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Abstract 

Drawing upon semi-structured interviews and participant observation, and informed by critical 
studies of food, nationalism, and intersectionality, in this thesis I argue that Israeli national 
cuisine is constituted by the interplay between national and international flows of foods and 
meanings attached to these foods . I examine these questions of the production of national cuisine 
and identity using Bourdieu' s notion of a habitus, which I place in an intersectional, rather than 
just classed, framework. By examining the cultural flows of cuisine and ideas about cuisine into, 
within, and out of Israel, I understand Israeli cuisine to be a central myth of the Israeli nation
state that functions to legitimate and naturalize a unified notion of the state. Despite the many 
diverse culinary traditions that have produced Israeli cuisine, the concept of Israeli cuisine 
obfuscates difference within the state of Israel. 



Bernard-Herman 3 

Table of Contents 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 4 

INTRODUCTION 5 

CHAPTER 1: THE POLITICS AND POETICS OF TASTE 21 

CHAPTER 2: RELIGION, GENDER, CLASS, AND THE PRODUCTION OF HABITUS 45 

CHAPTER 3: GLOBALIZATION, ETHNICITY, AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF ISRAELI 
CUISINE 71 

CONCLUSION 108 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 114 



Bernard-Herman 4 

Acknowledgements 

It is impossible to adequately thank everyone who has influenced me and helped me with 
this thesis. So many people have shaped my interests and thoughts in direct and indirect ways; if 
I were to mention every thought-provoking conversation I've with someone about Israeli food, 
this section would read as a reconstitution of many of the conversations I've had over the past 
year. That said, I would like to thank as many people as I can for their support and assistance 
with this thesis, since though my name is attached to this project, it would not have been possible 
without all of their support. 

I would like to thank my family who live in Israel - Richard, Micki, Yuval, Gal, and 
Ma'ayan- who welcomed me so warmly when I first arrived in Israel, and who helped put me in 
contact with many of my initial interviewees. I would also like to thank Michael, Nova, Shani 
and Irani for their hospitality, and Selma for reminding me that there once was a thriving 
subculture of influential liberal academics in Israel. 

At Swarthmore, I have appreciated and benefited from the guidance of many wonderful 
faculty. Conversations with and support from professors Allison Dorsey, Christopher Fraga, 
Maya Nadkami, and Mark Wallace have been all been invaluable to this process. Most 
importantly, however, my heartfelt gratitude goes out to my advisor, Farha Ghannam. Thank you 
for being such a thoughtful and patient advisor, for encouraging me to take on this project, and 
for supporting me every step ofthe way. Thank you for fighting for me when the possibility of 
conducting my research encountered challenges. Thank you for reading too many drafts to count, 
and for helping me figure out what I was saying or what I wanted to say when such clarity was 
opaque to me. 

Finally, thank you to all of my friends and family who have supported me throughout this 
process: to my parents, for understanding when I didn't call and always being there when I did; 
to Meg and Corinne for the long-distance encouragement; to Ben, for weekly sanity-bringing 
bowls of soup; to Rachel and Ali for many a late night in the Beit Midrash; to Sierra and Dylan 
for being there for the highest highs and lowest lows of this process, and for reminding me to 
laugh once in a while. 



Bernard-Herman 5 

Introduction 

On Kibbutz Naor, a small intentional community in the Arava desert in the South of 

Israel, I interviewed a young man named Y onah, who told me something that eventually became 

the title of this thesis: "it's not Israeli, but you eat it in Israel." He said this while we were 

discussing the foods he ate most often at home and in the kibbutz dining hall. This simple 

construction revealed to me a lot about the ways in which foodways operate. For Yonah, who 

had lived on this kibbutz his entire life, the foods he grew up eating were just that: what he ate, 

not tied to his place in the nation. Though as an ethnographer I am almost required to question 

and complicate this notion, as I conducted more interviews across the country, Yonah's 

statement continued to resonate with me. The foods we eat, though certainly emblematic of 

stories we tell ourselves and others about ourselves, are also to a degree naturalized to us, 

become part of the landscape of everyday life. As such, food itself can become invisible to 

critical inquiry, which, of course, makes it an all the more appealing site of analysis for an 

ethnographer. National food in particular can have a habit of fading away from analysis, since it 

is often taken as given that a certain people eat a certain way. 

In Israel, however, this is not as clearly the case. In part because ofthe country's short 

history, in which much ofthe myth-making process necessary for the successful creation of an 

"imagined community" (in Benedict Anderson's sense) was played out in a highly public and 

visible way, Israeli cuisine has often been the subject of inquiries into its composition. Israeli 

cuisine is not a singular construction: there is no one definition of Israeli food, nor does it have 

one codified meaning for both Israelis and international consumers. Indeed, Israeli food is an 

idea that exists only through its circulation both in an intra-national and an international context. 

Thus, it is necessary to examine the flows of Israeli cuisine through each of these realms in 



Bernard-Herman 6 

conjunction with one another precisely because Israeli foods taken on strikingly different 

meanings in each circulation. My research shows that foods that circulate under the signifier of 

Israeliness in an international context often perform the work of legitimizing Israeli nationalism, 

even when these foods are looked down upon by wide swaths of the Israeli public. Within Israel, 

specific tastes are produced by the intersectional positions that Israelis occupy, leading some 

foods to become popular while others are shunned. As this thesis illustrates, in part because of 

the global circulation of both Israeli food as a concept and of foods associated with other ethnic 

and national groups, however, the foods Israelis eat are not often representative of what is 

internationally considered to be Israeli food. 

Why Study Food? 

Among anthropologists and other scholars, food has often been ignored as a critical site 

of analysis, either omitted entirely or instead merely fading into the background as a secondary 

component of "culture." Even among the early sociologists who examined food at all, food was 

mentioned only as it related to other, more crucial components of social analysis. Ofthe 

canonical "founders" of sociological and cultural anthropological inquiry, only Emile Durkheim 

devoted even moderate attention to food, cooking, and eating. In The Elementary Forms of 

Religious Life, food entered Durkheim's analysis, but only in so far as it helped to reveal 

distinctions between religious practices, and as such he is almost exclusively concerned with the 

prohibition of the consumption of certain foods considered to be totems for aboriginal tribes: 

"where eating the totemic plant or animal is permitted ... only a small amount can be consumed at 

a time. To eat more than this limited amount constitutes a ritual offense that has serious 



Bernard-Herman 7 

consequences."1 Through passages like this, Durkheim tacitly acknowledges the role food can 

play in the organization of society. For him, food appears useful as a site of analysis in as much 

as attention to food can reveal distinctions between the sacred and profane in a ritual context. 

What is central for Durkheim, however, is the religious ritual and how religious rites create and 

enforce social boundaries and hierarchies: food happens to be a site in which these distinctions 

can be parsed out, but Durkheim does not engage significantly with food on its own terms. In 

part, this is likely due to his lack of first-hand ethnographic information: eating and cooking, as 

naturalized practices, often gets ignored and omitted from study in part since eating appears to be 

so universal. As a result, it is unsurprising that when Durkheim did consider food, he did so in a 

ritual context: in the precise time and space when consumption stopped being an everyday - or 

profane- action, and became a ritual- or sacred- one. 

Working over half a century after Durkheim's The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, 

during the peak period of anthropological structuralism, Mary Douglas was one of the first 

anthropologists to seriously incorporate food as a field of study into her analysis. Her body of 

work, especially inasmuch as she was interested in comparative religious studies, was heavily 

informed by Durkheim' s focus on the religious meanings of food. Thus, like Durkheim, Douglas 

most often treated food as a symbolic object. As a structuralist, she primarily considered foods, 

and food practices like cooking and eating to be signifiers for other social and cultural 

phenomena. Analyzing the dietary laws laid out in Leviticus, she writes "the dietary laws would 

have been like signs at which every turn inspired meditation on the oneness, purity, and 

1 Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, translated by Carol Cosman (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 101. 
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completeness of God."2 Food- or, in this case, the prohibition on eating certain animals -

becomes a sign of Godliness and holiness, a way of understanding religious structures that give 

meaning to the lives ofthose who ascribe to the prohibitions. At stake in Douglas's work- and to 

an extent also in Durkheim' s work - is the absence of food; what is eaten is not the site of 

analysis so much as what is not eaten. Here again, like with Durkheim, food is analyzed, but in 

the service of understanding religious structures and hierarchies; an everyday food's meaning for 

the people consuming it is ignored and, when considered, elided. 

Though exceptions existed, prior to the 1980s anthropological studies of food tended to 

follow Douglas and other structuralists in treating food mainly as a semiotic category, in which 

food always acted as a signifier. It was not until1985, with Sidney Mintz's Sweetness and Power 

that a more materialist study of food as a classed, historicized, and global site of study became 

the predominant form of anthropological study of food. Mintz's focus on political economy and 

the power relationships reinforced by food production and circulation - rather than the focus on 

consumption present in many previous works - reflected a broader poststructuralist turn in 

anthropology in which ethnographers moved away from considering categories like social 

structure and moved towards more directed analyses of power, difference, and inequality. Mintz 

traces the ways in which a European - and specifically British - taste for sugar developed over 

time in concert with imperialism in the Caribbean and the growth of sugar plantations. Following 

Sweetness and Power, many ethnographies of food and food practices have addressed questions 

of political economy, materialism, and power in ways that the anthropologies of food in previous 

generations did not. 

2 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger (New York: Routledge, 1966): 71. 
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Sweetness and Power also marked a tum away from the study of food solely in a ritual 

context. By focusing his research on the flow of sugar - from its imperial production in the 

Caribbean to its consumption in Britain and Europe, and eventually the United States - Mintz 

exemplified an expansion of the type of anthropological work that could be done on food. 

Firstly, he argued that tracing global flows of sugar was a properly anthropological task, even 

though his focus on the consumption practices of British aristocracy (and, eventually, the British 

working class) would not have traditionally been considered part of the domain of anthropology 

at the time, since the research subjects were not those considered by the Western academy to be 

"primitive" or "other." Secondly, he focused not just on the ritual uses of sugar- though his 

descriptions of royal British uses for sugar sound eerily ritualistic - but on the everyday 

consumption of sugar. He writes: "the prosaic quality of the subject matter is inescapable; what 

could be less 'anthropological' than the historical examination of a food that graces every 

modem table? And yet the anthropology of just such homely, everyday substances may help us 

to clarify both how the world changes from what it was to what it may become, and how it 

manages at the same time to stay in certain regards very much the same."3 The study of food, 

then, could reveal not just static information about ritual practices and social group hierarchy and 

delineation, but also about how the world is socially produced and constituted, about not just the 

subject ofthe anthropologists' studies, but also about the anthropologists themselves and the 

social context from which they came. Indeed, Sweetness and Power was reflective of a larger 

tum within anthropological scholarship that emphasized the reflexivity of the scholar and the 

idea that all cultures, not just that of the non-Western "other," were a necessary site of analysis. 

3 Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and Power (New York: Penguin, 1985), xxvii. 



Bernard-Herman 10 

While my study does not directly follow all of these aspects of Sweetness and Power, 

largely due to the constraints of doing undergraduate research - it is heavily indebted to the space 

that monograph helped to open up in the anthropological literature on food, especially with 

regards to the anthropological study of food in industrial, Westernized societies. Since the 1980s, 

food has become a more central component of both anthropological research and academic 

research more broadly; there are now journals, such as Gastronomica and Food & Foodways, 

that are dedicated to the academic study of food in a social scientific - rather than just scientific 

or humanistic- manner, as well as some interdisciplinary programs of academic study that 

specialize in the study of food and that heavily incorporate and integrate anthropological 

perspectives. In 2002, the first article in the Annual Review of Anthropology dedicated solely to 

food, titled "The Anthropology of Food and Eating," was published; fittingly, it was co-authored 

by Sidney Mintz and Christine Dubois. They attempted to broadly assess the type of 

anthropological studies that have been done with regards to food, and they identified a number of 

patterns and themes in the types of studies that have been conducted: some researchers have 

taken as their lens of analysis a specific food product and traced its production, consumption, and 

the meanings assigned to it, others have focused on the ritual or nutritive elements of food, and 

yet others analyze and explicate a particular foodway, which involves attempting to understand 

the role food plays within a social group or geographic area. 4 Subsequent reviews in the Annual 

Review of Anthropology, including "Food and Memory," by Jon Holtzman and "Food and 

Globalization," by Lynne Phillips, both published in 2006, and "Food and the Senses," published 

4 Sidney Mintz and Christine M. DuBois, "The Anthropology of Food and Eating" in Annual Review of 
Anthropology 31 (2002). 
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in 2010 by David Sutton, have provided greater depth into sub-fields of anthropological food 

studies, demonstrating the rapidly increasing scholarly interest in the field. 

In addition to these works, some additional works of social theory, sociology, and 

anthropology have engaged food in thoughtful manners even though food is not the central 

component of their argument. Pierre Bourdieu, whose theoretical apparatuses are central to this 

thesis, uses food in Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment ofTaste as one of his 

examples to show that French society is stratified along lines of class. He shows that not only do 

different classes eat different foods, but that they prefer different foods: the structure ofthese 

preferences is one of the mechanisms by which class stratification is reproduced in society. 

Norbert Elias, in The Civilizing Process, attempts to reveal the histories behind certain social 

practices; one of the practices he reveals to be historically produced is how Europeans eat. By 

showing that the way food practices - even and especially those that feel inherent or normal - are 

historically contingent, Elias laid some of the groundwork for later work exploring the methods 

through which foods, as social constructs, are constituted. 

In an Israeli context, surprisingly little anthropological work has been published on food. 

Almost all of it has been published in the past ten years, and it mostly focuses on how the 

conflict between Israelis and Palestinians gets played out over food. Articles such as Dafna 

Hirsch's "'Hummus is Best when it is Fresh and Made by Arabs:' The Gourmetization of 

Hummus in Israel and the Return ofthe Repressed Arab," Ari Ariel's "The Hummus Wars," and 

Liora Gvion's "Narrating Modernity and Tradition: The Case of Palestinian Food in Israel," 

along with Gvion's full-length monograph Beyond Hummus and Falafel: Social and Political 

Aspects of Palestinian Food in Israel exemplify this recent tum towards the study of Israeli food, 

while Yael Raviv's "Falafel: A National Icon," represents the somewhat older English-language 
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scholarship on the topic. Finally, a pair of works- Orit Rozin's article "Food, Identity, and 

Nation-Building in Israel's Formative Years," and Yael Raviv's dissertation "Recipe for a 

Nation: Cuisine, Jewish Nationalism, and the Israeli State"- take a more historical bent, 

exploring the historical roots of contemporary Israeli food in the years pre-1948 and those 

immediately after statehood. In each of these articles, the author explores Israeli food from the 

perspective of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict or other Arab-Israeli conflicts, focusing on the 

relationship between Israeli and Palestinian societies in shaping the modem understanding of 

Israeli food. While these are critically important interventions, especially given the power 

dynamics between Israel and Palestine, the focus on the interplay between Israeli and Palestinian 

cuisines and dietary practices has produced a hole in the discourse: there is little literature on 

either Israeli or Palestinian food as Israelis or Palestinians themselves understand their own 

cuisines.5 Israeli food is always examined from a stance that it is a construction produced by 

various flows and appropriations of Palestinian traditions by Israelis. While this work is 

incredibly important to the study of both Israeli and Palestinian food, my intent in this thesis is to 

help develop an understanding of how Israeli Jews themselves understand the foods they eat, and 

how these foods do or do not constitute the notion of "Israeli food." 

Despite the focus in academic literature on the Palestinian-Israeli divide, I did not find 

that this conflict was particularly important to ways in which Israelis understood themselves, 

especially through cuisine. 6 Instead, my interviewees largely approached the questions of food 

and selfhood through the lenses oftaste and preferences, ethnicity and gender, religious tradition, 

and global cuisine. As a result, in this thesis I will examine how Israelis understand their food 

5 Gvion's Beyond Hummus and Falafel is an exception to this; much of the monograph is dedicated to 
understanding Palestinian women's culinary knowledges. 
6 This is itself a fascinating observation that deserves its own paper, it is not, however, the focus of this thesis. 



Bernard-Herman 13 

traditions primarily through these paradigms- religion, gender, class, ethnic heritage, and 

globalization - though I will also bring to my analysis a concern with nationalism that few of my 

interviewees brought up unprompted. My interviewees brought to my attention the complex 

nuances of identity, and the ways in which selves do and do not construct themselves as national 

subjects, and for what reasons. Multiple interviewees called into question the so-called "Israeli 

character," and challenged me to see if such a quality existed, and if so if it could be examined 

through foodways and the ways in which Israelis relate to food. Who could make these claims 

emerged as a major issue, with many axes of privilege and marginality, and the attendant 

negotiations between them, becoming central. Issues of labor and the cost of food also became 

apparent. 

I approach these themes and questions in part by using a theoretical framework 

established by Pierre Bourdieu to deconstruct social discourses of taste. In Distinction, Bourdieu 

argues that through the production of a class habitus - a mental and embodied edifice that is 

structured by one's class position and that structures the way in which one understands and 

experiences the world - certain tastes became associated with certain class positions, and 

therefore one could read taste as a mechanism for understanding stratification into 

socioeconomic classes. Though Bourdieu, in his research on French taste, takes class as the locus 

of difference through which he understands taste to be stratified, I will argue that in 

contemporary Israel, there are many different identities through which taste is constructed and 

passed down, not just class. Indeed, an intersectional approach, in which religion, ethnicity, and 

gender are considered in addition to class in the structuring and production of selfhood, is 

necessary to develop a more full understanding of my informants' relationships to the foods they 
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eat and to Israeli cuisine in general; only by looking through these lenses in a holistic manner can 

one begin to construct a notion of what Israeli food is and how Israelis relate to it. 

A Note on Power 

Before I continue, a note on power is necessary. Power relations and dynamics are at the 

core of this thesis. Power, in a Foucauldian sense, exists in and through relationships: no one 

person holds power. Power is relational and is practiced and enacted from multiple positions and 

social locations. Power is everywhere: it is a definitional force ofthe structures in which all 

people live and it is an animating quality behind all relationships, subjects, and institutions. By 

this I mean that power exists and is produced through relationships- no one person "holds" 

power, rather, power inures in the relationship between individuals or groups. Power exists in 

and is constitutive of the actions taken by individuals; this renders behavior as a text through 

which power, and thus relationships between entities, can be read. 

Rather than using a negative conception of power, Foucault writes "power produces; it 

produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals oftruth. The individual and the 

knowledge that may be gained of him belong to this production."7 Power constructs the very 

concept of the individual, knowledge, and discourse - the means by which one can speak of 

knowledge or an individual. It is a productive force that generates "truth." All truths or histories-

as acts of identifying and naming reality, and as acts of narrative development- are subjective 

and partial, and the manner in which these ideas circulate or fail to circulate is representative of 

7 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books, 
1995) 194. 
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power operating through discourse. 8 Thus, any attempt to tell a story9 of Israel will necessarily 

interact with the power structures that animate the country's history and position, without regard 

to the author's intentionality. As such, I am not interested in presenting a full historical narrative 

in this thesis, nor am I attempting to write a definitive anthropology of Israeli food. Instead, my 

goal is mainly to present a sense of the multiple relationships between Israel and food, as 

presented to me by my interviewees. 

Methodology 

This thesis draws upon participant-observation and a series of interviews conducted over 

a two-month period between June and August 2013 in Israel. Data were collected during a series 

of sixteen semi-structured interviews and a series of informal observations conducted during the 

same period in eight locations across the country: Tel Aviv, Jerusalem, Eilat, Kibbutz Naor, 10 

Be'er Sheba and its surrounding suburbs, Haifa, Acre, and Nazareth. Eleven of my interviewees 

were men, five were women; all of their names have been changed to protect their identities. Due 

to my inability to speak Hebrew fluently, I spoke in English for all ofthe interviews. One 

interview was conducted with the full assistance of a translator, and another with the partial 

assistance of a translator. In both cases the translator was Joseph Wasserman, a family friend of 

mine, and a co-worker with each of the interviewees for whom he translated. Interviews were 

conducted in a variety of settings: some in offices, others in people's homes, cafes, or in 

communal areas of the kibbutz. Most interviews were one-on-one, though two were group 

8 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1995). 
9 Or, for that matter, write an anthropology oflsrael, or anywhere. All language is shot through with power. 
10 To protect the anonymity of this small community, the name of the Kibbutz has been changed. All other city or 
town names, however, are accurate to the point of my visit. 
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interviews. Additionally, two interviews were conversations in which a third party (neither 

interviewer nor interviewee) was present; in each case the third person was the person who had 

introduced me to the interviewee; in each of these instances, the third person occasionally helped 

translate idiomatic phrases and particular words. Generally speaking, their presence seemed to 

help make the interviewee more comfortable and open, although it may have made them less 

willing to discuss some controversial or personal topics once I established a rapport with the 

interviewee. Most of my initial interviews were set up through contacts in Israel, while some of 

the later ones were set up through other interviewees. 

Five interviews were conducted on Kibbutz Naor, a small kibbutz adjacent to the border 

with Jordan in the Arava desert in the South oflsrael, seven in Be'er Sheba, a mid-sized 

university city in the Negev desert in the south oflsrael, and four in Jerusalem. My interviewees 

ranged in age from their late teens to about seventy; about half were in their twenties, either 

currently serving in the army, engaging in pre-army service, or pursuing some sort of post

secondary education, either in a university or, in one instance, at a culinary school. Two others 

who were older than thirty were also pursuing further education - one in graduate school, one in 

culinary school. Others worked as professors, chefs, or as assistants to businessmen or to school 

administrators. For the interviewees who lived on the kibbutz, both of the adult men I 

interviewed worked in the kitchen as one of their primary communal responsibilities. Though 

class status is often difficult to ascertain, especially in social contexts in which one has not been 

raised, the majority of my interviewees appeared to be from middle class backgrounds, or at least 

have a type of cultural capital similar to those of the American middle class. One interviewee, 

whom I interviewed in her home, furnished, designed, and spoke about her home in a manner 

that suggested she was upper class. My interviewees came from a variety of religious 
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background: some were completely secular, others were Reform, and some were modem 

Orthodox. None were Hasidic or ultra-Orthodox. Many different Jewish ethnic groups were 

represented: some of my interviewees were Ashkenazi, meaning that they were of Central and 

Eastern European Jewish descent, while others were Mizrahi, meaning that they were ofNorth 

African, Arab, or Persian Jewish descent. None were Sephardi, or Jews of Spanish or Portuguese 

descent. 

Though I did not follow a codified script, I tried to ask similar questions over the course 

of each interview. I asked each of my interviewees about their personal background, how they 

came to be in Israel and what their relationship to the country was. In almost all interviews I 

asked my interviewee what they thought Israeli food was, often shortly followed by asking them 

what they thought Jewish food was, and ifthere was a difference between the two. For 

interviewees who were professionally involved in restaurants or aspired to be, I asked them 

about how they came to work with food and what role they saw themselves playing in national 

cuisine. I asked most of my informants about the food they grew up eating and, if they currently 

lived in a family, what foods their family ate. I asked some, but not all, of my informants about 

ritual foods for specific holidays, about if they cooked and if so from whom or how they learned 

to cook. I tried to follow the flow ofthe conversation in each interview, so I did not get to ask 

every question in every interview, and several interviews veered along different paths due to 

follow-up questions that felt more pertinent than the questions I came in to the interview 

prepared to ask. 

