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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Meatification and everyday geographies of consumption in
Vietnam and China
Arve Hansen and Jostein Jakobsen

Centre for Development and the Environment, University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
The rapidly escalating production and consumption of meat across the
world has drawn much attention in recent years. While mainstream
accounts tend to see the phenomenon as driven by ‘natural’ processes
of consumption pattern change through economic development, critical
geographies have turned to exploring the uneven capitalist processes
underpinning what Tony Weis calls ‘meatification’. In Weis’ view,
meatification unfolds through what he calls ‘the industrial grain-oilseed-
livestock complex’, which is presently becoming a dominant form of
agricultural production worldwide. Simultaneously, but less thoroughly
investigated in the emerging scholarship, meatification unfolds in and
through everyday geographies of consumption that we conceptualize as
variegated ‘meatscapes’. By bringing together critical geographers’
interest in the political economy of meat with practice theory and
consumption research, this contribution furthers the geographical
dialogue around the spatial transformations brought about by
meatification. Looking at Vietnam and China as examples of rapidly
meatifying countries, we explore the intersection of macro-scale spatial
transformations through trade and commodity flows and, at the micro-
scale, transformations in food practices. We thus argue for an approach
to meatification that is multi-scalar and conducive to further regionally
specific research of meatification in Asia and beyond.
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Introduction

The rapidly escalating production and consumption of meat across the world has drawn much atten-
tion in recent years. Conceived of as ‘the livestock revolution’ by the FAO and others (Delgado et al.
1999; Delgado 2003; Steinfeld et al. 2006), or as part of a ‘nutrition transition’ (Popkin 1993; Popkin,
Adair, and Ng 2012), the phenomenon sometimes appears driven by ‘natural’ processes of consump-
tion pattern change through economic development and increasing affluence. Increasingly, however,
critical geographers are questioning these dominant narratives, insisting that we think of the rise of
meat in the world economy as a capitalist phenomenon through and through (Weis 2013; Emel and
Neo 2015; Neo and Emel 2017; White 2017; Jakobsen and Hansen 2020). A leading proponent of
such critical approaches is geographer Tony Weis (2007, 2013), who argues for seeing what he
terms ‘meatification’ as a geographically uneven process of capitalist expansion. In Weis’ view, mea-
tification unfolds through what he calls ‘the industrial grain-oilseed-livestock complex’ that is pre-
sently becoming a dominant form of agricultural production worldwide, connecting the world of
food and agriculture in novel, intricate ways. Underlying this complex, Weis sees ‘distinctly capitalist
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imperatives’ (Weis 2013, 95) driving transformations in accordance with the principle of profit and
the pursuit of economies of scale. Similar to Barbara Noske’s (1989, 22) argument about the ‘Indus-
trial-Animal Complex’ being ‘embedded in a capitalistic fabric’, Weis’ idea of such a complex thus
presents us with a specifically geographical approach to studying meatification.

This contribution addresses a twofold challenge in this literature. First, although we have an
increasingly sophisticated critical geography of meatification, significant gaps remain in understand-
ing the actual and systemic ways these processes unfold in countries in the South. Second, the litera-
ture has so far been strongly production-centric. As an example, Weis’s approach focuses
predominantly on dynamics of production, to the point that he seems to suggest that upscaling
and intensification of production systems through the industrial grain-oilseed-livestock complex lar-
gely explains meatification (Neo and Emel 2017, 6). This has spurred Neo and Emel’s (2017) recent
work on the geographies of meat to ask that we go further in thinking of meatification as inherently
multi-scalar, irreducible to production alone, where consumption needs to figure as a consequential
part. While Weis already hints at this in his mention of how meatification necessarily is ‘deeply
embedded in everyday life’ (Weis 2017), there is need for further research. Neo and Emel (2017),
on their part, proceed by emphasizing the interlinkages between political economy and commodifi-
cation of animals with their everyday articulations in biopolitics and governmentality. In this contri-
bution, we suggest a different approach. Bringing Weis’s idea of the industrial grain-oilseed-livestock
complex into conversation with approaches to social practice, we want to explore the multi-scalar
spatial transformations of capitalist expansion these processes are generating in specific geographical
spaces, namely in China and Vietnam. In doing so, we draw on statistical sources to explore national-
scale articulations of the ‘Asian meat complex’ (Jakobsen and Hansen 2020). Furthermore, the con-
tribution draws directly on extensive fieldwork on urban food practices carried out by the first author
in Vietnam, primarily Hanoi, over a period of several years and including observations and interviews
with households, food experts and actors across food systems in Vietnam (see also Hansen 2018). We
also seek to extend our analysis by relating insights from this research to secondary sources on mea-
tification in China in the pursuit of broader understanding of spatial transformations in the South.
We approach the rapid meatification experienced in both countries by zooming in on different scales.
More concretely, drawing upon our earlier work (Jakobsen and Hansen 2020), we first focus on mea-
tification at the national, regional and global scales, revealing important trends in the growth of dom-
estic meat production and the new spatial connections this both drives and is driven by. Focusing on
trade in meat and meat products as well as trade in the main feed crops soybeans and maize, we show
how spatial connections are forged in the process of meatification in these countries.

