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RUS BRAVERMAN

GREEN GOLU

THE AKKOUB'S SETTLER EGOLOGIES

Irus Braverman is professor of law and adjunct
professor of geography at the State University
of New York at Buffalo. She is the author of
several monographs, including Planted Flags:
Trees, Land, and Law in Israel/Palestine (2009),
Zooland: The Institution of Captivity [2012), and
Coral Whisperers: Scientists on the Brink [2018).
Her latest monograph, Settling Nature: The
Conservation Regime in Palestine-Israel, was
published with the University of Minnesota Press
in 2023.

=}= LAW, POLITICS

The akkoub [Gundelia tournefortii] is a thistle-like plant so precious to Palestinians
that it is often referred to as “green gold” Considered a rare delicacy, the list
of health benefits associated with this edible plant only adds to its desirability.
Palestinian foragers risk their lives to put their (gloved) hands on this thorny plant,
venturing into fields dotted with undetonated land mines in the northern region of the
Jawlan-Golan to collect a fresh batch during its short season in the wild. The risks—as
well as the mystique—surrounding the akkoub have only intensified since the State of
Israel designated this plant as protected under the Nature and Parks Protection Act.

The story of the akkoub illustrates the three tenets of “settler ecologies”: the regime of
environmental protections enacted by the settler state [or by neocolonial modalities
of governance on regional and global scales) that furthers the domination of the
natural landscape and the dispossession of local and Indigenous communities.! The
first and fundamental tenet of settler ecologies is the juxtaposed mindset it seeks
to advance: the entire ecological system is seen through a binary prism, recruiting
living beings to what is portrayed as an all-encompassing ecological war. The type of
nature that is valued under this mode of thinking is a “wilderness” ideal of nature that
is juxtaposed with culture and fixated on a particular past. This past is associated with
the settler community, which in turn aims to restore it through ecological measures.
Such an imaginary past landscape is finally juxtaposed with the present landscape,
which is depicted as degraded and deteriorated because of the natives’ reckless and
even criminal behavior.?

The power of juxtapositions was especially visible in my legal ethnographic research
on the conservation regime in Palestine-Israel.> However, the native-settler dialectic
of the colonial nation-state extended here beyond the nature-culture and the past-
present divides. | traced, for example, how the [Bedouin/local/domestic] camel is
juxtaposed with the [Zionist/settler/wild and reintroduced] Asiatic wild ass, and
the black [Palestinian] goat with [Jewish/European] pine seedlings. In an earlier
project, | explored the warring tree landscapes in this region, documenting the
pitting of the [forest] pine tree against the [cultivated] olive. While the former was
deemed protectable for its affinity with the settler state’s project of afforesting the
desolate landscape, the latter was deemed killable [or uprootable] for its affiliation
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with the agrarian Palestinian community and its purportedly
unwild nature.* Such animosities run wild; leaning on each
other, they reinforce, naturalize, and thus legitimize the power
and the seeming inevitability of the juxtaposed mindset so
characteristic of settler ecologies. As Amitav Ghosh points out,
settler colonialism has been fought “primarily not with guns
and weapons but by means of broader environmental change...
Indigenous peoples faced a state of permanent..war that
involved many kinds of other-than-human beings and entities:
pathogens, rivers, forests, plants, and animals all played a
part in the struggle” Additional juxtapositions, such as those
between renewal and demise and between hope and despair,
are quite typical of modern conservation approaches, not only
in Palestine-Israel but also around the globe.®

Second, settler ecologies are means of green dispossession,
performed by both genocidal elimination and through the
accumulation of natural capital.” Colonialism and capitalism
thus work hand-in-hand through conservation to inflict
violence on racialized populations, both human and nonhuman.
While the appropriation of territory and land are central to the
settler colonial regime, they do not exist on their own: they
are accompanied and even preceded by imaginaries that lend
them meaning and support. Dispossession and other forms of
takeover and erasure by various ecological means, such as the
criminalization of the natives by the settler state as well as its
advancement of an orientalist approach toward them, are the
second tenet of settler ecologies.

Third and finally, settler ecologies operate through environmental
law, its rigid definitions and categories of protection both
enabling and regulating their continued governance through
the ecological state. The pronounced role of law is central to
the operation of settler ecologies, which are typically enforced
by extensive nature administrations. While settler ecologies
include several additional tenets, such as terra nullius and
ecological exceptionalism, the three tenets | identified here are
the primary components of this project.

