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Tank to Table: Hong Kong’s Wet Markets and the
Geographies of Lively Commodification Beyond
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Kylie Yuet Ning Poon,’® and

“Department of Geography, University of Hong Kong, People’s Republic of China; ®Department of Geography, University of
California, USA; “Department of Geography, McGill University, Canada

We argue for a radical reconfiguration of existing theorizations of the “lively commodity”—beings captured,
cultivated, and traded for their very lives—on more inclusive terms. Specifically, we advocate the inclusion
of animals intended for dietary consumption, in recognition of the demonstrable centrality of encounters
between human beings in their role as consumers and the animals and animal parts offered for sale in Hong
Kong’s many wet markets to the processes of commodification. Based on semistructured interviews with
vendors and consumers (n=286) and a variety of modes of ethnographic observation (including narrative,
photography, and several forms of videography), we analyze three groups of practices and strategies for
structuring and negotiating productive encounters (which we label provoking motion, stimulating appetite,
and maintaining life) observed in twenty-seven different wet markets across Hong Kong between June and
September 2022. Our analysis also suggests critical issues and directions for future research rooted in, at
minimum, crucial differences in the scalar, temporal, ecological, and ethical dimensions of diverse processes
of lively commodification. Key Words: animal geographies, encounter, lively commodities, political ecology, wet

markets.

ong Kong’s many wet markets provide fresh

and affordable produce for millions of peo-

ple every day, and also play a range of
other roles in the city’s communities. They are the
“heart” of the neighborhood (Cheung 2020) and a
“habitual part of daily life” in Hong Kong
(Bougoure and Lee 2009, 71). Wet markets influ-
ence urban development and provide spaces of
social inclusion (Marinelli 2018), while also meet-
ing a basic consumer demand for fresh food. Hong
Kong residents consume an average of 54 ¢ of fresh
fish and 308 ¢ of fresh vegetables every day, figures
considerably higher than U.S. daily averages of 19¢
of fish (including both fresh and frozen) and 210g
of vegetables (Cheung 2020). With some eighty
major wet markets currently in operation across
nearly every corner of the city, the trade in live
and frozen seafood' also has an enormous and vir-
tually incalculable ecological footprint. Behind even
seemingly minor regulatory changes or fluctuations
in the supply of or demand for specific products

lurk a host of substantial social and environmental
implications that can be especially difficult to
predict.

The ability of wet markets to cultivate an atmo-
sphere and promise of freshness is key to their suc-
cess (Zhong, Crang, and Zeng 2020). As Robbins
(2012) reminded, “Freshness isn’t natural. It is
instead a product of capitalist transport, production,
and processing” (231). Freshness of animals and ani-
mal parts meant for dietary consumption—often
indexed by how recently they were alive or how
“lively” they appear to be—is highly valued, and the
demand for fresh produce has so far enabled wet
markets to outcompete the city’s many supermarkets
for particular items (Goldman, Krider, and
Ramaswami 1999). Especially since the emergence of
COVID-19, China’s wet markets have been under
intensified scrutiny, so it is a suitable time for a
more in-depth examination of their operations.
Intensifying competition from supermarkets, threats
from developers, and controversies around disease
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transmission (including COVID-19, SARS, and
avian flu), among other factors, threaten their ongo-
ing survival (Chan 2023).

There is a long history of competition between
wet markets and supermarkets in Hong Kong, main-
land China, and across Asia (Goldman, Krider, and
Ramaswami 1999; Bougoure and Lee 2009; Mele,
Ng, and Chim 2015). Whereas supermarkets struggle
to meet consumer demand for freshness, wet markets
have a reputation for poor service quality, unsanitary
conditions, and—at least in certain quarters—inhu-
mane treatment of animals (Goldman, Krider, and
Ramaswami 1999; Bougoure and Lee 2009). Debates
regarding the origins of COVID-19 have only made
the “imperial knowledge” of safety standards and
quality assurance regulations promoted by supermar-
kets (Freidberg 2007, 322) and the local knowledge
often implicitly associated with wet markets harder
to reconcile. Vendors use certain strategies to com-
municate quality and freshness of their products, and
to attempt to sell inferior products at inflated prices.
Consumers respond with a suite of skills and local
forms of knowledge to select quality products and
maximize value for money.