Having outlined aspects of the industrial grain-oilseed-livestock complex at these broad scales, we
then proceed to zoom in on the urban and neighborhood scales, analyzing how meatification takes
place through gradual changes in the geographies of everyday consumption, an analytical dimension
that remains only seldom explored in critical geographical approaches to meat (although see Hansen
2018). Instead of approaching increasing meat consumption as solely or primarily the outcome of
increased production, we approach food consumption as social practices where provision is one
of several factors contributing to change. Echoing the expressed sentiment in the emerging critical
scholarship, we take it that any undermining and reversal of the ‘violence of indifference’ (Springer
Forthcoming) embedded in the mass slaughter of sentient non-human animals for human consump-
tion ‘needs’ (socially constructed wants, taste) must perforce face the ways meatification participates
in everyday geographies of consumption as practice. Indeed, as Richard White (2015) emphasizes,
while drawing on the work of pioneering geographer Élisée Reclus, it is precisely through everyday
life that this violence of indifference is embedded in specific places. This resonates with the emphasis
on ‘the spatiality of food systems’ and ‘food-place relations’ (Miewald and McCann 2014, 539–40)
that geographers have increasingly come to conceptualize in terms of ‘foodscapes’ (see also Miewald,
Aiello, and McCann 2017; Goodman, Maye, and Holloway 2010; Johnston, Biro, and MacKendrick
2009). Consequently, we argue, meatscapes can denote spatial intersection between large-scale geo-
graphies of meatification and their everyday articulations in social practice. Like ‘foodscapes’ (see
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Miewald and McCann 2014), the concept of meatscapes has previously been employed in quite
different ways and thus requires some clarification. While earlier conceptualizations of meatscapes
have highlighted the availability of forms of meat in specific localities (Schneider 2013) or ‘the ways
that meat-eating and meat-centered rituals permeate culinary practices, cultural identity, and gender
roles in food spaces’ (DeLessio-Parson 2017, 1730), we instead seek to approach meatscapes as the
scalar intersections where meatification enfolds in the sociality of place. This, in other words, means
thinking of meatscapes as where the killing of animals is embedded in everyday life through retailing
and consumption of meat.

In order to specify further the ways meatscapes emerge in and through everyday geographies, we
draw on recent converging interests in consumption and food studies increasingly centering on
social practice (Sahakian, Saloma, and Erkman 2016; Warde 2016). This literature, meanwhile,
shows limited interest in political economy of the sort engaged in by the critical geographies of
meat cited above. This contribution aims at advancing such a dialogue, and do so by focusing on
the role of infrastructure as a spatial connection between the political economy of meat and everyday
geographies. Drawing on Shove and colleagues, we take a ‘fluid approach’ and understand infrastruc-
tures as ‘material arrangements that enable and become integral to the enactment of specific prac-
tices’ (Shove, Trentmann, and Watson 2019, 4). In these infrastructure-practice relations, variegated
meatscapes take material shape in specific places through everyday geographies of consumption. We
illustrate this analytical angle on new meatscapes in Vietnam and China by interrogating, in particu-
lar, core food practices of shopping and eating.

We structure the paper following a scalar logic. After a review of the literature on meatification
and the industrial grain-oilseed-livestock complex as well as an overview of our theoretical approach
to consumption, we explore our two cases of rapid meatification. Starting with the expansion in meat
production and the new spatial connections this depends upon, we move on to consumption and the
geographies of everyday life. After outlining the main meat consumption trends in both countries, we
focus specifically on the infrastructures of shopping and eating practices, considering how changing
geographies of consumption contribute to meatification.

Uneven meatification, the industrial grain-oilseed-livestock complex and everyday
consumption

Human consumption of meat has increased at tremendous speed over the past decades, with
both the human population and the per capita consumption of meat doubling between the
1960s and the 2010s. By 2013, the average human consumed 43 kgs of meat every year (FAO-
STAT). While this amounts to the staggering number of 70 billion animals being slaughtered
every year, the projected increase by 2050 to more than 50 kgs of meat every year per average
human would amount to the overwhelming number of 120 billion animals killed yearly (Weis
2017).1 While inhabitants of high-income countries consume most meat, much of the increase
in recent decades has taken place in middle-income countries. The so-called ‘livestock revolution’
in these countries has attracted some attention, seen as a largely demand driven phenomenon
that has led to rapidly increasing levels of domestic meat production in ‘developing countries’
(Delgado et al. 1999; Delgado 2003). However, although meatification and affluence do correlate,
and although aggregated numbers do show a dramatic increase in meat consumption and pro-
duction in ‘developing countries’, meatification is a spatially highly uneven phenomena, also
across countries at similar levels of affluence (Hansen 2018; Hoelle 2017). Indeed, the clustered
category of ‘developing countries’ hides the fact that while many parts of Asia and Latin America
have seen rapid increase in meat consumption and production since the 1960s, most of Sub-
Saharan Africa has seen little or no increase (Godfray et al. 2018; Sans and Combris 2015;
MacLachlan 2015).

1These numbers do not include sea animals and thus ‘do not illustrate the full scale of death’ (Wadiwel 2015, 6).
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While the narrative of the livestock revolution does include notice of the need for changing diet-
ary patterns, such mainstream accounts tend to remain confined to promoting individualized con-
sumer choice initiatives driven by the private sector (see e.g. World Resources Institute 2016). This is
so despite the increasing attention to detrimental aspects of escalating meat production and con-
sumption. Making the headlines in newspapers worldwide as well as scientific journals, by now
‘we’ all know perfectly well that the rise of soy for feed or the expansion of pastures for livestock rear-
ing contribute ominously to deforestation, species loss – not to mention unimaginable animal suffer-
ing – as well as overall environmental degradation (Pendrill et al. 2019). Yet in none of these
mainstream accounts does capitalism make an appearance. Criticizing such mainstream accounts
for naturalizing a most un-natural link between rising affluence and the utterly unsustainable and
ethically condemnable production and consumption of meat, Weis (2013) instead presents a com-
prehensive argument for seeing the industrialization of livestock production according to capitalist
principles as the main driver of meatification (see also Heinrich Böll Foundation 2014). Working
towards maximizing profit, industrialization of livestock production – like industrialized agricultural
in general – involves the generation of ‘accelerating biophysical contradictions’ with their attempted
‘overrides’ having highly deleterious socio-ecological effects (Weis 2010). In the case of meat, at the
centre of these processes is ‘the industrial grain-oilseed-livestock complex’. Connecting the elements
that go into meatification as a unitary process, Weis proceeds to say that the industrial grain-oilseed-
livestock complex

is the dominant system of agriculture across the temperate world, and is spreading to significant parts of the
tropics. Its landscapes can be likened to islands of concentrated livestock within seas of grain and oilseed mono-
cultures, with soaring populations of a few livestock species reared in high densities, disarticulated from the
surrounding fields. (Weis 2013, 8)

