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Abstract
Alongside concerns for animal welfare, concerns for land, water, and climate are undermining established food identities 
in many parts of the world. In Aotearoa New Zealand, agrifood relations are bound tightly into national identities and the 
materialities of export dependence on dairying and agriculture more widely. Dairy/ing identities have been central to national 
development projects and the politics that underpin them for much of New Zealand’s history. They are central to an intran-
sigent agrifood political ontology. For the last decade, however, they have been challenged by the identity politics of ethical 
food consumption. This paper explores the ensuing contests and asks how they are reshaping agrifood identities. We draw 
on interviews with 15 participants in Aotearoa New Zealand who have made dietary transitions that reduce or exclude dairy 
products. Our aim is not to identify a new post-dairying identity or claim a reconfigured national identity, but to examine the 
collision of production-consumption values in the context of a dominant place-based food identity. We ask how participants 
navigate contradictory commitments to becoming ‘good environmental citizens’ whilst remaining ‘good national citizens’. 
The paper offers insights for examining similar struggles elsewhere and the potential to shift agrifood relations and undermine 
entrenched political ontologies through ethical food consumption values.
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Introduction

Dairy/ing has been a core dimension of national identity in 
New Zealand, but this relationship is under challenge from 
the politics of animal welfare, environmental degradation, 
and climate change. Relationships between food and iden-
tity have been well rehearsed in social sciences literature 
(e.g. Rosenfeld and Burrow 2018; Mol 2009; Lockie 2001; 
Cook et al. 1999). However, in  this paper, we ask what 
happens when food identity narratives are disturbed by a 

shifting external politics. The paper explores the case of 
dairy/ing in Aotearoa New Zealand (herein, New Zealand), 
where consumers are giving up dairy products in response 
to the environmental damage done by dairying. Our aim 
is to examine the collision of production-consumption val-
ues in the context of a dominant place-based food identity. 
Interviewing New Zealanders who have made dietary tran-
sitions that reduce or exclude dairy products, we explore 
how they have navigated the contradictions between being 
good environmental citizens and good national citizens, or 
‘good Kiwis’. We examine the collisions between projects of 
national identity and local and global environmental citizen-
ship. The paper offers insights for examining similar strug-
gles elsewhere and the potential to shift agrifood relations 
and undermine entrenched political ontologies through ethi-
cal food consumption values.

Dietary identities

People have dietary identities that are conditioned by mul-
tiple social and individual factors. These range from local 
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and global dietary norms (Rosenfeld and Burrow 2018), to 
place-based social values and expectations (Lockie 2001), as 
well as individual taste and personal preferences, the materi-
alities of access (income, price, and availability), and diverse 
personal politics (Sexton 2018). Dietary values are estab-
lished along an array of multiple practice-based registers of 
valuing (Heuts and Mol 2013). Practice, politics, and affec-
tive dispositions towards food experiences will shape values 
and dietary identities. In a recent study on vegetarianism as 
social identity, Nezlek and Forestell (2020), for example, 
argue that transitioning to a plant-based diet reflects shifts in 
an individual’s values, attitudes, beliefs, and well-being, but 
also in turn shapes their wider personal and social identities. 
Dietary practices both create and enact dietary identities, 
and can reinforce or shape new identities. They can perform 
a politics of entrenchment or disruption, especially where 
there exists actionable choice in food consumption.

Dietary identities shape food practice through food 
norms, affect, trends, fetishes, and rituals (Sutton 2001). At 
an individual level, dietary identity has been defined as a 
"food-choice identity – one that shapes how [different peo-
ple] think, feel, and behave with respect to eating" (Rosen-
feld and Burrow 2018 p. 182). As social identities, dietary 
identities are loaded with social, cultural and symbolic val-
ues, and the norms that perform and (re)produce them. They 
are place and time specific and give expression to shared 
values and meanings and bind people to places. Food, eat-
ing, place, and identity are thus tightly bound (Rosenfeld and 
Burrow 2018; Carfora et al. 2019).

Dietary identities are often made visible through food 
narratives that configure and give meaning to individual and/
or collective values and practices and bind eating to place-
based identities and to a material politics of place (Cooks 
2009). Food narratives can act to map dietary identities to 
food identities at different scales and the cultural, economic, 
and political projects that mobilise them. They give form 
to familiar ideas of food provenance and national cuisine 
(Monterrosa et al. 2020). However, scaling dietary identi-
ties from the individual to the nation can be problematic. 
Individual food identities commonly conflict with collective 
food identities, or other politics of consumption. National 
or other collective food identities can be undermined by 
politics at different scales, while individual food identities 
can become a site for politics at different scales. In social 
psychology these politics are considered as challenges to 
the ‘vicarious licensing’ (Kouchaki 2011) under which indi-
viduals and their social group commonly share and pursue 
common goals.

Contemporary environmentally conscious food move-
ments have targeted this politics of vicarious licensing. 
Mostly focused on meat eating, they have practiced a poli-
tics of consumer choice to exhort individuals to make direct 
impacts on environmental degradation (e.g. Hyland et al. 

2017). Notwithstanding the lack of choice for many as a 
result of cost, cultural factors or access, these initiatives 
have been shown to have affect and effects in many settings. 
Canadian research, for example, recognises that environmen-
tal ethics and identities play a significant role in consumer 
decision-making around plant-based meat consumption 
(Clark and Bogdan 2019). In other work, Fox and Ward 
(2008) have shown that people will also change their dietary 
choices and identities to become vegetarians in response to 
a wider politics to do with concerns about human health and 
the ethical treatment of animals. While irreducible to envi-
ronmentalism per se, their findings collected across three 
countries are related to a politics of environmental ethics 
(Campbell 2018) and demonstrate the broader point that 
dietary identities can enact a material politics.

