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Because I had never thought about food as related to war, Megan Elias’s 2014 article, 

“The Palate of Power: Americans, Food and the Philippines after the Spanish-American War,” 

definitely got my attention. While I learned a great deal, I also formed several questions. 

The article centers on Edith Moses who was in the Philippines at the turn of the twentieth 

century because her husband was there as part of a commission to determine American 

governance of the new possession (acquired from Spain as a result of the Spanish-American 

War). This woman clearly believed that food was one way to judge people’s level of civilization 

(or savagery) and one way to guide savages to civilization. Her lunches with Filipino women 

were meant to teach them; strikingly, however, while she was often not impressed, it was 

important to her as a “lady” (47) to be considerate and not embarrass anyone. When she and 

other American women visited elite native women and discovered that their understanding of 

American use of canned foods meant showing hospitality by serving vegetables or peaches in 

their cans, they were careful how they responded. The same happened when women provided her 

with their understanding of another American favorite—ears of corn—even though Filipinos 

considered corn suitable only for livestock. The American women, according to Elias, were both 

polite and willing to “rough it” but not if it meant that they were “suggesting that the Philippines 

had something to offer America” (55). 

Did Americans have similar experiences in other countries in which they intervened or 

which they acquired? What did Americans think of Mexican dishes during the 1846-1848 war? 

Did it matter if there were no women with the troops, that the contact was related to battle, not 
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governing? Perhaps a better comparison would be with Cuba after the Spanish-American War as 

the American presence and role there after the war was substantial. Were there places where 

local foods positively affected American views of Cubans?  To change directions, did the foods 

of Chinese and Japanese immigrants affect Americans’ views of those two disliked groups? Did 

the ingredients and tastes of Mexican and Native American foods support the negative attitudes 

toward people on the North American continent?  

 The answers to my questions are probably in one of Prof. Moon’s American Studies 

courses on food and immigration. 