While scholars have echoed Weis in pointing to the importance of meatification to accumulation in
the global agro-food system (McMichael 2013; Neo and Emel 2017), emerging work proceeds to
trace the emergence of the industrial grain-oilseed-livestock complex in its uneven geographical
articulations. We have previously shown how an Asian meat complex is emerging (Jakobsen and
Hansen 2020) and will below proceed to see how this manifests in Vietnam and China.

Less thoroughly examined in this body of literature, however, are the ways that the geographical
expansion of the industrial grain-oilseed-livestock complex happens through the establishment of
patterns of food provisioning that shape, while being shaped by, uneven consumption patterns
countries across the world (Hansen 2018; Hoelle 2017; Weis 2013). While this may appear obvious,
the geographically specific ways by which meatification is ‘deeply embedded in everyday life’ (Weis
2017), remains, as we pointed out above, underexplored.

Meatifying social practices

Macro-economic processes necessarily play vital roles in shaping everyday consumption. However,
decades of consumption research have convincingly shown how consumers are far from dupes, and
that consumption patterns are influenced by a wide range of social and economic processes (Miller
1995; Fine 2002; Warde 2016; Shove and Trentmann 2019). Indeed, in the recent revival of theories
of practice in consumption research, the fundamentally social nature of consumption represents a
theoretical starting point. Closely aligned with ethnographic approaches to the broader field of
food studies, eating as social practice emerges as something of an axiom (Mintz and Du Bois
2002), increasingly central to emerging scholarship on food (see Sahakian, Saloma, and Erkman
2016). Overall, food practices – which on the consumer end involves acquiring, storing, cooking, eat-
ing and disposing of food – both influence and are influenced by a range of other social practices,
fundamentally structuring everyday life. A social practice is a ‘routinized type of behaviour’ (Reck-
witz 2002, 249) that by definition is shared by people across time and space. Thus, in a practice-
oriented approach to consumption, the individual consumer is of limited interest. Rather, the
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focus is on shared and repeated forms of behaviour – practices – in which consumption take part as
‘moments’ (Warde 2005). Practices in turn consist of social, bodily and material ‘pillars’ (Sahakian
andWilhite 2014), what Shove, Pantzar, andWatson (2012) have conceptualized as ‘meanings, com-
petences and materials’.

Practices are carried out by people but both shape and are shaped by their material contexts. As
put by Coutard and Shove (2019, 11), ‘infrastructures and practices mutually shape each other in
contingent and variegated ways’. Focusing on practices and infrastructure allows us to approach
the meeting points between consumption and the ‘systems of provision’ (Fine 2002) that connect
it to production. Specifically, we focus on new spaces of food consumption and their impact on
the practices of shopping and eating, and emphasize spaces that represent material manifestations
of capitalist expansion, such as supermarkets and fast food chains. These new meatscapes form
central parts of current meatification processes. Just like Shove, Watson and Trentmann (2019,
210) argue that ‘infrastructure-practice relations are more than material’ through being ‘shaped
by the ambitions and actions of states, companies, citizens and consumers’, meatscapes represent
material, social and bodily assemblages that connect food consumption to the mass killing of
animals.

Before we get to everyday practices, however, we zoom out and approach meatification in China
and Vietnam through the Asian meat complex.

The geographies of Asian meatification: China and Vietnam

Asian diets and Asian agricultural systems have been rapidly meatifying, as the region is seeing some
of the fastest increases in meat consumption and production globally (OECD/FAO 2016). The geo-
graphically uneven processes of meatification in Asia have been explored in recent works located at
national scales. Notably, Schneider’s (2014, 2017a, 2017b, 2018) work shows how China’s meatifica-
tion process implicates reorganization of its agribusiness sector towards large-scale and highly
unsustainable capitalist agriculture. Taking more of an urban focus, Hansen (2018) finds that Viet-
nam’s meat boom has depended upon trade liberalization and capitalist expansion across the systems
of provision for meat. In a recent contribution, Jakobsen (2020) explores the processes of agrarian
change involved in meatification in India, tracing empirically the industrial grain-oilseed-livestock
complex at the scale of rural cultivation practices.

Although meatification has taken place in highly uneven ways, a range of Asian countries has seen
rapidly expanding livestock sectors as a regionally articulated Asian meat complex based on regional
capital as well as regional and international trade in meat products and feed is emerging (Jakobsen
and Hansen 2020). Generating spatial connection between countries as part of the industrial grain-
oilseed-livestock complex, this involves intra-regional and international trade flows, where much
meat is traded intra-regionally while international flows – particularly from North and South Amer-
ica – play a crucial part through supplying the region with grains and oilseed for domestic feed
industries. Thus, meatification is a key driver of spatial transformations in food, both internal and
external to the region.