Throughout this research, I have tried to be aware of how my positionality affected the 

research I conducted. No anthropologist can be a fly on the wall; anthropologists, by the very 

nature of their presence in the situations they observe and conversations they conduct, impact 
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and are impacted by their interlocutors. Because research is conducted in an intersubjective 

manner, I undoubtedly influenced my interviewees by virtue of who I am. As a young, white, 

male American Jew attending college, I had access to certain information from certain 

interviewees and not from others. It is likely that the younger Israelis whom I interviewed

especially those in school - had an easier time talking with me, since we shared a couple of 

important identities: religion, age, being a student. Other interviewees- perhaps especially those 

who could not speak English or felt less comfortable speaking in English - may have been less 

forthcoming or felt less able to articulate their thoughts on more difficult topics. To observe that 

some interviews feel more or less comfortable is not to pass judgment on the different tones 

different interviews take - often the most basic, simple, and seemingly easy to speak information 

is the most useful- but merely to acknowledge that not every interview is the same, and that I did 

not develop the same rapport with each of my interviewees, and my identities and performance 

during the interview, as well as my interviewee's identities and performance, impacted the 

relationship we formed during the interview. Indeed, my interviews with other young people, and 

especially young men, were often the ones that felt most like conversations; this likely resulted 

from sharing important identities - our age, and, in the case of young men, our gender 

presentation. 

Additionally, all information gathered during this research project was mediated not just 

by my interlocutors, but also by myself. It does not just represent their thoughts, as articulated by 

them under conditions which my presence modified, but also represents my biases in what I 

heard. Coming into my research being interested in conversations about food and how it relates 

to nationalism, ethnicity, and gender, I gravitated more towards asking questions that picked up 

more on these topics than on others, such as those of nutrition and health. So, while I address 
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questions of health and nutrition, another hypothetical ethnographer who worked with the same 

informants at the same time might have produced a very different ethnography, since they may 

have listened to the same responses and observed the same sites and events that I did, but 

brought with them a mental predilection for focusing on different topics than I did. 

In addition to conducting interviews, I also engaged in participant observation throughout 

my travels in Israel. These observations occurred in all ofthe locations I visited. The 

observations included attending a barbecue, or mangal, as they are called in Hebrew; attending 

Shabbat services with different families of various levels of religiosity; spending lots of time 

perusing all kinds of markets; and, of course, eating as much and as varied food as I could find, 

at restaurants and in people's homes, both on my own and with my informants. My interviews 

and observations afforded me the chance to engage with issues of nationalism, ethnic heritage, 

religious belief, class background, and gender performance and how these concepts are 

constructed and enacted through Israelis' relationships with and discourses about food. 

In the first chapter, I will more thoroughly develop my theoretical framework and 

analysis of Bourdieu' s concepts of habitus and taste. Though I find these concepts incredibly 

useful as analytic tools, I propose that expanding the notion of a habitus to incorporate non-class 

identities in an intersectional manner will help produce an account of Israeli food that is more 

representative of my interviewee's perspectives and experiences. Additionally, I examine some 

of the historical flows that have contributed to the production of Israeli cuisine; I argue that the 

concepts of cultural appropriation and the "imagined community" help to account for the 

development of an Israeli national cuisine. 

In the second chapter I will address how religion, class, and gender work together and 

inseparably to produce Israelis' understandings of the foods they eat and the concept of Israeli 
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food. I argue that Israelis eat certain foods and ascribe meaning to them based upon the identities 

they hold and structural positions they occupy within Israeli and global society. Further, I 

explore the ways in which habituses act not only as fixed edifices that structure the tastes of 

Israelis, but are also mental structures that can be worked upon and developed to conform to 

certain ideals. 

In the third chapter, I will look at the global flows of food both in and out of Israel, 

focusing on the ethnic identities and valences that help construct Israeli food, its image to 

Israelis, and its image in global culinary discourses. I argue that the construct of Israeli cuisine is 

constituted by the interplay between its circulation within the country and its circulation 

internationally, and that Israeli food never has just one fixed meaning, but is always in flux and 

constituted differently depending on the position from which one observes it. 

Finally, I conclude by assessing the process of producing a national cuisine, focusing on 

the dynamics through which national cuisines are imagined. I argue that because the imagining 

of a national cuisine is an act of representation, power dynamics come to the fore as an ethical 

and political issue that should be addressed in the imagining of Israeli cuisine. 
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Chapter 1: The Politics and Poetics of Taste 

In order to successfully examine what Israeli food is, it is necessary first to engage with a 

series of tools other scholars and theorists have developed to understand food and taste, national 

and ethnic identity. This chapter focuses on Pierre Bourdieu's work on the construction oftaste 

and identity, particularly through what he terms the habitus. Though Bourdieu takes class as his 

primary site of analysis in the development of the habitus in France, an intersectional approach is 

necessary in Israel to account for the many structures that influenced my informants' tastes, 

preferences, and food choices. Furthermore, addressing the development of a specifically Israeli 

national cuisine prompts me to consider the ways in which national identity is formed through 

intranational and international contexts to produce a series of national imaginations. 

The Social Construction of Taste 

Conversations about food often quickly tum into conversations about one person's likes 

and dislikes, territory that frequently leads to people justifying their food preferences or 

responding to the question "why do you like" a particular food by claiming that they "just do." 

Often, there are a few more stages in this series, where someone makes an appeal to a particular 

quality oftaste - say, the crunchiness of pretzels, the healthfulness of pretzels when compared to 

potato chips, the satisfying saltiness ofthe pretzel. Each ofthese responses, in tum, however, is 

capable of being further interrogated. Desires for a crunchy mouthfeel or salty taste are reduced, 

in an almost Nietzschean manner, to biological drives; while appeals to healthfulness place taste 

in framework of purely rational choice. Although my interviewees did claim that their food 

choices were based in part on health and economic considerations, none of them claimed that 

these were the only factors at play for them when making choices about food: clearly taste for 
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them - as with almost all people - is about more than just rational choice. The appeal to 

biological urges, although it certainly contains some degree of veracity, likewise seems to miss 

the mark in terms of explaining taste. If taste were only biological, there would likely not be 

large variations between what certain people consider to be food or not. Though interaction 

between different groups of people throughout history has introduced many foods from one 

group or region to other groups and areas, the history of ethnic interaction is also full of reticence 

to consume what others consider to be food. In the United States, white reaction to many ethnic 

cuisines was often that of disgust, since white Americans considered the strange aromas and 

colors of immigrant foods to not be food at all. Indeed, an entire pseudoscience asserting that 

white bodies could process different foods than immigrant bodies developed as explanation for 

how Italian immigrants survived and thrived on pasta and tomato sauces and Chinese immigrants 

did so eating chicken's foot soup. 11 Though each Anglo-American in the early 19th century may 

have been completely honest in their assessment that they "just don't like" pasta, there 

nonetheless is more than just biological urges for certain tastes operating in this context: there 

are social forces. 

In Distinction, Pierre Bourdieu notes that taste itself is socially constructed, both within 

and between social groups. He begins by noting that "scientific observation shows that cultural 

needs are the product of upbringing and education."12 For Bourdieu, these needs are determined 

primarily along lines of class. He stratifies most of his data along lines of employment and 

occupation, which he argues are close proxies for social class and capital; the implication is that 

class is the definitive structuring position in the France that he observed. Using examples from 

11 Helen Zoe Veit, Modern Food, Moral Food: Self Control, Science, and the Rise of Modern American Eating in 
the Early Twentieth Century (Chapel Hill, NC: The University ofNorth Carolina Press, 2013). 
12 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique on the Judgment of Taste, trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard, 1984), 1. 
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many different domains of taste - among them preferences in visual art, music, sport, fashion, 

and cuisine - gathered via questionnaire, Bourdieu bases his analysis on the idea that different 

social classes have different tastes: he observes that in France, taste corresponds with classed 

occupations. 13 Bourdieu uses this argument to critique the notion that "taste" is something that 

only the elite have. The elite class merely has one type of taste that, by virtue ofthe hegemony of 

their class position, gets reproduced socially as the only set of preferences that are legitimate, 

while the preferences of the lower classes are spoken of in morally inferior terms. Taste, for him, 

is a way of speaking about a set of classed embodied preferences. 

Bourdieu does not merely note, however, that taste is socially constructed. He also argues 

that taste functions to reconstitute class. Though his work focuses on distinction among and 

between social classes in France - and the specificity of this context, both nationally and with its 

class-based framework, cannot be effaced - it provides a number of injunctions pertinent to the 

anthropological study of food and cuisine in Israel. Echoing my interviewees' assertions that 

they "just" like foods, Bourdieu notes that "each taste feels itselfto be natural,"14 meaning that 

taste is often a feeling of desire that goes unexamined or interrogated by one's self and appears 

to be unconsciously naturalized. He calls the mental structures and dispositions that dictate this 

naturalization oftaste, preference, and orientation the habitus: it is "both the generative principle 

of objectively classifiable judgments and the system of classification ... ofthese practices."15 The 

habitus is formed primarily out of one's classed social location, which then influences how one 

perceives the world. He notes that "different conditions of existence produce different habitus," 16 

13 Bourdieu, Distinction, 16-17. 
14 B d' D' . . 56 our 1eu, 1stmctwn, . 
15 Bourdieu, Distinction, 170. 
16 Bourdieu, Distinction, 170. 
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which then produce different practices and methods of generating, perceiving, and classifying 

meaning, leading to different ways of life of tastes. 

As a concept, habitus firmly grounds taste in socioeconomic inequalities. Even though 

the perceived taste of an individual may be irreducible for Bourdieu, that does not mean that 

taste is an objective component of reality: there is no sourness to be discovered intrinsically 

within limes, because sourness itself is a social category of taste which certain groups of people 

apply to a particular individually felt physical sensation. Though many people - by virtue of 

similarly structured habituses- can agree that limes are sour, for Bourdieu there is no non-social 

ground upon which to ground this assertion. (This does not need to be an anti-scientific position: 

while science may be able to discover compounds that trigger certain affective physiological 

responses, the labelling ofthese responses is a gustatory- and therefore social- phenomenon.) 

Taste, therefore, is both a product of and a producer of power relationships. By chronicling the 

circulation of tastes and discourses of taste, one is simultaneously engaging in a mapping of 

power systems and relations. 

The idea that a structure of power helps to shape and constitute the self is an idea that has 

been extended to many different identities, not just class. Even if they came from the same class 

background, two individuals of the same race may not have the same dispositions or taste on 

some matters, since taste has also been shown, at least in the context of the United States, to be 

racialized. 17 Similarly, as Judith Butler notes, gender is performative: no one is born with gender, 

but instead people systematically learn how to perform in a specific manner that, via contingent 

social meanings, is widely known to convey to others a certain gender identity. No one is born a 

17 Annette Lareau, Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2003). 



Bernard-Herman 25 

woman or man, but instead everyone must learn how to be one. 18 Even the very way one holds 

and comports one's body is socially learned and contingent. 19 Though Bourdieu emphasizes 

class relations in the French context in Distinction, he is attentive to other identities in his 

ethnographic work in Algeria. 

Because ofthe manner in which taste both reflects and enacts power, Bourdieu's focus 

almost exclusively on class structures becomes problematic, since class is not the only structure 

of relationships through which power operates. While it is important to note, again, that he is 

working in France and that his data is specific to France, socioeconomic class is highly 

privileged in his discussion of the structures that form a habitus. While an argument can and 

should be made that class is an important lens of analysis, class is not the only level of difference 

that structures taste and preferences. People do not experience and understand their lives just 

based on their class identity: other identities, like gender, race, nationality, and religion also 

impact how one understands and perceives the world. In Bourdieu' s work in Algeria, he 

addresses some of these other identities, but when he does, he does so individually: either class is 

the operative social structure, or gender, or religion. Rarely does he consider the ways in which 

these identities interact with and co-produce each other, rather than establishing a hierarchical 

and causal relationship between them. Instead of understanding identity in this manner, I would 

like to bring an intersectional approach to the development of habitus and taste, since I believe 

one cannot understand the development of Israeli food and taste without holding simultaneously 

the multiple identities that every Israeli holds. This is not to say that it is possible or even 

desirable to fully avoid reduction - indeed, once must do so at times, and at moments it is useful 

18 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990), 177. 
19 Erving Goffinan, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (New York: Doubleday, 1959). 
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to single out a particular axis of identity when it appears that it does play a major role in the 

construction of a particular food, event, identity, or taste. 

An Intersectional Approach to Habitus 

A focus on any one ofthese aspects of identity, however, is inevitably going to be flawed 

in its attempts to explain how people's habituses are constructed and then help to construct their 

perceptions of the world. There is not one way in which someone learns how to be middle class, 

and another, entirely separate way in which they learn how to be secularly Jewish. Instead, 

people learn how to perform and inhabit themselves and all of their identities congruently: I was 

not socialized as middle class, as a man, and as a Jew separately, but all of them together, as a 

middle-class Jewish man. In other words, identity and being are intersectional. This idea of 

intersectionality was developed out in the United States primarily by black feminist theorists, 

including Kimberle Crenshaw, who, speaking to the legal framework ofthe United States, 

argued that "Black women are sometimes excluded from feminist theory and antiracist policy 

discourse because both are predicated on a discrete set of experiences that often does not 

accurately reflect the interaction of race and gender."20 In other words, Crenshaw articulated that 

American law saw black women as people who were both black and women, but not black 

women. She noted that in legal discourse - though this phenomenon is not just limited to 

American legal discourse, but instead proliferates in many popular discourses about identity, 

marginalization, and privilege - there is a tendency for people to talk about categories of 

marginalization as if they cannot be combined, as if it is only possibly to be marginalized or 

2° Kimberle Crenshaw, "Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics," University of Chicago Legal Forum (1989): 
140. 
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removed from the norm in one way. This means that in this legal and discursive system, there is 

no way to account for being both black and female, since "Black women cannot conclusively say 

that 'but for' their race of 'but for' their gender they would be treated differently."21 Crenshaw's 

analysis ofthe intersection of race and gender can be opened up to the intersections of many 

types of identities: sexuality, class, ethnicity, religion, ability, etc. 

Following this logic to the extreme, however, one realizes that no two people are exactly 

the same, and thus will never occupy exactly the same position. Difference becomes irreducible, 

and no two people can ever truly know what it is like to be the other. Thus, categories of social 

difference- such as class, race, ethnicity, and gender -are critical to the study of anthropology, 

since they can help to explain and communicate certain experiences between people who may or 

may not share certain socially constructed qualities- the aforementioned class, race, ethnicity, 

and gender, among others. Despite being social constructs, and despite being experienced in 

different ways by different people, these identity categories nonetheless exert significant power 

and structure people's lived experiences. The power ofthese constructs exist relationally, in the 

ways in which people enact and perform them, making them an inescapable part of the social 

fields that structure lived existence. In the next section, I will examine these dual threads: that of 

embodiment and the problems of communicating across difference, and that ofthe use and 

necessity for structural identifiers. 

Embodied Taste and Knowledge 

One of the tensions present in attempting to understand the world is presented by the 

body; the idea of embodiment has historically been ignored by many ofthe stands of traditional 

21 Krenshaw, "Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex," 152. 
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Western thought. Though Descartes' phrase "I think, therefore I am" is often invoked out of 

context,22 it here serves as a somewhat appropriate, albeit hyperbolic, synecdoche for early 

traditions of Western thought and philosophy, the intellectual edifices from which anthropology, 

sociology, and social theory arose. It was not until the early twentieth century that sociologists 

and anthropologists began to take issues ofthe body seriously, and it took until the middle of the 

century for the body to become a non-marginallocation of study for anthropologists.Z3 A 

scholarly focus on embodiment also dovetails with an increased emphasis on critique of 

modernity and modem ways of knowing: the production of knowledge as objective fact that is 

discretely observable in outside reality also constructs a subject who is capable of discerning this 

truth and who is merely a knowledge-gathering function: a thinking being. This is not, however, 

how any individual person experiences the world: no one is merely a thinking mind. Instead, all 

humans have- or, more accurately, are- bodies, and as such all knowledge and being are 

embodied: any thought, feeling, sensation, taste, or disposition exists in and through a body. 

One ofthe attributes of bodies that make them problematic for traditional Western 

understandings of knowledge and identity is that everyone has a different body. No two people 

share the same body, and as such they do not necessarily experience similar experiences in the 

same way. Elaine Scarry, in The Body in Pain, observes that physical pain is fundamentally non 

communicable, especially via language. There is no way to accurately convey to another person 

what the sensation of being in pain feels like: "when one speaks about 'one's own physical pain' 

22 Descartes' argument surrounding this phrase is more nuanced and complicated than it is often given credit for 
being. However, what matters here is not what the strongest possible interpretation of this phrase may be, but the 
discursive context in which the phrase is invoked: regardless of the meaning of the phrase in its originary context, it 
has come to take on a social and discursive meaning that is emblematic of Western philosophy's emphasis on 
thought, often to the occlusion of embodiment. 
23 Peter Schilling, The Body & Social Theory, Third Edition (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2012). To my knowledge, it took 
even longer for everyday sociologists, even though developments in sociological theory, like those by Erving 
Goffinan, led the way in incorporating embodiment into theory. 
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and about 'another person's physical pain,' one might almost appear to be speaking about two 

wholly distinct orders of events, [since] for the person whose pain it is, it is 'effortlessly' grasped 

(that is, even with the most heroic effort it cannot not be grasped); while for the person outside 

the sufferer's body, what is 'effortless' is not grasping it."24 Although language exists that is 

used to convey the experience of pain, Scarry notes that that all of them are inadequate at fully 

expressing the feeling of the person in pain. Though Scarry argues that this experience is unique 

to the bodily experience of pain, the principle of it can be extended to other bodily experiences, 

such as taste. Though there are words that describe certain gustatory sensations, ultimately only a 

specific individual can know what their sensory feeling feels like. 

This uncommunicable quality of embodied feeling provides a counterpoint to traditional 

modem theories of language and knowledge. Though he later retreated slightly from this 

position, the critical theorist Jurgen Habermas exemplified this way of seeing the world with his 

concept of an ideal speech situation - a moment in which multiple subjects could rationally 

engage with each other to develop a consensus about the world. Habermas understood that the 

ideal speech situation often did not occur, but he still held it up as an ideal principle, and implied 

that it was achievable. For him, the ideal speech situation would occur in a reconstituted public 

space that was properly democratic. The difficulty in achieving this ideal speech situation, then, 

lies in the power differentials that exist in society: were these leveled out, the ideal speech 

situation should be able to emerge, according to Habermas. This idea, however, is rooted in a 

notion of ideal language in which language itself is capable of articulating in a rational manner 

all modes of human existence; it also implies that language is removed from dynamics of power 

24 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1985), 4. 
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and inequality. Language, however is itself in imminently tied up with existing power dynamics. 

Words and speech acts themselves constitute - not just reflect or represent - power relationships. 

Additionally, following Scarry's injunction, not all experience can be expressed via language: 

there are knowledges and experiences that seem to defy expression in language. 

If, then, there is no adequate linguistic or social space that can produce rational 

consensus, or agreed-upon Truth, what an anthropologist is left with is multiplicity, the 

realization that there are many different ways of being and knowing which may not be reducible 

to one another. Bodies are one ofthe sites where this multiplicity emerges most clearly. 

Knowledge itself is always embodied, rather than just the product of disinterested, fully rational 

minds, since knowledge emerges from being and interacting with the world. As Bourdieu notes, 

what it means to know something is a result of one's habitus: it is structured by one's conditions 

of existence, which include one's body. Though Bourdieu emphasizes on the ways in which 

bodies are structured and made material by taste and class,25 the body is also a major avenue 

through which one comes to know taste and class. 

I would like to argue that taste - and, by extension, embodied knowledge - are useful 

categories for analysis because, as Bourdieu observes, taste structures and makes itself material 

in and through bodies. Bodies themselves operate as sites of capital, in which certain bodily 

characteristics themselves are valued above others and are seen as reflecting aspects of the 

identity and, in some cases, moral worthiness of the individual. 26 Indeed, for Bourdieu, "the body 

is the most indisputable materialization of class taste,"27 meaning that the very way in which one 

25 Bourdieu, Distinction, 190. 
26 This is particularly apparent in the contemporary American context with fat bodies, which are seen as reflecting a 
moral failing of the fat person. 
27 Bourdieu, Distinction, 190. 
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holds one's body is a product of one's habitus. However, embodied experience and knowledge is 

not just useful to the extent that it is structured by taste - and, thus, can be read as a text upon 

which taste, and therefore, for Bourdieu, class, operates - but because taste and bodies 

themselves are the edifices through which knowing and making sense ofthe world occur. Put 

another way, bodies and taste are not just static texts that reflect social structures, but they also 

work to express and craft identities and selfhood. 

The Cultural Appropriation of Foodways 

Bourdieu does not understand class tastes to be static. Instead, he argues that over time 

dominant class tastes become adopted by the middle, and then lower, classes. This process 

occurs through class fractions. He sees each class as divided into multiple segments, or fractions, 

representing different gradations of both material and cultural capital. For instance, though 

primary school teachers may be low on material capital, they possess high amounts of cultural 

capital. Thus, they represent a different class fraction than, say, those involved in industrial 

middle management, who may have more economic capital but less cultural capital. These two 

groups - both members of the middle class - use different signs of distinction, and there is 

struggle between them to distinguish themselves from each other. For Bourdieu, there are 

"genuinely intentional strategies through which members of a group seek to distinguish 

themselves from the group immediately below (or believed to be so), which they use as a foil, 

and to identify themselves with the group immediately above (or believe to be so), which they 

thus recognize as the possessor ofthe legitimate life-style,"28 which ultimately results in the 

replication of classed distinction, where no class ever gains distinction over the one above it. It is 

28 Bourdieu, Distinction, 246. 
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as if each class is running behind each other on a treadmill: the track beneath a class may change, 

but the relative position or orientation never does. What is crucial in this description of social 

change is that the direction of appropriation of symbols of distinction begins from the working 

class: the working class adopts the signifiers ofbourgeois distinction, forcing the bourgeoisie to 

adopt new signifiers to maintain their class status. He writes: "at each level of the distribution, 

what is rare and constitutes an inaccessible luxury or an absurd fantasy for those at an earlier or 

lower level becomes banal and common, and is relegated to the order ofthe taken-for-granted by 

the appearance of new, rarer and more distinctive goods; and, once again, this happens without 

any intentional pursuit of distinctive, distinguished rarity."29 This entire process happens without 

explicit intent - it just happens because of the taste preferences that structure and constitute the 

desires, actions, and dispositions of the specific class groups. 

In this dialectic process, there are no proper agents of social change: actors act because 

that is what they will inevitably do, given their habituses and positionalities. Nonetheless, change 

in specific tastes does occur, since there is constant grappling to adopt the tastes and taste 

signifiers of the higher class. Bourdieu locates a group of taste-makers as the individuals who 

help to produce the tastes that will eventually be adopted by successively lower classes. A taste-

maker is a person "who can 'take the liberty' of standing outside rules fit only for 

pedants ... [who] puts himself forward as a maker of higher rules ... [someone] whose 

transgressions are not mistakes but the annunciation of a new fashion, a new mode of expression 

or action which will become a model, and the modal, normal, the norm, and will call for new 

transgressions by those who refuse to be ranked in the mode."30 Tastemakers do not appear to be, 

29 Bourdieu, Distinction, 24 7-9. 
30 Bourdieu, Distinction, 255. 
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for Bourdieu, a class in of themselves, but rather a selection of people with high cultural 

capital,31 who, by virtue of the cultural capital they already have, come to define taste for the rest 

of their class, and then, through mimesis, lower classes. The question, however, arises: from 

where do tastemakers get their fashion? I would like to argue that, contrary to Bourdieu's 

position that taste trickles down from the upper classes to the lower classes, in specific cases -

though there are many examples of this phenomenon - the dominant social group develops 

"new" tastes by appropriating tastes from dominated social groups. Though in later chapters I 

will focus on processes of appropriation between Israeli Jews of different ethnic backgrounds, I 

would like to elaborate on the concept of cultural appropriation using the example of the 

relationship between early Israeli settlers and native Palestinians: because Israel in many ways 

fills a colonial role in the Israel-Palestine relationship, many of the culinary practices practiced 

by Israelis take on an appropriative tenor. 