Thorny Ecologies

In 2005, the State of Israel protected the akkoub under the
1998 Nature and Parks Protection Act. Just as with the state’s
protection in 1977 of the local herb za'atar [Majorana syriaca)-
the central ingredient in the salty blend that has come to
represent the Palestinian cuisine worldwide—Israel explained
the need to protect the akkoub by alerting to its decline in
the region. And just like with the za'atar, the Zionist state's
protection of the akkoub, too, has been viewed by the local
Palestinian communities as a political and militant affront. This
legal protection has therefore alienated many Palestinians,
deeming Israel's environmental efforts an inherent part of
its broader “occupier's law.”® Palestinian acts of steadfast
resistance (sumud in Arabic] to the akkoub'’s protection have

since then emerged, as thorny and resilient as the plant they
have aligned themselves with. In such instances, the state
has only doubled down on its green prohibitions, flexing its
muscles even when the foragers were eight-year-old children
gathering food for their family dinner. Instead of dinner, in one
instance four children who went foraging for akkoub in Jabal
al-Khalil [the southern Hebron hills) brought home a high fine,
after having spent their evening at the Israeli police station. In
2014, a 14-year-old Palestinian boy was shot and killed by Israeli
soldiers after he passed through a breach in the Separation
Wall near the Palestinian village of Walaje near Bethlehem to
forage akkoub on farmland owned by his family.®

Unlike Israel’'s widespread and successful campaign to protect
wildflowers, which mostly targeted its Jewish population, the
enforcement of the za’atar and akkoub protections by the Israel
Nature and Protection Authority (INPA]-the governmental body
that administers nature in Palestine-Israel-has been harsh
and has exclusively targeted Palestinians. Violations have
resulted in up to three years in jail and fines have easily reached
thousands of Israeli shekels—a hefty amount for fellahin and
rural communities.® Often, an order to stay “several hundred
meters away” from the protected plants is imposed in addition
to the penalties, and is executed not only in nature reserves but
also in lands owned privately by Palestinians.” The Palestinian
organization Adalah documented that “in the years 2016-2018,
26 indictments were submitted and 151 fine notices were issued
for offenses related to these plants.™ At the same time, Jewish
Israelis were neither indicted nor fined using this law. INPA’s
regional biologistin the north explained: “This traditional picking
of the akkoub is [only] performed by the Druze and Arab sector.
The Jewish sector doesn’t do it. They wouldn’'t even know how
to eat it What this official failed to mention, however, is that
no criminal charges were ever issued against Jews for picking
protected wildflowers either.* He also neglected to say that the
most serious damage to the akkoub and the za’atar has beenin
the hands of Jewish Israeli developers, not Palestinian foragers.
As an Israeli expert on agriculture put it: “No one talks about
the fact that we [Jews] destroy much more za'atar than the
Arabs pick. Do you know how many great za'atar populations
were uprooted by [our] bulldozers?”

As with many wild plants and animals in Palestine-Israel, in
the case of the akkoub and the za'atar, too, the Zionist settler
project has been investing considerable efforts into excavating
the ancient origin of these species. Utilizing linguistic studies
alongside biblical geography and archeology, the settler state
has been tracing contemporary wild creatures back through
time in an attempt to prove its superior autochthonous
connection to this place. Through their association with ancient
Jewish texts from the Mishna and the Talmud, the akkoub and
za'atar recently transformed into Jewish plants. It has therefore
become even more important for Zionist settler ecologies to

restore the ancient akkoub and za'atar landscape. Increasingly,
the Palestinian foragers are seen as hindering this process and
as devastating the contemporary landscape in the region.

Such a “declensionist” perception has been justified through
a limited scientific study published in 1995 by an ecologist
from INPA who asserted that commercial foraging was likely
causing a “significant decrease in the number of flowering G.
tournfortii in harvest areas.™ The study warned of “the threat
of decline in reproduction and in the number of plants in the
long term.”” But whereas the study recommended restricting
only commercial harvesting of this species, INPA imposed a
strict ban on all forms of foraging, including domestic foraging.
Didi Kaplan, who authored the original research paper, told me
that he felt “awful” about how his work was utilized for political
ends. “Anyone who knows me knows how far | am from these
political ideas,” he explained.® At the time, he issued a directive
in his region that instructed his rangers not to enforce this law
against Palestinians who foraged for private consumption.
Another high level INPA ecologist asked to emphasize that:
“In a situation like this, those who are hurt are individuals
and families, while the commercial companies act in a more
sophisticated way and obtain an advantage.™

