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I cannot emphasize enough the relevance of the
work reported in this book, most notably how
Chinese consumers procure food, including so-
called wet markets that are often blamed for infec-
tious disease outbreaks (e.g., SARS-CoV in 2002
and SARS-CoV-2 in 2019). For this reason,
JAFSCD has allowed me to review this book
although it was ably reviewed by Anthony Fuller in
the previous issue of JAFSCD (Fuller, 2020). This
book provides theoretical as well as empirical
analysis of food systems in China, a country with
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the largest human population. It also details the
long-established history of how traditional wet
markets have become culturally important for
food, nutrition, health, livelihoods, and wellbeing
of Chinese residents. The book is divided into 10
self-contained chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the
topic with a compelling story of how the authors’
journey to write this book began after they
attended the BioFach China trade fair in Shanghai,
the biggest annual organic food trade fair in the
country (http://www.biofachchina.com/en/). This
chapter also outlines the research objectives and
methods for data collection and analysis. Chapter 2
provides further context surrounding China’s
changing food systems after the economic liberal-
ization in the late 1970s, following the death of
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Mao Zedong, former chairman of the People’s
Republic of China. It was the time when industrial
agriculture gained momentum in the country.
Together with crop monoculture that eroded
agricultural biodiversity and polluted air, water, and
soil, industrial livestock production led to the
concentration of animal wastes and excessive use
of antibiotics and growth hormones.

Subsequently, chapters 3 and 4 provide
empirical evidence on the state-led promotion of
food systems that offer alternatives to industrial
food systems, and chapter 5 discusses bottom-up
grassroots initiatives. Farmers markets, often label-
ed as organic markets in China, provide alternative
market spaces for emerging middle-class customers
who can pay a premium price for the perceived
quality and safety of agricultural products sold in
these markets. Food prices are lower in China’s
supermarkets and traditional wet markets than in
farmers markets. Chapter 7 presents a case study of
the Beijing Organic Farmers’ Market to illustrate
how such markets serve as contested spaces. The
remaining chapters (chapters 6, 8, and 9) cover the
cross-cutting issues of agricultural and rural devel-
opment in China, and the final chapter (chapter 10)
concludes the book with a reflection on the devel-
opment of alternative food systems and agrarian
movements in China.

The remainder of this review focuses on the
three types of food markets in China: modern
supermarkets, traditional wet markets, and farmers
markets. It further discusses the implications of
these markets on building resilience and trans-
forming food systems to avoid future disruptions
from sudden shocks as well as gradual stresses.

Modern Supermarket

The term “supermarketization” is used five times
in the book, primarily to discuss how the global
trend of bigger, faster, cheaper, and standardized
food products co-exist with China’s traditional
food systems, often with tensions and contesta-
tions based on beliefs and values of either system.
A recent study by some of the same authors (5,
Scott, & McCordic, 2019) documents that super-
markets in Nanjing, the capital of China’s eastern
Jiangsu province, normally sell rice, dairy, eggs,
pasta, noodles, cooking oil, sugar, white bread,
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brown bread, tea, snacks, coffee, sweets, chocolate,
potato chips, French fries, canned vegetables, fro-
zen pork, canned fruit, frozen beef, frozen lamb,
cooked lamb, frozen shellfish, and canned meat.
This mode of marketing is based on the principle
of a “just enough, just in time” food supply that
depends on standardized and homogeneous prod-
ucts sourced from the monoculture of crops, live-
stock, poultry, and aquatic species.

Traditional Wet Market

The book reveals that despite the expansion of
supermarkets, most Chinese consumers continue
to purchase foods in traditional wet markets. Food
items more commonly acquired in these markets
are fresh fruits and vegetables; raw pork, chicken,
fish, beef, lamb, shellfish and offal; frozen fish and
chicken; cooked pork, chicken, beef and shellfish;
and steamed bread and patty, sowbow, pies, and
samosas (Si, Scott, & McCordic, 2019). The name
“wet market” appears five times in the book to
illustrate why traditional markets still exist. Wet
markets are diverse in form, contrary to
international media portrayals of these markets as
homogenous spaces with food safety, quality, and
animal welfare concerns (T. Zhong, Si, Crush,
Scott, & Huang, 2019). Furthermore, a study in
southern China, specifically Sanya in Hainan
province and Guangzhou in Guangdong province,
concludes that the cultural construction of
freshness creates a niche for small-scale traders in
traditional wet markets (S. Zhong, Crang, & Zeng,
2020). The proportion of households with food
and nutrition security is 79% in Nanjing, which is
attributed to access to traditional wet markets
(Zhong et al.,, 2019). The industrial modernization
of agriculture has pushed regionally oriented
traditional food markets to the margins, partly
because of the perceived food safety issues and
adoption of the modern, fast lifestyle. Until the
1980s, most wet markets were informal street food
vending operations, but starting in the 1990s, local
governments regulated these markets by building
closed, usually in indoor, spaces (T. Zhong &
Scott, 2020). Farmers markets are sometimes
considered as a viable alternative that would
continue the gambit of traditional markets while
addressing the perceived food safety issues.
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Alternative Farmers Market

The book further notes that in contrast to tradi-
tional wet markets, where petty traders also bring
products from large wholesale markets for resale,
at farmers markets producers themselves partici-
pate, although there are many exceptions. Farmers
market venders also are not necessarily primary
producers and traditional growers whose lives and
livelihoods are dependent on agriculture. In this
type of direct marketing, producers and consumers
interact, often inviting the latter to visit farms. By
way of comparison of farmers markets in industri-
alized countries, this book explains that Chinese
farmers markets exclude customers who cannot
pay a premium price for the perceived quality and
safety of the produce being offered.

This book serves as an excellent resource for
those who are interested in food systems resilience,
robustness, and sustainability. However, it is miss-
ing an examination of problems with current ani-
mal protein sources, including industrial food ani-
mal production, live animal transport and sale, and
illegal wild animal trade (Greger, 2007). As such,
over 65 billion broiler chickens are slaughtered per
year worldwide; the combined mass of these birds
exceeds all other birds on Earth, and they are
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