Environmental citizenship

Environmental citizenship is an enactment of collective 
environmental identity. Barry (2002) claims it is “an attempt 
to encourage and create an identity and mode of thinking and 
acting, and ultimately character traits and dispositions that 
accord with the standards and aims of ecological steward-
ship” (p. 145). Schild (2016) adds that where citizenship 
takes responsibility to work toward the common good, the 
environment is part of the commons, and therefore its pro-
tection is a citizen’s responsibility. She argues that “citizens 
have three responsibilities: to work against anything that 
degrades civic identity and engagement, to remain mindful 
of individual and collective actions that affect the state of 
the environment, and to make decisions that promote the 
common good over individual interests” (p. 21). As with 
environmental ethics more generally, this argument about 
environmental citizenship can be extended to responsibility 
for the rights of non-human living beings such as animals 
(Baxter 2004; Doherty and de Geus 2003).

Environmental citizenship materialises in different ways, 
from individual responsibility and action to the cultivation 
of collective ethics and adoption of political projects at 
multiple scales. When enacted through personal responsi-
bility and lifestyle choices it assumes that environmental 
problems can be solved through the “aggregation of indi-
vidual acts” (Melo-Escrihuela 2008, p. 121). For many 
critics, however, this behavioural interpretation neither 
adequately captures the nature of social practice or social 
change, and will not be sufficient in itself to deliver envi-
ronmental citizenship. It fails to recognise the role of social, 
economic and political institutions in shaping collective and 
individual action, and in turn to hold them accountable for 
environmental harms and assign them responsibility for 
initiating and enacting change. Others argue for a renewed 
environmental collectivism that takes its cue from “the civic 
commons” – “the institutions, collective memories, social 
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networks, and skills that enable and inspire individuals to 
engage with each other in stewarding the common good 
[requiring] some form of collective imagination” (Reid 
and Taylor 2003, p. 75). This approach recognises the cen-
trality of collective action, institutions, and responsibility, 
but also emphasises that environmental citizenship assigns 
every individual a role to play in promoting sustainabil-
ity, conservation, and relational well-being of the planet, 
and rather than being passive recipients of environmental 
harm. It identifies the possibilities of agency and makes 
individuals responsible for acting. While not exclusive to 
individual consumption practices, reflexive consumption 
through dietary choice (Sharp 2019), can be a central prac-
tice of activism for individual, collective, public, private 
and environmental concerns. It is an essential dimension 
of environmental citizenship and environmental care more 
broadly in all settings at any scale and in all food system 
transitions (Wilde and Karyda 2022). The privileged must 
accept higher levels of responsibility.

In this article we discuss a deeply-ingrained politics of 
food-identity that is creating inertia in translating indi-
vidual environmental ethics into environmental citizenship 
in New Zealand. Dairy/ing is environmentally degrading 
and this is recognised by many New Zealanders who con-
tinue to eat dairy products. Their dietary identities are 
embedded in complex political agrifood ontologies that 
accentuate the challenge of inducing change in ethical 
food consumption.

New Zealand’s dairy/ing, national, 
and environmental identity politics

New Zealand dairy/ing

Increasing global demand for milk has prompted a boost in 
production from more than 344 million tonnes in 1961 to 
918 million tonnes in 2021 (Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion of the United Nations 2023a). New Zealand is a major 
dairy producer and its largest ‘company’, the farmer owned 
collective Fonterra, is the world’s largest trader of milk pow-
der across national borders. New Zealanders themselves are 
considerable consumers of dairy products, as the 3rd highest 
consumers of milk per capita, globally (Fonterra 2018; Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 2023b). 
Dairy is bound to the history of nation and national imagi-
naries and national economy. It contributes five per cent 
of national GDP and 23 per cent of total export values 
(Hancock 2021) – 95 per cent of total dairy production is 
exported (New Zealand Treasury 2021).

The economic centrality of dairy has translated into a 
pivotal national identity project (Bell 1997), one borne 
of colonial reformations of the landscape to establish 

‘empires of grass’ (Pawson and Brooking  2008) and 
reconstruct an “English farm in the Pacific” (Singleton 
and Robertson 1997 p. 328). Around these unmistakable 
physical changes, post-war national identities have been 
constructed around a settler rurality (Campbell 2020; Paw-
son and Brooking 2008). The green of the dairy pasture, 
mistaken for naturalness, has been further capitalised on 
by the country’s ‘100% pure’ tourism campaign (New Zea-
land Tourism 2022). Provenancing New Zealand through 
these imaginaries is undermined by a set of core contra-
dictions, even when updated to insert adventure and post-
productivist landscapes. It contradicts environmental reali-
ties and is in conflict with an environmental politics that 
denounces dairying. The damage to waterways and land 
(Kirk et al. 2020) are of growing local concern, and the 
significant greenhouse gas contributions of raising rumi-
nant animals is a pivotal global concern (Naqvi and Sejian 
2011). ‘Green pastures’ are also at odds with a transform-
ing economy that is decentring dairying, undermining the 
place of the agri-industrial complex in state-society rela-
tions (Pawson and Brooking 2008). These narratives also 
hide a colonial history of land grabs and dispossession to 
support dairying (e.g. Morris 2009) and fail to recognise 
the rapid emergence of today’s post-colonial society, com-
plete with increasing Indigenous governance and associ-
ated narratives of place. The above contradictions reveal 
the inconvenient truth that dairying production practices 
(and their endorsement through consumption) cause envi-
ronmental damage. New Zealand dairy/ing faces myriad 
political challenges, one of which is being enacted through 
consumer behaviour.