As a social phenomenon, cultural appropriation - the process that occurs when a 

dominant group adopts practices of a dominated group and claims those practices as their own -

challenges Bourdieu's conception ofthe flows oftaste. Appropriation, roughly, is the process of 

making one's own something that was not, "originally," one's own. On a social level, then, 

appropriation is the act of one group of people adopting a practice from another group; this 

happens all the time and is often termed "cultural exchange," signifying that practices are 

flowing between groups, which has an impact upon each group. For an adoption of a practice to 

warrant the use ofthe term "cultural appropriation," however, this adoption usually occurs across 

power divides - including between colonizers and colonized, between enslaving people and 

enslaved people, between men and women, and between majority and minority groups. Most 

31 Though this often means they are from the upper class, this is not always the case. 
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often, cultural appropriation is used to describe the behavior of a group that is dominant in some 

or many ways; the adoption of cultural practices of a dominant group by a dominated group is 

rarely described as appropriative. Indeed, there is a fine line between imitation- which occurs all 

the time between peoples, both across and within social groups - and appropriation; I would like 

to assert that a structural power relationship that is contextual and historical delineates between 

these two practices. 

Before engaging further with the notion of cultural appropriation, it is important to 

interrogate what makes certain types of appropriation "cultural." The rough definition of cultural 

appropriation outlined above relies on a particular understanding of culture as something that is 

static and unchanging. In order for cultural authenticity or originality to exist, it must be possible 

to identify which group of people first engaged in a particular practice. Most often, from a 

globalized, white, Western perspective, what is original or authentic is what a particular group-

or geography - was like when Westerners first encountered it. Under this logic "authentic" 

Mexican cuisine is what people in Mexico ate before European contact. 32 While it is certainly 

true that the Columbian exchange33 revolutionized many culinary practices in Europe, the 

Americas, Asia, and Africa in ways that should not be diminished, the tendency to view pre-

European contact food in the Americas as authentic, original, or even traditional erases culinary 

discoveries and cultural exchange that existed within and between groups prior to European 

arrival in the Americas. Additionally, it defines these groups and their culinary productions vis-

32 Interestingly, and perhaps ironically, Western conceptions of European cuisine are incredibly dependent on the 
Columbian exchange. For instance, it is difficult to imagine Irish, Swiss, or German cuisine without potatoes. There 
is no comparable fetishization of pre-Columbian exchange European food. (Perhaps in part because there has been 
some research and discussion of how tasteless and bland European food in the middle ages was. Unsurprisingly, 
then, some historians have speculated that European exploration was motivated in no small part by desire for spices 
and other products that would make food more palatable.) 
33 The exchange of food products between the Americas and Europe that occurred as a result of European 
colonialism in the Americas. 
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a-vis Europeans, rather than on the their own terms. As Clifford Geertz notes, "the elements of a 

culture's own negation are, with greater or lesser force, held within it"34 - in other words, no 

culture is a static, unchanging unit; every social group already contains within it the tools by 

which social and cultural change is manifested. When all cultures are revealed to always already 

be dynamic, the idea that there is a fixed cultural product that can be appropriated is called into 

question. Put another way, how can cultural appropriation exist when cultures are always 

changing? I would like to propose that power is a key component: cultural exchange occurs 

between people or groups with any power relationship (since even appropriation is a type of 

exchange), but this process is only appropriation when a dominant group takes part in this 

exchange in a way that invalidates and obviates the claim of the dominated group. 

The phrase "cultural appropriation" is notably absent from most academic discussions 

about food and cuisine. In a 1997 collection of essays on cultural appropriation, the editors, 

Bruce Ziff and Pratima V. Rao, do not include a single article that mentions food, and in their 

introduction to the volume, they detail sixteen "sites of contestation and mediation" as spaces in 

which cultural appropriation occurs. Food or cuisine, however, is not present as a site of analysis 

in their schematic.35 Similarly, in their introduction to a philosophical collection on cultural 

appropriation, James 0. Young and Conrad G. Bunk "identified nine areas of cultural 

appropriation most in need of philosophical scrutiny," which included "the appropriation of 

human remains [and] genetic material" in addition to other categories more traditionally 

considered cultural productions. However, they did not consider cuisine to be a relevant 

34 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation ofCultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 406. 
35 Bruce Ziff and Pratima V. Rao, "Introduction to Cultural Appropriation: A Framework for Analysis," in 
Borrowed Power: Essays on Cultural Appropriation, eds. Bruce Ziffand Pratima V. Rao (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press, 1997), 6. 
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philosophical site of analysis of cultural appropriation. 36 Within food studies, even when talking 

about very similar processes, there appears to be a reluctance to use the phrase cultural 

appropriation. The philosopher Lisa Heldke, writing about colonial and imperial practices of 

subjugation, instead uses the phrase "cultural food colonialism" to describe a set of practices of 

transmitting cultural practices from a colonized group to a colonizing one.37 While Heldke's 

work is thought-provoking and her concept of cultural food colonialism is worth engaging with, 

the distinctions between it and the paradigms of cultural appropriation developed by scholars of 

other cultural practices are minor. Why, when there is a relatively heavily theorized frame of 

analysis other academics and lay practitioners use often, would scholars of food eschew it? In 

part, I believe this comes out of a discomfort with considering food practices as cultural artifacts 

in the same vein as music and art - which are widely recognized as cultural forms that have been 

and can be appropriated. Food is not, of course, the same as other cultural productions, but it is 

also not wholly dissimilar from them in the ways that its exclusion as a site of analysis of cultural 

appropriation might suggest. I would like to propose that the discomfort produced by considering 

culinary practices as a site in which cultural appropriation occurs reflects a common discomfort 

about thinking about the ways in which power relationships enter into such naturalized processes 

such as eating. Thinking about food while being attentive to processes of appropriation helps to 

bring to the fore the power dynamics and inequalities present in culinary exchange and other 

eating practices. Indeed, cultural appropriation is also often invoked by Palestinians and other 

people who feel that their practices that define who they are have been adopted by those with 

36 James 0. Young and Conrad G. Bunk, "Introduction," in The Ethics of Cultural Appropriation, eds. James o. 
Young and Conrad G. Bunk (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 2. 
37 Lisa Heldke, Exotic Appetites: Ruminations of a Food Adventurer (New York: Routledge, 2003), xvi. 
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power over them. 38 

Jewish Appropriation in British Palestine 

One of the arguments for the appropriation of Palestinian food traditions is as follows: 

early Jewish immigrants to Palestine adopted practices oflocal Palestinians, believing them to be 

more in touch with the land. These Jews, mostly from Eastern Europe, thanks to their Jewish 

roots and the prevalent discourse of Zionism felt a strong connection to the land; despite this, 

they had little actual knowledge of the land. Thus, they looked to Palestinians to learn how to 

relate to the land; among Jews in Palestine in the end ofthe 19th century and continuing, albeit 

in a waning form, at least through first half ofthe 20th century, Palestinians were often treated 

like "part ofthe naturallandscape"39 by Jewish immigrants. They were people from whom Jews 

could learn- or perhaps more accurately, re-learn- how to relate to the land. However, in the 

early 20th century, this ideology shifted slightly to a vision in which Palestinians were taken by 

these Jewish immigrants to be "the unchanged descendants ofthe biblical residents of the Holy 

Land."40 Instead of merely being part ofthe land, Palestinians became signifiers for Jewish 

presence in the land; under this logic, Palestinian culinary practices, since they were tied to the 

land- and not to culture- could reveal how Jews ate in biblical or Roman times.41 Thus, by 

38 Not all Palestinians feel this way. Liora Gvion argues in Beyond Hummus and Falafel that, contrary to a narrative 
that has spread in the West, a large swath of Palestinian food has not entered the Israeli cultural consciousness or the 
global consciousness at all, yet alone as Israeli food. I would argue, however, that this may be changing, especially 
with the runaway success ofYotam Ottolenghi and Sami Tamimi's Jerusalem: A Cookbook, which, despite some 
marginal effort on the part of its authors, still seems to be understood as an Israeli (or, at best, Middle Eastern) 
cookbook in the United States, rather than one containing recipes from both Palestinian and Israeli traditions. 
39 Ted Swedenberg, "The Palestinian Peasant as National Signifier," Anthropological Quarterly 63:1 (1990), 19. 
40 Dalia Manor, "Imagined Homeland: Landscape Painting in Palestine in the 1920s," Nations and Nationalism 9:4 
(2003), 546. 
41 I have no idea if anyone actually argued this; it would be a fascinating trip into the archive to research this. It does 
not, however, particularly matter if this exact formulation was ever expressed, since this idea is the ramification of 
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treating Palestinians merely as signifiers for Jewish history, Jewish immigrants participated in a 

process of "denying any authentic Arab historicity in Palestine"42 by recrafting some Palestinian 

cultural practices as Jewish or Israeli. These ideologies were represented famously in many 

artistic representations of Palestine by Jewish artists in the early 20th century, including in the 

works of Rueven Rubin, a painter who was awarded the Israel Prize - one of, if not the, highest 

non-military distinction awarded by the Israeli government - for his artistic contributions to the 

state oflsrael. In many of Rubin's works, including those displayed prominently as 

representative of Israeli art in many Israeli museums, Palestinian figures appear only as part of 

the landscape, often turned away from the viewer; they often are portrayed with camels, in the 

background, working in fields, or in roles otherwise portrayed to be non-agentive.43 His work, 

along with that of other major Israeli artists of the time, including Yisrael Paldi and Nahum 

Gutman44 reveal the prevalence ofthis discourse naturalizing Palestinians as part ofthe land, as 

objects from which Jewish immigrants could extract knowledge about how to live in Israel as the 

Jews once had two thousand years prior.45 

Given this early relationship between Jewish immigrants and Palestinians, it is hardly 

surprising that Jewish immigrants took on many aspects of Palestinian culture, especially in 

cultural domains like food that, prior to the heavily globalized food economy of the middle and 

late 20th century, were predominantly localized. Many Palestinian foods and dishes- especially 

this discourse on Palestinians. Regardless of if this was an actual utterance, from the vantage of the present, one can 
see this ideology at work in the actions of Jewish immigrants to Palestine. 
42 Swedenberg, "The Palestinian Peasant as National Signifier," 19. 
43 This is not to say that these roles cannot be framed as agentive by those inhabiting them; it is instead to note how 
the portrayal of Palestinians in this manner by a Jewish artist living in Palestine served to objectify Palestinians and 
circulate a discourse of Palestinians as lesser than Jews. 
44 Manor, "Imagined Homeland," 541-8. 
45 It is also important to note that this is stance Jews in Palestine took when they had no administrative control over 
the land of Palestine and were a minority population in the land. Only upon the foundation of the state oflsrael and 
Jewish control over the state did Jewish sentiment towards Palestinians firmly shift to direct violence en masse. 
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vegetables and vegetable-based dishes46- were adopted by the early Jewish immigrants, while 

other dishes, often meat-based, have remained distinctively Palestinian culinary practices into the 

twenty-first century. Although it is likely impossible to ascertain the exact reasons for this, it 

seems likely that differences between dietary laws played at least some role in Jewish 

immigrants not adopting Palestinian meat dishes. Traditional laws of kashrut are stricter than 

halal regulations- for instance, milk and meat must be separated according to Jewish practice, 

while no such limitation exists in halallaws- meaning that Jewish immigrants would not have 

been able to eat some ofthe Palestinian meat dishes. No such religious barriers would have 

existed for vegetable and grain dishes, however, making Jewish adoption of these foodways 

simpler. Indeed, the extent of this appropriation is apparent in the naturalization ofthe names of 

some of these dishes: what is known today throughout the West as Israeli salad - a lightly 

dressed dish of diced tomatoes, cucumbers and occasionally peppers and/or onions- was a dish 

eaten by Arab residents ofthe Middle East for a long time before extensive Jewish settlement in 

Palestine.47 This practice of appropriation did not occur exclusively within the terrain of food -

Jewish immigrants also developed styles of music and dance48 that drew heavily upon 

Palestinian traditions. 

It is important to note that most of these claims of cultural appropriation are occurring in 

the present moment or in recent memory.49 In large part this is likely due to the language of 

cultural appropriation gaining exposure and rhetorical legitimacy within activist and some 

46 Dafua Hirsh, "'Hummus is Best when it is Fresh and Made by Arabs': The Gourmetization of Hummus in Israel 
and the Return of the Repressed Arab" American Ethnologist 38:4 (2011), 621. 
47 Joseph Massad, "The Persistence of the Palestinian Question," in Empire & Terror: Nationalism/postnationalism 
in the New Millennium, ed. Begofia Aretxaga (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 2005), 63. 
48 Nicholas Rowe, "Dance and Political Credibility: The Appropriation ofDabkeh by Zionism, Pan-Arabism, and 
Palestinian Nationalism," The Middle East Journal65-3 (2011). 
49 To my knowledge. Unfortunately, it is beyond the scope of this project to conduct extensive archival research on 
the history of Palestinian claims of cultural theft by Israelis. 
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academic communities in the past two decades. However, perhaps another reason is that the 

terms of the power relationship between Israel and Palestine has changed since the early 

twentieth century. When European Jews first began arriving to Palestine in relatively large 

numbers, in [time period], they were a minority in British-controlled Palestine. As Jews 

continued to arrive, laws were set up to cap the number of Jews who could immigrate to 

Palestine in any given year. 5° Though Jews were not colonial subjects in Palestine, neither were 

they exactly colonizers: they more closely resembled an immigrant group, akin to Jewish 

immigration to the United States during that time. As such, the practices of Jewish immigrants -

though certainly rooted in Orientalist and racist notions about Arabs- may not have been laced 

with the same degree of power difference in the moment when Jews first adopted some 

Palestinian culinary practices than exists now, a moment in which Israel has taken over the role 

of colonizer from the British. 51 Which is to say that in this case, cultural appropriation has a 

temporal dimension to it as well: the naturalization of certain practices as representative of 

Israeli-ness over time - and in the wake of Israeli and British deterritorialization of Palestinians -

is what Palestinian activists object to, rather than the mere fact that Israelis eat certain foods that 

they were introduced to by Palestinians. 

The Production of Nationalism and Cuisine 

In the context oflsrael, nationalism is a crucial lens of analysis: the very concept of 

"Israeli food" presupposes this - the idea that there is something "Israeli" to be determined or 

found in particular food practices in a region of the world that is currently known as Israel. As 

50 Arno J. Mayer, Plowshares into Swords: From Zionism to Israel (New York: Verso, 2008), 154. 
51 This is not to say that no power differential existed then, because one certainly did. Even as an immigrant group, 
and as Europeans, Zionists in Palestine certainly occupied a greater position of power than Palestinians did, even 
though Palestinians represented the significant majority of people living in Palestine. 
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the above analysis and history of appropriation shows, part of how Israeli food became what it is 

today is rooted in Jewish practices and beliefs about Palestinians that shaped how they interacted 

with the foods commonly eaten by them. Though Bourdieu focuses amply on how taste and 

habitus are classed within France, he rarely pauses to consider what makes any of the classes he 

considers or their corresponding tastes particularly French. In the English-language preface, he 

acknowledges that Distinction is as least in part an "ethnography ofFrance,"52 though he asks the 

reader not to reduce the work to just a specific and contingent ethnography, believing that he 

expresses some ideas and concepts that extend far beyond the French context. Notably, he opens 

this preface by stating that he has "every reason to fear that this book will strike the reader as 

'very French,' which .. .is not always a compliment,"53 and then explains some of the French 

intellectual context in which the text is situated; this is the most explicit engagement Bourdieu 

has in Distinction with questions of nationalism, national identity, and national taste. 

On one level, national identity seems to be fairly easy to reconcile with some of 

Bourdieu' s thought. In the same manner as a habitus need not only exist for class - since one can 

and does incorporate into it gender, race, ethnicity, and many other identities- it seems likely 

that national identity is also structured by and through a habitus. Since Distinction is operating 

solely in a French context, Bourdieu appears to take for granted that there is a specific French 

food way in which each of the classes and class fractions he writes about partake, albeit in 

different ways depending on their class position. He assumes that there is a unifying Frenchness 

to the cuisine that different classes of people in France are eating, rather than examining the 

ways in which different diets may be aligned with different relationships to the state and national 

52 Bourdieu, Distinction, xi. 
53 Bourdieu, Distinction, xi. 



Bernard-Herman 42 

identity, rather than just class identity and position. 

As Benedict Anderson has famously noted, nations are imagined communities, meaning 

that the very idea of a nation is an ideologically rooted fiction. He argues that print capitalism 

and the concurrent rise of national languages helped to precipitate the formation of nation-

states. 54 In the case of Israel and the Zionism that pre staged it, the importance of language to 

national identity is particularly salient: the architects of the state of Israel chose Hebrew - a 

language that was almost dead a hundred years prior to the formation of the state of Israel - as 

the national language. Aside from helping to create national unity by virtue of choosing and 

enforcing a language to be the national language, the choice of Hebrew helped to imagine the 

nation oflsrael in a specific manner, one that harkened back to and called up the idea ofthe 

ancient Israelites and their claims to that land. In other words, the effect of choosing Hebrew as a 

national language is a legitimating one, serving to make the imagined nature of the nation seem 

more natural. 55 In a similar manner as language has shaped how a nation is imagined, so too does 

food play a role in developing national image and identity. Choices and clashes around food do 

not just exist in classed contexts within nations, they also exist between other axes of group 

identity within nations, and between nations or national groups. 56 

In his article, "Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy," Arjun 

Appadurai takes Anderson's ideas about the imaged community of the nation and extends them 

into the globalized world in which many people now live. He argues that nations and 

communities are formed through the flows of many -scapes: ethnoscapes, technoscapes, 

54 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (New York: Verso, 2006), 46. 
55 Indeed, the study of Israel as a country is fascinating in part because its nationhood is so young and yet so often 
seen as "Western" that the processes by which a nation becomes a nation are arguable laid bare more clearly in the 
case oflsrael than in other nations that follow a traditionally Western political and economic model. 
56 Though there is significant international dispute (mostly spearheaded by the United States and Israel) about if 
Palestine is a State, there is no question that Palestinians represent a separate national group from Israelis. 
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mediascape, finanscapes, and ideoscape are the ones he articulates, though he leaves room open 

for the articulation or refinement of other scapes. These scapes, which are "fluid, irregular 

shapes ... [that are] not objectively given relations which look the same from every angle ... [but 

rather] are deeply perspectival constructs" are structures which animate what Appadurai terms 

"imagined worlds" (as opposed to imagined communities), which for him represent "the multiple 

worlds which are constituted by the historically situated imaginations of persons and groups 

spread around the globe."57 These imagined worlds and scapes are the structures through which 

cultural flows between and within nations occur. In understanding how Israeli food has been 

constructed as a part of the national imagination surrounding - flowing in and through - the state 

of Israel, the concept of a scape is useful, since it provides a flexible and situated frame with 

which one can express the different positions in which food products and practices can be 

understood and through which these products and practices flow. 

When examining the production of a national cuisine, one must consider both the 

international and the intra-national context. Writing on the development of Indian national 

cuisine - a context that is both markedly different from and strikingly similar to that of Israel -

Arjun Appadurai writes that "cosmopolitan and parochial expressions enrich and sharpen each 

other by dialectical interaction,"58 meaning that it is neither just internal and local culinary 

practices nor outward displays of cuisine that produce a national cuisine, but the tension and 

interplay between the two that creates such a fiction. Like Anderson in his study of the formation 

of nationhood, Appadurai looks at texts, specifically cookbooks, to demonstrate how a national 

cuisine forms. He argues that in India the expression of culinary knowledge in the form of 

57 Arjun Appadurai, "Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy" Public Culture 2-2 (1990): 7. 
58 Arjun Appadurai, "How to Make a National Cuisine: Cookbooks in Contemporary India," 22. 



Bernard-Herman 44 

cookbooks is a relatively new phenomenon; he connects the modem impulse to produce 

cookbooks in India to attempts to articulate a connection between certain foods and Indian 

nationhood. Like printing presses for Anderson, for Appadurai cookbooks create and forge links 

between people who may have never met, binding them together under the banner of a national 

identity. Appadurai notes that shortly after articulations of a national Indian cuisine erupted, new 

articulations of so-called Indian food along ethnic and regional lines developed. Though these 

are new forms that attempt to configure loci of identity other than just the nation, he notes that 

these books "are the self-conscious flip-side of books that are engaged in constructing a national 

cuisine ... they differ markedly from vernacular cookbooks, which take their regional context and 

audience largely for granted."59 In order to have an ethnic or regional identity, then, one must 

first presuppose a national one. For the rest ofthis thesis, I will examine this interplay between 

global flows and demand of culinary products and ideas, and the national and local meanings and 

identities in Israel, with the goal of understanding how food ways in Israel are shaped and 

produced. In the following chapter, I focus my attention on axes of difference within Israel: I 

explore the ways in which Israeli habituses surrounding food are produced through intersecting 

class, ethnic, gender, and religious identities, arguing that the social forces that produce such 

habituses are intersectional and multi-faceted. 

59 Appadurai, "How to Make a National Cuisine," Comparative Studies in Society and History 30-1 (1988): 17. 
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Chapter 2: Religion, Gender, Class, and the Production of Habitus 

In discussions of Israeli food and cuisine, it is important to recognize that the category of 

"Israeli" is constructed and situated, and it is in fact comprised of many different identities. What 

constitutes Israeli cuisine or identity is an assemblage60 of other identities, each of which are also 

multifaceted and contingent upon relations to other identities and practices. Although categories 

of analysis like gender, class, religion, and ethnicity are useful frames of analysis, attempts to 

understand social phenomena through each frame in isolation often result in reductionism that 

fails to grasp the ways in which each of these categories of identity relate to each other and are 

experienced by individuals: since people hold multiple identities at every moment, it is important 

to understand my informant's relationships to Israeli cuisine through their nexuses of identity, 

rather than solely through separate lens of religion, gender, class, and ethnicity. Doing so will 

help to reveal the ways in which Israelis relate to and understand the foods they eat and the foods 

that have been constructed as Israeli; it will also complicate Bourdieu' s notion of taste that is 

structured by a class habitus, rather than a characteristic that is performed, enacted, and 

constituted in dynamic ways along many different axes of identity and positionality. As such, 

this chapter examines the role that different structures- primarily religion, class, and gender, 

though ethnicity, which will be explored in more depth in chapter three, also appears when 

relevant- play in the development of Israelis' understanding of the food they eat and Israeli 

cuisine. At moments, some dimensions are treated as separate identity categories for ease of 

communication, but the hope is that discussions of each of the axes of identity flows and bends 

into each other, giving a holistic sense of what it means to be a contemporary Israeli. My 

60 In a Deleuzian sense. Jasbir Puar, among other queer theorists, has been instrumental in adapting Deleuze and 
Guattari's concept of an assemblage to an intersectional frame. 
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discussion begins with religion, an important force that has been central to the establishment of 

the state of Israel and in the construction of Israeli nationalism. Religion, of course, interacts 

with class and genders, each of which will take their turns as the primary lens of analysis in later 

sections ofthis chapter. 