Taking the commodification of animals as live
seafood products as a point of entry, this article
explores the spaces and moments of encounter
between vendors, consumers, and animals in Hong
Kong’s wet markets. Drawing on recent work devel-
oping the concept of the “lively commodity”
(Haraway 2008; Collard and Dempsey 2013;
Collard 2014), we examine how local knowledges,
practices, and strategies produce complex entangle-
ments of value on competing terms through nego-
tiations and other interactions that extend across
temporalities measured in seconds to those that
extend beyond lifetimes. In contrast to theorizations
and analyses that sever companion, laboring, and
other animals from those intended for dietary con-
sumption (e.g., Collard and Dempsey 2013), we
advance a more inclusive theory of the lively com-
modity. Through an analysis of three sets of practi-
ces and strategies extensively documented through
field work involving vendors and consumers in
twenty-seven different Hong Kong wet markets and
other related spaces in 2022, we group these practi-
ces and strategies under the headings of provoking
motion, stimulating appetite, and maintaining life.
We argue that their elaboration strongly suggests
an analytical and empirical imperative to extend

investigations of the commodification of liveliness
beyond the boundaries of collaboration and
companionship.

The article proceeds through four remaining sec-
tions. First, we review recent literature on lively
commodities, focusing especially on the connections
between this concept and broader entanglements of
the human and nonhuman world as well as compet-
ing understandings of value at work in different
analyses. In the third section, we briefly elaborate
the methodological approach of the larger project of
which this article forms a part, including specific
methods of data collection and analysis. We then
present a summary analysis of the three sets of prac-
tices and strategies noted earlier as observed in
Hong Kong’s contemporary wet markets, drawing on
several distinct forms of observational and interview
data. In the concluding section, we indicate just
some of the possibilities for an expanded research
agenda for the study of lively commodities within
and beyond geography, which we argue is already an
extant necessity.

Figuring Freshness and Flesh

Recent decades have seen an explosion of interest
in nonhuman animals among geographers, especially
in their many and varied relationships with human
beings (Buller 2014; Hovorka 2017; Gibbs 2020).
Concomitantly, a bevy of new concepts, methodolo-
gies, theoretical and philosophical perspectives, and
political commitments have taken shape across the
social sciences and humanities, developments by
which geographical research has both contributed
and benefited. The agency of nonhuman entities has
been debated extensively, especially in dialogue with
such thinkers as Donna Haraway, Bruno Latour,
Elizabeth Povinelli, Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Sarah
Whatmore, and others. Taken together, these
debates and advances have highlighted the complex
entanglements of the socionatures that exist at the
intersection of the human and nonhuman. As
Whatmore (2002), Povinelli (2016), Yusoff (2018),
and others have argued, demarcations of the living—
nonliving, human-nonhuman are a foundational
kind of politics of aesthetics (see also Ranciere 2010;
Gerlofs 2021). On these foundations of rationality—
which things are alive or not alive, what it means to
be alive or not alive, who gets to decide these ques-
tions, and why, and so on—social practices and
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political economies are established, reproduced, and
challenged. It is now beyond question that these
negotiations, contestations, and constructions pro-
duce inestimably consequential ecological implica-
tions as well. The specters of climate change—
although the violences of its uneven manifestations
make this an increasingly tenuous descriptor—mass
extinctions, and enormous losses of biodiversity the
extent of which we are only beginning to understand
all underscore the significance of this nexus for our
continuing ability to live on this, our deeply
“damaged planet” (Tsing et al. 2017).

In a world dominated by capitalist social relations,
human—animal interactions are overwhelmingly
determined—in an enormous variety of ways—by
the commodity form and by processes of commodifi-
cation. Much of the contemporary work devoted to
understanding these dynamics is undertaken accord-
ing to classical or more contemporary principles of
political ecology (e.g., Robbins 2012; Bridge,
McCarthy, and Perreault 2015), especially in estab-
lishing a critical relationship with global capitalism
and the particular formations that inhere in various
geographical contexts. In some such investigations,
nonhuman animals have been approached as a kind
of “natural resource” that can be “harvested” for var-
ious kinds of consumption (e.g., Cronon 1991; St.
Martin 2005; Wilson 2015). Others have examined
the commodification or capture of animal labor,
including what Barua (2018) labeled the “metabolic”
form of “animal work” (e.g., Barua 2018; Shell 2019)
and that which Parrenas (2012) called “affective
work” (the provocation of specific feelings and expe-
riences through encounter).