New Zealand’s environmental politics

As elsewhere in the world, environmental citizenship is now 
a prominent part of New Zealand’s politics of responsibil-
ity. New Zealand’s Environment Report (2019), a biennial 
report of public perceptions, indicated that greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions and climate change are the most com-
monly identified global concerns, and the second most 
highly ranked concern for New Zealand after water quality. 
New Zealand is one of the poorest performers on GHGs in 
the OECD and gross emissions per person are high (Sta-
tistics New Zealand 2019). As these realities gained pur-
chase with a younger generation and an environmentally 
concerned government, concerns about GHG increased 
substantially from 2016–2019 (Hughey et al. 2019). This 
has put significant pressure to act on both the government 
and individuals.

With water quality also high on the political agenda, 
dairy/ing has been in the firing line. Government has 
adopted a raft of measures to force carbon and methane 
emission reductions on farmers (Roy 2019), but surveys 
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suggest that individuals are looking for more interven-
tions to manage the dairy industry’s GHG emissions and 
water quality performance from agricultural intensifica-
tion and increases in dairy effluent run-off (Kirk et al. 
2020). Many New Zealanders increasingly recognise that 
food production has significant deleterious environmental 
implications locally and globally (Aleksandrowicz et al. 
2016).

New Zealand’s dietary identities in the global 
context

Neill and colleagues (Neill et al. 2008) claim the New Zea-
land meat pie to be a symbol of New Zealand’s ethos of 
self-sufficiency and independence. It is based on a particular 
imagination of Kiwi life: pioneering, practical, on-the-move, 
and meat-eating. The iconic figures of the pie and the pie-
eater connect cherished but historical national identities to 
food practices.

As Proust (2006) famously outlines in his account of 
a Madeleine, food imaginaries are bound up with norms 
and memories that can both disguise and perpetuate 
social realities. Artefacts such as New Zealand’s house-
hold-ubiquitous Edmonds Cookery Book (Kennedy and 
Lockie 2018), for example, can become powerful con-
structions of ‘national’ food identities, which simultane-
ously celebrate a post-war settler-colonial food culture 
whilst largely ignoring Māori food identities. The effect 
has been to anchor one social reality as national and 
marginalise the other. If a nation is “an imagined politi-
cal community”, where members are assumed to coexist 
in presence, association, and agreement but are largely 
unknown to each other (Anderson 2006, p. 6–7), then 
identity-oriented food narratives play an important role 
in imagining and articulating a common past, present, 
and future. 

National identities are embedded in New Zealand dairy 
brands, which claim, for example, that “farming is a way of 
life” (Anchor 2022a) and dairy is “the best of everything 
Kiwi” (Mainland 2022a). Dairy sponsorship is prominent in 
youth sports (e.g., Anchor 2022b), conservation (Mainland 
2022b), and New Zealand’s ‘Milk-for-School’ programme, 
which was introduced as a world first initiative to improve 
children’s health and make use of surplus milk supply. This 
programme ran nationwide from 1937 to 1967 (NZ History 
2022) and was resurrected by Fonterra in 2013 as an attempt 
to rebuild public relations and farming’s place in national 
identity. In 2017, national industry body DairyNZ erected a 
sign in the farming district of Waikato which read: ‘Dairy. 
It’s a big thing for New Zealand’ (Tulloch 2018). Such asso-
ciations permeate national consciousness and bear upon 
both rural and urban identities, linking settler-colonial tra-
dition and identity to its economy and cultural practice, and 

contemporary longings for national identity (Bell 1997 p. 
148).

White and Potts (2008) argue that not eating meat can 
be interpreted as un-Kiwi. Researching New Zealanders 
who do not consume meat (analogous to dairy in its asso-
ciations with ‘pastoral, colonial nation-building practice’), 
they found that refusing to eat meat “may be viewed as 
a defiant unpatriotic act" (Ibid. p. 339) – tantamount to 
a direct challenge to national identity. Their participants 
claimed that to be vegetarian was to be disconnected from 
New Zealand culture and a threat to the “collective sense 
of national self … and the foundations upon which their 
nation's prosperity was – and is still – conceived'' (Ibid. p. 
348). In these terms vegetarians undermine what it is to be 
a Good Kiwi.

Despite this portrayal of vegetarianism as un-Kiwi, it 
continues to grow in New Zealand. Roper (2021) estimates 
that 10 per cent of New Zealand’s population followed a 
vegetarian diet in 2019, while other studies put the figure 
higher still. A study of vegan New Zealanders in 2018 sug-
gested that 27 per cent of the population maintained a vegan 
and/or vegetarian diet, an increase of between 6–10 per cent 
since 2014 (Colmar Brunton 2018; Radio New Zealand 
2022). This is just under twice the estimated percentage 
globally (e.g. Juan et al. 2015; Craig 2009). An increase in 
veganism highlights an anti-dairy identity, which the Vegan 
Society Aotearoa attributes to environmental factors, spe-
cifically climate change (Ibid.). While there are few inter-
national or NZ-based studies that focus on climate-related 
opposition to dairy consumption, those that focus on meat 
highlight the extent of opposition to ‘ruminant’ carbon con-
tributions as well as animal welfare (Hedenus et al. 2014; 
Frenette et al. 2017).

In what follows we explore connections between dairy-
centric imaginaries of nation, the experiences of a set of 
dairy-reducing New Zealand consumers, and the emergence 
and active construction of a different collective identity cen-
tred on ‘good environmental citizenship’.

