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Historically, food has been central to black South Africans’ communal style of social organisation. 

It was used to show love, ubuntu, belonging and acceptance, and to build and maintain social 

relationships (Puoane et al., 2006). Apartheid and the displacement experienced, disrupted 

historical foodscapes such that food and food practices became raced and classed. Recent food 

research explores black South Africans’ food practices and links between the history and 

dispossession of black South Africans and their contemporary foodscapes (for example, Puoane et 

al., 2006). Specifically, it highlights the values and social meaning attached to food, as well as 

global influences on food choices and practices (Dlamini, 2015). This thesis will build upon and 

explore how and why middle-class black South Africans living in Johannesburg are articulating 

senses of self and belonging in relation to food. It undertakes a scholarly study of middle-class 

black South Africans’ deep interest or involvement in what the mass media and popular culture in 

contemporary South Africa frequently highlights, namely (among other things): cookery 

programmes, high-end dining, “healthy” eating, and eating as leisure. My aim will be to explore 

the complex and often elusive forms of belonging and identification configured around food as a 

highly prominent site for middle-class blacks negotiating a “sense of self”. Preliminary research 

through observation and media analysis has led me to speculate that, for many middle-class black 

South Africans today, the memory or spectre (in the case of born frees) of apartheid is vividly 

symbolised by black subjection in relation to food and eating: poverty, powerlessness and the 

absence of choices or pleasures. The proposed thesis will explore this hypothesis and focus on the 

complex ways in which middle-class black South Africans (possibly often contradictorily and 

complicatedly) affirm their dignity and autonomy through attitudes and responses to food. The 

research will draw on interviews, media analysis as well as participant observation. In using these 

varied methods, I seek to explore the complex meanings attached to how and why middle-class 

black South Africans relate to food in the ways that they do.  
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Food forms an integral part of our lives, yet it is not often that we think of its relationship to humans 

beyond the nutritional and physiological. Fischler (1988) states that there are at least two 

dimensions to the relationship between humans and food. The first runs from the biological to the 

cultural, that is, it runs from the nutritional and physiological to the to the knowledge, attitude, 

values, beliefs, rituals, customs and lifestyles created in relationship with food that then become 

food choices and practices. The second runs from the psychological to the social, that is, tastes and 

likes are used to express sameness and otherness either at an individual level or at a group level. At 

the individual level, one can find self-expression, self-value and agency through food (Fielding-

Singh, 2017; Lewis, 2015). At the group level, food forms links through shared histories and 

memories.  

Over the last few decades, globalised culture has witnessed a food culture explosion ranging from a 

rise in TV shows about cooking and healthy diet magazines to a popularised hype about organic 

products and food festivals (Stajcic, 2013). This food culture explosion has also been witnessed in 

South Africa, where food items and eating practices have become increasingly commoditised under 



capitalism. Through popular culture and media, food has become connected to ideas about taste and 

lifestyle, as many food bloggers and food related advertisements reveal. After apartheid, new forms 

of class mobility, cultural affiliation and the de-segregation of many social and cultural spaces led to 

many black South Africans adopting tastes and leisure activities that were previously associated 

mainly with white South Africans. The democratisation and subsequent de-segregation of South 

Africa has led to many black South African communities adopting what can be termed a more 

Western orientated lifestyle (Dlamini, 2015). It is of note that this adaptation is not new (Southall, 

2014), however, it has become much more pronounced than it was during apartheid.  

Little work has been done on foodscapes and eating practices among black South Africans who, 

especially in contemporary South Africa, are defining themselves in complex ways that often 

foreground class mobility and aspirations. An initial observation shows that most middle-class 

blacks are deeply preoccupied with constructing a distance from, and disassociating themselves 

from “Black Poverty”. Economic disparities and class aspirations exist among different groups; my 

observations have led me to hypothesize, however, that many middle-class black people see “Black 

Poverty” as being about more than economic status. “Black Poverty” carries stigma and 

connotations of shame which have been powerfully linked to images of the black body as “lacking” 

and inferior. Many black people have internalised this stigma and it affects how they locate (or 

dislocate) themselves in dominant post-apartheid cultural practices (Adonis, 2018; Bock & Hunt, 

2015 and Khunou, 2015). Literature review supports that there is a link between food, identity, class 

and social membership (Becuţ & Puerto, 2017 and Maguire, 2016) and also there is great depth and 

diversity in groups’ and individual’s social and cultural investments in food choices and eating 

(Chevalier, 2015).  

