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3-2 From the Laboratory to the Field: Impressions of
Shodoshima as a Research Student

RBRRAIEERE AW RHE L IRRIAE 1 42 VOLUNTAD Raffacllo Riley

I am a Ist year master’s student currently working in Fukusaki
Laboratory on understanding the differences between metabolite profiles of
different coconut subvarieties in Southeast Asia (e.g. Indonesia, Philippines, etc.).
Because my research is closely related with food and agriculture, it was with great
pleasure that I joined the fieldwork in Shodoshima for the first time. From field
trips to soy sauce breweries and olive plantations, to interviews with local elders
who lived on the island for a long time, we had an opportunity to look at the local
food culture from the perspective of many different viewpoints.

There were two main things that struck me during the entire experience.
One was the realization that “food culture” as a whole cannot and does not exist in
a vacuum: rather than thinking solely about what types of ingredients are readily
available to a populace, it is also necessary to consider the cultural, historical,
and commercial contexts of a location. For example, rather than olives being a
predominant food on the island due to its status, it is instead seen by the locals
as something that Shodoshima is known for as a marketable product and not as a
staple of everyday cuisine. I think this kind of phenomenon could be reinterpreted
as the difference between “top-down” approaches to changing food culture (where
the local government and businesses heavily market their products and then
convince the populace) and “bottom-up” approaches (where the populace as a
whole embrace certain types of food on their own).

At the same time, I think that Shodoshima exemplifies what can happen
when both types of approaches are present in a community. A local olive farmer by
the name of Takao-noen, for example, both participates in a top-down approach

through their work in selling olive-based products as well as a bottom-up approach
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through their personal community outreach in order to attract students and other
people to get involved with olives from harvest to production. I felt as though
what I observed with olive production could be readily seen in other produce such
as coconuts: the steady evolution of coconuts as merely local staples within their
respective countries to having a variety of marketable coconut-based products
ranging from cosmetic to food.

Another observation was that postwar rehabilitation efforts seemed to
have a great impact on shaping the local food culture, particularly for those who
lived through the war. The replacement of normal staples such as sugar and fresh
produce with artificial sweeteners and wild forage helped strengthen the idea of
mottainai within the community.

What kinds of food are we preparing? Why do we prepare food this way?
Are we doing enough to promote a sustainable food culture? While the answers to
such questions may be difficult and hard to obtain, I felt that Shodoshima was an

ideal model place to deeply examine the intricacies of our relationship with food.
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