Keeping Kosher, Becoming Pious 

The role that religion plays in shaping Israeli food is multifaceted: my discussion will 

focus on the ways in which religiously inscribed and socially reproduced dietary practices, like 

kashrut and Shabbat, produce a specifically Israeli Jewish stance on culinary practices. Other 

scholars, most prominently Mary Douglas, have also engaged in examinations of Jewish dietary 

law in attempts to understand the role food plays in Jewish life. Though Douglas's work has 

been helpful in developing a corpus ofliterature and academic interest in Jewish food practices, 

her work is largely historical - she attempts to understand the religious and dietary practices of 

ancient Israelites- rather than contemporary. Even though Jewish dietary law is understood by 

most Jewish denominations to be based on biblical text, different Jewish communities have 

interpreted and followed these texts in divergent manners: thus, the religiously justified dietary 

practices of ancient Israelites are likely completely different from those of contemporary 

Israelis,61 which in turn are different from those of contemporary American Jewish groups. As 

such, ethnographic specificity is crucial to developing an understanding of Jewish religious 

dietary law. 

Jewish religious ritual has been an important factor that has shaped the development of 

many Israeli culinary traditions. Many Jews practice the laws of kashrut, which are sanctions on 

61 Who are themselves anything but a uniform group. 
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what foods Jews are and are not allowed to eat and when certain foods should be consumed or 

avoided. Despite the use of the term "dietary law" to describe kashrut - which is common both in 

the literature and among my interviewees - kashrut is more of a practice than a law. Most Jews 

cite biblical verses and rabbinic interpretation as the source of the laws ofkashrut. Importantly, 

not all Jews- or, of course, Israelis- keep kosher,62 and not all Jews keep kosher in the same way 

or to the same degree of strictness.63 Generally speaking, the more religious one is, the more 

likely they are to keep kosher, though exceptions to this abound. Although there is no one 

standard way of practicing kashrut, the general premises are that certain animals, such as pigs, 

may never be consumed, and all other animals may only be eaten when they have been killed and 

treated in a specified manner,64 though certain parts of some of these animals are also prohibited. 

Additionally, the laws ofkashrut forbid Jews from mixing milk and meat: this is most often 

interpreted as not consuming meat and dairy products during the same meal or in the same dish. 

Orthodox followers tend to have separate plates and kitchens, if they can afford them, for the 

production of meat and dairy foods, while less strict followers make sure to wash dishes that 

have been in contact with either milk or meat before coming into contact with the other. Not all 

Jews follow all aspects ofkashrut- some, for instance, may accept the prohibition on eating 

pork, while simultaneously choosing to eat shellfish despite neither food being kosher. 

According to Yahov, a twenty-year old secular Jew who was doing his mandatory army service 

62 To keep kosher is to follow the laws ofkashrut. 
63 Hence calling keeping kosher a practice, rather than a law. I am less interested in Jewish law but in how different 
Jews understand and practice kashrut. Some of my informants considered it to be a law, others a habit that they 
engaged in. 
64 Numerous interpretations exist for why animals must be killed and prepared according to specific regulations. 
Some believe the laws ofkashrut were adopted for health reasons, others for concern for the pain an animal would 
experience in death (interestingly, though, I have not heard anyone - either in my interviews or in the literature -
claim that following the laws ofkashrut makes food taste better), while others believe that they simply exist as a 
way for God to ensure that people are following his word, much like a musician's rider before shows. In both Purity 
and Danger and the subsequent "Deciphering a Meal," in which she revised her argument from Purity and Danger, 
Mary Douglas provides an analysis of how ancient Israelites navigated these laws. 
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when I spoke to him, the Israeli army follows strict laws ofkashrut, keeping separate kitchens 

and dishes for the preparation and consumption of meat and dairy meals. In part, this is 

achievable because of the scale of military facilities - it is easier to keep separate kitchens rather 

than clean one kitchen thoroughly after cooking milk or meat; it also allows the army to be 

accessible to Israeli Jews who are very religious. However, having multiple kitchens is not 

feasible for most families in Israel; it thus operates as a signifier of class and piety for wealthy 

Orthodox families. 

The role ofkashrut in shaping Israeli food is interesting because it presents itself as much 

through absence as it does through presence. From a materialist perspective, in most markets in 

Jerusalem, vendors do not sell pork or shellfish,65 meaning that preparing food with these 

ingredients would be difficult for people living in Jerusalem. Similarly, because these foods have 

been prohibited in Jewish custom for millennia, most identifiably Jewish culinary traditions do 

not include them. This presents simultaneously a difficulty and an opening for Israelis who do 

not keep kosher: on the one hand, they feel they have little internal tradition to rely on when 

crafting dishes that might include these forbidden ingredients, thus leading them to avoid using 

those ingredients. On the other hand, they represent a new and relatively unexplored culinary 

frontier that can be exciting for those inclined to push boundaries or seek new experiences. In 

Tel Aviv, however, some career chefs are beginning to incorporate pork and shellfish into their 

menus. This phenomenon can be seen as a result of a couple of interrelated factors: the 

emergence of Tel Aviv as a "Western" city catering to a young and business-minded clientele 

65 These are the foods- especially pork- that Jews keeping even the most basic level ofkashrut would typically not 
eat. Notably, Jews who do not eat pork but do not follow other parts ofkashrut may not consider themselves to be 
keeping kosher, seeing instead keeping kosher to mean following "all" the laws ofkashrut. Following some of my 
interviewees, who told me they kept kosher in less strict manner, I am using a loose interpretation of what it means 
to keep kosher, which I take to mean a Jew not eating or drinking something for religious reasons. 
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from across the Westernized world, as opposed to just Jews or Israelis; the rise of a class of chefs 

attempting to make their names known within the city's culinary sphere, as opposed to being an 

invisible chef behind the name of a restaurant; and, in the case of shellfish, the geographic 

location of Tel Aviv on the Mediterranean Sea, where fresh shellfish is abundant and plays into 

currently popular culinary discourses66 of using local food. 

While almost all institutions in Israel-from the military to the Reform movement Kibbutz 

Naor- keep kosher, not all Israeli Jews do, and among those who do keep kosher, not all keep it 

in the same way or find the same meaning in the practice. Though many secular Jews or Reform 

movement Jews keep kosher, doing so is more of a habit for them than a conscious religious 

practice. Yahov, a secular Jew, told me that he doesn't keep kosher because he wasn't raised 

particularly religious and doesn't find the practice meaningful. Even so, he recognized the role 

that kashrut as a practice had on his diet: because Israeli society is set up to support keeping 

kosher, there are some laws ofkashrut that are hard to break (like the prohibition on eating pork) 

given the foods readily available in mainstream Israeli markets and restaurants. In other words, 

because of both material conditions and socialization, it takes effort to break some kosher 

practices. Even though Yahov does not keep kosher, he noted that he often ate kosher anyways, 

because that is how most food in Israel is consumed. 

For some Orthodox Jews, keeping kosher is reflective of integrating religious faith into 

the minutiae of their lives, and finding ways to give thanks to God through the way in which they 

live their lives. For these Israelis, keeping kosher is not just a custom or habit, but a way of 

structuring their relationship to God. In this manner, their practice is reminiscent of practices of 

piety that Saba Mahmood has observed among very religious Muslim women in Egypt. 

66 In this context, the line between a discourse and a fad is thin. 
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Mahmood observes that for these women, "piety ... entailed the inculcation of entire dispositions 

through a simultaneous training of the body, emotions, and reason as sites of discipline until the 

religious virtues acquired the status of embodied habits."67 Thus, while Bourdieu assumes that 

one's habitus produces the practice, Mahmood argues that the practice produces the habitus. 

Though Bourdieu acknowledges that habituses are produced as a result of social positions, he 

implies that after a certain point, generally at a young age, they are more or less fixed; Mahmood 

shows how this assumption may not reflect the ways in which religious women actively work on 

themselves to produce dispositions within themselves that they understand to be Godly. 

Similarly, for some Orthodox Jews, keeping kosher may be a method of inculcating certain types 

of religious piety; though the act of keeping kosher may be structured by one's habitus as 

developed by the religious, gender, and class conditions in which one is raised, the practice also 

plays a role in shaping it and in crafting the self, rather than being merely reflective of one's 

positionality. Mahmood writes that "the performance of prayer is not simply the expression of a 

pious self but is the means by which the pious self is created,"68 meaning that religious actions 

constitute or shape the mental structures of those who practice them. Keeping kosher in a strict 

manner, as many Orthodox Jews do, then, is a way of engaging with one's own habitus and 

actively crafting it in a manner that is more in line with one's religious beliefs and values. The 

self, then, is worked on and developed through action, rather than merely reflective of it and the 

social forces and habituses that structure it. 

67 Saba Mahmood, "Feminist Theory, Embodiment, and the Docile Agent: Some Reflections on the Egyptian 
Islamic Revival," Cultural Anthropology 16-2 (2001): 212. 
68 Saba Mahmood, "Ethical Formation and Politics oflndividual Autonomy in Contemporary Egypt," Social 
Research 40-3 (2003): 855. 
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Shabbat 

Kashrut, however, is not the only Jewish religious tradition that has influenced the 

culinary traditions of Israelis. Shabbat - the Jewish day of rest, observed from sundown Friday to 

sundown Saturday- has also had a strong impact on Israeli culinary tradition. Many Jews-

especially those who are religious- follow laws of the Sabbath that dictate that Jews may not 

light a fire or tum on any device (including an oven or a stovetop) during Shabbat. This 

restriction, practiced by Jews throughout history and in modem Israel - has led to a number of 

distinctive culinary practices. One dish that a number of my informants - both Ashkenazi and 

Mizrahi- mentioned was cholent, or hamim,69 a stew, often comprised of vegetables, some type 

of meat, and spices, that is prepared before the start of Shabbat on Friday and then is left cooking 

on low heat (for modem Israelis, either on the stovetop or in the oven) over Friday night and is 

then eaten warm for lunch on Saturday. Although certain preparations of cholent are more visible 

than others - an Eastern European stew with beans and meat was mentioned by a number of my 

informants as a traditional Ashkenazi cholent - there are many different ways to prepare cholent, 

varying mostly by cultural and family tradition and personal taste. 

The cost of Shabbat is another consideration for money-conscious Israelis. For those 

Israelis who keep kosher, another element is present in attempting to be money-conscious: 

whether any given meal will be a meat or dairy meal. Because meat tends to be more expensive 

than dairy, frugality for some means having fewer meat meals and eating more dairy meals. At 

Kibbutz Naor, only one ofthree meals every day is prepared with meat, while the other two are 

69 Cholent is traditionally the Ashkenazi name for the dish, while hamim is the Sephardic/Mizrahi word for the same 
dish. 
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dairy meals. 70 At the Kibbutz, Shabbat dinner on Friday night is by far the most extravagant 

meal, with multiple meat options- chicken and fried fish71 both commonly appear at the meal, 

though what in specific is prepared varies each week - appearing only on Friday night. 

Additionally, multiple prepared vegetables and grains augment the proteins, while on a non-

Shabbat meal, at most one vegetable and one grain would be prepared specifically for that meal. 

(Others might appear, but they would frequently be unaugmented leftovers from a previous 

meal.) This lavishness that sets the Shabbat meal apart as special and noteworthy also comes 

with a financial cost. Like with many families, on Kibbutz Naor, much ofthe food served on 

Shabbat reappears as leftovers in the Kibbutz kitchen throughout the week following. 

Eyal, an Orthodox student at Ben-Gurion University of the Negev in his mid-twenties, 

claimed that he would spend significantly more money on a Shabbat meal than he would on any 

other meal: "Ifl stay here [his apartment] for Shabbat...I'll put out like 200 shekels [50-60 U.S. 

dollars at the time] on Shabbat which is quite a lot for me. So sometimes Shabbat can be 

somewhat of an investment." He concludes, however, by adding: "but it's worth it for me, 

spiritually." For Eyal, prioritizing his money for Shabbat is one way in which he affirms his 

faith. He sets Shabbat apart by elevating the meal from an ordinary one in which he is likely to 

be very conscious of cost to one in which not only is cost no object, but one in which he goes out 

of his way to purchase higher quality food. In part, he connected his current practice to the way 

70 Of note is the fact that although there is a significant dairy farm on Kibbutz Naor, the dairy produced there is not 
consumed on site. Instead, the milk is sold to nearby Kibbutz Y otvata, which has a processing plant. The milk and 
milk products produced at Kibbutz Yotvata are considered to be among the highest quality milk in the country, and 
is thus sold at prices significantly higher than those individual members of Kibbutz Naor can afford to purchase 
milk. For individuals on Kibbutz Naor, a visit to the ice cream shop at Kibbutz Yotvata, while not prohibitively 
expensive, was nonetheless considered to be a special treat. 
71 The fried fish eaten on Shabbat on Kibbutz Naor is generally industrially produced and bears more resemblance 
to fish sticks than an actual filet of fish. The fried fish is heavily breaded and shaped into a caricature of a fish 
outline. These fish products are also sold in markets across the country. Unfortunately, I was unable to ascertain 
what type or types of fish they were made of. 
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his family observed Shabbat when he was a child: "Friday night was always a big deal," with the 

"full, heavy" meal consisting of multiple courses, often involving both fish and meat. Similar to 

the practice at Kibbutz Naor, leftovers from this meal would be served for days, sometimes until 

Tuesday of the following week. As a meal, Shabbat structures the rest of the week for Eyal and 

his family; it is the definitive act of eating for the week. 

Though Shabbat is understood in Jewish religious traditions to be the day of rest, where 

certain activities are prohibited in the interest of providing a structured space and time for 

reflection and/or prayer, Shabbat labor appeared to me to be highly gendered. Though certain 

tasks - like cleaning in certain manners - are forbidden, women seem to do most of the labor of 

watching over and preparing food for Shabbat. As I will return to later, this reflects a broader 

trend within Israeli society of the feminization of food-related labor; for the purposes of this 

discussion, what is relevant is the way in which the religious practices interact with gendered 

labor: though Shabbat is claimed to be about rest, women, who traditionally have done most of 

the domestic labor, still have to work to put food on the table. At a Shabbat dinner I attended in 

Jerusalem, these gender dynamics were very noticeable. The dinner was hosted by Shawn and 

A viva, a modern Orthodox72 couple who made aliyah73 from America; A viva constantly stood up 

from the table to retrieve food from a pre-heated oven and to refill the guest's water glasses. 

During the meal itself, A viva was the only person to rise from the table; she did so numerous 

times. The respite from labor on Shabbat did not include this gendered labor. Every woman with 

whom I spoke discussed cooking on Shabbat as if it was an unspoken assumption that it was her 

job, even Tzipora, who said that her husband did most ofthe cooking and food preparation, 

72 As distinct from Hasidic, or ultra-Orthodox. 
73 To make aliyah is the process of a diaspora Jew immigrating to Israel. 
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indicating that Shabbat may represent more of a break from labor for men than for women. In 

part this may be due to the domestic nature of this type of labor, which is feminized and much 

more likely to be practiced by women than by men. 

Ethnicity and the Construction of Holiday Foods 

Specific yearly Jewish holidays also influence the culinary landscape oflsrael. When 

asked what they thought "Jewish food" was, a number of my informants, especially younger 

ones, mentioned gefilte fish74 and kneidelach- also known as matzoh balls- which are both 

foods associated with the holiday of Passover. Passover, the weeklong spring holiday celebrating 

the Israelites' exodus from Egypt and release from slavery, has a specific set ofkashrut laws 

associated with it in which Jews are forbidden from eating chametz, which is any non-matzoh75 

grain product.76 Observant Jews will clean their homes thoroughly before the start of Passover, 

making sure to dispose of all chametz before the holiday begins. Neither kneidelach nor gefilte 

fish, therefore, contain any chametz. Beyond this obvious similarity, though, what is most 

interesting is that both foods share a similar heritage: both foods are traditional Passover (though 

gefilte fish were not served exclusively for Passover, but their connection to the holiday has 

cemented in the past century) foods among Ashkenazi Jews. Similarly, challah is widely 

considered to be the bread that is blessed and eaten on Shabbat, even though challah was only 

74 My younger interviewees in particular tended to laugh after claiming that gefilte fish was Jewish food. My best 
guess as to why they did so is because gefilte fish is generally disliked by many people, especially younger ones, so 
they felt uncomfortable immediately associating it with Judaism, especially to a relative stranger. 
75 Interestingly, none of my informants mentioned matzoh itself as a quintessentially Jewish food, despite it being 
arguably the central food to Passover, which is widely considered - across levels of orthodoxy - to be one of the 
most important Jewish holidays. 
76 Not all Jews have the same practice regarding which grains are considered chametz or not. Ashkenazi Jews 
generally have the most stringent customs, while Sephardic and Mizrahi Jews tend to have more lenient customs. 
For instance, Sephardic Jews do not consider rice, beans, or lentils to be chametz, while Ashkenazi Jews do. 
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widely eaten by Ashkenazi Jews: Jews from other parts of the world ate stacks of pita or other 

types of bread to celebrate the Sabbath. 77 This points towards a cultural understanding 

associating Ashkenazi traditions with Judaism and Jewish practice, since foods that are 

associated with Jewish religious events - which in contemporary society are also often Israeli 

cultural events - are almost exclusively of Ashkenazi heritage. 

The connection between Judaism and Ashkenazi-ness is also revealed in the language one 

of my interviewees used to speak about his heritage and how it shaped his taste. Y ahov, a 

nineteen year old from a mixed Ashkenazi/Mizrahi background doing service on a kibbutz as 

part of his military service, mentioned that his father ' s side of the family ate "much more Jewish, 

Polish" food than his mother' s side of the family. The way in which Yahov spoke served to 

conflate Jewish and Polish identities as one, while explicitly making them distinct from the Iraqi 

culinary traditions of his mother' s side of the family. Despite this, the foods that Yahov 

mentioned his grandmother on his mother' s side making - kubbeh, spiced rices, and rice and 

chicken dishes- were likely shaped just as much by Jewish tradition as his father's family's 

Polish dishes; since Mizrahi practices are just as "Jewish" as Polish ones. 

There are a couple of ways in which Yahov' s statement can be read. The first, and 

perhaps most compelling is as part of a system of racial identity in which European heritage -

and thus whiteness - is coded as colorless and culture less. In this understanding, Y ahov' s 

assertion that his father ' s side of the family is "Jewish, Polish," - note that he puts Jewish first-

is necessary because merely saying that side of the family is Polish is not enough to give them a 

cultural identity. Conversely, when he told me that "my mother came from Iraq .. .I was drawn 

77 Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, "Food and Drink" 
https://www.nyu.edu/classes/bkg/web/Food%20and%20Drink.pdf. 
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more to the side oflraq," it seems that him stating that his mother's side of the family is Iraqi is 

enough to endow them with a cultural heritage- adding that they are Jewish would not 

substantially impact their construction as people with a cultural history, a trait that through the 

course of our conversation appeared to be important to Yahov. Secondly, his statement can be 

read as implying that there is no need for Yahov to specify that his mother's side of the family is 

Jewish because of an underlying assumption that all Israelis78 oflraqi heritage are Jewish. 

Implicit within this assumption is the perception that any non-Jews from Iraq are not welcome in 

Israel and would not be viable candidates for romantic or sexual partnership for Jews. Finally, 

and perhaps most compellingly, it is possible that Yahov's statement reflects a broader discursive 

racism and Orientalism in Israeli - and American, given that he may have been catering his 

language to what he thought I would or would not know - society in which Jewish identity is 

conflated with Ashkenazi Jewry, and the Jewishness of Mizrahi, and, to a lesser extent, 

Sephardic Jews is erased. 79 This plays off a failure to understand dynamics of intersectional 

identity: non-privileged cultural groups are more than just the particular axis upon which they are 

different. Mizrahi Jews in Israel are not just Arab, but they are also Jewish, there are also 

Mizrahi men and women, and there is a vast multiplicity of different Arab Jewish traditions 

represented by the identifier "Mizrahi." Jewish, in this reading, becomes code for white, 

Ashkenazi; given Israel's status as a Jewish state, this discursive formulation also serves to 

naturalize the power that Ashkenazi Jews have- if Ashkenazim are the exemplary Jews, then it 

makes sense for them to be the people with political, economic, and cultural power in a formally 

Jewish state. Just as the language that people use to describe food reveals certain assumptions 

78 Or, perhaps more accurately, all Israelis possessing equivalent social and cultural capital to Yahov. 
79 Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin, "The Zionist Return to the West and the Mizrahi Jewish Perspective," in Orienta/ism 
and the Jews eds. Ivan Davidson Kalmar and Derek J. Penslar (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2005): 
173. 
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about how ethnicity operates in Israel, so too can language help to reveal some of the ways that 

gendering is apparent in Israeli circulations of food and taste. 

Gendered Vocabulary and the Erasure of Women's Work 

The words one uses to talk about food are, inevitably, gendered. I realized this most 

vividly during an interview with Yifat, a Mizrahi woman in her thirties who was pursuing her 

PhD in psychology at Ben-Gurion University of the Negev. Yifat is married, and when I asked 

her who did most of the cooking in her household, she told me that she and her husband split the 

responsibility for cooking about equally. However, when I asked her what her family usually ate, 

she mentioned numerous salads and rice dishes. Asked who usually prepared those dishes, she 

said that she almost always did. How could it be that Yifat almost always prepared the dishes 

that her family ate most frequently if she and her husband split cooking responsibilities evenly? 

Based on this interview and others, I believe that the English word "to cook" has a specific 

meaning within Israeli culture that does not encompass all, or even most, aspects of food 

preparation. "To cook" appears to imply putting of meat on a flame, often (but not exclusively) 

in the context of a mangal, or barbeque. In Israeli society, men are seen as participating in 

cooking during mangals much more often than women do. Thus, when asked who "cooks," Yifat 

and many others responded that men did, since cooking was associated specifically with the act 

of cooking meat, an activity that is heavily gendered as masculine in Israeli society. 80 When 

asked, however, who "prepares" the food, Yifat and others much more often said that women 

were the primary preparers of food for their households. This simple linguistic nuance shows that 

80 Interestingly, the cooking of meat is also traditionally masculine in many Arab cultures, including Palestinian 
ones, despite the fact that, like in Israel, most everyday food preparation in those cultural contexts is almost 
exclusively feminized. 
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in Israel, food preparation is feminized, and that women's work is made invisible by the 

language used to describe their behavior. Yifat's case is particularly notable because it reveals 

the extent to which the devaluation of women's work has been internalized, to the degree that 

she herself claims that she and her husband do equal amounts of cooking, despite the fact that 

she is mainly responsible for putting food on the table almost every day. 

This linguistic operation operates as - and within - a discourse that structures the way that 

Israelis think about food; this discourse often works as a positive feedback loop. For instance, 

during mangals men often do the work of putting meat on the grill - which is the most publicly 

visible work during the event - the entire act of cooking during a mangal gets discursively 

produced as masculine. As a masculinized action, men applying heat to pieces of meat gets held 

up as the paradigmatic act of cooking during the event, further cementing mangals as masculine. 