This research is therefore partly prompted by an effort to shift the focus towards exploring black 

South African social identities in relation to food and eating as practices and culture that are 

responsive and dynamic, instead of static practices rooted in static cultures. A crucial component of 

my proposed research are tastes and leisure activities as foodscapes, namely the spaces in which 

food is bought and consumed, spoken about as well as engaged with in social identity-making 

processes. It is noteworthy that food was a prominent symbol in black South Africans’ economic 

and ideological domination in the past: what black people were often obliged to eat, the conditions 

under which they ate, as well as when and where they ate reinforced their social domination and 

cultural stereotyping. Khunou (2015) highlights that even during apartheid, food was symbolic in 

displaying class differences within black communities even though black people shared a group 

experience of being marginalised. In the present, freedom to engage with different foodscapes 

carries the possibility of new rights to occupy classed positions. Yet involvement in foodscapes is 

also complicatedly connected to gender, geopolitical spaces and racialized self-definition.  

Recently, I attended an event organised by a networking organisation of young black professionals  

in Cape Town called the Love Generation Hub. The network is made of a diverse group of people 

from varying fields, such as, artists, corporates, academics and entrepreneurs. The purpose of the 

network is to support each other in the career and business endeavour as well as to create a space 

for fellowship and belonging. During the event I managed to engage with a few of the attendees 

who were interested in my research. One of the people I spoke to, J, shared with me that her 

boyfriend refuses to eat “traditional” African food. He argues that it belies logic how “roots” and 



“left-overs” (for example, wild-spinach, pumpkin leaves and trotters) can be what our ancestors ate 

when they, for example, farmed grains and kept domestic cattle. He further argues, if we are to 

accept that the “roots” and “left-overs” are what our ancestors chose to eat, then who was eating the  

rest of the food? 

From the above account we can see just how food choices extend can beyond tastes and may even 

involve social, political and economic contexts. Two prominent impressions emerge from J's 

account. The first is how food choice can be political statements. The second impression is 

provoked by the questioned posed: if black people are/were busy eating “roots” and “left-overs” 

who is/was eating the main parts? This forces one to think of the social order in South Africa under 

colonialism and apartheid and how social position affected who gets to eat what, and under what 

conditions. Therefore, it can be argued that by refusing to eat or accept “traditional” African food, 

J's boyfriend, is rebelling and distancing himself from historical social (dis)placement of black 

people in South Africa under apartheid. 

The study will draw on various theoretical frameworks and conceptual leads in exploring the 

meaning-making surrounding food choices and practices of urban black people in Johannesburg. 

The main theories the study will draw on are interpretive phenomenology and Bourdieu’s theory on 

cultural capital. Key themes that the study will explore include: South Africa’s black middle-class, 

race issues they experience post-apartheid, their conspicuous consumption and behaviour as well as 

the economics and politics of the middle-class in post-apartheid South Africa.  

It is important to study the black middle-class because the middle-class is arguably the most 

important group in any society as it is this group that is often the catalyst and drivers of social, 

cultural, economic and political change. The social class structure in South Africa remains complex 

and raced. Empirical research on the post-apartheid middle-class has revealed that the black middle 

class has grown exponentially over the past 25 years of democracy. Empirical research has also 

revealed a shift from inter-race inequality to intra-race inequality. Works by authors such as Khonou 

(2015) and Canham & Williams (2016) acknowledge the growth of the black middle-class but they 

also display a sensitive caution against interpreting this growth to suggests that the link between 

race and economic inequality has been dismantled.  

One of the main problems is the definition and classification of the middle-class (Burger et al., 

2015). Burger et al. (2015) identifies four rival definitions: an occupational skill measure, a 

vulnerability indicator, an income polarisation approach and self-identification/subjective social 

status. Each approach influences who can be classified as middle-class. This causes variations to the 

actual size of the black middle class. Although some studies have revealed significant shifts, 

especially economically, others argue that the apartheid legacy still divides South African society 

racially (Ansell, 2004; Durrheim, 2005; Franchi, 2002; Franchi, 2003; Steyn & Foster, 2008; 

Walker, 2005). Canham and Williams (2016) argue that race in post-apartheid South Africa 

continues to shape subjectivities, inhibits class progress and the habitus of black people who are 

upwardly mobile in social and economic terms. Burger et al (2015) offers an optimistic prediction 

that socio-cultural practices such as the developing tastes and conspicuous consumption patterns of 

black middle-class in South Africa can lead to a deracialised society. That is to say, over time their 

consumption will lead them to join “established classes” and this in turn will turn will lead to 

greater fluidity in their class aspirations and quests for class belonging. Burger et al (2015), 



however, also caution against overoptimistic prediction, and therefore raise the significance of 

taking contradictions and uneven-ness into account when considering a black middle-class habitus 

in relation to food choices and tastes. 