Methodology and methods

We recruited participants through posting fliers on pub-
lic notice boards and social media, requesting participants 
with experience of transitioning to diets that reduced or 
eliminated dairy. Approval for this study was granted from 
The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics 
Committee on the 26th November, 2018, REF 022418. 
We carried out 15 semi-structured (largely interviewee 
directed) interviews, consistent with a feminist, post-struc-
tural approach to knowledge construction (for example as 
conducted by Carolan 2016, and described in Campbell 
2016). These interviews took place between January and 
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December 2019. Participants were between 20–50 years of 
age. All participants self-selected to participate, and were 
living in New Zealand’s biggest city, Tāmaki Makaurau/
Auckland. While self-selection of participants creates a 
selection bias (Costigan and Cox 2001), our aim was to 
collect indicative personal narratives rather than sample 
for statistical analysis. As Robinson (2014) observes, a 
self-selection approach for qualitative research can help 
to address the ethics of selecting participants, but tends 
to attract those with prior interests who are time-rich, and 
commonly attracts more women than men. Robinson adds 
that when sampling in this way, researchers can address 
sample bias by considering the possible impact on findings 
and generalisability (Ibid., p.36). In selecting respondents, 
framing our questions, and analysing the responses to them 
we began from the position that meaning is inescapably 
situated and subjective and “generated through interpreta-
tion of, not excavated from, data” (Braun and Clarke 2022, 
p. 201). While we never sought a ‘representative’ sample, 
rather a diversity of responses, we consider this later in 
the paper.

Interviews were typically ~ 60 min long and were car-
ried out at various locations convenient to participants. 
Interviews usually started with asking the participant to 
discuss their childhood diet and if and how that differed 
from their current diet. What followed was a detailed 
conversation about how participants navigated transitions 
to different diets that led to a change in dairy consump-
tion, which traversed various ethical, social, environmen-
tal, economic and personal health reasons for changes 
to low dairy/dairy-free diets. The interviews were semi-
structured, enabling participants to lead the conversa-
tion based on what was important to them, and the inter-
view schedule included a mix of descriptive questions, 
structural questions, and opinion questions (Dunn 2016). 
Questions centred around their personal motivations for 
their consumption choices and the challenges that they 
face, to understand what their answers might mean for 
food consumption, production, and identity politics.

Interviews were confidentially transcribed verbatim 
by the research team. Interview transcripts were analysed 
using a reflexive thematic analysis (TA) methodology 
and method. Reflexive TA puts the researcher’s subjec-
tivity at the forefront, as a useful analytical tool in the 
‘sense-making’ of data (Braun and Clarke 2022). For 
this research, reflexive TA began with immersion in the 
literature, then the use of a mix of inductive (data-driven) 
and deductive (theory-driven) orientation to guide the 
structure of the interview schedule, and – post-interview 
– data coding of the interview transcripts. The interview 
schedule was developed deductively, where prior famil-
iarisation with identity and environmental citizenship 
theory helped to inform each interview question posed. 

The questions served to develop initial ‘codes’ to unite 
the observations; For instance, an interview question 
posed to participants was around practices of respon-
sibility/ ethics – this became an initial ‘code’. Sets of 
codes were later re-analysed for sensemaking of themes, 
through re-familiarisation with the raw data, returning 
to literature to ‘make sense’ of participant data with 
existing theory, and re-familiarising again with the data. 
Broad key themes were then assembled. These are dis-
cussed below in terms of the tensions of what we have 
themed as conceptions of ‘the Good Kiwi’ and ‘the Good 
Environmental Citizen’.

Findings and discussion

Below we examine two key themes developed from the 
data. The first is environmental identities. Participants 
discussed their environmental identities in relation to, 
and oftentimes as the catalyst for, their dietary transition. 
They often referred to key subthemes of their environ-
mental concerns (including animal welfare), and individu-
als taking environmental responsibility. We interpreted 
their perspectives, concerns, descriptions of personal 
values and experiences as expressions of environmental 
citizenship. Second, participants routinely spoke of how 
their environmental perspectives, concerns, and values 
were in conflict with their social/cultural identities. Their 
comments outlined what we interpret as the figure of a 
‘Good Kiwi’ who consumed dairy products and supported 
farmers as part of a commitment to the nostalgia/future 
of a dairy/ing nation. With these two ‘food identities’ 
in mind, participants pointed to social aspects of their 
dietary transitions that provoked dissonance, especially 
feelings of social marginalisation in adhering to their 
environmental values and guilt or other sentiments of 
unpatriotic practice.

‘The Good Environmental Citizen’

Conversations with participants discussed their decisions 
to transition away from dairy in their diets, and highlighted 
various environmental drivers for this: concern for climate 
and other environmental degradation, worries for animal 
welfare in dairy production, and participants’ individual 
efforts to take on environmental responsibility in the face 
of perceived government and corporate neglect.

Environmental concerns around dairy/ing

Many participants identified concerns around animal/envi-
ronmental welfare as drivers in their decisions to shift away 
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from dairy consumption. Some participants reflected on 
their conscience with regards to connections between dairy 
consumption and ‘non-human’ environments/animals.

