SPAM- a lot 
Why SPAM is not (all) unhealthy food
SPAM as Political and Cultural Resistance 
in Hawai´i
Ulf Dahre
Gracie…if a strange man offered to buy you a lunch, what would you say?
- Spam! (Ad which appeared nationally in the U.S. in the early 1940s, where the famous radioshow hosts Gracie Allen and George Burns promoted SPAM Luncheon Meat in a series of printed ads (Hormel website)
Why do you eat SPAM?
· Because we like it! (Conversation 1998, in a house in Miloli´i, Hawai´i)
The first time I visited, what is sometimes called the last Hawaiian fishing village, Miloli´i, South Kona, on the west coast of the island of Hawaii (The Big Island) in 1998, a villager took me out for fishing. We had a pretty decent catch of tuna that morning, she told me. Back to the house my newly found friends were soon preparing for a wonderful lunch with fresh tuna. Or, so I thought. To my disappointment I could see only rice, macaroni-sallad and Spam! Confused by this observation I said: How come you eat Spam when you have fresh fish? They looked at me and laughed: -Because we like it!  This awkward situation I found myself in might have been a good enough explanation, or a fieldwork breakdown if you so wish, of something that really startled me. However, months and even years later I found out more intriguing connections between Spam, Native Hawaiians and the political cause the sovereignty movement is pursuing. For some groups in the sovereignty movement, separation from the U.S. is the goal they are striving for. Other groups have more modest claims aiming at strengthening “Hawaiian indigenous rights” in the U.S. The groups are however linked on one hand in their aversion to a lot of things in American culture and on the other hand the consumption of both American foods and culture. The villagers of the last fishing village in Hawai´i have a somewhat different attitude to things political: “We do it the Miloli´i way”, as they often say. The villagers, in general, say they do not care much for politics and are not interested in what the sovereignty movement is doing, which is mainly occurring in Honolulu. But that is a statement with qualifications. American health authorities are quite often telling them that they should not eat fast food or having so much of a high-cholesterol intake as they have. So when the villagers say they eat Spam because they like it, they are disclosing a political attitude to the surrounding world. They do not care “what these Americans are saying”.
But, objectively speaking is not Spam bad food? Well, from a nutrition- and health perspective it might well be so. But food is not only about nutrition as a considerable amount of anthropologists and others have concluded. It is also, and maybe more so, about politics and social relations.  For the villagers, Spam is about social life, and indirectly about politics and resistance towards American influence in Hawai´i. They care about the fish, and are really worried now when it is harder to catch a good “ahi”. They love fish and other seafood and are ready to tell everything about how to find them. But, Spam is also close to their hearts. And that is not because it is cheap or practical. Paradoxically, by consuming Spam they resist American influence in the islands.  
It´s all about Spam

Since Spam was introduced in America by Hormel in 1937, it has moved beyond the status of a mere lunch meat in a can. People wear the Spam logo on their T-shirts, write Spam-haiku poetry, put it in sushi, and since long, call junk e-mail after it. Comedians, from Monty Python to David Letterman and The Muppet Show (Muppet Treasure Island) have thrived on Spam skits and jokes. In some islands in the Pacific, kids are being named after it.  
Spam today is one of many symbols of American culture. The importance of Spam, according to the Hormel website, is the same as Elvis, blue jeans, or baseball. After more than seventy years in the marketplace, Spam is still one of the highest volume items sold in American grocery stores. It is also traded all over the world. I even found it on a shelf in a “Pork shop” in the United Arab Emirates”. Spam has become something that nourishes the collective mind as well as the empty stom​ach. Claude Levi-Strauss (1969) once said that some foods are "good to think," while others are "bad to think". While Monty Python made it “funny to think” in their now classical Viking scene, George H. Lewis added "ridiculous to think" to this well-known dictum and the author Paul Theroux added “cannibalistic to think” in his observation of Spam consumption in the Pacific. Although Spam is taken quite seriously as a "good to think" foodstuff in many areas of the world—especially in the Pacific Rim—it is also considered “bad to think”, which places the alleged lack of sophistication and social worth of Spam lovers in the spotlight. Others, with a more nutritional bent of mind, are likely to classify Spam, at 256 calories per 4 ounce serving as "a heart-attack in a can" (Mennell et al. 1992: 41-47).
So how is it that this blue and yellow tin of pressed pork has attracted so much attention? And, more interestingly, why is the attention so diverse in nature? What is it that connects Spam, so visibly valued as a marker of power and social status in certain areas of the world (the Pacific and Asia), and as a marker of low-social class in other parts? 
Once Upon a time …a Miracle Meat in a Can was invented
George Hormel started his meat-packing and canning com​pany 1891 in an abandoned creamery in Austin, Minnesota. In 1936, having several thousand pounds of pork shoulder in its coolers and no way to sell so much of this product before it got spoiled, Hormel decided to grind up the pork, add a bit of "real" ham to it, and can it. Hormel reached a large market for such the cheap meat product, especially in American urban centers and the South. Given its subsequent fame as an icon of popular culture, Spam was named by the actor, Keith Daugneau, the brother of a Hormel Foods vice president, at a New Year's Eve Party that ush​ered in its year of commercial introduction to the American public (Hormel).
Canned lunch meat was not in itself a new product. The possibility of pre​serving cooked food by placing it in an airtight vessel was first tried by an Italian count in the early 1700s (Pillsbury, 1998). It was, however, not developed in practice until 1795, when Napoleon, who wished innovations that, would allow his army more speed and mobility. Napoleon had the Directory of France offer a 12,000-franc prize for such an innovation. In 1809 Nicholas Appart—a chef, pickler, and brewer, developed a practical enough application of this concept to claim the prize (Tannahill 1973). The French tried to keep this canning method a secret, but it was soon figured out, in 1811, by Peter Durand, an Englishman who sold his modified patent to a company that provided the British Royal Navy. The method was in 1820 brought to America by William Underwood, who began by canning fish in Boston. 