Such extractivist capitalist agendas are part and parcel of the
settler colonial management of nature. Indeed, over the years,
the za'atar was commercialized by both Jewish Israeli and
Palestinian farmers, and there are currently numerous farms
situated on both sides of the Green Line [the internationally
recognized border of 1948-Israel]?® Because the state has
prohibited its foraging for a shorter time and since it is more
complicated to cultivate this plant, there are only one or two
akkoub farms in the entire region. The first and largest farm
is managed by Eli Galilee, an Israeli Jew, in a kibbutz in the
northern region of Galilee. During our interview at a roadside
gas station near the farm, Galilee told me that the idea of
cultivating the akkoub came to him while he was hunting with
a few “Arab” friends, who abruptly stopped a wild boar chase
when they stumbled upon the akkoub.?

One of the hunters abandoned everything and wandered off
toward the other side of the Wadi, like some lunatic. | didn't
understand how that could be, in the middle of all the action.
My friend [explained that] he found akkoub, and that once
there’s akkoub, it's better than any meat, or in fact anything
else in the world. | said, “Wow, that's interesting,” and my
research started right then and there. That was 25 years ago.?

The process of transforming the akkoub from a plant tied to
rich Palestinian culinary traditions to a protected wild herb
with domesticated commercial breeds is far from complete.
For the most part, Jewish Israelis have not taken to its peculiar
taste—a blend of artichoke and asparagus—and it is still

LA+ BOTANIC/SPRING 2024
43

11 coin and discuss the term “settler
ecologies” in Irus Braverman, Settling Nature:
The Conservation Regime in Palestine-Israel
[University of Minnesota Press, 2023).

2 On the power of the imaginary landscape,
see Edward Said, “Invention, Memory, and
Place,” Critical Inquiry 26, no. 2 (2000): 184. On
the declensionist narrative that blames the
native for the desolate state of nature, see,
e.g., Diana K. Davis, Resurrecting the Granary
of Rome: Environmental History and French
Colonial Expansion in North Africa [Ohio
University Press, 2007)

3 The term “Palestine-Israel” refers to any
part of the contested geographic area of the
State of Israel's post-1967 territories, including
the occupied West Bank, Gaza, and Golan
Heights (al-Jawlan). | deliberately chose to use
a hyphen rather than the common slash (as
in “Palestine/Israel”] to highlight the intention
to move beyond the bifurcation of this space
toward its decolonization. As for the order,

it seemed both historically accurate and

also more just to place Palestine first. See
Braverman, Settling Nature, 269.

4 Irus Braverman, Planted Flags: Trees, Land,
and Law in Israel/Palestine (Cambridge
University Press, 2009).

5 Amitav Ghosh, The Nutmeg’s Curse
[University of Chicago Press, 2021), 55, 57-58.

6 See, e.g., Irus Braverman, Coral Whisperers:
Scientists on the Brink [University of California
Press, 2018).

7 David Harvey, “The ‘New’ Imperialism:
Accumulation by Dispossession,” Socialist
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Sai Englert, “Settlers, Workers, and the Logic
of Accumulation by Dispossession,” Antipode
52, no. 6 (2020): 1647-66.

8 Raja Shehadeh, Occupier’s Law: Israel
and the West Bank (Institute for Palestine
Studies, 1985).
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[April 4, 2014).
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Haaretz (May 7, 2017). See also Ronit Vered,
“Forbidden Fruit,” Haaretz (March 13, 2008).
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https://www.israelnationalnews.com/
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strongly associated with Palestinian culture. On their part,
the Palestinians were initially wary of the Jewish commercial
breeds. “There are those who said ‘without thorns, we won't
eat it; and some told us ‘this is not wild akkoub, [so] we won't
eat it...It took a while until they understood it's good and just as
tasty.”?® Today, the commercial breed provides for roughly 20%
of the market.