While Asia is currently the fastest meatifying region in the world, China and Vietnam are seeing
the fastest increases in meat consumption and production in the region (Hansen 2018; Schneider
2017a). They are also two of the fastest growing economies in the world, as their so-called ‘socialist
market economies’ have proved extremely successful in sustaining economic growth (see Malesky
and London 2014; Hansen, Bekkevold, and Nordhaug Forthcoming). Since embarking on market
reforms in the 1970s (China) and 1980s (Vietnam), both countries have witnessed radical social
and economic transformations as large parts of their populations have seen living standards rapidly
and significantly improving. Some of the most marked changes are found in the domain of food, as
the per capita calorie intake in both countries has increased dramatically over a few decades (French
and Crabbe 2010; Marzin and Michaud 2016). At the core of these food transformations are tremen-
dous increases in agricultural output, including in the livestock sector.
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Developments in China dwarf all others, with annual domestic meat production increasing from
around 2 million tonnes in 1961–86 million tonnes in 2016, a staggering 4200 percent increase
(FAOSTAT).2 In Vietnam, the rapid expansion of the livestock sector has mostly gone under the
radar of the literature on the country’s ‘success story’ of increasing agricultural output. But pro-
duction in the livestock sector has actually grown faster than production in crops, with rapid expan-
sion of the production of particularly pork and chicken, but also beef (see Hansen 2018). Total meat
production reached about five million tonnes in 2016, and the government’s goal is for the increase
to continue and reach eight million tonnes by 2020 (see Yen 2017).

The Asian meat complex relies on both intra-regional and inter-regional flows of resources,
including live and dead animals. In addition to booming domestic industries, both Vietnam and
China have also developed into significant meat importers. Figure 1 shows how China’s meat
imports have surged over the past decades, reaching a total value of USD 9.3 billion in 2016. Accord-
ing to Chatham House (2019) statistics, this adds up to 4.6 million tonnes of meat. Brazil is the main
exporting country, followed by Germany and the US. Pork represents more than half of the total
value at USD 5.8 billion, followed by beef at USD 2.6 billion and poultry at USD 1.2 billion.

Vietnam’s imports have also surged, reaching a total of USD 3.2 billion in 2016 (Chatham House
2019). More than a third of imports in 2015 consisted of frozen beef, mainly from India, but also the
United States and Australia; and more than a third was poultry, mainly from the US, but also Brazil
and South Korea (Hansen 2018). Imports continue increasing, and as imported meat is often cheaper
than locally produced meat, they now represent a significant challenge to local producers (Vietnam
News 2019). As Jakobsen and Hansen (2020) show, the Vietnam-India connection in beef trade is
highly significant and in need of more sustained inquiry. The numbers presented above fail to cap-
ture the dog and ‘wild meat’ consumption in both countries. Numbers are not available, but both
industries are of considerable size in both countries.

Returning to domestic production, the Asian meat complex increasingly relies on imported
resources for animal feed. We now turn to looking at processed feed as key ingredients to meatifica-
tion in the two countries.

Processed feed

Industrial feed represents a core ingredient of large-scale meat production. Asia is a leading region in
global feed production, driven mainly by China but with India experiencing rapid growth and Japan,
South Korea, Indonesia, Vietnam, the Philippines and Thailand representing significant shares (All-
tech 2018). While feed demand is often met by domestic production across the Asian meat complex,
the industry is increasingly dependent on imported resources (Jakobsen and Hansen 2020). This
connects livestock production to cash crop developments in the region and elsewhere and form a
central component of the meat complex.

Again, developments in China dominate the picture. China’s imports of soybeans in value terms
represent 37 percent of all soybeans trade and 19 percent of all trade in oilseeds in the world (Cha-
tham House 2019).

Figure 2 clearly illustrates the massive China-America connections that have attracted quite some
attention, including recently the noteworthy Brazil-China soybean connections and their impli-
cations for agri-food restructuring and geopolitics (de Oliveira and Schneider 2016; de Oliveira
2016). China is, together with Southeast Asia, considered to be developing into a significant import
base for feed commodities (Kumar 2015). Most of the soybeans used for animal feed in China and
Southeast Asia are imported, and the imports have increased at very rapid pace (see Jakobsen and

2We acknowledge that the common tendency to estimate the mass killing of sentient animals in terms of quantity of meat (ton-
nage) or monetary value rather than number of individual animals killed contributes to hiding the violence involved, thus argu-
ably adding to the ‘violence of indifference’. We nevertheless have relied on meat quantity numbers in several places as this
enabled us to present comparable numbers between the different databases we have utilized (where statistics on number of
animals killed were often unavailable).
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Hansen 2020). The US has been a key source of Chinese soybean imports, rising from the value of
$1.1 billion in the year 2000 to $14.1 billion in 2015 (Chatham House 2019). Potentially ramifying
ongoing developments in such regard are found in the so-called ‘soybean trade war’ between China
and the US, where President Trump’s protectionist and xenophobic moves have triggered retaliatory
tariff action from China as well as plans to reduce the use of soybeans in Chinese feed (CNBC 2018).
At the time of writing, these developments are threatening to decimate soybean trade entirely. While
it is too early to spell out these implications, we make note of statements from Indian officials in the
course of these ‘trade wars’ to the effect that India would be willing to step in to fill China’s void in
soybean demand (Aneja 2018).

Although at a comparatively smaller scale, Vietnam has also seen rapid increase in soybean
imports. Figure 3 shows how also there the American connection is strong, with Argentina as the
main exporter, followed by the US and Brazil.