However, this means that the connection between mangals and men may have little to do with 

the gender of the person actually interfacing with the food, and more to do with the way in which 

this event is seen: because Israelis are socialized to look at mangals as a man's domain, they see 

it as such, even when women marinate and prepare the meat, prepare all the non-meat food, and 

assemble the meat onto serving plates or otherwise present the food for consumption. Thus, the 

discourse of masculinity operates in such a way that the gendering of food and food labor occurs 

almost independently of the material actions surrounding the food: instead, gender is produced, 

enacted, and constituted via a linguistic performance. 

There are also religious reasons for the boundary between cooking and preparing food. 

Religious interpretations of the rules of Shabbat vary, but a popular one in Israel among 

Orthodox and other more traditionally religious Jews is that cooking is prohibited on Shabbat, 

but other acts of food preparation are not. Cooking is tied to the lighting of a flame; any acts that 
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require a flame to be lit are forbidden, while other acts involving food are permissible; hence the 

proliferation of Shabbat dishes that are slowly cooked on a stove or in an oven that has been 

turned on before Shabbat begins and are left cooking until Shabbat lunch. As a result of these 

religious values, cooking and food preparation may be construed as completely different tasks, 

since according to the rules of Shabbat they are. What seems like a relatively universal action -

cooking - is thus revealed to be culturally specific and understood in very different ways 

depending on the cultural and religious beliefs of those engaging in the practice. 

Within Israel, cooking in the home is a predominantly feminine task; this was true for 

both the middle class women and the upper class woman with whom I spoke. When asked 

directly, a number of my interviewees claimed that both men and women cooked in their 

childhood home, though this statement was undermined by the details they would use when 

talking about their relationships forged through food. Most people to whom I spoke talked more 

about women in their families - mothers, grandmothers, aunts, and others - when remembering 

foods and food experiences from their childhoods. Both Israelis in their late teens and Israelis in 

their sixties expressed these sentiments, leading me to believe that the gender disparity is not (at 

least entirely) a generational one reflecting an Israeli past in which women were more involved 

with food preparation in the Israeli past than they were in 2013. Instead, I think it points to an 

association of food cooked in the home with the feminine: women were and are more likely to 

cook in home, meaning that food memories from one's childhood are more likely to have 

involved women and food cooked by women than men. Simultaneously, because cooking within 

the home is gendered as feminine, my informants likely were conditioned to think about 

experiences involving women when asked the question, since the words themselves (and their 

attendant meanings) are feminized within the contemporary Israeli context. 
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This discursive operation that frames the way in which Israelis - though the idea and 

principle need not be specific to this Israeli context - think about gender and food reflects some 

ofBourdieu's notions of how the habitus operates in constructing taste. While Bourdieu notes 

that language is often a class signifier,81 he also emphasizes the ways in which cultural ideas are 

embedded in the very words and ways that people speak, thus teaching people about how gender 

operates with regard to food. Though these assumptions and tastes for feminine food are 

conditioned by a habitus, they are also constantly reinforced and developed through language 

and linguistic speech acts. 

At the Orthodox Shabbat dinner I attended in Jerusalem, the role gender played in 

Orthodox Israeli life came to the fore. Though it did not appear that this was arranged this way 

intentionally, the table was segregated by gender: Shawn sat at the head of the table, A viva at the 

end, the male guests closer to Shawn, and the female guests on A viva's end of the table. Shawn 

presided over the meal, directing and leading in the prayers, and setting the tone of the 

conversation during the meal. A viva got up throughout the meal to retrieve foods from the pre-

warmed oven, to assemble food on serving platters, and refill glasses; the meal was served on 

paper plates, presumably so that dishes did not have to be washed during Shabbat. 82 Throughout 

the meal, Shawn would also ask A viva to get up and get more food when he thought the food on 

the table was running low. He was vocally appreciative of her efforts. At multiple moments 

during the meal, he told her - and, by extension, the entire table - how much he loved and 

81 Bourdieu, Distinction, 176. 
82 Technically, it is not prohibited for Jews to wash dishes on Shabbat. However, according to popular religious 
interpretations, it is prohibited to turn on hot water, to use dish towels or sponges, and to wash dishes on Shabbat 
without the express intention of using them before Saturday night. Therefore, some religious Jews choose to eschew 
washing dishes on Shabbat, perhaps interpreting this set of semi -restrictions on dish washing to mean "do not wash 
dishes on Shabbat," or realizing that a practical way to ensure comportment with the laws is to use paper plates, 
even if it is possible not to do so. 
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appreciated her. The protocol at this Shabbat, then, reveals some dynamics by which gender 

roles operate in some Orthodox households: women not only play a role managing food 

preparation in the home, but their performance in this regard is managed and orchestrated by 

men; patriarchy thus is reproduced through the presentation and performance of love and 

affection. 83 

Outside of the home, however, the act of cooking is decidedly masculine in contemporary 

Israel. Most chefs in restaurants in Israel are men, and among the Israelis with whom I spoke, all 

of them who were currently involved in professional cooking or training to become a food 

professional were men. One woman, Dvora, had previously operated a small baking company, 

but she closed it after two years because of the difficulty she faced balancing her responsibilities 

as a small business owner and as a mother. Even on Kibbutz Naor, where women did much of 

the cooking in people's individual homes, in the official kibbutz kitchen, which serves most 

meals on the kibbutz, all of the lead chefs were men. In some ways, this is reminiscent of notions 

of gendered space, in which the feminine is associated with those spaces, such as the home, that 

are seen as private, while the masculine is associated with so-called public space. Following this 

delineation, the method of thought that enables the erasure of women's food preparation work 

begins to become a little clearer. Because men get credit for cooking in "public" spaces - such as 

restaurants or mangals - this work is literally seen and appreciated by more people. Going out to 

eat or having a barbeque are events, and as such they are often more immediately memorable 

because they are a variation from a day to day routine. Perhaps because these events are more 

visible, they cast a shadow over less visible moments, leading people to report that men are more 

83 Suad Joseph, "Brother/Sister Relationships: Connectivity, Love, and Power in the Reproduction of Patriarchy in 
Lebanon," American Ethnologist 21-1. 
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involved in food preparation than they actually are. 

One evening, I attended a mangal hosted by Eyal, a student at Ben-Gurion University of 

the Negev. He held it at his apartment, though a number of his friends and neighbors helped out 

with the preparations. Though Eyal was the formal host of the mangal and cooked the chicken, 

women did almost all of the other food preparation. When it came time to prepare the chicken by 

shredding it and adding it to pita stuffed with spreads and vegetables, women did the work of 

cutting the chicken and vegetables and assembling the sandwiches. The other male-identified 

guests did nothing to help prepare the food; they were handed assembled sandwiches by the 

women. Again, this scene illustrates the pervasiveness of gendered roles in the preparation of 

food in Israel: men do the "cooking," which involves flame and direct heat, while women do 

everything else; men get a disproportionate amount of the acknowledgment for being responsible 

for food, since they do the work that is considered to be most transformative of the food 

involved. That this happened at an event hosted by young university students - frequently held up 

as one of the social groups most likely not to conform to traditional norms and standards - further 

reflects the extent to which gender structures the labor that goes into preparing food and the ways 

in which Israelis therefore understand the food they eat. 

Masculine Frugality 

Eating is not the only part of a food way that is gendered; so too is the purchasing of food, 

which was simultaneously gendered and classed for my interviewees. Among the mostly middle 

class population with whom I spoke, the cost of food stood out as one of the most important 

qualities my informants looked for when shopping, especially for young men. Eyal, a 26 year old 

student at Ben Gurion University of the Negev, was particularly concerned with the cost of food. 
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He articulated his concern about the price of food as a result of his responsibilities as a university 

student living on his own for one of the first times: he was responsible for his money, did not 

have a lot of it, and wanted to make sure he used what he had well. Being a student has redefined 

his relationship to a number of food items: "I don't eat any dairy product, aside from milk in my 

coffee, and I mean at home we have cheese and yogurt and stuff like that. It is financial, it seems 

wasteful, like a delicacy you don't really need." Though diary items were plentiful in his family 

growing up, Eyal now sees them as a "delicacy" that he cannot afford. Eyal's concern with price 

was not only determined by or articulated through the language of necessity; in addition to 

considering dairy a delicacy, he calls dairy consumption "wasteful," indicating that his decision 

not to purchase dairy is not just a financial choice but also a moral one. Whether his impetus for 

not consuming dairy is moral or financial or both, Eyal articulated it in moral language, despite 

claiming it as a financial decision. Later on, Eyal explained that he makes his own tehina instead 

of purchasing dairy, because "it's wonderful, and a great source of calcium, much more than 

dairy .. .it's very filling, it's very cheap." This heavy emphasis on his choice not to purchase dairy 

too seems to indicate an emotional and moral dimension to the choice, even though he framed 

his decision to me as a rational economic and health-based decision. But ifthe only reason he did 

not purchase dairy was financial, would he feel the need to justify it so often and so 

emphatically? Alternatively, perhaps it is precisely because the decision for him is at least part 

financial that he must articulate it in other ways: if he did not have to make everyday choices 

about what food to purchase based upon economic constraints, he might feel more secure 

speaking about the price considerations involved in purchasing food. Through this lens of 

analysis, then, the moral and health-based discourses around purchasing food act as justifications 

for an ultimately financial decision. 
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Eyal was not the only young man who spoke most loquaciously about food when talking 

about the economic factors he considered when buying food. Moni, another young Israeli man, 

said that when shopping for food, he would routinely go around to multiple vendors to check 

which shop had the cheapest prices before buying anything. "Even a half shekel," mattered, he 

said, even when purchasing vegetables, which tended to be fairly cheap. 84 Because so often 

many shops would be right next to each other- such as in the Mahene Yehuda and other shuqs, 

or markets - the social geography of space within many Israeli cities facilitates this type of 

comparison shopping. For Moni, this type of shopping is the norm -it is also how, to his 

knowledge, all of his friends shop. Itzhar, another young man, explained that he uses a cellphone 

app called Zap that allows him to look at the prices of the same product in grocery stores across 

the country or a specific city. He then will go to the store that has the items he needs for the 

cheapest price. For both Moni and Itzhar, shopping for the lowest price possible was a distinctly 

Israeli cultural trait: Itzhar noted that "I don't know actually in the United States, if other people 

go from one shop to the other to look for the lowest price. It makes sense, but I don't know if 

people do it in other places." Similarly, Moni theorized that "Maybe again it has to do with the 

Israeli tendency to" say - and here his voice went deep, in apparent mockery of men professing 

this attitude- '"I got this for its cheapest price' and it's not too bad." Despite Moni's mocking 

tone, he himself professes to practice this form of shopping; he both practices in the cultural 

display of being proud of and showing off one's cheap purchases, and is disparaging of this 

behavior. He might think it's a silly way ofboasting, but it's Israeli, and he's Israeli, so he does 

it. This context ofbraggadocio also perhaps provides another way of reading Eyal's constant 

84 At least by American standards. A zucchini in the summer at a market stand routinely cost me (an American and 
poot haggler) a half shekel- roughly 13 cents at the time. Even new varietals of tomatoes, one of the more expensive 
items in the shuqs, rarely cost me more than a quarter shekel per tomato. 
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refrain that he didn't buy dairy: he acts proud of his cheapness and wants to let it be known how 

cheap he can be, how little money he can spend and still get by well. This may mask, however, 

shame or embarrassment at having to consider financial constraints, especially for a man like 

Eyal, who described his upbringing as well to do. This act takes on added significance when 

considering that each of these men are supporting themselves and managing their finances 

themselves for likely the first time in their lives; thus, this game might also be a theater in which 

they can act out their desires, fears, and successes in being independent men. Finding the 

cheapest goods becomes a way for these young Israeli men to one-up each other, perhaps even a 

method to prove that one is more of a man than one's peers. 

Notably, every single person with whom I spoke who told me about or practiced this 

behavior was a young man, between the ages of nineteen and thirty, living on his own. Despite 

Moni's admonition that he was telling me something about "the Israeli tendency," it seems that 

he was speaking less of a universal characteristic of Israelis, and more about himself, his own 

personality and his positionality as a young, middle-class, single Ashkenazi Jewish man. In 

particular, this flourishing of discourse around frugality appears to be a way for these young men 

of relative privilege to show off to each other how manly they are. Although these men did not 

inform me of the details of their financial situations, my sense from speaking with each of them 

was that penny-pinching frugality was not a necessity in order to make ends meet for each of 

them. Rather, being frugal was a performance they performed for each other and perhaps for 

themselves, a way of asserting who they were and how they should be seen. Following Judith 

Butler's notion ofperformativity, these performances, rather than being merely reflective ofthe 

identities of these young men, helped to constitute their identities. Showing each other that they 

are frugal is one of the ways that these young men are seen as men by each other and by 
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themselves. 

And yet, despite this performance being limited - to my knowledge - to young, single 

men in Israel of a middle class socioeconomic status, 85 Moni' s assertion that he was speaking 

about Israeli character as a whole may not have just been a projection of his identity onto the 

entirety oflsraeli society. Rather, it might be reflective of a wider social dynamic in which 

positionalities like Moni's and other young relatively well-off men's are valorized and described 

as representative of the nation and national identity. These men may see their actions, identities, 

and ways of being as representative of what it means to be Israeli because, in part, this is the 

narrative that they have internalized from Israeli society at large: that they - privileged young 

men - are what it means to be Israeli, or are at least close enough to that idea that they have the 

confidence and authority to speak, with the airs of authority, to an outsider about what it means 

to be an "Israeli," rather than what it means to be a specific individual within Israeli society. 

Only one interviewee who was not a young man engaged in a similar style of generalization, a 

middle-aged upper class women named Dvora. 

An Israeli Taste for Sweetness 

In my conversation with Dvora, an Ashkenazi Jewish woman, topics of discussion 

gravitated towards those that included sweet foods. She was most effusive when talking about 

sweets, including those she made in a small baking business she operated. The only food that she 

remembered from her childhood which she spoke with positively were blintzes, a sweet thin 

pancake, usually filled with sweet cheese and/or fruit (and sometimes -like during Chanukah

fried). To Dvora, part of what it meant to be an Israeli was an appreciation of sweet foods - she 

85 Among the Israelis I spoke with, both Mizrahi and Ashkenazi men performed this type of frugality. 
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noted that unlike in America, in Israel an appropriate breakfast would be coffee and a couple of 

cookies.86 Indeed, for her, sweetness was near the core of what it meant, gastronomically, to be 

Israeli. Following Sidney Mintz's analysis of sugar consumption in Western Europe, even 

though a taste for sweetness is on some levels a genetically coded human trait, an appreciation of 

and affinity for sweetness is always a culturally contingent and constructed desire. His 

distinction between sweet food and sweetness elucidates this concept and is helpful to 

understanding how Dvora articulates the relationship between Israeli culture and sweetness: 

"sweetness is a taste ... and the sugars ... are substances that excite the sensation of sweetness."87 

Dvora does not point to one specific food that is emblematic of Israel; rather she focuses on a 

collection of sweet foods, unified by the concept of sweetness. For Dvora, then, a taste, rather 

than a specific food is one of the defining characteristics of being Israeli. Thinking about national 

cuisine in terms of taste opens up new possibilities for understanding the relationship between 

culture, identity, and food. It implies that, in a similar manner as Bourdieu articulates a class 

habitus, there may also be a national habitus operating in an Israeli context: a social milieu that 

structures how Israelis experience and taste food, and it points towards sweetness as one of the 

tastes produced by this habitus. 

Although Dvora enjoyed sweet things, she also made extensive reference to discourses of 

health during the course of our conversation. She opened up her bakery in part because she felt 

fulfilled by making all sorts of sweet dishes, but she did not like eating them all herself. When I 

was leaving my interview with her, she insisted on sending me with some cheesecake that she 

86 This comment is striking both because of its portrayal of Israelis but also for its portrayal of American breakfast 
habits - a nutritionist might take umbrage with her statement, since though cookies qua cookies are not yet a 
standard part of American breakfasts, cookie breakfast cereal is marketed heavily to children and the sugar content 
of many American breakfast dishes is incredibly high. 
87 M" S dP ... mtz, weetness an ower, xxvm. 
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had baked recently; she baked it "just because" she wanted to bake something. Baking for her, 

even when she operated her for-profit bakery was a hobby, rather than something she did 

primarily to feed her family or friends. In some ways, this is reflective of the role that sweets 

appear to play for people like Dvora who subscribe to discourses of health and food: sweet foods 

are indulgences that taste good but are at best nutritionally vacuous and at worst potentially 

dangerous. However, based on her desire- and, admittedly, practice- of eating sweets for 

breakfast, it is clear that she does not follow the rules outlined by health discourses to the letter; 

instead, it appears that health for Dvora is an important way to understand food, but not the only 

one. 

She said that she did not eat hummus or pita because they were calorie-dense, and she did 

not eat falafel because it was greasy; she especially warned me against eating falafel from stands 

while I was travelling in the summer, since there was a risk of getting hepatitis from the frying 

oil.88 When asked directly, however, if health was her primary concern with eating hummus, she 

responded that "I don't eat it because it's not interesting .. .its, uh, hummus," accenting the word 

hummus to make it sound disappointing, as if it were a letdown. It appeared, then, that while 

health was clearly important to Dvora, it was merely one among a number of arguments she used 

to justify her food choices; she seemed uncomfortable reducing her aversion to eating hummus 

solely to health, but also frequently gestured towards healthfulness as a reason to avoid eating 

many foods, including hummus. Thus, although healthfulness was clearly important for her, it 

did not define all of her food choices. This sentiment was echoed throughout my other interviews 

- few of my other informants even mentioned health when discussing their relationships with 

88 Dvora was the only person with whom I spoke who mentioned this. 
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food, and when they did, it was often as a side note. 89 

Despite her insistence that much of what she eats is based on health, she also mentioned 

that she disliked when people attempted to make alterations to her recipes to make them more 

healthy; part of the appeal of baking for her was that it is formulaic, where particular inputs 

always yield the same outputs, assuming the recipe is followed correctly. Implicit in this 

statement is an articulation of where in a social system the locus of health should be: Dvora 

appears to be operating under a cultural logic in which healthfulness is a quality of a particular 

person's diet, rather than a food. In other words, it is an individual's responsibility to choose to 

eat healthy foods, rather than to make certain foods - like cakes and cookies - more healthful. 

Her taste for these sweets was based in a value that there is a certain way that cookies and cakes 

should taste or feel, and that even if reduced sugar or fat versions of these foods could replicate 

the taste of their less healthful brethren, the imitation sweets should be avoided precisely because 

they are imitation. This creation of distinction along the lines of authenticity is very much 

reminiscent of what Bourdieu terms the taste ofluxury, a taste that is based less upon the 

nutritive or economic qualities of food and more on "the manner (of presenting, serving, eating, 

etc.)"9° Consciously eating and baking sweets that are full-fat and full-sugar- "as they should 

be" - represents a luxury because it reflects a precise concern with the make-up and constitution 

of specific foods in ways that may have very little to do with the actual nutritive or gustatory 

qualities of the food. 

Dvora's assertion that a taste for sweetness represents something crucial about Israeli 

cuisine reads against some of what my younger, male interviewees said about the connections 

89 Interestingly, though perhaps unsurprisingly, most of my informants who mentioned health were women. 
90 Bourdieu, Distinction, 6. 
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between frugality and Israeli cuisine. Both Dvora and the young men attempted to make claims 

that a particular taste that they held was exemplary oflsraeli taste in general. Neither of the 

claims that they made - that sweetness or frugality were central parts of the Israeli disposition 

towards food - were mentioned by any of my other interviewees. What emerges, then, is the 

possibility that both Dvora and these young men are projecting their individual tastes and 

practices - which are products of their positionalities and habituses - onto the their imagination of 

Israeli food. In this manner, conceptions of national cuisines may speak more to the positions 

and values of the articulator than they speak directly to the composition of the cuisine. Then 

again, because nations- and their attendant national cuisines- are imagined, perhaps projection 

is just one process through which the imagined edifice of a national cuisine is produced. In the 

following chapter, I engage more directly with questions of nationalism and the production of 

Israeli food by examining the flows of cuisine between Israel and the international sphere. 
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Chapter 3: Globalization, Ethnicity, and the Construction of Israeli Cuisine 

Israeli food does not just exist within the context oflsrael as a nation-state; in the modern 

world, food necessarily is globalized and is constituted on both a national and international stage. 

As a cuisine, Israeli food has been formed and made meaningful not just by actors within the 

state, but also in conversation with global trends and practices. What Israelis eat is not just based 

on foods already present in the land that is now Israel or in Jewish diasporic traditions and 

memories, but is also influenced by global culinary flows entering Israel from places like the 

United States and Europe. Likewise, the foods that non-Israelis eat are also influenced by the 

cultural flows emanating out from Israel into the world. Finally, not all Israelis eat the same 

thing, as evidenced by the different culinary tastes held by members of numerous different 

Jewish ethnic groups within Israel. By examining the cultural and culinary flows between Israelis 

and international and global society, as well as flows across ethnic and national difference within 

Israel itself, the construct of "Israeli cuisine" will begin to come into clearer focus as a myth 

collectively imagined in different ways by various groups, used and employed by these groups 

with particular effects and impacts. 

What Israelis Eat 

In order to understand what "Israeli food" is, an appropriate starting point might be to 

examine what Israelis eat. Though at first blush these two categories - Israeli food and food that 

Israelis eat - might seem the be the same (after all, what should Israeli food be but the food that 

Israelis eat?), they actually are quite different; to paraphrase Yahov, whose quote about Israeli 

food became the title of this thesis, it turns out that not everything eaten in Israel is Israeli; the 

converse of this statement is also true - not everything Israeli is eaten in Israel. The food that 
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Israelis reported to me that they ate, and the food that they ate in my presence and with me, 

reflected a more complicated reality. I would like to use the term "Israeli diet" to describe the 

foods that Israelis eat, while reserving the term "Israeli food" or "Israeli cuisine" to describe 

foods that relate to an image of the nation and national culinary landscape. 

In conversations and observations with Israelis, I was struck by how similar the foods 

they ate were to the foods that I, as a middle class white Jewish American from California, ate 

often at home. In their homes, a number of my interviewees mentioned pasta as a favorite food, 

and pizza and steak were other foods common in the United States that Israelis professed as 

foods they liked and commonly ate. Tzipora, a Mizrahi woman with young children, told me that 

most of the food she cooks at home was simple food -like spaghetti and ravioli. Similarly, on 

Kibbutz Naor, the stable foods that were present at every meal were apples and American-style 

sliced bread (both white and whole wheat), along with a salad bar, which featured American

style thick dressings, as well as tahini-based sauces and other condiments that read to me as less 

American, and more Israeli or Middle Eastern. 

In every urban area in Israel I visited, including those in Tel Aviv, Jerusalem, Be'er 

Sheba, Eilat, Haifa, and Nazareth, there were a number of restaurants serving global "ethnic" 

food. These were primarily Chinese and Indian restaurants, but Vietnamese, pan-Asian, and 

other non-Israeli and non-Jewish food traditions were present in each ofthese cities. Restaurants 

serving different types of European food - from French to Italian to Russian - were also present; 

additionally, menus at some restaurants, especially higher-end ones, reflected a contemporary 

focus on "local" food but incorporated some global touches- French technique, Japanese cuts of 
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fish, Italian spices.91 What is often considered to be standard, lowest-common denominator 

American/European fare - sandwiches, salads, apples and bananas, coffee - were present in many 

spaces across the cour1try, and were consumed regularly by Israelis with whom I ate. As a largely 

Western, globalized country, this is to be expected oflsrael: given patterns of globalization, it is 

not in the least surprising that these global elements are highly visible and integrated into Israeli 

life. Keeping this in mind, however, helps to reveal the extent to which eating in Israel is highly 

similar to eating in other industrialized, Western economic democracies. Though there are 

culinary differences and a distinct Israeli national cuisine, this cuisine co-occurs with all the 

other foods that Israelis appear to consume much more often. 

