the environment even though in reality it 
is one of the lowest-cost protein sources. Suddenly, very 
right-wing Hindu supremacists appear worried about 
the environment and proclaim eating meat is something 
horrible. Controversially, this can appeal to the West 
and other progressives outside the country, while in 
reality it masquerades violence against minorities on the 
basis of Hindu values of “caring for the environment.” 
The problems of Empire compound each other: the 
environment is destroyed to produce cheap beef that 
lower-income people can afford, but those lower-income 
people are then deprived of that necessary protein 
because of religious intolerance.

Similarly, yoga is used politically to project 
Hinduism’s soft power under the guise of promoting 
good health. When the Indian government held the 
International Yoga Day, none of the people who were 
selected from the thousands of applications to participate 
were Muslims, even though they also practice yoga. 
The use of food and physical exercise has an internal 
and an external purpose in relation to the West and the 
Hinduization of Indian society. 

The contemporary postcolonial project of Indian 
nationalism is certainly the Hindu supremacist one. It is not 
less aggressive than any imperial project in terms of how it 
treats internal minorities and internal others who are now 
being attacked for a newly constructed issue. Today beef-
banning is at the very center of everyday politics. What you 
eat or suspicion of what you might have eaten is something 
that can kill you.

Eb 
It sounds like colonialism in a postcolonial society. 

NK 
It is very much a caste project: a Hindu upper-caste project 
of creating a pure nation not polluted by those who eat beef. 
It can be quite sophisticated in the way in which it projects 
itself abroad as being only a question of environmentalism.

[Platters with Palestinian olive oil and za’tar, 
South African grapes, and salted beef are 
passed around again.]
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DANIEl CoNwAy 
I remember once as a child, in the 1980s, being with my 
mother in Tesco. We were in the fruit and vegetable aisle, 
and my mother wanted to buy some grapes. There was 
a couple standing next to us and the man had chosen 
grapes and put them in his basket, and the woman said 
“Put them back; they are from South Africa.” My mother 

ostentatiously took some grapes and put them 
in her basket. We went away and I asked what 
was happening. My mother said, “Oh, she 
doesn’t understand that sanctions will hurt 
black South Africans.” That memory came back 
to me and struck me as a powerful politics. The 
politics of South African grapes are really a story 
about the colonial history of South Africa, of 
race domination, of the politics of boycotts and 
South Africa’s incorporation into the globalized 
economy. The politics of boycotts are about 
apartheid. There is a continuing politics of 
boycotts. There are people who say we should 
still boycott South African grapes. 

Vineyards and grapes came to South Africa from the 
very beginning of colonial occupation with the arrival of 
Jan van Riebeeck and the Dutch East India Company in 
1652. Vineyards were planted right away and they first 
produced grapes seven years later. At that time, vineyard 
labor relied on slaves and slavery. When slavery was 
abolished in 1834, vineyard labor relations entered a 
feudal phase where workers lived on the farm, were paid 
nothing, and just given food and basic clothing or paid a 
pittance. There was a common practice of giving workers 
a daily allowance of wine as a means of keeping them 
“docile.” Shockingly, this practice continued until after the 
end of apartheid and there is even some debate about the 
extent to which it continues today. 

By the early twentieth century, the South African 
government had nationalized many white farms and 
subsidized wine production. The majority of vineyards are 
located in the Western Cape. Something that characterizes 
the “wineland” is that most of the population is mixed-race, 
in South African terms “colored,” while it is also home to 
the majority of South Africa’s white population. During 
and before apartheid, all farms were owned by whites and 
the overwhelmingly majority today are white-owned as 
well—only a tiny fraction are black-owned. Most workers, 
however, are mixed-race. 

The politics of consumption are at the fore of anti- 
apartheid politics. In the UK, the boycott against apartheid  

Look Before You Buy: Boycott the Products of 
Apartheid (1980s) asks shoppers to boycott South 
African goods. The items are interspersed with 
images from the shootings of school students in 
Soweto in June 1976.
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was founded in 1959. It focused on things like 
sporting events, trade, arts, education, and ultimately, 
consumption—of food and drinks. Their slogan was 
“Look Before You Buy” and the Anti-Apartheid Movement 
reminded people to look at where things were made 
and to not buy them if they were from South Africa. In 
1986, 27 percent of British people admitted to not buying 
South African produce.9 At the same time, the majority 
of British people supported the government policy of not 
sanctioning South Africa. 

In the 1986 Commonwealth conference, Margaret 
Thatcher was exceptionally confrontational and 
dramatized her opposition to sanctions. There was a 
swelling of support for Thatcher and the Conservative 
party, which among other factors led to her 1987 
reelection. We can think about “Look Before You Buy” 
and personal boycotts as a way of creatively raising the 
issue of apartheid, making South Africa controversial, 
and enabling people to individually take a stand. But we 
should also be aware that in the broader politics, plenty 
of people were complicit and continued buying South 
African goods. Other countries, Sweden for example, had 
a complete ban on South African produce, and the rest of 
the European community also took a much stronger line 
than the UK. 

In the post-war era, South Africa became a place 
where British people went to live and work, and South 
Africa wanted to attract British people to move there. 
This obviously framed consumption practices, trade, and 
political relations. What did Brits like about South Africa? 
What did they do every day? What did they miss? Their 
stories were about food and drink. People who really 
enjoyed South Africa would talk about the taste of the 
wine, of the food. People who were not so at home were 
the ones who did not really like wine and missed British 
pubs and beer. There was a way in which South Africa was 
sold to British people and is sold today, now as a tourist 
destination. Here is an extract from a book by Barclay’s 
bank trying to attract Brits: “South Africa is a country with 
much space, sun, and fresh air.”10 This representation, like 
many of South Africa, removes black people and focuses 
on Africa as an empty, inviting space for Europeans to visit, 
live in, and enjoy. In this way South Africa was presented 
as a white, western landscape for British people. What 
could be more sophisticated than a glass of South African 
wine by the beach? They sold this particular—white—
framing of the country as a space where white people and 
British people belonged. 