The demand for efficient transportation of foodstuffs and effective freezing techniques in the early 1900s, most among middle- and upper-class Americans was high. Today this group do not generally eat this kind of canned food, at least not ideologically—and espe​cially not meats—as they were far more likely to do in the 1950s (Bryant, 1985:126-27). Canned foods, now often donated to the poor during Thanksgiving and Christmas, is now considered, as the cheap foods of the urban poor. This group have actually consumed them in quantity since the late 1800s and early 1900s (Jerome, 1976).
And, if that weren't enough, Spam has to many the image of an arti​ficially created product. It is considered not to be a "real" meat, like beef, or ham. Nor is it a symbolically "real" meat, like hamburgers. Instead, it lies somewhere in between, a "bad to think," a food look-a-like product that claims to be part pork and part ham. What else might it be? This suspicion of ground up and dis​guised meat products, the "mystery meat" syndrome, is amplified by many urban rumors that circulate about rats and other vermin show​ing up in commercially created and distributed foodstuffs (Brunvand, 1981; Fine, 1992), as well as in Spam's longtime military connection, that brings on forced and unappetizing images of meals such as chipped beef or canned Spam on toast—labeled "shit on a shingle" as early as World War II.
In sum, then, Spam is seen in mainland America, and many other places of the world today in an ambiva​lent and paradoxical fashion. It is old-fashioned, lower class and artificial ("ridiculous" “funny” and "bad to think"). Yet, at the same time, it stands for thrift, naive patriotism, and other conservative small town American and not the least Pacific, values ("good to think"). As such, it is, especially for younger, urban, and more affluent people, an icon of potential public cultural embarrassment that, deep down, may also symbolize a simplistic past that, for good or ill, America feels it has lost collective touch with.
The meaning of SPAM  (Theory)
Good and bad to think- Levi-Strauss (1969)

Ridiculous to think (George  H. Lewis)

Funny to think (Monty Python, Muppet Show, David Letterman)
To think politically
Why is SPAM so popular in Hawai´i 

Hawaii is often said to lead the U.S. per capita consumption of Spam. Spam is available everywhere and one the most popular cookbooks is the “Hawaiian Spam Cookbook”, which is no joke. Locals regard Spam both as thrifty and tasty. The older generations remember it from their childhood, when they had picnic at a beach and had Spam. For those working in the plantations, Spam and canned sardines were a welcome addition to a limited diet. Spam may be served for breakfast, lunch, dinner or just as a snack. 
Today one can say thatmost analyses are surprised that this food item can be so popular in a place with abundant fresh food products. Admittingly, fruit and vegetables are relatively expensive, but meat products in general are more reasonable priced. That Spam is cheap has been a major explanation in trying to understand the popularity and wide spread consumption. But looking out over Hawaii and the rest of the pacific shows a more complex picture. I will challenge some of the more popular explanations of the popyularity of Spam in Hawaii and the Pacific.
It´s cheap food!
First, Spam is considered to be cheap food. Hawaiians in general tend to be a poor group. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that this group consumes a lot of Spam. Of course, in certain circumstances this may well be true. People eat Spam because, at the homeless shelter or in the park living under a tree, they are given Spam by outreach social workers or people caring for the poor. But most Hawaiians are not that poor. Hamburgers at most of the major chains are generally cheaper, that is, you get more hamburgers per dollar than you will get Spam. So if the poor want to go after cheap food it is not rational to consume Spam.  