American Food in Israel 

Global foods that are considered to be "American" occupy a privileged place for some 

Israelis. Upon hearing that I was coming to Israel, I was asked by my teenage cousins who live 

on Kibbutz Naor to bring them American candies- M&M and Reese's Peanut Butter Cups in 

particular - because these candies were hard to purchase in the part of the cour1try they lived in, 

and because "everyone knew that American candy was the best candy." Indeed, non-culinary 

American cultural artifacts are also common cultural touchstones for Israelis, especially among 

Israeli youth. Friends refUfls are common on local television channels, and were popular among 

the high-school aged youth on Kibbutz Naor. In addition to a number of Hebrew-language 

singers, American and English-language pop music was also very popular among Israeli youth 

91 It is worth noting that only certain foods get constructed as "global," most of which are from European, East 
Asian, and Indian culinary traditions. Additionally, only specific strains of these cuisines exist on the global market: 
most global Chinese food is from a specific region in China, and most global Indian foods are strikingly similar to 
each other, despite the wide range of culinary traditions in India. Likewise, though French and Italian food have 
gained prominent international stature, other European culinary traditions - like those of Scandinavia - have had 
relatively little broad international impact. 
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with whom I spoke. Of course, because I conducted my interviews in English, it is important to 

note that I had access to only a certain subset oflsraelis: those who spoke at least some English. 

Though most Israelis speak some English, those who speak it proficiently are more likely to be 

American, have American roots, or have an American education; thus, the Israelis with whom I 

ate and discussed food may have been those with previous cultural exposure to or a taste for 

American food. This exposure to American-ness, though perhaps disproportionately represented 

in my interviews, is an important part of Israeli society, since it reflects a continued cultural and 

social affinity between the two countries. Though certain United States-based restaurant chains-

McDonalds, Sbarro - do exist in Israel,92 along with a large suite of American-style Israeli 

chains, I am less interested in the globalization of particular American foods or American brands. 

Instead, I would like to focus my attention on the circulation of the idea and value of American 

food- or, more accurately, the American-ness of food- in Israel. 

Foods that are perceived as American in Israel were often mentioned as favorite foods or 

comfort foods by some of my interviewees, especially the younger ones. Pasta, pizza, and steak 

were three of the foods most often mentioned in interviews as favorites, all of which, I would 

like to argue, were seen as American by my informants, and reflected a desire for American-ness 

present in Israeli society. It also is indicative of a certain globalization oftaste that is indicative 

of what Michael Herzfeld has termed a "global hierarchy of values" in which certain values- in 

this case, a gastronomic taste- becomes semi-universally valued and valorized in a global 

context. Herzfeld writes that the global hierarchy of values operates in a manner such that "more 

constant than any particular set of its expressions is the comfortably vague sense - the common 

92 Interestingly, there are also a number of American chains that have attempted to expand to Israeli markets and 
failed to do so successfully - Starbucks being the most prominent one. 
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sense - that, at any given moment, people know what it is, that they know what the good, the 

beautiful, and the appropriate are.'m In other words, applying Herzfeld's concept to this context, 

it is not any one particular taste that is obviously valued above others, but a sense that certain 

tastes are better than others; I would argue that these tastes, at least for young Israelis, are those 

that correlate with a sense of American-ness. 

Among the younger Israelis I interviewed, pizza was a common favorite food; with one 

exception, an Israeli youth who had lived in Italy for a few years, the young people I spoke to 

considered pizza to be an American food. This notion is substantiated by the framing of pizza 

restaurants within Israel: many of them use American cultural signifiers94 as a way of 

demonstrating the authenticity of the pizza. One of the more prominent pizza chains - and the 

only one to use geographic or cultural signifiers in its name- in Jerusalem is Big Apple Pizza, 

which conjures up a connection between New York and pizza in the minds of potential 

consumers. Similarly, many stands and hole-in-the-wall restaurants selling pizza advertise their 

pizza as "New York-style." While both Big Apple Pizza and "New York-style" pizza may be 

intended to convey a specify preparation of pizza - thin crust - they also perform a specific 

cultural work oflinking New York- and, through New York's association as an emblematic city 

ofthe United States, the United States as a whole- to pizza. In part, this association may result 

from the presence of a large Jewish population in New York- a city that has a long culinary 

tradition of producing pizza. Jews from New York may have introduced pizza to Israel when the 

immigrated to Israel, or Israelis visiting New York may have been introduced to pizza there and 

developed an association between the city and the food. Regardless, the connection between 

93 Michael Herzfeld, The Body Impolitic: Artisans and Artifice in the Global Hierarchy of Value (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2004), 3. 
94 As opposed to Italian cultural signifiers, as are common in the United States and elsewhere. 
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pizza and the idea of America and its most well-known and iconic city, appears to be strong in 

Israel and for Israelis. Pizza was not, however, the food mentioned to me most often by my 

informants: that honor went to the humble and ubiquitous pasta. 

Despite the Italian roots of pasta,95 most of my informants claimed pasta to be - or 

assumed in conversation with me that it was - American, rather than Italian. This could perhaps 

be due to a couple of factors. First, many of my informants had closer ties to the United States 

than to Italy. Thus, because pasta is associated with both countries and cuisines, it is possible that 

some of my informants associated pasta with the cuisine and country with which they were most 

familiar or had encountered pasta in first. Second, the globalization of cuisine and the 

prominence of American cuisine at the forefront of this globalization may reinforce American 

associations with pasta; this too is reminiscent of Herzfeld's global hierarchy of values, in which 

once again values associated with the United States are held up as the most valued. Third, and 

most speculatively, it is possible that in Israel there exists a class distinction between American 

and Italian pasta; in parts ofthe United States, cheap pasta, even when sold under Italian brand 

names, is often seen as American food, while hand-made and/or fresh pasta is more likely to be 

branded and/or perceived as Italian. Yahov, a twenty-year old who spent a couple of years as a 

teenager living in Italy, alluded to such a distinction when he mentioned that he believed that 

Italians were more concerned with food quality than Israelis. Similarly, Nadav- the 51-year old 

chef on Kibbutz Naor- told me that the food his children most enjoy is macaroni and cheese 

made with the cheese substance in American boxed macaroni and cheese. Nadav would obtain 

the cheese packets from his sister-in-law, who lives in New York and a few times each year 

would send him the cheese packets. She would leave out the macaroni in the box, presumably 

95 As distinct from noodles, which have Chinese roots. 
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because macaroni could be obtained easily in Israel and it is expensive to ship from the United 

States to Israel. Notably, though Nadav made macaroni and cheese with the cheese packets, he 

also mentioned experimenting with them and using them to make other foods than the dish they 

were intended or branded to make. This material practice reinforces the idea that Americans 

know how to make dishes that involve pasta -like macaroni and cheese- best.96 For families, 

such as Nadav's and Tzipora's, pasta also has the advantage of being a relatively cheap and not 

labor intensive food to cook. 

Especially among Israeli men with whom I spoke, steak was another food that 

interviewees mentioned as a favorite. Y ahov mentioned "a nice, juicy steak" as the ideal food to 

make when he was craving good food while serving in the army. At my uncle's house on 

Kibbutz Naor, steak and pizza were the dishes they cooked most often for themselves when they 

did not eat at the communal dining hall. Neither steak nor pizza were served or prepared in the 

communal kitchen on a regular basis. From Yahov's statements, he implied that steak was not a 

food one would find while serving in the army: he described army cuisine as mostly mass-

produced and not to his liking or up to his cultural standards for good food. Thus, steak and pizza 

fill a role as foods that Yahov and my uncle enjoyed, and enjoyed outside of the primary 

communal settings in which they consume most of their food. Because these dishes are not 

institutionalized in the communal culinary structures in which they live, American cuisine is thus 

food that Y ahov and others choose to eat; it is the food that when given the choice, they want 

most outside of the communal supported diets of the institutions in which they live. 

For the young Israelis with whom I spoke, there appeared to be a number of components 

96 Notably, macaroni was one of the first pasta shapes to gain widespread acceptance in the United States, and 
macaroni and cheese was among the first American pasta dishes to be developed. 
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to enjoying pizza, pasta, steak, and other foods they saw to be American. The first, on a simple 

level, is that they enjoyed the taste and mouthfeel ofthese foods. In one sense, this level of 

interpretation is the most honest - this is what my informants told me about pizza, pasta, and 

steak, so it is reflective of how they understand and experience the world. Especially in the realm 

of affective experiences, it is important not to discount the experiential reality of people's 

experiences. However, as Bourdieu and others have noted, taste is not simply a biological 

affective response but a culturally constructed and conditioned response. I would like to argue 

that part of why young Israelis- especially those with some connection to the United States- like 

American foods is because doing so helps to position themselves as ideal subjects vis-a-vis the 

United States, which holds a dominant role in a global hierarchy of values. 

In line with Arjun Appadurai's notion of cultural flows, Israel exists within a context in 

which is it constantly "looking towards" the United States and thus receiving different images, 

products, and ideas from many nodes of American culture and cuisine. Despite being 

geographically distant, the United States is considered to be Israel's closest political ally and has 

steadfastly supported Israel's military entanglements to the point that it is almost universally 

acknowledged that Israel as a country would likely not exist without past United States military 

support. Additionally, many Israelis are themselves emigrants from the United States or are 

children of emigrants from the United States, and have family who live in the United States. 

Thus, it is unsurprising that the United States and its cultural productions occupy an important 

place within the Israeli cultural imagination. Thus, when Israelis claim to like pizza, pasta, and 

steak, it is, at least in part, a positioning of affinity towards the United States. 97 It is possible that 

97 Which is not to say that every Israeli who likes pizza is also fond of or is uncritical towards the United States; it is 
merely to say that this one action positions a subject in a particular way, which may or may not be consistent with 
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the choice to consume American food is reflective of a desire to produce the self as more 

American; this reflects a national Israeli habitus that is structured to value - and thus desire -

American food more highly than other cuisines. This process works in this manner primarily as a 

result of the power differential in the cultural flows of cuisine between the United States and 

Israel: American food is seen as and constructed as normative and part of global conceptions of 

cuisine, while Israeli food is less so. Though Israelis certainly rework the cultural forms of pasta, 

pizza, and steak -like with Nadav's use of American macaroni and cheese packets to make other 

dishes- these are still predominantly seen by Israelis as American. The same is not true of, say, 

French fries, which through their use as a filling in falafel and other sandwiches, appear to be 

considered a food with a more local or Israeli bent than other global and American foods. Thus, 

the eager consumption of what is identified and produced as American food can be seen as one 

way in which Israeli openness to and affinity for the United States is revealed. On a broader level 

too, the increased presence of fast food pizza and other Americanized foods and fast food chains 

in Israel can be seen as part of a process of Americanization of Israel. 98 

"Ethnic Food" 

In writing about "ethnic food" in Israel, one is immediately confronted with the 

awkwardness ofthe category. This descriptor has emerged primarily within an American cultural 

context. The very idea of ethnic food implies that there is some food that is not ethnic, that is just 

"food" without any necessary adjectival description; given the historical production of certain 

the other ways in which a particular person positions their self. 
98 This is not a process which I have space to dwell on at length here. However, it is necessary to add that the 
process of"Americanization" in Israel, including in culinary and food-related spaces, is a historically specific 
process that is likely more dissimilar than not to processes of "Americanization" in countries with different colonial 
and economic histories. There are assuredly more thorough accounts of the cultural relationship between the United 
States and Israel, such as Elvis in Jerusalem. 
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foods as ethnic and the subsequent globalization of these categories, these so-called "normal" 

foods are often considered to be unhyphenated "American" food99 - contemporarily often 

understood to be hamburgers, hot dogs, macaroni and cheese, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches 

on packaged white bread, etc. - despite the complicated history of Americanization of each of 

these foods. In an American context, no foods existed as "American"- American food was 

produced, both consciously and unconsciously. Indeed, no cuisine exists as authentic- there is no 

ideal type or authentic, unchanging essence of American, French, or Israeli cuisine. However, 

this process of development of national cuisine is laid bare most clearly in countries like the 

United States and Israel because each of these countries have short ethnic histories - there is a 

moment in relatively recent historical memory in which "Americans" did not live in the land that 

is now the United States, and Israel as a state has only existed for 65 years (although Jewish 

presence in the land that is now Israel has existed in varying levels for millennia). Ethnic food, 

then, as a concept, is produced in relation to a national and global norm. In order for a food to be 

ethnic, it must not be part ofthe national cuisine of that specific country. 

Because of this, in Israel, what "ethnic food" is maps onto different foods and cuisines 

than it does within the United States. In the United States, Israeli food - and Middle Eastern food 

more generally, which is often conflated with Israeli food- is considered to be ethnic. In Israel, 

however, ethnic food appears to often be defined against two norms: "Israeli" food and 

American food. What might be considered mainstream Israeli food - hummus, falafel, Israeli 

salad- is not considered to be ethnic in an Israeli context; however, neither is globalized 

"American" food. When discussing these foods viewed as American, none of my informants 

99 Donna R. Gabaccia, We Are What We Eat: Ethnic Food and the Making of Americans (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1998). This dynamic of globalization will be explored in more depth later in this chapter. 
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paused to indicate to me the origins or histories ofthese foods. However, when discussing other 

dishes- most often Jewish cuisine indigenous to the Middle East, but also other Israeli dishes, 

the ethnic origins of the dish were almost always mentioned. This may in part be due to 

assumptions my informants made about me - because I am a white American, I would know 

about the history of steak and pasta and not of Mizrahi food 100 - and my research project, in 

which I was specifically interested in "Israeli food." Nonetheless, this linguistic practice is 

notable because it specifies certain foods as being worthy of an ethnic distinction. While, in the 

eyes of my informants, it might not be important to tell me the ethnic origin of pasta, it is to tell 

me about the ethnic roots of hummus. In other words, the origins and ethnic positioning of 

hummus is culturally significant and important - to my informants and my informants think, to 

me - while these qualities are not for pasta. Because pasta itself is part of the norm, it becomes 

invisible, a taken-for-granted part of the culinary backdrop of everyday Israeli society. 

As a mode of differentiation, ethnic food as a label is inherently limited. There is no 

consensus - academic or national - on what is or is not ethnic food, both within the United States 

and within Israel. Rather, what each individual considers to be ethnic food varies from person to 

person and time period to time period, often changing in concert with changing conceptions of 

what food is "normal." Within the United States, the contours of ethnic food have changed 

greatly over the past century - foods like hamburgers and pizza, which were once considered to 

be German and Italian food, respectively, are now considered to be pillars of American cuisine. 

100 Interestingly, this is not a safe assumption to make. Foods that become omnipresent and homogenous often have 
their histories obscured as a result of their cultural saturation. In many ways, cultural distance- seeing something as 
"Other" - may prompt more curiosity and a greater "knowledge" (even if this "knowledge" is often comprised in 
part of prejudice) about a food than one may have with regards to foods that one eats all the time. Also, as a 
globalized subject with a particular class status and orientation, the assumption that I know my own food traditions 
best may be suspect. Following Lisa Heldke' s analysis, among members of a certain cultural class in the United 
States, know ledges of cultures and cuisines of a group that is "other" are often more developed than rigorous self
knowledge. 



Bernard-Herman 82 

The process by which each of these foods became American coincided - most likely not 

coincidentally - with the process of each of these ethnic groups in America becoming white. In 

contemporary Israel, as I will show, it appears that a similar process is also occurring: Mizrahi 

Jews are gaining unprecedented access to positions of power and prestige in Israeli society at the 

same time as some Mizrahi foods are circulating widely among many Israelis and visitors to 

Israel. 

Mizrahi Food: Between Marginality and Assimilation 

Mizrahi Jews in Israel today are identified as an ethnic group in a manner that no other 

ethnic group is in the country. Mizrahi Jews are generally considered to be those Jews who have 

cultural roots in Middle Eastern and Arab countries; the term Oriental Jews is often used to 

include Mizrahi and Sephardi Jews, Jews from Spain, Portugal and North Africa. 101 The word 

Mizrach in Hebrew means east, implying that the term became applied to Arab Jews because 

they were from an area to the east of where Ashkenazi Jews, who presumably coined the term, 

were from. Despite the generalizing force produced by the use of Mizrahi as an identity category, 

Mizrahi Jewry is not a fixed or constant category. There exists no intrinsic Mizrahi solidarity or 

universal commonality between all the diverse groups - such as Moroccan, Iraqi, Iranian, and a 

myriad other nationalities- which constitute this category. Mizrahi Jews possess immense 

privilege on account of being Jews, unlike other Arabs in Israel. Most Mizrahi Jews immigrated 

to Israel immediately after the creation ofthe State oflsrael in 1948. Some Mizrahi Jews may 

have immigrated out of Zionist impulses and a desire to live in Israel, though the impetus to 

101 Jews from North Africa occupy a space in which both the Mizrahi and Sephardi label may apply, depending on 
how one is using each term. I take Sephardi to mean Jews from Spain and Portugal, and Mizrahi to encompass Jews 
from North Africa as well as the Middle East. 
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immigrate in many cases may have been a result of increasing anti-Semitism in many Muslim-

majority Middle Eastern countries following Israel's declaration of independence. The historian 

Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin notes that the relationship between Zionism, the state of Israel, and 

Mizrahi Jews has been defined by prejudice and exclusion from the inception of Zionist thinking: 

"originally, 'Oriental' Jews were neither included in the Zionist vision, nor in the category of 

'the Jewish people.' Zionist ideology was born in Europe, and its target audience was European 

Jews."102 Nonetheless, tension arose, because "Zionism was obliged to include the Mizrahim, 

given its perception as the representative ofthe entire Jewish nation."103 Mizrahi Jews, then, 

were caught in between the competing nationalisms of Zionism and the nationalist projects 

developing in many ofthe nascent countries from which they came. 104 

For much ofthe early history ofthe state oflsrael, Mizrahi Jews were very clearly second 

class citizens: Ashkenazi Jews held the vast majority of positions of economic, political, and 

social power in Israel. This situation is changing slowly, as traditional conceptions of Zionism 

and Israeli nationalism face new challenges. The existential threat that Mizrahi Jewry once 

appeared to pose to the dominant strand of Ashkenazi Zionism that produced itself as universal 

appears to have faded in the face of political, economic, and demographic changes in Israeli 

society. Increased intermarriage between Ashkenazi and Mizrahi Jews has blurred the familial 

boundaries between who is and is not Ashkenazi or Mizrahi. After over sixty years living in 

Israel, some Mizrahi Jews are breaking into positions of institutional power in the country. 

Additionally, increased immigration of other, poorer groups of Jews from places like Ethiopia 

and Russia- along with the immigration of non-Jewish populations, mostly as cheap labor- has 

1 02 Raz-Krakotzkin, "The Zionist Return to the West and the Mizrahi Jewish Perspective," 1 71. 
103 Raz-Krakotzkin, "The Zionist Return to the West and the Mizrahi Jewish Perspective," 171. 
104 Ella Shohat, "The Invention ofthe Mizrahim," Journal of Palestine Studies 29-1 (1999), 10. 
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helped contribute to the relative improvement of social position for Mizrahi Jews. These have 

not been static processes: as Dov, a doctoral student researching identity at Ben Gurion 

University ofthe Negev told me, some Mizrahi Jews have made concerted efforts to distance 

themselves from other non-European immigrant groups, emphasizing their Jewishness and their 

sixty-year presence in the country to make claims that they are more like Ashkenazi Jews than 

Ethiopian Jews are. Mizrahi Jews appear to have been relatively successful in these appeals to 

assimilation and attempts to gain cultural capital. They are becoming part of the mainstream of 

Israeli culture: from a gastronomic standpoint, this is evidenced in part by the Mizrahi foods that 

appear in supermarkets and are sold on street comers with regularity in cities across Israel. Yet, 

given that these foods are still marked or seen as Mizrahi - as "other" - they have not fully 

integrated into the Israeli culinary milieu. 

Tzipora, a Mizrahi woman who works and studies as post-doc at Ben Gurion University 

of the Negev, explained to me her experience ofbeing a Moroccan Jewish woman in Israel with 

a professional career. She framed her experience entering the workforce as a generational 

difference between her mother and grandmother and herself: "my mother and grandmother, 

they're very conservative women that were usually at home taking care oftheir children, cooking 

for them, not women that were in a career or studying. So I'm the new generation." Tzipora saw 

her mother and grandmother perform traditional gender roles and embody notions of femininity 

that she did not embrace for herself. These gender roles, to Tzipora, were not only about 

femininity, but also about ethnicity: they were specifically gender positions held by Moroccan 

women. Since she wanted to pursue a career, unlike the women of previous generations in her 

family, she felt ambivalent about her identity, feeling like to be a Moroccan woman meant 

staying at home, taking care of children, and feeding a family. "At first, when I was younger, I 
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didn't connect with those women [her mother and grandmother]. I loved them, I loved their 

cooking, but I felt different from them." Having different desires for her life than her older 

female relatives led Tzipora, for a while, to feel "different from them"; this difference manifested 

itself in the choices of food she would prepare for her family. 105 

The vast majority of the food Tzipora cooks- especially for her children- is not food she 

considers to be Moroccan, with the exception of couscous and a spicy fish for Shabbat. When 

she cooks couscous, she doesn't often make a Moroccan-style sauce for it, because her children 

don't like it as much as the nontraditional milk sauce. Instead, she most frequently prepares 

ravioli and spaghetti at home, because her children prefer them. So, although she enjoys the 

Moroccan food of her childhood and family, she doesn't replicate it at home very often; the food 

tastes she is shaping for her children are different - and more in line with "mainstream" Israeli 

culinary preferences for the time - than the food traditions with which she grew up. As part of 

her choice to become a professional and have a family as a Moroccan woman, Tzipora has 

distanced herself from the food ways of her childhood and adopted ones more similar to those of 

a globalized Israeli populace, signaling a shift in her socioeconomic class and cultural capital as 

compared to her mother and grandmother's generation. Some of this shift may also be connected 

to time pressure and labor: many Mizrahi and Moroccan dishes are time-consuming to prepare, 

and working and studying full time may not afford Tzipora the opportunity to make these dishes 

often. Viewing Tzipora's choices through a lens oflabor allows one to identify part of the 

generational shift between her and her mother and grandmother: by choosing to enter the public 

labor market, she is shifting her labor choices from the home to the academy, and therefore does 

105 Notably, Tzipora's husband, also Mizrahi ofMoroccan descent, was the primary cook in the family, though she 
and him shared cooking responsibility. 
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not have as much time to prepare some traditional Moroccan dishes, the preparation of which is 

partially dependent on a form of female sociality in which women spend extended periods of 

time together cooking and socializing. Dishes and foodways, then, are also reflective of gendered 

labor conditions, and Tzipora's decision to pursue a career and doctoral education thus engenders 

the practice of food preparation that fits easily into this lifestyle, which is not the majority of 

traditional Moroccan Jewish cuisine. 