Maize

Maize is the other main feed crop. Regionally, Asian imports from other regions have been growing.
Indeed, intra-Asian trade in maize has been declining while trade between Asia and the Americas has
been increasing rapidly (Chatham House 2019). This tendency is evident in Vietnam as well, where
in addition to significant increases in domestic production (GSO 2017), maize imports – and mainly
from Argentina, Brazil and the US – have increased very rapidly. Figure 4 clearly shows the size of
these American connections.

Figure 1. China meat imports, 2016.
Note: Created at resourcetrade.earth (Chatham House 2019) Used with permission.
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For once, China is not a significant trade actor. China is the second largest maize producer in
the world and maize the largest grain crop in China (Wu and Zhang 2016). The country’s mas-
sive production of maize, of which 68 percent goes into animal feed (Ely, Geall, and Song 2016),
goes mainly to the domestic market as a result of policies aiming at self-sufficiency in grains.
Reports suggest that Chinese authorities recently evince some degree of willingness to open
up for limited import in maize – as it is categorized as primarily for feed and not food (security)
– but that this will be in a very much guarded manner (Lockett 2015). The loosening up of self-
sufficiency in maize due to the demands from the feed industry has brought sharply increasing
imports of maize in the 2010s (Index Mundin.d.). Important here were also changes in the com-
position of the livestock sector in China, putting more demand on feed grains. As a result, China
turned to the US as its main source of imports of maize in 2008 (Dillivan 2015), a pattern that
lasted up to 2013 when a GMO controversy brought US corn imports to a halt (Blaustein 2014).
Since 2013 China has established a different maize import strategy (Wu and Zhang 2016), where,
as of 2017, Ukraine has emerged as the main supplier (56 percent), followed by Myanmar (26
percent), the US, Laos and Brazil.3 This new strategy has strong effects on agriculture in other
countries. In Myanmar, for example, maize has emerged as an important export crop of
which 99 percent goes to China.

In sum, China’s and Vietnam’s meat booms have involved expanding domestic meat indus-
tries and new international connections. Indeed, meat production in the two socialist market
economies include spatial connections to booming cash crop developments in a range of

Figure 2. China soybean imports, 2016.
Note: Created at resourcetrade.earth (Chatham House 2019) Used with permission.

3See https://atlas.media.mit.edu/en/visualize/tree_map/hs92/import/chn/show/1005/2016/
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North and Latin American countries. But so far our approach, in line with much of the existing
literature on the geography of meat, has mainly centred around supply-side factors. Supply
does not magically create demand. Instead, consumption patterns are shaped in complex
relationships to systems of provision and everyday practices. We argue that closer attention
to everyday geographies can add significantly to our understanding of ongoing processes of
meatification in China and Vietnam, as changing consumption patterns emerge with new
meatscapes.

Consuming meat

While China and Vietnam still eat considerably less meat per person than most affluent
countries4, both countries have seen very rapid increase in meat consumption the past few
decades.

Figure 5 shows the meat booms in China and Vietnam compared to global and Asian averages.
Studying the meatification of food provision and practice in Vietnam, Hansen (2018) has shown how
the massive increases in meat production and imports have been central to this boom, but argues
that these supply-side factors fail to tell us why Vietnamese eat so much more meat. Rather, he
shows how meat intensification of food dishes, the influence of foreign, meat intensive dishes and
practices, the increasing prevalence of eating out and the associations between meat and progress
all are crucial factors in co-shaping demand.

Figure 3. Vietnam soybean imports, 2016.
Note: Created at resourcetrade.earth (Chatham House 2019) Used with permission.

4For example, in 2013 the average EU citizen ate 81.26 kgs and the average US citizen 115.13 kgs of meat during a year (FAOSTAT).
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A similar case could be made for China’s meat boom, which is equally dramatic to that of Viet-
nam. Chinese average annual per capita meat consumption increased more than eighteen-fold from
1961 to 2013, reaching 61.05 kgs. While this is still considerably lower than most affluent countries, it
is for example much higher than Japan’s average of 49.45 kgs annually (FAOSTAT). While again a
dramatic upscaling of domestic meat production (Schneider 2017a), combined with rapidly increas-
ing meat imports, has made the Chinese meat boom possible, shifts in diets occur through everyday
practices and food cultures.

China and Vietnam share many cultural traits after a long history involving both peaceful
exchange and centuries of forced co-existence (e.g. Goscha 2016). Among them seems to be a culture
for eating meat, although not long ago meat was a luxury very few could indulge in in both countries
(Oxfeld 2017; Peters 2012). Meat, and especially pork, is today affordable and has become a central
part of the diet in both countries. Access to meat is closely associated with ideas of progress and a
symbol of celebration and social status (Hansen 2018; Watson 2014). The consumption of animal
flesh is indeed cosmologically rooted, for example seen in ancestor-worship offerings and feasts
(Avieli 2012; Oxfeld 2017). Meanwhile, Buddhist vegetarian traditions have been reduced to a couple
of meat-free days a month (Avieli 2012). Cultures for eating meat is of course common across the
world (see for example Anderson 2014), but a look at the extremely high levels of meat consumption
in the wealthy Chinese enclaves of Hong Kong and Macao (FAOSTAT) suggests that culture is an
important factor.

Returning to the infrastructures and practices of food, in China, just like in Vietnam, gradually
changing food practices and infrastructures of food have been central to the meat boom. In the

Figure 4. Vietnam maize imports, 2016.
Note: Created at resourcetrade.earth (Chatham House 2019) Used with permission.
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following, we shed a light on infrastructure-practice relations in emerging meatscapes through
examples of changes in two core food practices: shopping and eating.