“There's the environmental degradation, and then 
there's constantly impregnating cows and separating 
them from their babies which must be so distressing, 
and you don’t really think about that until you do.” 
(Participant 8)
“[Concerning] aspects [of] the environment are espe-
cially the waterways … effluent going into the streams 
and rivers. And also, methane – how that’s damaging 
…” (Participant 13)

Most often these issues raised seemed to be perceived as 
consistent with productionism and the industrial mode of 
dairying that New Zealand’s dairy industry has adopted as a 
successful economic strategy, which one participant named 
as ‘mindless profiteering’:

“Everywhere one looks one can see the problems with 
mindless profiteering. And dairy in New Zealand [is] 
such a huge industry … it's so obvious here. I guess 
you could say the same about logging, I suppose you 
go to Coromandel and see the scarred hills … it's just 
the same thing” (Participant 7)
“It’s just expanding to such a big level that its harming 
animals and the environment” (Participant 15)

Participant 15 reflected explicitly that from an environ-
mental perspective it was the scale of dairy production, and 
its business expansion, which they considered to be prob-
lematic rather than dairy production and consumption in 
and of itself. Participants critiqued the idea that the types of 
environmental degradation or questionable animal welfare 
in modern industrial farming mentioned above, align with 
early ways of farming (or being on/working the land), that 
New Zealand has built its national identity around.

“It doesn’t marry with the New Zealand love of its 
landscape and outdoors … but then, yeah, that’s the 
thing with profit, ethics aren't profitable” (Participant 
7)

Participant 7 noted that New Zealand’s national identity 
associated with dairy does not align with, and ultimately 
contradicts New Zealand’s “love of its landscape and 
outdoors”. In their discussion is a recognition that where 
there is seen to be a longing for open bucolic spaces, 
there is simultaneously a lack of recognition for how 
these ‘natural’ spaces have been highly engineered and 
physically constructed, notwithstanding the cultural re-
constructions of such spaces to establish the “English farm 
in the Pacific” (Singleton and Robertson 1997, p. 328). 
Further, many participant comments acknowledged that 
the environmental (soil and water contaminant) damage 

of dairy/ing certainly appears to clash with identities that 
subscribe to a ‘love’ for environment, when operations are 
at large scales.

Individuals taking environmental responsibility

Given the scale of the dairy/ing industry observed, partic-
ipants noted a lack of attention from government toward 
climate and environmental concerns, suggesting that, there-
fore, the responsibility for environment at least becomes an 
individual’s, or ‘someone else’s’ task. This becomes impor-
tant where either responsibility is pro-actively assumed by 
the consumer in light of their environmental ethics, or the 
government’s work-around is to place guilt on the shoulders 
of consumers despite whatever other convictions or identity 
politics they hold.

“At this point we are in a crisis so most governments 
are saying that something has to be done but it's never 
reducing agriculture. It’s putting in a carbon tax or 
putting in a you know whatever else … Instead of stop-
ping the practice it's ‘how can we just put it off a little 
bit longer’ or ‘how can we work our way around it’” 
(Participant 10)

Participant 10 rationalised their dietary transition away 
from dairy by suggesting that in the absence of government 
action a good environmental citizen must hold to their per-
sonal ethics to do something about the problem. However, 
they also recognised that doing so can release government 
and other social groups (including farming organisations) 
from their responsibility to lead a transition. Their com-
ment echoed Goodman et al.’s (2020) observation that 
climate concerns are “shaped, governed and contested 
through wider social, economic and political systems” (p. 
3) that may simultaneously promote and/or inhibit develop-
ment of sustainable practices. We see here an encourage-
ment of individual and collective environmental responsi-
bility and citizenship in consumption behaviours, in part 
because there is little happening from the top down. The 
participant did not recognise the contradiction that their 
action may in fact reinforce the status quo in regulation, 
legislation and ‘big P’ political will, which several critics 
dub the neoliberalisation of ethical consumption to high-
light the way that consumer choice is commonly treated as 
a substitute for a deeper environmental citizenship (Melo-
Escrihuela 2008).

Nonetheless, many participants cited concerns around 
power imbalances between government, prominent dairy 
corporations, and local farmers who produce dairy prod-
ucts. They expressed concern for farmer economic and 
social wellbeing. Participant 11, for example, expressed the 
views that “farmers are feeling extremely concerned – they 
are feeling very targeted at the moment”. Our participants 
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assigned responsibility for continued environmental fail-
ures of farming to a collective, particularly to big business 
and its links with government – the large national scale 
actors that set regulation and industry institutions and shape 
national identities, reiterate myths, and sustain dairying 
nostalgia.

Not all participants drew a straight line between large 
interests and continued environmental deterioration. Par-
ticipant 2, for example, outlined a more nuanced account of 
responsibility and accountability in which the farmer is the 
financial and social victim but the big power is responding 
to environmental ethics and their politics:

“Fonterra’s sort of done all sorts of things to improve 
… but it feels like it’s to the detriment of the share-
holders who are the farmers who are doing all the 
work and producing all the milk and don’t really get 
that return on investment and security and it feels like 
a lot of farmers are under a lot of stress financially” 
(Participant 2)

The quote is revealing. It empathises with the figure of 
the distressed family farmer that is used in some condi-
tions as an element of dairy’s legitimatory narrative. The 
participant is decentring the farmer from the national rhet-
oric that is causing participants to navigate through their 
food identity crisis, recognising that the family farmer is 
situated in a dairy industry complex dominated by big 
capital (Ouma 2020), participant 2’s reflection leads us to 
posit that it is as much social class and power that lies at 
the heart of the tension between what are in reality dis-
courses rather than lived identities of the ‘Good Kiwi’ 
and the ‘Environmental Citizen’. We will return to this 
point later.