It´s functional 
Second, during the Second World War, Spam was seen a functional food. Islanders all around the Pacific became familiar with Spam because it was easy to handle and store. But technology has advanced also in the Pacific so storage problem is not always a valid explanation today for the wide consumption. 
Spam as high social status

There are other factors, that have been observed by Sahlins and Harris, among others. Obviously, Spam was not the only mass-produced American item brought to the Pacific by the war effort diffused through these island cultures. What was it about this particular product, in addition to its American aura, that caused it to be so quickly and centrally adopted? In many Pacific countries (as opposed to Europe and America), meat has traditionally been a relatively scarce and rare item (Sahlins, 1958). Particularly in island cultures, with circumscribed land areas and limited food resources. Animals that exist high on the food chain are very expensive to keep. To consume them—or to offer them to others for con​sumption—is very likely to be the mark of economic wealth and high status. Historically, such animals would have had to have been imported to these islands and, in general, it made little sense to do so.
For example, horses and cows would not be functional in such cul​tures (M. Harris). Such large animals ate too much, and there were not grazing lands on most islands to supply them. And there was no need of these animals as either means of transportation on such limited land area, or as plowers of crops where only small plots were traditionally planted.
Dogs, smaller animals, were, on the other hand, omnivores, and so would compete with humans for scarce meat supplies. Although they do show up on some of the islands, they were affordable only for the wealthy and in limited numbers (Ishige, 1977). In Hawaii and Tahiti, only priests and aristocrats were normally allowed to consume dog flesh (Harris, 1985: 181).
Pigs, however, worked very well. They could forage and obtain their own vegetarian food from the land (as well as scraps discarded by humans). They could also eat fish scraps, something there might well be a surplus of in many island cultures. Pork, then, in these countries could easily become a meat of choice and high status—central to cultural holi​days, family ceremonies, and other times of sharing and gift giving (Fisher, 1983; Meggitt, 1986). Pork, the very essence of Spam, then, was to many Pacific Islanders a culturally familiar, high-status foodstuff, packaged by cultural outsiders in a unique way, with only corned beef, brought at times in the past by trading ships, being any type of analog (Rody). As James Bindon (1988:76) said of Samoa, "in the hierarchy of flesh foods for this culture, pig alone stands at the top".
The method of packaging—the tin can—was a final, telling influ​ence in defining Spam as a high-status food. In tropical cultures without refrigeration or many other means of preserving food, what is not eaten immediately often spoils. Therefore, although the wealthy could kill a pig for a feast, the event was immediate, communal, and soon over (Barnett, 1960:29). Pork meat could not, in general, be kept, saved or stock​piled as a symbol of wealth. (Living pigs could, but even though they did forage, they also required feed and thus were expensive enough that there was a limit to the number anyone could reasonably possess and support. Giving them as gifts was also problematic, as the recipient had to have the means of maintaining the animal, or be faced with having to slaughter it immediately for a feast day himself.
With Spam, then, came the ability to preserve a scarce resource—to stockpile it as a symbol of wealth, to give it to a far wider range of indi​viduals as a gift than one could a living pig, to make finer distinctions (given the small size of a can of Spam, in contrast to a whole pig) in the value of gifts, and to use it as a medium of barter and exchange. The very wealthy could still raise pigs and use them in traditional ways, but Spam was—although not cheap for Pacific Islanders—more affordable and certainly far more versatile for symbolic and economic transactions, even as these transactions tied them ever more securely to the monetary exchange system of America and the West (Nevin, 1977). As David Lewis (1988:92) has remarked, with respect to the Gilbert Islands, "if fishing is not success​ful, high status food can still be eaten—the purchase of a can of corned beef or pork makes it no longer necessary to maintain fish ponds".
Consider then the impact on these Pacific cultures of a non-perish​able, easily portable, form of pork meat that could be stocked as wealth like money in the bank, saved up, or purchased and given as gifts. Consider also that this item was introduced by the liberating troops of the powerful, technologically advanced, and culturally fascinating West, as iconic of their society. No wonder that in the Pacific Islands, from Majuro to Manila, Spam is socially powerful, "good to think" food-thought of and used very differently than it is in mainland America.
It´s due to the history of cannibalism 
(P. Theroux, The Happy Isles of Oceania)

It tastes like human flesh.
It´s political and cultural resistance
However, I want to challenge these earlier arguments, leaving aside Paul Theroux´ as his argument is not serious, in the sense that he actually meant that the history of cannibalism in the Pacific is the explanation for the large consumption of Spam.