Everyday meatscapes: infrastructures and practices of shopping and eating

Alongside rapid economic development and urbanization, China and Vietnam have seen radical
changes in the geographies of consumption. First and foremost, the availability of goods has
increased dramatically, and combined with more money to spend and more willingness to spend
it, accessibility has been fundamental to the construction of consumer societies in both countries
(see Hansen Forthcoming). In terms of meat, new food spaces – meatscapes – are important for
all food practices. To start with shopping for food, both China and Vietnam have been home to sig-
nificant ‘supermarketisation’ with large supermarkets and a wide range of mini-marts gradually
replacing traditional ‘wet markets’ and street vendors as the main spaces for urban food acquisition.
This contributes to changing food-shopping practices, as it becomes more common to travel by car
or motorbike to buy food and more common with bulk shopping instead of going to the market
every day. Interestingly, and perhaps ironically, the large supermarket chains are able to benefit
from a series of food scares and the fact that food safety has come to be ranked as a main social con-
cern in both countries (see Ehlert and Faltmann 2019; Zhang 2019). Not knowing what to trust,
many consumers believe imported food from the supermarket, or, particularly for the case of
China, bought online (Zhang 2019), is safer than local markets. In Vietnam, this is especially the
case for foreign supermarket chains. A retired and relatively affluent woman in Hanoi can serve
as an example here. She explained how the current food situation had led to changes in her food
shopping. She was used to going to the market nearby in Hanoi’s French Quarter every morning,
but had now started to travel by taxi to the Japanese supermarket Aeon, close to 10 kilometres
from her house, once a week. In her own words:

Yeah, [in the past] I would go every day. Because we Vietnamese need fresh food. Fresh vegetables, fresh meat.
Every day we buy food for one day. But after the food quality was reduced, I started to go to the supermarket. I
don’t dare to buy outside [in the market]. Because, quite simply, outside, people don’t care about the quality of
the food. Just about money. Even the people who go check the hygiene, they would take money under the table
and give them the certification, so how do you know what to trust?. (Interview, Hanoi, March 2017, translated
from Vietnamese)

Aeon, like the Korean-owned Lotte Mart, are at the top of the hierarchy of the new supermarkets in
Vietnam. Accommodating the Vietnamese culture for fresh food, as the woman above described, the

Figure 5. Annual meat consumption per capita, China and Vietnam, 1961–2013. Source: Compiled by authors based on numbers
from FAOSTAT.
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supermarkets have large fresh food departments, including for meat. Clean and tidy, these serve as
an alternative to the streetside butcher shops. As the retired Hanoian woman continued, ‘I think
the butcher place is really unhygienic, the place they put the food is not clean, and even the
machine they use for grinding the meat is also not clean. So if I go to the market, I see this kind of
uncleanliness, and I’m afraid of eating the food.’ Supermarkets represent new meatscapes that clearly
influence the spatiality and temporality of social practices and through taking on meaning as modern,
clean and safe.

Keeping with changing meatscapes, supermarketisation also involves a change in how meat is
traded, and the sources of meat at supermarkets are usually different from that of the local meat
shop (see Schneider 2018). This is particularly the case for frozen meat, which is unthinkable at tra-
ditional markets, both because it goes against a food culture valuing warm meat and because it
depends on considerable infrastructure of cooling, or ‘cold chains’ (Rinkinen, Shove, and Smits
2019). At the supermarket, consumers can acquire frozen meat that has travelled half the world,
in many cases even at a lower price than meat from animals raised nearby. If meat is sold fresh,
there are obvious limitations as to how long and far it can travel. Frozen meat, as well as processed
food and meat products, thus make meat more available and also more spatially mobile. We may
speculate, moreover, about the implications of supermarket meat provision for the naturalization
of the ‘violence of indifference’ (Springer Forthcoming) as distance and silencing of animal suffering
increases vis-à-vis individual consumers (Neo and Emel 2017).

Moving on to the practices of eating, statistical data show that meat consumption tends to
increase with increasing affluence and with urbanization (Kearney 2010). A central factor here
seems to be the prevalence of eating out. In the words of Browne, Mylan, and Di (2017, n.p.),
in China ‘Larger quantities of meat have become woven into societal expectations about ‘good’
meals’. This is particularly the case when dining in restaurants, they find, which again echoes Han-
sen’s (2018) findings in Vietnam. Increasing prevalence of eating out, as well as changing habits for
shopping for food, represent examples of the importance of geographies of consumption. Indeed,
Lange’s (2016) cross-country examination of Asian meat consumption trends points to cities, with
their middle class driven patterns of eating out, as ‘hotspots of changing consumer cultures’. Urban
life often includes eating away from home, whether out of necessity, convenience or comfort, and
meals outside the house tend to include more meat than meals eaten at home (Popkin, Adair, and
Ng 2012). The exact reasons for this may vary across food cultures, but for the case of China and
Vietnam, in traditional home-cooked meals meat often plays a small part in a balanced meal
(Avieli 2012). Meals eaten outside can be similar, but tend to involve other dishes and ingredients.
As a young woman in Hanoi stated, ‘if you want to eat traditional food, you can eat at home’
(Interview, Hanoi, April 2017, translated from Vietnamese). Practices of eating out can also be
highly meat intensive. This includes, for example, local varieties of street-side barbecues and mas-
culine drinking feasts including prominent ingredients such as dog meat or ‘wild meat’, the latter
which can involve considerable prestige and include a range of protected and endangered species
(see Drury 2011).

Perhaps more obviously, eating out involves imported food practices, whether Korean barbecue
restaurants, American steak houses or a wide range of fast food chains. What these widely different
food spaces tend to have in common, is that meat is at the centre of the meal rather than one of sev-
eral components.