Deviating from the norm in the name of environmental 
citizenship involved a substantive investment of time and 
effort to support participant choices and ultimately their 
food-identity. Several participants gave the impression that 
the cost (of relationships, time, energy, money) in making 
‘good’ choices in consumption by transitioning away from 
dairy in their particular social/familial/economic environ-
ment was a constant struggle. In some cases it led to con-
sumption transgression, while for others it led to self-doubt 
in a context where there was little collective commitment or 
other affirmation of their environmental citizenship and its 
personal costs. Instead they faced contradictory information, 
little indication of any impact, and a more general social 
resistance.

“I think you really need a PhD in all these environmen-
tal things to understand. But … you know, you think 
you’re doing a good thing … you don’t know whether 
you’re doing the best thing for the environment” (Par-
ticipant 12)

“I feel like ((long pause)) being vegan, it is a lot of work 
in terms of finding out about the food, going to cer-
tain places to buy the stuff that you can have, so much 
research and time and energy and sometimes money too 
that it’s so much easier not to” (Participant 3)

For Participant 1, abstaining from dairy altogether was the 
answer to her ethical dilemmas. Instead of having to make 
multiple, discrete environmental/animal ethics decisions she 
avoided ‘the problem’, as she saw it, by not consuming animal 
products at all.

“In terms of worrying about where it has come from and 
are those animals treated more ethically … what’s better 
for the environment, this farm or that farm or whatever. 
It … it’s just all too hard” (Participant 1).

Despite their personal convictions to adopt a reduced-dairy 
diet as part of a commitment to environmental citizenship, 
many participants experienced a clear cognitive dissonance 
around their choices. It seemed that for most participants, 
their efforts were pitted against the affective force of a national 
dairy-centric identity.

‘The Good Kiwi’

Conversations with participants provoked implicit and explicit 
references to an overarching perception of a national identity 
(the ‘Good Kiwi’), which plays out as a challenge to the envi-
ronmental citizenship of their dietary choices in two ways: 
First, as a treasured reflection of the myth of a proud national 
dairy producing and consuming nation; and, second, as an 
invocation to consume dairy because that is what real New 
Zealanders do. Significantly, the Good Kiwi does not widely 
criticise the ‘farming complex’ for its transformation of 
the biodiversity of ecosystems, the geomorphology of water-
ways, the relations of Indigenous societies, or for its legiti-
matory discourses that dominate national politics and justify 
multi-generational power relations. Rather, the Good Kiwi is 
one who recognises a national debt to the farmer, who is also 
a Good Kiwi. In this section we examine participants’ feelings 
about dairy consumption as a form of national identity and as 
a patriotic practice, reaffirmed through nostalgia, and ritual 
consumption.

New Zealand is a ‘dairy/ing nation’

Amongst participants there was a sense that New Zealand 
has a reputation and ‘brand’ as a dairy nation; that dairy is 
a prominent part of New Zealand’s national identity as seen 
here and elsewhere. Participants who had travelled or lived 
overseas also described how foreigners associated New Zea-
land with dairy production and consumption:
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“China is one of the biggest importers of New Zealand 
dairy products, especially milk powders, so there's cer-
tainly a construction around … you know, the impor-
tance of it and the advertising for it is so dominant” 
(Participant 3)
“I remember when we … met somebody and they’re 
like ‘oh you’re from New Zealand – good butter’” 
(Participant 8)

Participants in our study recognised that urban and rural 
communities experience ‘national identity’ borne expecta-
tions to support dairy and/or consume differently. Participant 
5, for example, used the example of her own rural back-
ground to emphasise the links between being a Good Kiwi 
and dairy/ing. She argued with empathy that those in rural 
areas are more attuned to rural livelihoods and everyday 
experiences of farms and farming, and to the challenges pre-
sented by making livelihoods in dairying. They have long 
worked hard, to produce the nation. For Participant 10, fail-
ing to recognise this as an environmental citizen would dem-
onstrate a lack of solidarity—not just with a national identity 
but also the lives and livelihoods of family and friends who 
were ‘Good Kiwis’.

“I think if I were to go to my grandparents and say 
‘oh, I am actually signing a petition to, I don’t know, 
shut down Fonterra’ they would be really really upset 
with that because that's their employer and that’s the 
employer of so many of their friends” (Participant 10)

From the rural to the urban, milk production and con-
sumption establish material and ideological connections to 
the dairy industry and New Zealand as a nation, past and 
present. Our participants were positioned differently within 
the networks of values, relationships, and experiences estab-
lished by these connections. Some recognised the power 
relations that forged these connections and distinguished 
between the toils, risks, and commitments of individual 
farmers and ‘Big Dairy’ as a set of corporate, globalised 
and capitalist relations. One participant formed an explicit 
connection between the dairy economy and dietary choices 
and norms:

“I know a lot more vegans in Canada than I know in 
New Zealand because our [NZ] economy is so highly 
tied in with the agriculture industry.” (Participant 10)

For Participant 10 among others, a ‘Good Kiwi’ was one 
who challenged these relations and rejected the apparent 
conflict with their environmental citizenship. Others focused 
attention on the lives and livelihoods of individual farmers, 
developing an empathy that was part of being a Good Kiwi 
and requiring them to temper their environmental citizen-
ship. All, however, expressed disdain for large-scale indus-
trialised dairying:

“It’s going industrial. Before there was nothing wrong 
… with dairy … but now it’s just harming everything” 
(Participant 15)

While Participant 15 missed or avoided the foundational 
relationship between industrial agriculture and the national 
formation that the Good Kiwi is supposed to represent, 
Participant 6 recognised the time and place specificity of 
identity formation when it comes to the Good Kiwi. They 
highlighted the dissonance between the industrial version 
of dairy and New Zealand’s other identity projects and 
reputations.