Animals have also been shown to factor in the
value circuits of contemporary capitalism in numer-
ous other ways. Examples include the production of
“wild” experiences like safaris and hunts (Schroeder
2018), medical and product testing, ecological pres-
ervation or the performance of such, and other
spaces of staged and largely passive encounter such
as zoological parks, variously marketed as education
or entertainment. Ontological and epistemological
questions of value abound in the complex human-—
nonhuman relationships examined in this work, as
do competing explanations as to how it is under-
stood, pursued, and realized in each of these many
different forms of interaction and the sociospatial
conditions within which they are navigated. Where
some see quasi-natural “alliance” of mutual

advantage or “collaborative” mutual training in spe-
cific human-nonhuman relationships (e.g., Power
2012; Shell 2019), others see crude exploitation,
inhumane behavior, lor the rapacious despoiling of
the natural world.

Responding in part to a lack of analytical clarity
regarding the production of specifically capitalist
value in these relationships, Collard and Dempsey
(2013, 2684) built on Haraway’s (2008) theoriza-
tions of “lively capital” in proposing the “lively
commodity.” In doing so, they “do not mean dead
commodities derived from living things (for instance,
agricultural commodities like meats, fruits, vegeta-
bles, and grains) but, rather, live commodities whose
capitalist value is derived from their status as living
beings” (Collard and Dempsey 2013, 2684). These
and other researchers (e.g., Barua 2016a) have pro-
duced a growing body of work that examines various
processes by which the circulation of value is real-
ized through the attribution of life to animals in spe-
cific ways. Whether as companions, coworkers, or
entertainers, lively commodities from monkeys and
parrots to tigers and killer whales are captured,
raised, groomed, trained, and otherwise transformed
by the perverse alchemy of markets black, white,
and gray to signal or produce a wide variety of use
values built around differing notions of “liveliness.”

In each case, however, the value of a lively com-
modity abides in dialectical contradiction. Living
beings resist embodying the use values they are
ascribed—good for snuggling, beautiful to watch
swim around a tank, able to carry large loads of raw
materials or sniff out drugs, explosives, or bed bugs,
and so on—both consciously and otherwise. They
age, they injure, they become ill. They forget their
training, try to escape, or become unpredictable or
even violent. They require care and management
beyond their purchasers’ expectations. Their use val-
ues also vacillate as with their movement along
bipolar axes (e.g., too wild or tame, too young or
old, too intelligent or not intelligent enough) in
ways that can be difficult to manage.

Consumers and their preferences and capacities
can also be rather capricious, whether at the scale of
the individual consumer of a massive python who
failed to appreciate the costs of its ownership to that
of the citizenry of the member states of international
trade agreements that govern the sale and transporta-
tion of live animals. To function as lively commodi-
ties, animals must therefore be maintained in states of
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suspension between any number of extremes that
themselves are likely to shift throughout (and
beyond) the life course of a given animal (Gillespie
2021; Bersaglio and Margulies 2022). Viewed through
traditional categories of value theory, they must be
presentable as sufficiently lively to convince a poten-
tial consumer of the quality of their use values while
also commanding prices that allow their vendors to
realize acceptable quantities of exchange value.

Crucial to the negotiation and realization of this
value are the moments, spaces, and modes of encoun-
ter between human beings in their role as consumers
and the animals whose liveliness is for sale (Barua
2016a; Ni’am, Koot, and Jongerden 2021). Such
encounters play an indispensable role in the “active
demonstrations of being full of life” through which
liveliness is appreciated (Collard 2014, 153). As
Collard and Dempsey (2013, 2684-85) explained,
“encounterability”—the capacity to be “seen and
touched in the flesh”—is itself produced through pro-
cesses of commodification. Vendors and their
upstream partners work to produce specific kinds of
encounters and distinct forms of encounterability in a
variety of ways across different processes of commodi-
fication and the different agents and spaces of con-
sumption pertaining to each.