Whereas in most of the ecological juxtapositions | had
documented in my research of settler ecologies, the wild
organism is associated with the settler state and pitted against
a domestic other that is associated with the local enemy, here
both the settler and the native associate themselves with the
same organism and are therefore battling over its definitions and
legitimate uses. On the one hand, settler ecologies want to see
a fully wild plant that is not consumed by humans; on the other
hand, native practices challenge the wild-domestic divide and
treat the akkoub and the za’atar as “nature-culture” hybrids.?* In
this sense, the war that takes place through and over the akkoub
is about the proper definition of nature: while the Palestinian
communities don’t see how their uses of the plant would take
away from its wildness, the all-or-nothing approach of Zionist
conservation sees it as either a plant for human consumption or
a protected wild plant - but never as both.

The battle over the identity of the akkoub brings us full circle to
the problematically dichotomous prism of settler ecologies. It
is precisely in challenging this bifurcated context that Adalah’s
attorney, Rabea Eghbariah, celebrated INPA's recent revision
of the law to allow personal foraging of the akkoub of up to
five kilograms inside nature reserves and up to 50 kilograms
outside of the reserves - in both cases, it should be noted,
“without [the akkoub's] roots.? The native’s interpretation of
the plant’s identity seems to have won, even if temporarily.

The akkoub story finally highlights a less studied aspect of
settler ecologies: the ambivalence of the settler ecologist.
Working for the state, the conservation managers and
scientists | spoke with were not always fully aligned with its
colonial agendas. This was already apparent in the statements
| recorded from Didi Kaplan - the scientist whose work served
as the foundation for the prohibition on the akkoub. Similarly,
Israel's current chief plant ecologist at INPA, Margareta
Walczak, has expressed concerns with the dominant narrative
of extreme protection promoted by the state. First, she
explained in our interview, such an approach is not founded
upon sound scientific research. She is currently executing such
research but admits that this research, too, is limited in scope
and capacity. In her words: “I was all the time very skeptical
[about] how much you can really find out regarding the
influence [of grazing] because, even in 2005, the plants were
already grazed for many years.”?® Walczak is well aware of the
political undertones of the foraging prohibitions and worries

about the resulting alienation of the local community and how
this alienation might in turn undermine broader conservation
efforts in the region. She told me along these lines: “The
[Palestinians’] connection [to land] is very, very important
when you want these people to also care for the land and
for the nature around [it]’?” Walczak blames the antagonistic
approach of many local Palestinians toward nature protection
on INPA’s rigid enforcement practices, which at the same
time ignore scientific reasoning. For her, then, the problem is
not with conservation science but with law and policy as they
manifest in INPA's inflexible enforcement. In her words:

Who decides at the end? It's more the enforcement unit
than us [scientists]. We—and by we, | mean the scientific
department—have quite a clear opinion, which is based on
facts in the field, that we should allow people [to forage]
because it's really part of the culture and tradition.?®

But while she is sympathetic toward “small” acts of foraging,
Walczak at the same time recites the official state narrative
regarding akkoub and za’atar conservation, arguing that these
plants are in decline and in danger of becoming extinct, that
commercial foraging is detrimental to their protection, and that
the foraging happens in large quantities and includes massive
exports to neighboring countries. For her, then, the challenge is
how the state might legally and practically distinguish foraging
for personal consumption from that conducted for commercial
uses. Relying on fundamentally different assumptions, the
Palestinian approach toward the akkoub will typically question
each of Walczak’s pro-regulatory stances.

The case of the akkoub reveals the ambivalence of the
settler ecological actors: although they are part of the state’s
administration and agree with the fundamental conservation
assumptions underlying settler ecologies, these actors are
often at the same time acutely aware of the counterproductive
and violent repercussions of the myopic focus on nature
protection. Such an ambivalent stance by certain state
ecologists demonstrates that even at the heart of settler
ecologies, possibilities for nonbinary, compassionate, and
nuanced perspectives exist that offer more just ecological
paths. Ecologies are not inevitably colonial; they can embody
and promote coexistence, relationality, and plurality. As
demonstrated by the story of “green gold,” thinking ecologically
might in fact show us the way out of the colonial present
toward decolonial ecologies.
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American Museum of Art, Gift of the artist, 1970.355.57, public domain.
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Nature used under CC BY-2.0 license via Flickr.com (altered).
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p. 51: Photograph by Karen M'Closkey used with permission.

Design(ed) Decay
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Scherer used with permission.
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license (cropped).
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public domain.
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with permission.
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p. 92: Photograph by Mosbach Paysagiste used with permission.
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p. 104-105: Image generated using Midjourney by Maura McDaniel [2023) used
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