“So, it is a national identity, but maybe industrial 
farming doesn't align with that as much as it would 
like to” (Participant 6)

Most of the participants suggested in a similar vein that 
the New Zealand government and the dairy industry itself 
should have strong motivations to secure their reputations 
and markets in changing times by enacting their commit-
ments to sustainable environments and healthy societies. 
Several participants emphasised the failures of big dairy to 
live up to these commitments. Participant 11 exclaimed that 
the dairy industry invests in ‘huge marketing across New 
Zealand’ and that ‘the marketers do their job well’; while 
Participant 3 insisted that Fonterra use their financial and 
promotional power to normalise a glass of milk a day but do 
not consider what this means for the environment.

These and other participants recognise how national eco-
nomic imperatives based on primary production are woven 
into everyday mundane practices that pervade the notion 
of the Good Kiwi. They suggest two lines of possibility 
emerging from the tensions between the Good Kiwi and the 
good environmental citizen. First, adopting practices con-
sistent with their environmental pledges and their advertis-
ing campaigns and promotional programmes ought to bind 
big dairy and government to a corporate environmental citi-
zenship. And second, from the opposite direction, environ-
mental citizenship ought not to avoid opting out of genera-
tive confrontations with everyday experiences of dairying. 
Dissent and protest ought also to involve recognition of the 
complexity of history, the recognition of livelihoods, and 
empathy for farmers. It ought to involve a reworking of what 
it is to be a Good Kiwi.

Real Kiwis consume dairy

There was a general sense amongst participants that dairy 
consumption is deeply ingrained in New Zealand’s dietary 
identity, and rurality more generally. Childhood eating 
experiences often include dairy, as encouraged through 
government ‘health’ signals and school schemes, and 
regular family dietary practices. Several participants 
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described New Zealand families that consumed dairy 
as typical ‘New Zealanders’, or, typical ‘Kiwis’—what 
we might rephrase as ‘real’ or authentic kiwis. Others 
described how dairy is deeply ingrained in New Zealand 
dietary culture:

“In our New Zealand culture it’s very ingrained … 
you know cheese toasties, and you have sandwiches 
with butter on them, and you have milk with your 
Weet-Bix or your cereal. You drink milk … and 
yoghurt, and sour cream” (Participant 6)
"... and so that's what you did, you ate dairy if you 
were a New Zealander" (Participant 1)
“... it’s something, as a Kiwi, we’re brought up with” 
(Participant 2)

These identity dimensions of dairy consumption are 
also expressed through participants’ accounts of their 
own cultural practices, memories and nostalgia. Several 
participants recounted experiences of family meals with 
dairy and the place of dairy in the affective atmospheres 
of food experiences that speak to tradition and ritual (Sut-
ton 2001):

“The nostalgia of it. It was, I think, because of my grand-
parents. It [eating particular foods with dairy] was still 
… like a Sunday morning tradition.” (Participant 10)
“Christmas is the big one for me too because … some 
of my aunties are incredible bakers [with dairy] and 
that’s a big part of how they show love … Not being 
able to partake in that kind of ritual I think is appar-
ent.” (Participant 8)
“The way [family] want to show their generosity [is] 
a lot of times … through cooking … and that’s diffi-
cult. You don’t want to offend someone who’s gone to 
all of this effort to try to show you their generosity” 
(Participant 4)

These experiences position dairy-full food experiences 
as part of an exchange of ‘love’ or ‘generosity’ that are 
then locked into memory. Respondents suggest that those 
exchanges and their meanings may be lost or damaged 
by eliminating or problematising dairy in rituals. Par-
ticipant 10 went on to say that such is the place of dairy 
in those exchanges, without it “I think I would have felt 
like I missed out on something” – perhaps a shared family 
and cultural experience. The strength of these emotional 
connections to eating dairy is reflected in Participant 
3's interpretation of their decision to go dairy-free as 
“self-sacrifice” for collective benefit and care. Echoed 
in different words by other participants, the nature of the 
sacrifices ranged from abstaining from pleasures such as 
taste, to connection to family and friends through shared 
food, and time and monetary costs. As Participant 11 
reflects:

“Christmas was one of those times … I think the 
first couple of years of me trying to refrain from 
having so much of that [was hard] because it wasn’t 
that I hated the taste of it or anything like that, it 
was that I had made these environmental choices” 
(Participant 11)

In some instances, personal sacrifice of not eating dairy 
for collective benefit was in tension with other forms of 
identity politics such as eating with care. Communicating 
a decision not to eat a shared meal or asking for special 
consideration is problematic and can erode the meaning of 
gestures of generosity and/or complicate them by imposing 
unexpected or unwanted burdens. Misunderstandings can 
create rifts with family members or friends:

“[My grandparents] would ask me lots of questions and 
kind of try and fight with me about it.” (Participant 10)

To avoid such conflicts, participants talked of difficult 
conversations, instances of pretence around eating dairy, and 
even the guilt of consuming dairy to avoid tension, awkward 
questioning, imposing burdens, or the embarrassment that 
comes from any of these ‘solutions’:

“I had a birthday party [thrown for me]… and the 
whole table was laden with food that I couldn’t have … 
which was really hard for me because I loved the food. 
But I tried to – you know, without saying to people ‘oh 
yeah yeah I’m on this diet’ because then you get all the 
questions – just pretend to eat … the social aspect was 
really hard” (Participant 12)
“I think it was a combination of guilt, having to think 
about where my boundaries were, every time I was 
breaking or stretching the ones that I had at home. 
And also explaining to other people just became com-
plicated” (Participant 9)