In the past, Tzipora told me she had felt disconnected from her Moroccan heritage. 

Although she never felt personally discriminated against, she saw in the world around her that 

being Moroccan was a liability: "But as I saw from the outside point of view, at the workforce, at 

other places, I could see that Moroccan and all the Mizrahi, you considered them all - men and 

especially women - at a position that was not good. [In] academia, there were a few women that 

were Mizrahi as a researcher and a few in the business places" but there were not very many. She 

understood that, in the broader society's eyes, to be Moroccan was to be lesser. She never said 

that she personally felt ashamed of being Moroccan, but she drew a distinction between her 

present feelings about her ethnicity and her feelings in the past: "I wasn't proud of [being 

Moroccan] the first years, but now I can say it loud and clear." After saying this, she laughed, 

perhaps to release the tension of implying that she had once not felt proud ofbeing Moroccan. 

Her newfound pride in her Moroccan identity coincides with a willingness to appreciate 

Moroccan foods, like matbucha, a spicy crushed tomato salad. She used to dislike it but now said 

that in recent years she has come to embrace because "it has a relationship with my identity as a 

woman, from this culture in this country." Her appreciation of matbucha does not extend, 

however, to preparing it; her mother or husband will make it, and pre-prepared matbucha 

recently started appearing in grocery stores and markets. She considered this to be a good tum, 
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since she could consume foods from her heritage without having to spend time preparing them 

herself: the market now catered to her and that part of her identity. 

Not every family follows the culinary model that Tzipora's does. Yahov, a young Israeli 

working on Kibbutz Naor before his army service, noted that in his mixed Polish/Iraqi family, 

Iraqi food was more common than Polish food. He attributes this to the fact that his Iraqi mother 

was more involved in food preparation than his Polish father, and because his family was closer 

to his maternal grandparents than his paternal grandparents; as a result, he had more access to 

older Iraqi traditions than he did to Polish foodways. 106 Just because Yahov' s family has 

emphasized more of their culinary Mizrahi heritage than Tzipora has chosen to do for her family 

does not mean that Y ahov' s diet is less global or more "traditionally Mizrahi" ; his comfort foods 

included steak and pasta. In a culinary sense, both Tzipora and Y ahov are presenting similar 

ways of being Mizrahi in contemporary Israel, both of which have an assimilatory bent. While 

neither is completely disconnected from their Mizrahi heritage, neither presents it in the way 

their parents did; Tzipora appreciates but does not cook Moroccan food, Y ahov can cook Iraqi 

food, but pasta is his go-to meal. For both ofthese Mizrahi Jews, Mizrahi food is only a part of 

the food that they eat: they are both Israelis, Mizrahim, and members of a globalized, 

industrialized country, all of which are reflected in the foods they eat and identify with. 

1 06 When talking about differences between Ashkenazi and Mizrahi food, it is interesting to note the different 
conditions upon which Ashkenazi Jews and Mizrahi Jews came to Israel. In brief: Ashkenazi Jews have the specter 
of the Holocaust looming over them and a longer history of Zionism - and thus, perhaps, the tendency to view Israel 
with more Messianic expectation as a new start- while Mizrahi Jews mostly came to Israel as a result of increased 
anti-Semitism from the Muslim-majority countries they lived in prior to 1948. While the Mizrahi experience of 
emigration was no doubt traumatic, it perhaps encouraged the holding on to one's cultural identity more strongly 
than the conditions under which Ashkenazi Jews left Europe. Additionally, because Mizrahi Jews are a minority 
Jewish ethnic group in Israel, it makes sense that they would have stronger ethnic cultural identification. 
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Ashkenazi Food: Normative But Neglected 

One middle-aged Ashkenazi woman, Dvora, who was discussed in the previous chapter, 

mentioned that she only really liked to eat "interesting" food. When asked about the food that 

she grew up eating, she dismissed the question, saying that the food was not "interesting." She 

quickly rattled off a short list of the dishes her family prepared when she was a child - borsht, 

chicken and rice, cholent and other stews - without elaborating on any of those dishes. Instead, 

she said that when she was younger she preferred "attractive" foods like blintzes, and that she 

made a decision from a young age only to eat "attractive" foods. In the course of our 

conversation, she spent very little time talking about the dishes she thought were not interesting, 

preferring to emphasize the foods she did enjoy. Her classification of certain foods as attractive 

and, by implication, unattractive, had both a classed and ethnic tenor. The ways food are 

presented has a large influence on how people react to them: taste is not just about the flavor or 

texture of a dish, but also about the smell, the color, the presentation of the particular food. 

Certain foods, like those prepared by her family when she was a child, may not have been 

presented in a manner that signaled aesthetic distinction, prompting her to reject those foods as 

unattractive. Along these highly classed lines, Dvora may be replicating a social systems of 

aesthetics that valorizes certain dishes over others based upon the social distinction conveyed by 

them. 107 

Of note, however, are also the ethnic identities of the foods Dvora found to be interesting 

or attractive or not. Both sides of her family are Polish, and the foods she mentioned that her 

mother and grandmothers cooked were, for the most part, typical of Polish Jewish cuisine. 

Additionally, she spoke fondly of special occasions when other families would come over to her 

107 B d" n· . . 270 our 1eu, zstmctwn, . 
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house and bring with them other dishes, some of which Dvora had never tried. Almost all of her 

family's friends were Polish and Eastern European Jews, meaning that, according to her, most of 

the new foods she was exposed to through her family's social connections were Polish dishes 

that her mother did not know how to make or chose not to make. Now, she thinks that what she 

considers to be ethnic foods - she mentioned Moroccan food in particular - are the foods that are 

most interesting. Such statements help to reveal some of the racial and ethnic logic that Dvora 

and other Ashkenazi Jews use. 

On the simplest level, referring to certain foods as ethnic creates a division between so-

called "ethnic food" and food that is not ethnic; the very terminology implies the existence of an 

other and the positioning of one's self outside that other. This thus associates the dominant 

cuisine and ethnicity- in the Israeli case, Ashkenazi Jews- as being the norm. Part of how this 

norm operates is revealed precisely in Dvora's assertion that her family's Polish food is not 

interesting, while Moroccan food is: the food of the normative ethnic group is assumed as a 

given, and is therefore considered to be boring, uninteresting, or otherwise not noteworthy. As 

Lisa Heldke notes, this perspective on food is indicative of a social positioning within a certain 

class of globalized, Western eaters: this class is focused more on exotic foods than on the foods 

oftheir own traditions, 108 since they may believe that they "have no culture of [their] own."109 

This taste tends to be associated with people with high cultural capital; it is unsurprising that 

Dvora, in addition to being upper class and possessing both economic and cultural capital, is 

Ashkenazi and takes this stance towards food. Her focus on the"other," exotic, or "interesting" 

foods helps to reproduce a cultural understanding of Ashkenazi culinary culture as invisible: a 

108 Unless one's own culinary heritage has been valorized and vouched for as noteworthy by current food fads and 
global flows of gastronomic value. 
109 H ldk E . A . . e e, xotzc ppetztes, XXI. 
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social and cultural production that's existence- for Ashkenazi Jews in contemporary Israel- is 

taken for granted. This unconscious logic allows Dvora to think of most ofher dominant culinary 

traditions as uninteresting while admiring other cuisines from non-dominant ethnic groups for 

being interesting and attractive. 

It is important to keep in mind, however, that Israeli culinary hierarchies exist within a 

much larger field of culinary flows and values. In globalized Western systems of culinary value, 

Eastern European cuisine has- with some specific and notable exceptions110 - been valued much 

less than other European cuisines, like French or Italian traditions. Thus, on a global scale, 

Eastern European cuisine occupies a strange middle place: it is not "other," or "ethnic," yet it is 

de-valued within the culinary landscapes of"the West."111 This is part of a larger pattern of so-

called "cuisines ofnecessity"112 being marginal in many culinary discourses, even as some of 

these traditions are "found" by curious cultural elites and subsequently turned into fads. In part 

due to the globalized de-valuing of Eastern European Jewish food, and in part due to a Zionist 

effort that encouraged Jews in Palestine - and later Israel - to shed their European roots and the 

poverty and anti-Semitism associated with them, some Ashkenazi Jews chose not to reproduce 

their own culinary traditions in Israel, instead opting to develop a diet more akin to what they 

imagined the Israelites might have eaten in Israel two millennia earlier. Given this, Ashkenazi 

food occupies a nuanced position in the Israeli culinary field: it is simultaneously the food of the 

dominant Israeli ethnic group and a culinary tradition that has been intentionally discarded by 

some of those who have culinary roots in that tradition. When Dvora says that she does not find 

Ashkenazi food to be interesting, she is at once reinforcing both of these discourses: she is 

110 Like, for example, challah, the Eastern European ritual bread of the Jews, to be eaten every Shabbat. 
111 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, "Food and Drink." 
112 B d" n· . . 6 our 1eu, zstmctwn, . 
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participating in a long history of Ashkenazi disavowal of Ashkenazi food, while also allowing 

Ashkenazi culinary traditions to remain unexamined, dominant, and integrated in Israeli culinary 

landscape. 

Also of note in Dvora's statements are the classed dimensions of her claimed refusal to 

eat certain uninteresting foods. Dvora now lives in a very large, well-furnished house in a suburb 

of Beersheba that was described by one of my interviewees as one of the wealthiest townships in 

Israel. During our interview, she complained about the high cost of sending one of her sons to 

camp; she believed the camp was so expensive for her son because the cost he paid subsidized 

Ethiopian Jews- who are generally among the poorest Israeli Jews- to attend the camp as well. 

She refused to allow her late-high school aged son to attend the camp unless the cost was 

lowered, and argued with the director until he reduced the fee, despite the fact that she made 

clear that she could afford to pay the cost initially set for her son to attend the camp. Perhaps 

even more revealingly of her socioeconomic position and class status, she assumed that it was 

her responsibility to pay for her teenaged son's camp, rather than at least in part his 

responsibility to pay for the camp he wanted to attend. Looking at Dvora' s comments about 

interesting and uninteresting food from a classed perspective can shed light on perhaps another 

dynamic at play: those related to class-based shame and pride. Although never explicitly stated, 

Dvora occasionally implied that her family growing up was of modest means - or at least more 

modest means than currently at her disposal. Thus, the foods she ate growing up were likely 

representative to her of a necessity and therefore foods associated with the lower classes; with 

this lens, her desire to only eat interesting foods takes on a classed hue and begins to look like a 

statement of desiring upward mobility, of wishing to have the means and social status associated 

with eating other foods. That her family only ate dishes like chicken and rice and borscht may 
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have been a source of shame for her, leading her to renounce those foods as symbols of the lower 

class status of her family. In a similar vein, her desire for interesting food can be seen as an 

embrace of her current class status and an actualization ofher stated childhood desire to only eat 

. . fi d 113 mterestmg oo . 

Forming a National Cuisine 

The idea of a national cuisine, must, of course, engage with the different ethnic and 

regional cuisines that are present within the nation. Ethnic food operates in the culinary field of 

Israel in such a way that it helps to reveal both national and global hierarchies of cuisine. Despite 

the immense diversity of the foods that Israelis eat, the question "is there such a thing as Israeli 

food," and its corollary, "if so, what is it" is still live. Though there is a widespread beliefthat 

national or ethnic foods are simply the foods that a particular group or people eat, this myth has 

most likely never been true, and it is especially untrue in a contemporary global context. The 

idea of a national food is intimately tied with the construction of an image of the nation-state, 

and often appears to be directed outwards - towards an international audience - than it is focused 

inwards towards the residents and citizens of the nation itself. Indeed, all national cuisine 

necessarily exists in an international context, and it is this context that shapes what it is and is not 

considered to be Israeli food. By examining a couple of the foods most often considered to be 

Israeli, along with attendant debates about the claims made towards their Israeli-ness, I hope to 

show how Israeli national cuisine is constituted through global flows and circulations of ideas, 

113 Of course, there is also always the possibility that Dvora' s statement about her desires as a child were her desires 
in the present being projected into the past. However, I do not want to venture deep into the territory of 
psychoanalysis, so I shall leave that pathway unexplored. Suffice it to say that there are risks involved in the 
ethnographic practice of trusting one's informant- there is always the possibility that they are not telling the truth, in 
whole or in part, either consciously or unconsciously. While this possibility exists, acknowledging its reality appears 
to be the most I can do to address it. 
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peoples, products, and images, which simultaneously differentiate - by assigning certain foods to 

different countries - and homogenize - by producing a unified cuisine from a diverse set of 

traditions. 

The Faded Glory of Falafel 

From my position as an American Ashkenazi Jew in the United States, falafel is perhaps 

the food most immediately associated with Israel. Within Israel, falafel is certainly portrayed to 

tourists as an iconic Israeli food: in many stalls and shops in heavily touristed areas, vendors sell 

refrigerator magnets of falafel balls and salads in a pita with an Israeli flag sticking out of it. 

Falafel stands line many of the main streets in tourist areas. A number of my informants told me 

that falafel were tourist food; when I asked one of my informants to tell me what he thought 

Israeli food was, he turned the question back on me: "you mean, like falafel and shawarma?" 

Others, when asked the same question said "I know falafel is [Israeli]" and "falafel is very 

Israeli." Both those who were disdainful of it and those who liked it felt the need to bring up 

falafel in our conversation even before I mentioned it. Regardless of if falafel is or should be 

Israeli - or such a prominent signifier of Israeliness - or not, clearly its presence and ubiquity 

looms over the popular Israeli culinary discourse, prompting my informants to address it even 

when I had not directly called into the conversation. In other words, without mentioning falafel, 

but by mentioning Israeli food, I already called falafel into the conversation, summoned its 

specter, demanded my informant to account for it. In one sense, this process that occurred in my 

conversations regarding falafel - where I demanded that falafel be addressed without ever 

referring to it - seems to be a good indicator of a "national dish." If merely asking the question 

"what is Israeli food" compels every one of my informants to address falafel, then certainly 
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falafel must have some connection to Israeli national food. The question, though, is whether - or 

perhaps more appropriately, to what degree- Israelis themselves see falafel as a national dish or 

whether they perceive that others, including Americans like me, think of falafel as a national 

icon of Israel. And, of course, these two propositions are not mutually exclusive: it is likely that 

to some degree both are operating at once. 

Several of my informants seemed acutely aware that falafel had a reputation; that its 

name and image preceded it. Most often, they mentioned falafel with a resignation or 

defensiveness: of course they had to mention falafel, and they had to defend their position. 

Dvora, the upper class Ashkenazi woman mentioned above, told me that falafel was a tourist 

food and that real Israelis do not eat it. She believed it was greasy and unhealthy and warned me 

against eating falafel from street stands in the summer, since the cooking oil was rarely cleaned 

and one could contract hepatitis from it. Those who disliked falafel, like Dvora, defended their 

positions against those who claimed that it was a national dish by detailing the foods negative 

and dangerous qualities. Those who liked falafel, like Y ahov - a young mixed 

Ashkenazi/Mizrahi Jew in the middle of his army service- also spoke of falafel with an air of 

defensiveness, as if falafel was considered an inferior food: "I eat a lot of falafel, because it's 

actually very good food." Although not as explicitly defensive as Dvora's statement, Yahov's 

description of falafel still positions the food against other perceptions of it. 

Indeed, no one I spoke to merely stated their opinion of falafel or mentioned experiences 

of eating it. Instead, they articulated their opinion of it within a broader social discourse about 

the food, which I believe is indicative of falafel's status as a signifier of national cuisine. 

Regardless of one's position on falafel, it appears to demand this type of posturing in discourse: 

one cannot simply like or dislike the dish, one must have grounds, arguments to appeal to, and 
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reasons to defend and justify one's stance on it that speak to certain cultural perceptions of it. 

Falafel, it seems, is not a food that it is possible for any Israeli to be unaware of or neutral 

towards - it appears that, as an Israeli, one is expected to have an opinion on and orientation 

towards falafel. In part, when Yahov says "it's actually very good food," this discursive 

saturation is what he's responding to: the notion that one must always already have one's mind 

made up about falafel. By saying that it's actually very good, he implies that falafel is already 

laden with expectations, and that - it appears to his surprise - the dish actually meets or exceeds 

them. What both Yahov and Dvora's discussions of falafel reveal is that, for Israelis, foods that 

are culturally constructed as Israeli come with discursive baggage, which Israelis are expected to 

construct their orientation towards falafel around. 

Yael Raviv has noted a similar feeling among other Israelis, stating that "Israelis seem 

somewhat ambivalent about falafel." 114 She goes on to counter this ambivalence by arguing that 

falafel "appears to serve more as a representation of Israel to the outside world than as an 

evocative and inspiring image for Israelis."115 It is very possible, then, that my informants only 

felt the need to account for the falafel because they were talking to a non-Israeli, whom they 

assumed would expect to hear something about falafel. However, even acknowledging this 

cannot account for the impassioned nature of my informant's statements about falafel: not only 

did all of them feel the need to mention falafel, most had strong sentiments to express about the 

food. 

The history of falafel is contested; 116 depending on whom one asks or which resources 

114 Yael Raviv, "Falafel: A National Icon," Gastronomica 3-3 (2003): 23. 
115 Raviv, "Falafel," 23. 
116 As with many national histories; perhaps this is another sign that falafel is indeed, at least in some respects, an 
Israeli national dish. 
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one consults, one will hear a different story. Although some of my informants who spoke about 

the "origins" of falafel spoke about the Arab roots of the food, others told me about how falafel 

were staple food ofYemenite Jews, who taught other Jews when they immigrated to the land that 

would become Israel. Despite the prevalence within Israel ofthis history, there is little historical 

support for it: Raviv has noted that "falafel is not native to Yemen; the Y emenites had learned 

how to prepare it from the local Arabs."117 She attributes the popularity of this history to the 

widespread anti-Arab sentiment within newly formed Israel in 1948, which caused Israelis to 

look for alternative, non-Arab roots for some already popular cultural products, including falafel. 

Although Raviv does not posit the causal agent or agents of this myth, she ascribes clear intent 

and impact to the shift in origin: a Jewish origin was fabricated to authenticate Israeli Jewish 

nationalism and claims to falafel as a national signifier. Unlike other food items that have come 

to serve as cultural and national signifiers, Raviv argues that "falafel was not assimilated into 

Israeli society by a long, slow, natural process. Rather, its transformation into an icon of Israeli 

culture was rushed and deliberate. In its urgent search for symbols of unity, the nationalist 

movement hit upon falafel as a signifier oflsraeli pride."118 On one level, Raviv's analysis 

makes perfect sense: one ofthe major issues facing the state oflsrael is that because it has such a 

short history, how can it make claims to authentic, ancient nationhood in the way that other 

nations do? In this sense, Israel as a country is similar to some post-colonies in their struggles to 

craft an identity on a fictive entity of the nation-state imposed from the outside. 119 On the other 

hand, it falls into the trap of perpetuating the reification of so-called "natural" processes of 

cultural practices and products becoming national symbols. As the case of Israel - accentuated by 

117 Raviv "Falafel" 22 
118 Raviv: "Falafel:" 20. 
119 On the other hand, of course, Israel is in many ways the continuation of the British colony of Palestine. 
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its comparatively short history as a nation-state and the only slightly longer history of a 

significant Jewish presence in the land that is now Israel- helps to show, there are no "natural" 

processes by which a food becomes a national symbol. Instead, all tradition and history is 

invented; the process through which falafel became Israeli merely reveals this process. 

Despite being positioned and recognized by Israelis as a national food, the majority ofthe 

Israelis with whom I spoke was largely ambivalent about falafel, or at least recognized that there 

was a negative association with it. This was not the case with other foods that were associated 

with the national cuisine, like hummus. 

Hummus and Hipness 

Unlike falafel, hummus was not as widely disdained by a number of my informants. 

Though they had less to say about hummus - fewer people mentioned it as an emblematic dish of 

the country than mentioned falafel, though many still did mention it - what they did say was 

more laudatory. My younger informants, who were generally the people who were most vocally 

appreciative of falafel, rarely spoke to me about hummus; when a younger person did, it was 

only to acknowledge that hummus was seen as food that was representative of Israel and Israeli 

cuisine. Instead, it was my older interviewees and informants who spoke to me most about 

hummus: they too told me that hummus was considered to be a common Israeli food, but they 

also often asked me if I had had a chance yet to visit a good hummusiya in the city yet. 

According to Dafna Hirsch, Israelis consider good hummusiyot to be ones run by Arabs 

where hummus is made fresh. 120 At most of these hummusiyot, the only food served is a couple 

120 Dafua Hirsch, "'Hummus is Best when it is Fresh and Made by Arabs': The Gourmetization of Hummus in 
Israel and the Return of the Repressed Arab," American Ethnologist 38-4 (2011), 617. 
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of varieties of hummus, and when all of the hummus made in the morning has been sold, the 

restaurant closes; I was informed that at a number of hummusiyot, I would need to arrive before 

noon to be guaranteed to arrive before they closed. Though certain villages - Abu Ghosh, a small 

town outside of Jerusalem, most notably- have made a name for themselves on the basis of one 

or more fabled hummusiyot, most cities, especially those with even a moderate Arab population, 

have at least one gourmet-style hummusiya. After visiting hummusiyot in many different cities, 

including relatively famous ones in Jaffo and Acre, a couple of patterns emerged: most were 

small restaurants with limited seating. The menu options at each one were incredibly similar: 

hummus; hummus masabacha- a hummus-like dish with cooked chickpeas left whole instead of 

mashed; half hummus, half masabacha; and hummus ful - hummus with a warm pulse of dried 

fava beans, known as ful, on top. At a couple of places, one could also get hummus with other 

toppings - slices of shawarma meat or pine nuts were the most common - but not every 

hummusiya I visited offered these. Interestingly, hummus is widely considered to be a Levantine 

dish, with roots in Palestine, Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon. 121 Ful, on the other hand, is considered 

by some to be a national Egyptian and Sudanese dish, though people in the Levant have also 

historically eaten fava bean pastes. Any of these dishes are generally served with olive oil, 

parsley, and paprika coating the top ofthe bowl the hummus is served in. At each hummusiyot, 

the hummus was served with warm pita and tomato and onion wedges; some also served it with 

pickles, hard boiled eggs, or, in one case, a couple of warm falafel balls. 

My older informants impressed upon me the need to visit hummusiyot- as opposed to 

eating pre-packaged refrigeratable hummus, which is widely available in every supermarket and 

121 There is little known historical or cultural record of Egyptian hununus consumption prior to industrial 
globalization. 
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road stop - in part, because, for them, eating at these restaurants was a sign of distinction. As 

Hirsch argues, hummus made daily in Arab-run hummusiyot has gained an aura of authenticity 

among middle-class Israeli Jews that has given these establishments a sense of culinary 

distinction.122 In other words, certain Israelis help to craft themselves as refined individuals by 

defining themselves by the types of foods they eat, and at this point in time, certain Israelis are 

eating at Arab hummusiyot and producing a discourse around this practice of consumption such 

that doing so signifies the tastefulness of the eater of Arab hummus as a cosmopolitan citizen, 

open to a (highly prescribed and limited) encounter with the Arab "other."123 If this is indeed part 

of what is at stake in the production of distinction around hummusiyot, it in part explains the 

heightened concern older informants had with my consumption of hummus- they were more 

invested in this particular crafting of identity, while my younger informants may have been less 

invested portraying an image of themselves in this manner. 