Fast food chains come in many different shapes. The globally dominating brands such as McDo-
nald’s and KFC are present in China and Vietnam, and the latter has proved particularly popular in
both countries. In addition, a range of local varieties exists, and in Vietnam also large Asian brands
such as Lotteria from Korea and Jollibee from the Philippines are becoming widespread.

In Vietnam, fast food is often seen as something mostly children enjoy. A new urban generation
has grown up used to quite different tastes from older generations, often to the surprise of parents
and grandparents. The thoughts of a middle-class woman in her thirties summarize opinions that are
common to come across in Hanoi:

32 A. HANSEN AND J. JAKOBSEN



When I was small… .we had a lot of different streetfood. But just like oc nong [snails] or that kind of thing. Not
any fast food. And then fast food happened, and then I think a bit younger generation than us they started to
learn to like it. Like kids nowadays, they like to go to KFC. It’s horrible! But it’s like our generation we didn’t
grow up with it, so we’re kind of exempt from it a little bit. It takes me time to like fried food. Deep fried is too
much for me. (Interview, Hanoi, March 2017)

The new spaces for food consumption are not bringing about entirely new food practices, but are rather
able to build on existing practices. Going out to eat was common before these places were established,
and street food remains highly popular in Vietnamese and Chinese cities. But they often change the
content of food practices significantly. In China, fast food spaces also tend to serve as spaces for hanging
out, for, for example, doing homework (Yu 2014). These practices are not as common in Vietnam,
where cafes, tea houses and coffee shops tend to be the preferred options.

Importantly, going to a Western fast food restaurant does not necessarily entail a ‘Westernisation’
of diets. Fast food chains adapt, create menus adapted to local taste buds and become integrated in
different food cultures (see Watson 2006). But it does contribute significantly towards global hom-
ogenization in terms of people eating more animal source food, more fat and sugar and in general
more highly processed food. This is often referred to as a ‘Western’ diet in the food and nutrition
literature (see for example Kearney 2010), what Otero (2018) perhaps more accurately labels the neo-
liberal diet. The expansion of fast food chains and supermarkets globally has led to what Richard
Wilk (2018) calls ‘global junk’, where market forces and corporate interests strongly shape and con-
strain options for consumers, often towards less healthy food. These processes entail an expansion of
domestic, regional and global capital into the everyday geographies of food consumption in countries
across the world.

But meatification in Asia also takes place outside the realm of big capital. Just like the Asian meat
complex is often comprised of very large numbers of smallholder farmers (Jakobsen and Hansen
2020), a wide range of small-scale agents operate the provisioning of meat. From agents buying
and selling meat from farmers through slaughters, middle-men and wet market salesmen, these
small-scale operations are vital to food provisioning in these countries. Thus, meatification involves
not only large scale industrial farming, but also, for example, thousands of pig carcasses being trans-
ported one and one on motorbikes from abattoirs to wet markets in Hanoi. That said, the state is
working against such practices in both countries. Schneider (2017a) has thoroughly documented
the upscaling of meat production in China, while Garnett and Wilkes (2014) have shown how gov-
ernment policies have supported upscaling and major changes in supply chains across the food sec-
tor in China. Similarly, in Vietnam, the government strives to bring big capital into agriculture, and
formalize the rest of provisioning chains for food. This includes shutting down existing markets in
favour of supermarkets (Wertheim-Heck, Vellema, and Spaargaren 2015), and sees large corpor-
ations such as the extremely powerful Vingroup establishing farm-to-fork initiatives where they con-
trol the entire supply chain (Hansen 2018). Furthermore, the abattoirs are getting bigger and new
actors with more capital are entering the business, transporting carcasses by trucks instead of
motorbikes.

The future of meatification: changing demand in China and Vietnam

As stated above, demand is also shifting to different types of meat. Both China and Vietnam
mostly consume pork, and represent significant shares of global pork consumption. But the con-
sumption of beef and chicken is growing rapidly (FAOSTAT). The poultry sector is an interest-
ing case of changing consumption and production. In Vietnam small-scale chicken farming has
represented the norm and chicken that has been allowed to roam free is favoured due to taste.
Now, large quantities of industrial chicken imported from the US, Russia and Brazil quite radi-
cally breaks with this trend. At the same time, local producers are looking to scale up production
alongside the ideals of the chicken industry in advanced capitalist countries (Vietnam News
2018). Interestingly, many consumers in general now seem to trust factory farming more than
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smallholder farming after a large number of food scandals in the country, although an upscale
market for ‘clean’ and organic products is clearly also on the rise (Hansen 2017). This is similar
to what Schneider (2018) finds in the Chinese pork sector, where the shift from small-scale to
industrial farming has developed alongside a shift from fresh meat at the market to packaged
and processed meat at supermarkets. Returning to chicken, China perhaps gives an indication
of the future of the sector in Vietnam. As both consumption and production of chicken has
been expanding very rapidly, China’s poultry sector has long been transforming. Indeed,
China by 2014 produced 18 percent of all poultry meat in the world, almost entirely for the dom-
estic market (Pi, Rou, and Horowitz 2014). Meanwhile, the sector has gone through dramatic
industrialization, upscaling and consolidation. Pi, Rou, and Horowitz (2014) show how 70
million small-scale farmers left the sector between 1985 and 2005 and how the number of broiler
farms decreased by 75 percent between 1996 and 2011 as poultry production transformed from a
sideline activity for rural households to a huge industry. Furthermore, by early 2006 there were
no more state-owned poultry companies. Instead, large, private operations dominate, including a
range of large foreign corporations. Indeed, by 2009, intensive broiler farms represented almost
70 percent of total supply (Pi, Rou, and Horowitz 2014).