Boycott South African Goods (Anti-Apartheid 
Movement, 1960). Launched at a 15,000-strong 
rally in London’s Trafalgar Square, the Boycott 
Movement asked supporters to picket shops and 
also distributed leaflets asking shoppers not to 
buy South African goods during the month of 
March in 1960.

9 South African History Online, “The Anti-Apartheid 
Movement (AAM),” http://www.sahistory.org.za/
topic/british-anti-apartheid-movement.

10 Cited in Daniel Conway and Pauline Leonard, 
Migration, Space, and Transnational Identities: The 
British in South Africa (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2014).
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Apartheid officially ended in 1994, followed by the first democratic 
elections that voted in Nelson Mandela as president. Incidentally, the 
last apartheid president, Frederik Willem de Klerk, retired to a vineyard 
in 1998 to produce his own wine. He owned the vineyard until 2008 
and it was recently sold to Chinese investors, which of course is a story 
in itself of trade relations between Africa and the world. From 1994 
onward, there was a rapid growth in exports. Today 70 percent of grapes 
in South Africa are made into wine. The country is the eighth largest 
wine producer in the world, with the UK as its largest consumer. In 2008, 
South African wine (specifically Brut sparkling wine) was used by US 
President Barack Obama and his family to toast his victory, which was 
heavily advertised by the South African wine industry as a moment of 
worldwide acceptance. In 2011, South African wine overtook French 
wine as the most consumed in the UK.

The racial politics of South African wine around inequality and 
exploitation have nonetheless continued. Through the years of 
apartheid, vineyards were owned by about 4,500 white farmers who 
made billions of rand in profit and were heavily subsidized by 
the state. Wine critic John Platter, author of the annual South 
African Wine Guide, called in 1997 for vineyard redistribution. 
He revealed that—up until the mid to late 1980s—a certain 
proportion of vineyards were using what was effectively 
slave labor coming from political and criminal prisoners. The 
implication, he argued, was that South African vineyards 
should either be to some extent redistributed or they should 
pay massive compensation to the black community. These 
claims shocked many in South Africa and threatened white-
owned vineyards’ interests. KWV, the largest vineyard owner 
in South Africa, called Platter a “traitor,” though no meaningful 
redistribution or compensation has happened. 

In 2011, Human Rights Watch produced a report after 
interviewing 270 workers on South African vineyards, titled 
“Ripe with Abuse.” Around that time protests and unions 
started becoming involved, demanding an end to the abuse of 
farm workers. In 2013, The Guardian advocated for a renewed 
boycott of South African wine after they ran a readers’ poll. 
Public figures such as Emma Thompson came out in favor of a 
boycott on South African wine and, interestingly, even British 
supermarkets became involved. Tesco, the largest buyer of 
South African wine, announced new conditions for their partners. 
This gave rise to an increase of Fair Trade labels for winemaking in 
the country. Today, South African winelands near Cape Town often 
highlight their labor practices. At the Spier Vineyard hotel, for instance, 
the TV in guest rooms runs a video about health facilities for their 
workers, who also have a stake in the overall business. 

However, fair may not be that fair in practice. There has been a call 
for a boycott of Robertson’s winery, which pays less than half of the 
living wage (between 1,500–2,500 rand per month, when living wage 

Boycott Products of Apartheid: 
Support Women of Namibia and 
South Africa (Anti-Apartheid 
Movement, 1980s). The text 
reads: “Fruit is mostly picked 
by black women and children in 
South Africa and Namibia. 60% 
of canned fruit and vegetables 
exported by South Africa is 
consumed by Britain and the 
EEC. Watch out for fresh fruit 
sold under the label of CAPE 
and OUTSPAN.”



50

is 7,500–8,500 rand). Boycotting grapes is still potent in race relations 
in South Africa. It reminds us that making the choice to buy food, to eat 
food, is often a political one, even if it’s something we often do not think 
about. There are consequences to what we buy and do not buy. I have 
told a story about South African grapes but in many ways it is a story 
about South Africa. The wine industry is not exceptional. There are still 
many unfair and racist practices; there is still a white community that 
dominates the economy and is very resistant and defensive against 
critique. The British still remain heavily invested, as trade partners with 
South Africa, as tourists, and as people moving to reside there.

lK 
Fair Trade, if it appears, is also interesting within the Israeli production. 
Palestinians are beginning to touch on it, some wines, some beers, 
some olive oil... On the one hand I buy Palestinian oil, but I also know that 
none of the money is going to pass back to the people who harvested 
the oil. It is a really seductive language that makes us all feel good about 
our consumption practices. Perhaps it does have some minor effect—I 
do not want to deny it entirely, as I would much rather buy chocolate 
or coffee that is produced in a cooperative. But big brands often use 
that cooperative language when it is produced in exactly the same way 
as it was before. Particularly in places where there is a long history of 
colonial extraction and exploitation of near-slave labor. The call for land 
redistribution in South Africa seems to be the most terrifying claim for 
the white elite in South Africa. That is why Fair Trade is a way for white 
farmers to justify owning the land and production. 

Eb 
There are three different stories of colonialism here; about how 
food has become the focus of colonial practices at a time of 
postcolonialism. Even if we are supposedly in a postcolonial world, 
where empires no longer exist and independence has been gained, 
it is through food that we are able to very concretely explore the 
hierarchies and inequalities still in place.
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