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Hummus: A Food Journey
Conference Proposal


With Israel being a relatively 'young' country as well as being ethnically Jewish it has a tenuous claim on 'ownership' of hummus, and yet it asserts its claim rather strongly. This paper examines the (anti) social life of this most quintessential of Middle Eastern food fixtures. From humble pulse to political pawn, the journey of hummus through the ages and through it’s evolving identities is viewed through the lens of the relationship between the three most vocal parties vying for proprietorship – Israel, Palestine and Lebanon. Disharmony and discord reign, as we follow hummus on its journey through a cultural exchange between neighbours with the arrival of Zionist immigrants into the Levant, towards a total ‘rebranding’ entailing a deliberate forgetting of its Arab heritage. 
Despite the mystery surrounding its ancient origins, the Arab identity inherent in this dish remains a mainstay even in the face of some aggressive appropriation. This ‘hostile takeover’ of hummus was perpetrated by the emerging nation of Israel as part of the construction, and reconstruction, of a new national identity, embodied in part through its food culture. Hummus has continued to evolve, however, and is now available world-wide in many forms. Organic, artisanal, and authentic are buzzwords that come up around hummus buying with increasing frequency, and buyers are demonstrating a growing concern for ethically and fairly produced hummus products.
A triumph of marketing has been achieved by Israel who promoted themselves to the international market as being the ‘home’ of hummus. They were successful in dominating the market to the extent that Lebanon launched their own efforts to copyright the dish as their own and block some of Israel’s commercial advantage. These efforts were ultimately to no avail but did manifest into a bitter battle between the neighbouring nations in the form of The Hummus Wars – a protracted game of tit for tat with the world record for the biggest dish of hummus ever made being the much-coveted prize.
Some argue that the next stage in the social life of hummus will be less divisive and more unifying. Instead of being a source of dominance versus disenfranchisement, it is said that hummus could be leveraged in order to bring about harmony. Peace in the Middle East, some argue, could be achieved through the recognition and acknowledgement of the similarities and the shared values between neighbouring nations. Hummus has been adopted and adapted into an Israeli food culture whilst remaining a strongly heritagized staple in the food cultures of Palestine and other parts of the Middle East. This paper asks, then, could hummus emerge to be a symbol of the unifying power of shared sustenance in recognising each other’s humanity in place of stoking the fires of hostility? 
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