Several studies concerning the black middle-class, their consumption patterns and identity 

construction have been conducted in South Africa (for example, Burger et al, 2015, Lamont and 

Molnár, 2001; Martin, 2008 and Posel, 2010). Wallace (2017) argues, an insufficient number of 

studies reflect black people as bearers of cultural capital. In a similar vein, Krige (2015) argues that 

studies do not address how black people legitimise their wealth and social mobility. Wallace 

maintains the lack of studies on black middle-classes as cultural capital bearers results in cultural 

capital being rendered synonymous with ‘whiteness’ while cultural and economic poverty is 

rendered synonymous with ‘blackness’.  Burger et al. (2015), Khunou (2015) and Krige (2015) 

encourage a lens that gazes beyond black middle-class consumption as pretentious stereotypical 

“Black Diamond” spending. New approaches to the study of the black middle-class may enhance 

our understanding as exampled by Burger et al. (2015) use of Veblem’s economic theory to frame 

black middle-class spending. This theory “proposes that individuals gain social status by signalling 

their wealth to their reference group by engaging in conspicuous leisure or conspicuous 

consumption” (Burger, 2015:43). If one accepts this argument, conspicuous spending by black 

middle-class in South Africa can then be interpreted as a tool to dismantle raced social, cultural and 

economic barriers in South Africa as well as narratives surrounding the black body and its poverty. 

In many ways, therefore, conspicuous consumption is central to the psychological and social need 

for a certain habitus. 

 

Bourdieu’s capital theory (Bourdieu, 1986) provides a useful framework to understand how 

individual tastes are formed to embody social class, leading to tastes being classified and becoming 

classifiers of social class (Bourdieu, 1986). Although Bourdieu’s work has been criticised as being 

an outdated way of reflecting social change and inadequate to apply to contemporary society 

(Longhurst and Savage, 1997), his work is still valuable and relevant as a model and framework as 

some recent studies have shown (Flemmen, Jarness and Rosenlund, 2018). Fielding-Singh (2017), 

for example, has found socio-economic inequalities manifest in what we eat. Fielding-Singh’s study 

found that high socio-economic status parents cultivated their adolescent children’s food tastes by 

curtailing the diet towards what can be construed as “high-brow” and “healthy” food while low 

socio-economic parents over-compensated material depravity by obliging their children’s requests 

for “low-brow” foods such as fast-food. This then leads to children of high socio-economic status 

parents developing distinct tastes that low socio-economic children do not.  

 

The study will be undertaken using phenomenological methodology that is grounded by feminist 

research principles. Feminist research focuses on the subjective perceptions of participants and is 

grounded in their lived experiences of classed and racialized worlds, (Ramazanoglu and Holland, 

2002). The political positioning of theory, epistemology and morals in feminist research allow the 

researcher to query whether ‘truths’ and ‘knowledge’ are ever normative or disinterested, and to 

explore relations between knowledge and power (Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002). Thus, feminist 

research concerns itself with the political and the ethical. Phenomenology is a useful framework 

that will help my analysis of the structure of consciousness of the participants, their tastes and 

values, and how individuals and groups relate these to “identity”. 

 



Feminist attention to subjective meaning-making is connected to the methodogical approach that 

phenomenology requires. Phenomenology is “a theoretical perspective aimed at generating 

knowledge about how people experience things” (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2006:24). The study will 

be undertaken using Heideggarian (interpretive) phenomenological research methodology to 

explore the meanings of middle-class black professionals’ food choices and practices. This includes 

the ritualised character of deciding what is and what is not “good food”, distinctions that are made 

between “private” and public “tastes; when certain foods may and may not be eaten; and how food 

is bought, talked about and celebrated. 

 

A mixed method approach will be used and will include unstructured interviews, participant 

observations and analysis of public events, texts and images (such as food events and shows, 

lifestyle programs, social media posts, blogs and magazines) as well as my own experiences and 

reflections. This method will allow insight into the complex perceptions and responses to food 

among individuals and groups. Photographic evidence of people, public events, texts and images 

will also be recorded since these will be important to my analysis. 

 

The study will focus on urban, self-identifying middle-class, black adults between the ages 25-45 

years old who live and work in Johannesburg. The study will involve three participants including 

me, the researcher. Due to the sample size and nature of the study, purposive sampling will be used 

to identify the participants. The participants will have an approximately 10 years age gap among 

them. As each of the participants will have experienced a different political climate, the purpose of 

the age difference is to explore lived experiences and identity construction in relation to foodscapes 

and social dynamics at distinct moments. In addition to my observations of and interviews with 

these participants, I will also explore selected social media accounts on Instagram. These accounts 

will be selected based on their popularity. 

 

 