Beef is a different story, as demand has rapidly outgrown domestic supply in both countries. Beef
consumption is growing very rapidly, as what used to be known as ‘millionaire’s meat’ in China has
become more common. This is thanks both to more meat in traditional dishes, such as the famous
pho noodle soup in Vietnam, and the imported food practices discussed above. Going to a steak
house in China and Vietnam is an expensive affair, but can come with significant prestige. Domestic,
Korean and Japanese barbecue restaurants also frequently serve imported beef. As for fast food, while
many consumers are sceptical towards Western dishes the children of the urban middle classes seem
to fully embrace pizza, hamburgers and other foreign fast food (Hansen Forthcoming), something
that in turn contributes towards soaring child obesity levels in both countries (French and Crabbe
2010; Do et al. 2015). If hamburgers grow in popularity with the coming generation, this will surely
also contribute to boosting beef consumption.

While the trends are clearly pointing towards a further increase in meat consumption in both
China and Vietnam, predicting demand is of course notoriously hard. Interestingly, while increasing
meat consumption is integrated into government agricultural development plans in Vietnam (Yen
2017), the Chinese government’s dietary guidelines have targeted a cut in meat consumption by
50 percent (Milman and Leavensworth 2016). Furthermore, Browne, Mylan, and Di (2017) have
found that meat reduction is a prevalent new practice among the Chinese middle class. Similarly,
in Vietnam attempts to cut back on meat consumption, particularly for health reasons, are common
among the urban middle class. Being predominantly Buddhist countries, there is certainly potential
for a vegetarian revival. To what extent these trends are consequential for overall demand remains to
be seen. Vegetarian and vegan sub-cultures have surely existed in parallel – and in opposition – to
meat booms around the world. As meat becomes more embedded in everyday food practices, turning
the trend around is hard. We know this from many affluent societies, where overall meat consump-
tion has not decreased despite much focus on the negative health and environmental consequences
(see for example Ritchie 2019).

Conclusions

Global meat consumption continues increasing, representing the core of the unsustainability of glo-
bal food and agriculture and based on massive violence against non-human animals. Much of the
current expansion is driven by changes in middle-income countries, yet surprisingly little work
has been done on meat consumption in these countries. This could partly be due to the fact that
mainstream accounts within food, agriculture and nutrition tend to see this expansion as a ‘natural’
outcome of increases in income and urbanization levels, and that critical scholarship has focused
mainly on particular regimes of production as central explanation for meat booms. This paper
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has argued for combining a political economy and economic geography of meat approach with fac-
toring in everyday food practices. Such a multi-scalar approach has been carried out by studying
meatification using both top-down and bottom-up approaches. Specifically, we have analysed
expanding meat production in two of the fastest meatifying countries in the world, China and Viet-
nam, through the lens of an emerging Asian meat complex. Furthermore, we have focused on infra-
structure and introduced the concept of meatscapes in order to study the integration of large-scale
meatification processes in the places and spaces of everyday life.

This multi-scalar approach has allowed us to show how meatification takes place at the inter-
section between new production regimes and changing food practices, rather than through indi-
vidual dietary choices or as some automatic outcome of increasing supply of meat. We have
showed how the rapidly escalating meat consumption in both China and Vietnam has depended
upon both massive increases in domestic meat production – in turn depending on imports of soy-
beans from North and South America – and rapidly increasing imports of both meat and meat
products and live animals for domestic slaughter. But, by zooming in on everyday life and focus-
ing on the infrastructure-practice relations involved in shopping for and eating food, we have
shown how, as put by Warde (2005, 141), ‘[t]he effect of production on consumption is mediated
through the nexus of practices’.

New urban food spaces such as supermarkets change the connections between provision and
consumption, and together such changes also increase the distance between consumers and the
animals killed and eaten. Processes of supermarketisation change the ways meat is traded and
handled, particularly through cold chains and processed meat, making meat more spatially mobile.
The increasing popularity of fast food chains has also contributed towards soaring obesity levels in
both countries, in processes similar to what Wilk (2018) describes as ‘global junk’. The processes
we have described are certainly not unique to Vietnam and China, although the pace of the
changes in these two countries has been especially fast. Further research, however, is needed to
understand the uneven geographies of meatification elsewhere in Asia and in other parts of the
world. We suggest that such research needs to be multi-scalar, attentive to the complexity of spatial
transformations and pay attention to both production and consumption, both macro-economic
processes and the geographies of everyday life. This requires studying statistics and trade flows,
but crucially also grounded fieldwork through interviews, observation and participation in food
practices in order to study meat consumption as it takes place. Further research should also
play closer attention to how different food and meat cultures interact with, are impacted by and
influence meatification processes.

A big remaining question is whether meat consumption will continue increasing in China and
Vietnam. China is particularly interesting, as the sheer size of the country means consumption
trends there have global ramifications. But as the world’s 15th most populous country, Vietnam’s
96 million inhabitants sure also make an impact. There are clear signs that cutting back on meat
is seen as desirable among upper segments of the population in both countries, mainly due to health
reasons. In many affluent countries, similar concerns have not led to an overall reduction in meat,
but rather a shift towards eating chicken (The Economist 2019). Furthermore, we know that veg-
etarian trends can co-exist with, and oppose, overall increasing meat consumption in the rest of
the population. As China and Vietnam are far from being affluent countries and poverty prevails,
there is also the opportunity that, if economic growth continues, new segments of society will expand
their meat consumption in the decades ahead. Perhaps more crucially, the Chinese government has
stated a desire to limit meat consumption. How this plays out, what tools the government employs to
achieve such a goal, and how this affect China’s role in the emerging Asian meat complex, could pro-
vide for highly interesting further research.
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