The functional roles of those who curate these
encounters have been interpreted in many compet-
ing ways. From something akin to the role of Ross’s
(2008) elite athletes or other spectacular perform-
ers—“an extremely gifted group of workers who go
through the motions of labor all day,” using their
abilities not “to materially transform something into
something else but, rather, to merely perform these
actions for the sake of performing them” (988, italics
in original)—to something more like the role that
factory management plays in Wright’s (2006) com-
parative analysis of women in manufacturing or prac-
titioners of agriculture or husbandry (cf. Barua
2016a). To better understand the unique role of the
encounter, Haraway (2008), Barua (2016b), and
others have challenged traditional Marxian binaries
of use and exchange value through the idea of
“encounter value.” For these authors, encounter
value represents a distinct form of value generation,
enrolling a complex and shifting set of “relationships
among a motley array of living beings, in which
commerce and consciousness, evolution and bioengi-
neering, and ethics and utilities are all in play”
(Haraway 2008, 46).

Much remains to be understood about the com-
plex entanglements of liveliness and commodifica-
tion, however. Tensions persist around how the
laboring bodies of nonhuman animals are to be
treated in theory and in practice, a question that
meets with uneven political and scholastic appetites
across contemporary global geographies and often
even produces contradictory impulses within one
person. Emergent theorizations of lively commodities
offer a productive conceptual language, but thus far
have focused nearly exclusively on human-animal
relationships wherein nonhuman animals are forced
into the role of “beast of burden” (e.g., performing
specific work tasks at the direction of humans that
would otherwise be done by humans or human-
directed machines), “preserve” (e.g., for exhibition
in a menagerie), or “companion” (e.g., as an exotic
pet). Conspicuously neglected in these debates are
explorations of nonhuman animals captured and cul-
tivated for sale and consumption as food for human
beings or for other nonhuman animals (e.g., pets,
game, or livestock), which arguably represent some
of the oldest, most persistent, most globally perva-
sive, and most taken-for-granted forms of lively
commodification.

As we demonstrate through an investigation of
the commodification of live seafood products in
Hong Kong’s wet markets in the sections to follow,
training a focus on nonhuman animals marketed for
dietary consumption shows lively commodities in
distinct relief, enrolling and producing motivations,
attitudes, practices, and relationships meaningfully
distinct from those examined by existing research,
concomitantly encouraging new theorizations. By
fundamentally altering the parameters of the situa-
tion of encounter, live seafood transactions (or
potential transactions) therefore present a radical
challenge to the conclusions of previous conceptions
of the lively commodity. Although never entirely
reducible to the crude pursuit of exchange value,
vendors and consumers find themselves actively
negotiating value in ways that enroll scientific, folk,
and other forms of knowledge, often implicitly or
obliquely. Such exchanges define, perform, arbitrate,
and mete out life and death in encounters that can
last mere seconds,” and coalesce into routinized
forms of practice, embodied knowledge, and
unevenly distributed (and closely guarded) forms of
localized common sense. In these encounters, a kind
of value proposition is made by vendors, who use
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specific techniques and strategies to signal maximal
use values to their clients, which they hope to parlay
into maximal exchange values for themselves.
Consumers come in search not of a warm body to
cuddle or performer to put on display but rather for
the physical, emotional, spiritual, and other forms of
vitality they believe will come from consuming ani-
mal flesh.

The goal of consumers, in the main, is to identify
and realize maximal value in these transactions,
often by weighing cost against one expression or
another of “freshness.” As Friedberg (2010) showed,
freshness is no trivial thing in places where the con-
sumption of fish is a quotidian part of life (e.g.,
Hong Kong), but rather is considered a vital and
essential quality. As we demonstrate in the sections
that follow, freshness and other determinative quali-
ties are performed, challenged, and otherwise negoti-
ated in practically infinite variations of practices.
Although these practices unfold unevenly across
extremely diverse and overlapping time scales, the
definitive negotiation of the value of any lively com-
modity is typically limited to the moment and space
of encounter.

