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Comparative Lecture on Afro-Caribbean Food Philosophy of ‘Making Do’

Garcia Chambers

Food Culture is one of the topics | teach in a course titled Selected Cultural
Practices of the English-Speaking Caribbean. Defining food culture as a way of life
involving how a group of people think about, source, and prepare food for consumption,
this 2-3 week lecture seeks to introduce students to some of the basics of the
English-speaking Caribbean food customs and its main philosophy. A food philosophy
known as ‘making do’ is considered an important legacy of slavery and plantation life in
the Caribbean. Before explaining what this philosophy is, as well as its background
and contemporary currency, let me first mention a pivotal point of approach in teaching
this course.

A critical focus point of the course is an attempt to apply where possible a
comparative lens by asking students to consider how similar or different their own
culture is. This no doubt offers a challenge to students to do a bit of research and to
consider taken-for-granted customs and values of their own culture. Guided by Edward
Hall's dictum that “culture hides more than it reveals, and strangely enough what it
hides, it hides most effectively from its own participants” (p. 39), the course
encourages students to recognize that by studying cultural differences, and especially
being shocked by them, they are able to develop most importantly a better
understanding of their own culture. As such a lecture on the ‘making do’ philosophy
that undergirds the Afro-Caribbean food culture allows students to cast a reflective eye
on their own Japanese food culture.

To make do with whatever one has is a pragmatic and an applied philosophy in
general; however, to specifically make do with the food one has is a materially survival
philosophy. Characterizing it as having autochthonous African roots that bore fruit (no
pun intended) in the fertile ground of plantation slavery and servitude, Houston
succinctly defines ‘making do’ philosophy of Caribbean food culture as “...using
whatever is on hand or whatever can be found and using everything that is available”
(p. xxv).

The fact is slaves on the plantation had very little food and often had to make do
with the leftovers from their masters’ table. Moreover, when slavery ended, yes the
shackles were removed from their feet, but feeding themselves as a free people
proved to be burdensome. Since they did not have the economic resource to import
some of the food they would normally eat as slaves on the plantation, they had to be
satisfied with improvising and using whatever food they had grown on the small plots
of land they had. This philosophy of a positive mindset to eke out their existence on the
little they had by wasting nothing, storing leftovers to re-use later, and improvising

when a particular ingredient for preparing a dish was not available, led to new and
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tasting dishes. One such example is the famed one-pot pepper-pot dish, which is a hot
and spicy vegetable-filled soup with available meat and or fish, whether leftover or
fresh, and whatever ground provisions could be sourced from their small farms or a
local market. Notably also is that this philosophy of making do has led to the creative
intermixing of cooking methods and food brought by the Indian and Chinese
indentured laborers who came to the Caribbean as contract workers after slave labor
was abolished.

However, this making do philosophy of Caribbean food culture inexorably contains
certain negatives. Primarily, it emerged from conditions of dire economic plight which
followed the legal ending of plantation slavery and servitude. Furthermore, “having to
make do as opposed to choosing to make do” has been most unfortunate because as
Houston explains, it “affects both the quality and diversity of foods consumed...”, which
has serious implications for health (p. xxvii). Conversely, making do underlines certain
positives: trying out new and different ingredients is both enhancing their culinary skills
and mentally liberating; fusing of African, European, Indian, Chinese, and Native
American culinary methods; and reducing wastes by storing left-over for later use.

Comparatively, this approach to food: not discarding, but instead storing and
re-using leftover has always struck a chord with all students especially when the class
comprises all Japanese natives (occasionally there are foreign exchange students). It
mirrors the Japanese philosophy of mottai nai, which bemoans and decries when
something useful is being wasted or not fully used up. So the admonition of mothers
and grandmothers especially to children to leave not even a grain of rice, to eat up
everything as farmers labored tirelessly to produce it is mottai nai philosophy at work.
Its slogan known as the 3 R’s (reduce, re-use, recycle) was popularized by the Kenyan
political and environmental activist Wangari Maathai, who even added a fourth R,
respect.

We’'ve reasoned in our class discussion that both making do and mottai nai are
positive responses to a negative situation. Mottai nai philosophy is said to have guided
the thinking of surviving the food crisis that Japan faced during and the aftermath of
their WWII defeat, while making do was essential to cope with the harsh economic
realities of the newly freed slaves in the Caribbean post 1834. In the Caribbean’s case
especially, its food philosophy has led to new culinary ideas and skills, though there
were health implications of having to be forced to be frugal and do without certain
nutritional foods.

Mottai nai as a philosophy does have broader cultural antecedents and
applications in Japanese culture and so does making do as a philosophy especially in
influencing economic activity among Caribbean women (Houston, 2005), but these
points were outside the scope of this comparative-focused lecture.
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B2 # 5 : | am currently an Anthropology PhD student at Indiana University,
Bloomington. My dissertation centers on the African-American population in Japan.
My research interests include Afro-Asian sociopolitical interaction, community
networks, and ideologies surrounding Black identity. In my work, | explore the
potential applications of social network and cultural consensus analyses in the study of
hard-to-find populations and transnational networks.
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