Spam brings good memories for many Hawaiians and as such it also creates a sense of belonging and identity. It is a cultural unifier. When cultural phenomenas reach across borders, hybridity theory often argues that the world is coming closer, that cultures integrate and we are seeing emerging global cultural hybridity (Appadurai). If that were true we would see that the Hawaiians would relate to Spam in the same way as Americans. Of course, not all Hawaiians eat Spam, but many regards it as an Hawaiian food. And when Hawaiians today think about their relationship to the U.S. and the presence of American culture in the islands, which is everywhere visible and encountered, paradoxically, Spam has become a symbol, not only of local pride or good memories from the childhood, but also of the ability to appropriate the culture of the U.S., the colonial state, and turn it into an important piece of the resistance to this subdued position the native Hawaiians find themselves in. 
The most used statement by the sovereignty movement and Hawaiians in general is: “We are Hawaiians, not Americans”. Consuming culture and food originating from somewhere else does not necessarily mean that you also adopt the same cultural meaning and understanding of the cultural phenomena. We have seen this before, for instance, the case of Italian pasta. Pasta originated in China, but Italians are not considered to be hybrid-chinese. Today, Arabs that happily drink American beers and eat hamburgers are not hybrid-Americans or see themselves as cosmopolitans. Local consumption creates its own cultural meaning and identity. That is why Spam, being American in its cultural essence, nevertheless finds its local meanings in Hawai´I and can become an instrument of resistance to American political and cultural influence.
In dark smoky music clubs outside of tourist-oriented Waikiki, where the locals congregate, one commonly sees finger foods of choice advertised on little stand-up table menus. Along with the expected offer​ings of nachos and fries and chips, a featured item is very often Spam. Indeed, as one begins to move from mainland America west​ward across the Pacific, this salty tinned pork meat can be seen to take on major importance as a "good to think" icon. Not as an icon of American culture, but of the local Hawaiian culture.
The state of Hawaii leads the United States on a per capita consump​tion basis, accounting for close to five million cans of Spam—or close to five cans per year, per resident (Hormel). As Rachel Landan says in her The Food of Paradise, "to take on Spam is to pick at all the ethnic and economic seams of Hawaii, even though to newcomers, to nutritionists, to those with pretensions to gourmet status, Spam is an embarrassment— serviceable during wartime rationing perhaps, but too salty, too fatty, too overprocessed to be eaten in these enlightened times" (1996,66).
And yet for locals, whose grandparents may well have worked on the pineapple and sugar cane plantations of the early 1900s, canned Spam (and canned sardines) were a welcome addition to a limited diet that became a central and symbolically rich element of family recipes and thus, of family history—a history that has now expanded to include many other blue-collar Hawaiians, whether they can trace direct ties to the plantations or not. Spam, thus, has become a symbol not only of local pride and continuity, but of the ability to appropriate the culture of the exploiter and to turn it into an artifact of local identity, much as the Chinese in Beijing are now doing, as they "localize" McDonald's ham​burgers (Yan, "McDonald's").
Locals in Hawaii, then, regard Spam as both thrifty and tasty—a remembered food of childhood, of family meals and picnics at the beach. 
Hawaiians have given Spam a central place in their culinary life. Perhaps most commonly, it is fried and served with rice (and possi​bly eggs) for breakfast, lunch, and dinner (Lum 1988). It is also wrapped in ti leaves (or aluminum foil) and left to roast in the ashes of beachside cooking fires while everyone goes fishing. It is cooked in soy sauce and ginger and served on toothpicks for cocktails. It is a standard topping for saimin noodle dishes, as well as an often-used ingredient in macaroni and cheese (Landan). Even Spam's ability to be carved—a "ridiculous to think" quality on the American mainland—is "good to think" in Hawaii, as it allows Spam to be easily shaped for sushi and musabi (Honolulu Advertiser).
In a word, having been "localized" simultaneously by the various and diverse cultural and ethnic groups that make up Hawaii, Spam is unique, in that it is not specific to any one of these groups. This allows it to be one of the fun foodstuffs of Hawaii that can be seen, symbolically, as a cultural unifier. Spam cuts across—and unifies—the multi-ethnic cuisines and cultures of Hawaii. Moreover, it does so by invoking the humble and local roots of the culture, while at the same time reminding locals of how they are able to appropriate the culture of the exploiter and turn it into local meaning. No wonder the governor referred in his recent State of the State address to the legislature as a "Spam-and-rice kind of speech." As Michael Young has remarked in Fighting with Food, "food has the lowest common denominator and the greatest ease of convertibil​ity of any valuable, and as a species of wealth it is crucial to the working of most indigenous political systems" (146). Nowhere is this likely more evident than in the case of Spam in Hawaii.