Several participants linked consuming dairy as national 
identity to dairy/ing as national identity by referring to 
feeling unpatriotic by not consuming dairy. Participant 5, 
for example, described their discomfort at giving up an 
individual commitment to the collective national identity 
of dairying. In effect, they internalise the same sense of 
being unpatriotic that White and Potts (2008) describe in 
finding that New Zealanders who chose not to consume 
meat were considered unpatriotic by meat-consuming New 
Zealanders:

“The dairy industry in New Zealand is really big, and 
it’s one of our main exports … it's a huge thing here, 
and it feels a bit strange I guess to be a proud New 
Zealander and I guess in a way not supporting one of 
our biggest exports and biggest industries … Not sup-
porting it whatsoever and taking a step away from that 
it feels weirdly unpatriotic” (Participant 5)
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Conclusion

The paper has examined dairy/ing as a contentious national 
food object/practice and the relationship between the envi-
ronmental politics of food consumption and production 
and food-centric identity construction in New Zealand. 
Our study explored the experiences of participants in New 
Zealand who have made dietary transitions that reduce or 
exclude dairy products. We found that our research par-
ticipants reduced or eliminated their dairy consumption in 
response to an environmental responsibility, which we argue 
can be understood as environmental citizenship. Participants 
perceived their environmental citizenship to represent a chal-
lenge to a national dairying identity and in turn to being a 
‘Good Kiwi’, at least in collective terms and in the eyes 
of others. However, their experiences suggest that food or 
dietary identities are more complicated. We draw several 
insights from this observation.

First, the participants perform their fears of an identity-
disrupting environmental politics without routinely test-
ing them through encounters in a rapidly changing world 
in which environmental citizenship is being written into 
national identity – albeit tentatively in dairying. While par-
ticipants asserted that dairy lobby groups and interested cor-
porate and state actors energetically resist environmental cit-
izenship, others do not. Participants identified and welcomed 
farmer discourses that embrace environmental citizenship, 
but did not point to other institutional actors within the state 
and the wider para-state (consultancies and sustainable busi-
ness networks) who are at work entrenching forms of envi-
ronmental citizenship in corporate environments. We would 
question whether respondents reporting moments and forms 
of self-censorship fully recognise the wider implications and 
potential of their citizenship beyond consumer choice.

Second, while pushing against a cultural practice that 
“challenge[s] something fundamental … the collective 
sense of national self … [and the] foundations upon which 
the nation’s prosperity was – and is still – still conceived” 
(White and Potts 2008, p. 348), the supposedly opposed food 
identities of ‘Environmental Citizen’ and ‘Good Kiwi’ are 
more complex and entangled in lived reality than imagined 
in participant responses. Indeed, we found variable commit-
ment and dissonance around consumption practices, where 
levels of concern and commitment seem tied tightly to the 
scale and power relations of the way that dairy/ing in New 
Zealand is perceived.

Third, we must issue a caution around these findings, in 
that we need to be attentive to who is doing the (re)imag-
ining of national identity and who is absenced from the 
identities and their imagination, and to what end. Contem-
porary cultural, political, and economic identities in New 
Zealand are increasingly shaped by questions of indigeneity, 

especially those that are associated with the nation. Con-
sciously conceived contemporary identities must incorpo-
rate the concerns, values, rights and interests of Māori. To 
imagine a Good Kiwi or a good environmental citizen in 
New Zealand must attend to the ensuing complexities, as 
must the analysis of lived experiences of all contemporary 
identities. Being a Good Kiwi or a good environmental citi-
zen must now involve doing and thinking in different ways 
and must also mean different things to only those considered 
by our participants. None of our participants self-identified 
as Māori or overtly considered Māori positions. Their views 
and identity politics cannot be considered national per se. 
As we observed with respect to the gender imbalance of 
our sample, our account is of a particular group responding 
to dominant representations of dairy/ing and of particular 
readings of the tensions between being a Good Kiwi and 
a good environmental citizen. Having said this, our account 
makes clear that dairy consumption practices and associated 
identity politics are a product of complex, contingent social 
relations. We should not expect in-group homogeneity.

Fourth, while a more diverse participant base may have 
allowed us to draw sharper insights, the views and experi-
ences we document do suggest that ingrained identity poli-
tics that speak to memory, nostalgia, ritual and place-based 
identities can create inertia around performing individual 
environmental ethics and building collective environmen-
tal citizenship. By contrast, they also suggest perceptions 
of government failures to address environmental degrada-
tion can add impetus to the formation of an environmental 
citizenship. While much of the opposition recorded in our 
survey is enacted through consumer choice and individual 
preference, we are able to identify the emergence of an anti-
dairy identity around these individualised practices, perhaps 
heralding a changing set of consumption norms associated 
with climate and environmental concerns.

Finally, to return to Anderson’s (2006) conception of 
identity, imagining and (re)imagining, it is important to 
recognise that culture, despite its importance in shaping 
national identity, is not an unchanging monolith, but rather 
a dynamic force that evolves and adapts over time. In our 
case the bounds of identity (e.g. what to eat), and environ-
mental citizenship (e.g. to take up wellbeing concerns) are 
dynamic, and our ethics of responsibility need not limit us 
to think in binaries of ‘the Good Kiwi’ or ‘the Good Envi-
ronmental Citizen’. These identities appear to have shared 
dimensions in their bounding of what is ‘good’. They are 
emergent, multiple, simultaneous, and sometimes overlap-
ping in their responses to the ethical, political and relational 
complexities of dairy production and consumption.
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