Given that many of these hummusiyot are run by Arabs, on a material level this practice 

may be financially beneficial for certain Arab owners and chefs in the short term. However, in 

the long run, given the extent to which cultural signifiers tum over, this practice risks turning 

what has long been a staple part of many Arab cuisines into little more than an Israeli fad -

which, given the privileged space Israeli cuisine has in introducing Middle Eastern food to 

American, European, and global audiences, may lead to a global fad - destined to become passe 

in a decade. Because of global flows of cultural and culinary symbols, the tension surrounding 

hummus is that hummus currently operates as a national symbol that has some meaning for 

Israelis in Israel, but is also taking on an international connection: the fear is that the 

122 Hirsch, "'Hummus is Best when it is Fresh and Made by Arabs,"' 624. 
123 Hirsch, "'Hummus is Best when it is Fresh and Made by Arabs,"' 624. 



Bernard-Herman 100 

international context will overtake and render meaningless the national one, leaving hummus 

merely to be a food associated with Israel by global citizens, rather than one valorized by Israelis 

too. 

Future National Foods: Sabich and Shakshuka 

Indeed, there are some signs that within Israel, certain foods, especially those with 

Middle Eastern roots- are subject to faddism. Even though hummus continues to be popular, the 

food I was told most to eat by interviewees, especially those in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, the two 

largest cities I visited, was sabich. Sabich is a falafel-like pita sandwich filled with sliced or 

lightly mashed hard-boiled eggs and fried eggplant instead of falafel balls; in some places, boiled 

potatoes are also included. As with falafel, an assortment of salads, spreads, and pickles - often 

of the customer's choice- are also included. I was told that sabich was originally an Iraqi Jewish 

dish that Iraqi Jews brought to Israel with them and started selling falafel stands after that type of 

fast food became popular. Though I am skeptical of this story, its truth is not what is at stake 

here; instead, what matters is the production of the discourse of sabich as a Mizrahi - and 

specifically Iraqi - food becoming popular. In the process of falafel becoming a national food of 

Israel, it lost its Arab-ness to become Israeli, except when discourse of Yemeni Jewish origin 

were necessary to produce the food as Jewish. Sabich, however, has to this point maintained a 

connection to perceived Mizrahi origin that appears, at least in part, to be a component of its 

popularity in urban Israel. This may, however, be changing: although sabich was allegedly first 

introduced to mainstream Israeli society in the form of a pita sandwich, its cultural form has 

taken on a wider practice. Hardboiled egg and eggplant appeared together in a number of places: 

in sandwiches on rolls and baguettes sold to tourists in Jerusalem and together as the foods to dip 
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(instead of onion and tomato) in a "sabich hummus" platter in a university food court in Be'er 

Sheba. 

Another egg dish rivals sabich as the up-and-coming Israeli food trend, both inside and 

outside of Israel: shakshuka. Shakshuka is a dish made of eggs cooked into a thick tomato and 

pepper sauce, sometimes with other vegetables added; it is often spiced with cumin and saffron, 

though many variations exist, including some that include various cheeses, and others that use 

eggplant or spinach in addition to or instead of the tomato and pepper base. 124 As a dish, 

shakshuka requires more time and individual effort to prepare than falafel , hummus, or sabich, 

all of which can be sold as relatively fast food: shakshuka tends to be more of a brunch or dinner 

food, since it requires eaters to wait for the eggs to cook, and then to sit to eat the dish. Because 

of this, shakshuka tended to be seen as somewhat more refined than other popular foods seen as 

Israeli, though chain cafes, like Aroma - described to me as "the Israeli Starbucks" - have 

recently begun to offer shakshuka on their menus. 125 Unlike hummus, falafel , or sabich, 

shakshuka is a dish that Israelis make in the home: at the home of one middle class Ashkenazi 

family I stayed with, a large skillet of shakshuka was made early in the morning by Miri, the 

woman of the household, for breakfast, who then refrigerated it, and other family members cut a 

slice to eat when they woke up for breakfast. Though none of my interviewees explicitly 

associated shakshuka with Israeliness to me, outside of Israel, shakshuka seems to be seen as an 

Israeli dish: numerous American news sources, including the New York Times, 126 associate 

shakshuka with Israel in recent articles proclaiming the discovery of the dish. Unlike sabich, no 

124 Shakshuka is a common dish in many Middle Eastern and North African countries. It does not take on the same 
meaning in each country where it is eaten: in Egypt, for instance, shakshuka is associated more with the lower 
classes than it appears to be in Israel. 
125 I was told to avoid this shakshuka ifl wanted to eat "good" or "real" shakshuka. 
126 Melissa Clarrk, "A Rich Egg Dish That Satisfies," New York Times, May 13 2013, accessed February 8 2014, 
http://www. nytimes. com/20 13/0 5/08/ dining/ shaksh uka -a -rich-egg-dish-that -satisfies .html? r=O. 
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one origin story of shakshuka has been canonized within Israel. Some say the dish originated in 

Tunisia or Morocco, others in Turkey, and still others in Syria. In Israel, most Jews with whom I 

spoke attributed its origins to Jews living in those countries. Thus, though sabich and shakshuka 

are being read outside of Israel as Israeli food, within the country, each dish is still considered-

at least partially- to be a specifically ethnic dish or dish of non-Israeli, though still Jewish, 

ongm. 

Appropriating and Protecting National Dishes 

Both hummus and falafel , along with a number of other dishes contemporarily circulated 

as Israeli, are foods that not only Israelis make claims to. Palestinians and other ethnic and 

national groups from the area around Israel/Palestine also have eaten these foods for a long 

period of time and make ethnic and national claims to these foods ; Palestinians and Lebanese 

activists have accused Israelis of cultural appropriation. As a concept, especially when applied to 

food, cultural appropriation is ultimately rooted in questions of land use and ownership. In the 

European Union, countries and regions can apply for a Protected Designation of Origin (PDO) 

for a particular product; if granted, the PDO indicates that only the specified country or region 

can produce a product with the associated name. For instance, Greece has a PDO for feta cheese, 

indicating that only cheese produced in Greece may legally be termed feta. Other similar cheeses 

made in a similar manner in other countries - including those with a long history of producing 

similar cheeses, like Bulgaria and Turkey - often resort to calling their cheeses white cheese 

instead. 127 Similarly, France has a PDO for champagne, meaning that technically, no sparkling 

127 Ellen Gooch, "Truth, Lies, and Feta," Epikouria: Fine Food and Drinks of Greece, 2006, accessed February 8, 
20 14, http:/ /www.epikouria.com/issue2/truth-lies-and-feta.php. 
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wine made be sold as champagne unless the grapes were grown in the Champagne region of 

France and the champagne was produced there. These laws, however, run counter to the 

quotidian circulation of language: in the United States and other countries, champagne is the 

most common word to describe a sparkling white wine, regardless of its area of origin. 

Nonetheless, attempts to enforce the use of appellations to foods and drinks grown and produced 

in a specific region are spreading beyond the European Union. In 2008, Lebanon launched a 

campaign to get the European Commission - the authority that granted PDOs in Europe - to 

recognize hummus as an exclusively Lebanese dish. 128 As of 2014, this effort appears to have 

failed in its stated goal of achieving a Lebanese PDO for hummus - in no small part due to the 

fact that the European Commission has no authority over Lebanon - but it did start what has been 

called by many spectators the "hummus wars" between Israel and Lebanon, which has in tum 

sparked increased international discussion over authenticity and cultural appropriation. 129 

Interestingly, according to the work ofDafna Hirsch, an Israeli anthropologist, most 

contemporary Israelis consider Arab residents of Israel to make the best hummus; she notes that 

in Israel "the assumption that Arab hummus is superior to Jewish hummus has become such a 

commonplace in food discourse that in a 1997 newspaper column announcing an Independence 

Day hummusiyot tour, all seven tour stops listed were Arab." 130 Some of the major Israeli travel 

books marketed to Americans generally advise tourists to eat almost exclusively at Arab 

128 Carolynee Wheeler, "Hummus Food Fight Between Israel and Lebanon," The Telegraph, October 11 , 2008, 
accessed February 8, 2014, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/3178040/Hummus-food-fight
between-Lebanon-and-Israel.html. 
129 The other nations and ethnic groups with claims to hummus production and consumption -Palestine, Syria, and 
Jordan, to name a few- are almost always forgotten in this framing of the hummus wars. Indeed, this is perhaps one 
of the shortcomings of Lebanon's claims to the authenticity of their hummus: though it targets Israel, the 
surrounding Arab nations would also be denied their ability to produce a hummus-like chickpea pulse and call it 
hummus. 
130 Hirsch, "'Hummus is Best when it is Fresh and Made by Arabs,"' 624. 
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h . 131 ummustyot. 

Defenses ofPDOs often make recourse to the idea ofterroir, an idea that originates in 

viticulture that describes the specific and irreducible conditions of the terrain grapes are grown in 

in determining the taste and body of a wine. Although terroir began as a way of describing wine, 

its use is expanding- most prominently to other alcohols and cheese, although also to other, less 

rarified, food products, like vegetables and salts. Theoretically, however, this mobilization of 

terroir is undermined by considering the role soil plays in an actor-network. Any given terroir is 

a product of its soil, the hands and bodies- both human and animal- that work it, the weather, 

the crops grown on it, the fertilizer and pesticides (or absence of these) used on it, etc. Michel 

Calion writes that "the entities it [the actor-network] is composed of, whether natural or social, 

could at any moment redefine their identity and mutual relationships in some new way and bring 

new elements in the network."132 Thus, the actor-network is always in a state of flux, 

accommodating new elements and experiences. Considering the agency - not in terms of 

intentionality, but in terms of existing in a state of flux - of the non-human elements of a network 

allows one to cultivate an understanding and appreciation for terroir: there is more to a bottle of 

wine that the factors determinable and controllable by the producers ofthe wine. 

Were notions of flux and contingency to be fully acknowledged, however, by advocates 

of PDOs, the edifice of terroir would need rethinking. As is commonly known in the wine 

industry, different vintages of the same wine have different qualities, and some are considered to 

be more desirable than others. The same vineyard, using the same grapes, might produce what is 

131 Daniel Robinson, Michael Kohn, Dan Savery Raz, Jessica Lee, and Jenny Walker, Lonely Planet Israel and the 
Palestinian Territories, 7th Edition, (New York: Lonely Planet, 20 12). 
132 Michel Calion, "Society in the Making: The Study of Technology as a Tool for Sociological Analysis," in New 
Directions in the Sociology and History of Technology, eds. Wiebe E. Bijker, Thomas P. Hughes, and Trevor J. 
Pinch (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989), 93. 
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considered to be a stellar wine one year and a merely average one the next. An actor-network 

analysis of each year's crop might show the multitude- perhaps infinite number- of input factors 

that differed from the first year to the next: weather patterns, number of people working the crop, 

new pests introduced to the area, an upwind farm using pesticides on their crops; the list could 

be, and in fact is endless. At some point on the list, however, soil is likely to appear. Growing 

grapes on soil - for just one year or for many on end - undeniably has an impact on the soil. 

Minerals and nutrients are used by the grape vines and depleted from the soil. Though rain, cover 

crops, and fertilizers may replenish the soil, its constitution nonetheless changes. There may well 

be specific proportions of minerals and bacteria in specific soils that interact with grape vines in 

specific ways, producing unique qualities in wines. (The same argument, then, is true for other 

alcohols, cheeses, meats, vegetables, and other food products grown or nourished in any place.) 

None the less, difference is not just a result of soil or of the land: difference is also temporal -

within a year (late season grapes will be different and produce different wines than early season 

grapes) and between years. The singling out of one specific site of difference - that of terroir - for 

special recognition, replete with significant financial consequences for the countries making 

claims to that product in question, seems to be disingenuous, stuck on producing homogeneity 

despite its claims to preserve and recognize difference. By claiming that champagne can only be 

produced in the Champagne region of France - or that hummus can only be made in Lebanon -

the producers of these foods and wines reify the notion that there exists an ideal form of 

champagne, feta, or hummus, an archetype that each iteration of these products strives to 

achieve. These archetypes, however, do not exist: foods and wines cannot be reduced to a 

uniform series of constituent parts. Just as sparkling white wines will never be uniform, neither 

will champagnes: difference is irreducible. 
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As a result, change and variation occurs all the time with cultural forms, even despite the 

efforts of some to reify and pin down allegedly ancient and artisanal modes of production. Dafna 

Hirsch and Ofra Tene note that the industrialization of hummus production predated- and 

perhaps contributed to - the rise of the glamorization of the Arab hummusiya in Israel. 133 Given 

this, the attempts by Lebanon and Israel to certify the authenticity of their own hummus 

production is particularly ironic, given that the type of hummus valorized in each country is, at 

least in Israel, a relatively modem mode of eating hummus, even though it is treated as if it were 

ancient and authentic in that country. 134 

Israeli Food, Revisited 

What, then, does this all mean for the production of an Israeli national cuisine? As a 

material reality, the circulation and flow of certain foods into, within, and out oflsrael occurs 

and is constructed by relationships that are animated by power dynamics. Cultural flows exist 

and seem to resist definition or strong direction, and they do not always follow the path or 

pattern that significant actors might expect. On a practical level, then, the claims made by 

Lebanese and Palestinian activists attempting to prevent Israelis from circulating Israeli cuisine 

are relatively unadjudicatable. Though a currently non-existent governing body could issue 

PDOs for certain foods to certain countries, the international and intranational flow of food 

defies such restrictions. 

Though falafel has been pushed as a national food by Israeli government and tourism 

ministries, not all Israelis have proudly taken up the food as their own. Certainly the sentiment 

133 Dafua Hirsch and Ofra Tene,"Hummus: The Making of an Israeli Culinary Cult," Journal of Consumer Culture 
13-1. 
134 Ari Ariel, "The Hummus Wars,"Gastronomica 12-1 (2012). 
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and belief that falafel constitute Israeli cuisine is widely held by both Israelis and Americans, 135 

but Israelis themselves seemed remarkably ambivalent about both falafel and hummus as dishes. 

Indeed, the foods that my interviewees spoke most passionately about were not those 

foods that were considered Israeli national foods. Instead, the food they loved were pizza, pasta, 

and steak, along with a smattering of homemade traditional ethnic dishes. 136 Though national 

cuisine exists as a powerful structuring force for a nation, in the Israeli case, its power does not 

seem to lie in the way in which a national cuisine has influenced the taste of the citizens of Israel. 

Instead, the power of Israeli food seems to lie in the naturalization of Israel as a legitimate 

nation, as a state just like any other, with a long history reflected in naturalized cultural 

signifiers. In this sense, Israeli food functions in two manners: to produce unity and identity 

within the nation under the banner of Israeli-ness - a function that appears to have decidedly 

mixed success - and to produce international legitimacy for the state as a distinct cultural form -

a function that appears to have had more success, especially in the United States. 

135 This may not be true of Europeans, who have tended to be more openly politically critical oflsraeli society. An 
ethnographic examination of European perspectives on Israeli cuisine would be fascinating, but is beyond the scope 
of this project. 
136 Integrate one or two of these stories into the section on ethnic food. 
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Conclusion 

I want to close this thesis by returning to where I began: with Yonah' saying "it's not 

Israeli but you eat it in Israel." In many ways, this statement encapsulates the complexities 

inherent to the idea of national cuisine. Despite the linkage between Israel as a nation-state (and 

its corollary, Israeliness as a national identity) and certain food items that are created by the 

notion of "Israeli cuisine," food items that have come to signify Israeliness on a global stage are 

not those that constitute the bulk of the Israeli diet. Israeliness is a concept that has different 

meanings for Israelis and non-Israelis, including Palestinians, Lebanese, and Americans; for 

Ashkenazi Jews and Mizrahi Jews; for Jewish Israelis and Muslim Israelis; for women and men; 

for religious and secular Jews; and for members of the upper class and middle class. One ofthe 

paradoxes of Israeli cuisine is that it attempts to unify the nation, yet diversity and difference are 

brought to the fore in the social production of this cuisine. These two dynamics are always in 

tension with one another, without one ever fully giving way to the other: there is no moment in 

which one can say that Israeli food has only just unified or stratified the Israeli public or 

international public, since it has always done both simultaneously. 

In Distinction, one of Bourdieu' s most notable omissions is an adequate analysis of the 

national dimensions of cuisine and taste. Just as other identity categories and structures, like 

gender and class, are socially constructed and produced, so too is nationalism. As the case of 

Israel shows, nations are not natural constructs that represent ancient and unchanging local ways 

of life; nations are the product of social and political developments that are laced and loaded with 

power. As a nation, Israel arose out of European Zionist immigration to the British colony of 

Palestine. Once Israel became a nation-state in 1948, its founders were faced with the difficult 

task of creating a nation out of what had previously just been a minority immigrant group and 
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ideology. One ofthe ways in which Israel became legitimated was through the development of a 

national cuisine, some of the content of which was appropriated from local Palestinian culinary 

traditions. Whether this process- both of the specific appropriations, but also the larger project 

of building a national cuisine- was explicitly intentional is unknown to me, but the intent is not 

what is at stake here: instead, what matters is that a national cuisine did develop with the result 

oflegitimating Israeli claims to the natural-ness of the nation-state. Not only did this produce for 

the outside world an image of Israel as a legitimate state, it did so in a unified way: the image of 

Israel as presented through "Israeli cuisine" is a singular one that presents only one way, model, 

or definition, of what it is to be Israeli. Even when Palestinians - rightfully understood as the 

necessary counterpoint to any discussion of Israelis- are considered and presented as subjects 

that challenge this naturalized unity of Israel, the perception of the unity of Israelis on the part of 

non-Israelis is still left largely intact. This has the effect of erasing and making invisible the 

many social strata - that are gendered, racialized, classed, and religious all at once - that 

structure life in Israel. Both Anderson and Appadurai, among other scholars of nationalism, have 

shown that all nationalisms are politically and socially imagined and produced. Therefore the 

differences between nationalisms are of style - the precise manner in which the nation is 

imagined - rather than of kind; French nationalism may operate stylistically in a more successful 

way to obfuscate its imagined nature, but that does not change the fact that it has been 

historically constituted and imagined. 137 

137 For the past couple of decades, increased African and Middle Eastern inunigration to many European countries, 
has presented a challenge to the still widely held belief of the natural roots of nation -states in Europe, especially in 
France. Though the presence of large numbers of inunigrants who both claim to be nationally French and ethically 
African or Middle Eastern helps to lay bare easily the constructedness of French nationalism, the seeds of 
deconstructing the notion should be present even within the allegedly "natural" construction of French society. 
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Despite this, Bourdieu writes in Distinction as if Frenchness - both of French cuisine, but 

also in terms of other social and cultural habits - can be taken for granted and accepted as normal 

and natural, that people in France act in French ways, and any variations can be explained in 

terms of class differences. Part of the discourse of nationalism is that Frenchness or Israeliness is 

merely a scaling up of the everyday practices and tastes of French people and Israelis; this is, of 

course, a myth. The Israeli diet- the foods that Israelis eat on a day to day basis, especially in a 

modem, globalized world - does not map neatly or even particularly closely onto what is globally 

and internally considered to be Israeli food. 

As a nationalist construction, Israeli food operates to a large degree as an international 

signifier, signifying Israeliness to non-Israelis. The global flow oflsraeli food serves to spread 

associations between specific dishes - most famously falafel and hummus, but also foods like so

called Israeli salad (even the name here becomes entwined with the national signifier) and 

specific spices - that naturalize and produce a unifying narrative of Israeliness. Israel as a nation 

is produced through the interplay between the image it projects outwards and the image that is 

projected onto it by others; this image it projects globally need not - and, in the case of Israeli 

food, does not - fully or even largely reflect the practices of Israelis themselves. A national 

cuisine, then, exists only within- and in fact is at least partially constituted by- a global market 

and an international political field. 

While the nation would like to imagine itself as unified and seeks to cultivate a sense of 

homogeneity and unity, my discussion highlights the multiple structures that overlap to shape 

tastes, cooking practices, and eating habits. In the context of Israel, I have argued that 

intersectional - rather than just classed - habituses help to produce the relationship an Israeli has 

with the concept of Israeli food. Tzipora, an upwardly mobile Mizrahi woman, appreciated the 
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emergence of prepared matbucha, a traditional Mizrahi dish, in supermarkets across the country, 

since being able to purchase it - rather than prepare it herself- facilitated her serving food that 

reflected her ethnic heritage to her children, which otherwise might not have happened, given the 

time-consuming nature of preparing matbucha and other traditional Mizrahi foods. Neither 

Tzipora's gender and ethnicity, nor her class position alone can account fully for her reaction to 

supermarket matbucha, though each of these are important; instead, Tzipora's tastes and 

preferences must be considered in a more nuanced and full positionality, as an assemblage of 

interlinked and irreducible identities and structures, to understand her relationship to Israeli food. 

Similarly, taste itself is constructed and produced through an intersectional habitus: it is 

impossible to pinpoint whether Dvora's intense distaste for falafel is a result of her gender, class, 

ethnicity, or secularism, since she has always already has each of these characteristics all at once, 

all of which have contributed to her positionality and have helped to produce who she is. Her 

habitus is structured not just by each of them, but by the specific combination of them. 

Habituses, however, are not just static structures that dictate taste: they also can be worked upon, 

as appeared to be the case with Orthodox Jews like A viva, Shawn, and Eyal who kept kosher 

strictly as a way of building and maintaining piety; their actions, though certainly a reflection of 

a particular habitus, were also reflective of an attempt to cultivate themselves - and, eventually, 

their habituses - into new patterns that aligned with those they identified as pious. 

Discussions of national cuisine, then, should take into account these multiple levels of 

analysis - both the global and national circulation of foods, values, and tastes, as well as the 

feelings, desires, and thoughts of the individuals who comprise the nation. As a concept, national 

cuisines straddle each of these frames, and to look only at one scale will necessarily produce a 

limited conception of the relationship between a nation and the food that claims to represent it. 
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The difference between a national cuisine and a national diet becomes important, since this 

allows for a distinction to be made between the foods that citizens of a country eat and the foods 

they - and others - use to represent that country. 

These are not just theoretical concerns: as the construction oflsraeli food demonstrates, 

these processes are always intertwined with questions of power. Any representation is inherently 

limited and performs an act of inclusion and exclusion. What foods become part of a national 

cuisine - and what histories and social meanings are ascribed to these foods - both reflect and 

impact how certain groups of people are treated within that nation. The appropriation of 

Palestinian foods into Israeli cuisine, along with the attendant erasure of Palestinian histories by 

claiming Mizrahi roots for these practices, has contributed to the continued marginalization of 

Palestinian culture in Israel. Similarly, the Israeli vocabulary that constitutes cooking as putting 

meat on a flame and, therefore, inscribes it as masculine, covers up the immense amount of labor 

that women exert preparing the food that Israelis eat on an everyday basis, reinforcing the idea 

that women's labor inside the home is not work. These appropriations compel me, as an 

anthropologist, to ask questions that compel engagement from academics and activists outside of 

the strictly anthropological realm: What can or should be done about the ways in which certain 

people and traditions are made marginal by the construction of Israeli cuisine? How can the 

flexible nature of cultural forms and their active use in various contexts be accounted for without 

losing sight of power inequalities? How are processes of circulation and appropriation linked to 

broader economic and political structures? How are emergent discourses about food justice to be 

operationalized and related to the contested nature of nation-building? These questions that 

circulate around taking action are ones that most anthropologists happily leave to ethicists and 
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activists to address; I hope that this work will be of use to them in the crucial endeavor of taking 

appropriate action. 
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