The ambivalence of meaning that Spam has for mainland Americans is not translated to its Hawaiian consumers, even though they were introduced to Spam by Americans them​selves. As cultural anthropologists Mary Douglas and Michael Nicod have remarked: "Food categories encode social events.... They express hierarchy, inclu​sion and exclusion, boundaries and transactions across boundaries (745). Understanding these encoded expressions, particularly ones dealing with transactions across social (and political) boundaries, is the key to under​standing Spam's place in Hawaii.
While SPAM has taken a prominent political way in Hawaii, peoples of other Pacific Islands use food as a major vehicle for the teaching of traditions, as an indicator of kinship and other social relationships, and as a currency for the exchange of wealth. As anthropologists Miriam Kahn and Lorraine Sexton have said: "To Pacific Islanders, food is of far more than nutritional interest, it is of utmost cultural concern" (1).
Food has always been of utmost concern for the Hawaiians. Through the integration into the U.S. HAWAIIANS have been influenced as they have been exposed to new and exotic (to them) foodstuffs. Hawaiians have adopted some of them symbolically to their own cultural needs —as well as having, all too often, been forced into producing cash crops for these outside economic interests, in order to pay for the newly desirable food​stuffs—pineapple and sugar in Hawaii.Today its more coffee and macadamia nuts for a more luxuary market. This "gustatory subversion," “(David Lewis, 81) has allowed hawaiians to acquire Western goods and foodstuffs, such as Spam—but sometimes at a high cost to their pre-contact cultural integrity as well as their current economic well-being. Hawaii is basically all dependent on import of goods and foods, even there has been a slight development lately of local food production. 
Although there had been commercial contact with American food​stuffs long before the Second World War, the successes of the U.S. military effort in the Pacific gave an intense and up-close intro​duction to Hawaii and many other Pacific cultures of things American. Military personnel spread throughout the various island groups and were viewed, in the main, in a positive light—if only in contrast to the Japanese. These new occupiers were powerful and technologically sophisticated—bringing (and many times sharing) elements of their culture with the locals. Beer, chewing gum, military rations—including tinned meats such as Spam-became valuable artifacts of the most recent occupying culture, and prized as such by the locals (Stanley). In the Micronesian Islands, as one evidence of this, are the many documented cases of children conceived during this period being named "Cigarette," "Gum," "Spam," and "Love Me," among other Americanisms of the time (Nevin).
Among American foods that Hawaiians warmly embraced was Spam, the canned lunchmeat that was ubiquitous on American military bases and quickly found its way (along with Coca Cola, beer, and chewing gum) into the hands of the local pop​ulation.
Spam became then, for many Hawaiians, "good to think"—a prized artifact, emblematic of the technologically advanced, militarily powerful, U.S. To American soldiers and sailors, Spam had no special allure. It was PX food—something they saw every day and would bitch, good-naturedly, about. It was certainly not a food of choice for most of them, but it was cheap and easily attainable. If locals desired it, why not give it away for favors and good will? Or use it for barter? Or, later, if one was enterprising and had access to military stores, why not dump it on the emerging black market (especially in the Philippines) and make some good (but illegal) profits from it? All these things occurred as Spam became a symbolic medium of exchange in transactions across social and political boundaries in Hawaii and across the Pacific-moving from a cultural context in which it was defined as low status, cheap and everyday food, to one in which it encoded the power and status of the liberating forces—a talisman emblematic of freedom and wealth. In Hawaii, one might add, it took the turn of being an symbol for sovereignty. As David Lewis observed, if food is defined as the "essence" of its producer, then consuming the food of the Americans, and integrating it into one's own culture, gives a sense of sovereignty. As David Lewis said of those in the Gilbert Islands: "Two features stand out when these people remember World War II; the awesome power used to dislodge the Japanese from Tarawa, and the mountains of food, tobacco and beer which the Americans generously shared with the Gilbertese" (Lewis 90). The same goes for Hawaii in certain ways. Food has certainly not been a problem for the Hawaiian culture, so Spam has not filled a food-gap or lack of food. By appropriating “the enemies” food culture, it’s a political statement that is about conquering “the other”. The Americans conquered the Hawaiians, first by prohibiting certain cultural expressions as the language and hula, and then by exoticizing them for the tourism industry purposes. 
When the native Hawaiian sovereignty movement emerged in the 1970s, it was firstly based on distancing themselves for things American.