Methods

A primary goal of our research has been to inves-
tigate the role that liveliness plays in the commodifi-
cation of seafood products (animals and animal
parts) in Hong Kong’s wet markets, prompted by the
categorical exclusion of animals bound for dietary
consumption in so much of the emergent literature
on this topic. To better understand the processes of
commodification, we adopted dynamic modes of eth-
nographic observation and conducted semistructured
interviews at a geographically diverse selection of
the city’s wet markets (twenty-seven in total) as well
as two wholesale seafood markets located across all
four of Hong Kong’s major regions—Hong Kong
Island, Kowloon, the New Territories, and Lantau
I[sland—Dbetween June and September 2022.

Overall, we conducted eighty-six interviews, fea-
turing some forty-six vendors and forty consumers.
Among other themes, vendors were asked questions
regarding which products they sold live, how they
maintained the quality of live seafood, the costs and
benefits of selling live (rather than frozen) seafood,
and the techniques and equipment required to keep
their animals alive. Consumers were asked questions

about their purchasing and consumption habits, the
qualities they look for when purchasing live seafood
and the tactics they use to discern them, and
whether and why it was important to them to buy
live seafood and to do so in wet markets as opposed
to other places. Most interviewees were recruited on
site at wet markets, but a smaller group of ten con-
sumers were later recruited online via social media
and interviewed over the phone.’ All interviews
were conducted in Cantonese, and later translated
and transcribed into English. These data were subse-
quently grouped and analyzed thematically by mem-
bers of the research team, with special attention
paid to both unique responses and insights and gen-
eral patterns or consistencies among responses.

We supplemented our interview data with a wide
range of systematic but dynamic modes of ethno-
graphic observation adopted during field work ses-
sions that far exceeded the time spent conducting
interviews. Observations conducted by members of
the research team were written in narrative form as
field notes after each site visit, and a variety of cam-
eras and related equipment were strategically
deployed with the permission of vendors in many of
the wet markets we visited. Some thirty waterproof
action cameras were placed inside tanks containing
live animals and were also used to capture unique
footage of various transactions and transformations
that would have been difficult to appreciate other-
wise (e.g., being scooped out of a tank with live
prawns, weighed, and wrapped in plastic after sale).
Mirrorless and DSLR cameras equipped with special-
ized video and audio enhancements (e.g., remote
microphones placed in display areas among live ani-
mals) were used to capture many hours of transac-
tions and quotidian behaviors among consenting and
cooperating vendors and consumers, as well as foot-
age of live animals on display, being handled or
processed, and being selected, inspected, and sold
(some of the images and videos included in this arti-
cle might be disturbing to viewers). We also cap-
tured hundreds of still images of facilities, animals,
and environments. Members of the research team
later reviewed this material in both individual and
collective sessions, making further observations and
grouping both visual materials and observations for
thematic analysis alongside our interview data.

The acts of capturing and analyzing film and
other audiovisual materials are not objective nor
neutral, and the presence of cameras and other
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devices can and does alter research encounters
(Clement 2019). During field work we noticed ven-
dors and wholesalers appearing to handle animals
with added care, and to modify their behavior in
other ways while we were filming. Even so, we found
video (and especially the accompanying audio) pro-
vided an especially rich and often unsettling obser-
vational experience beyond what narrative or still
photography can convey, and thus an essential com-
ponent of our methodological repertoire. Analyzing
video footage collectively was also richly rewarding,
as members of our team often reacted to and inter-
preted footage quite differently based on experien-
tial, disciplinary, linguistic, and other differences.

This methodology allowed us to distill a host of
practices and strategies into three major groups,
which we present in the following section. We argue
that when considered collectively, these compel-
lingly demonstrate the significance of the encounter
to everyday negotiations of value in the live seafood
trade, and thus the necessity of a more inclusive the-
orization of the lively commodity.

Lively Commodification and Hong Kong’s
Wet Markets

Provoking Motion

Among both vendors and consumers, motion of
nearly any kind is generally treated as a significant
indicator of both the liveliness and freshness of live
seafood. Movement is suggestive of life and vigor
and considered a primary index of value. Animals or
animal parts that look less “alive” are widely
assumed to be less delicious, and possibly even
unsafe for consumption. Consumers were quick to
offer such beliefs in interviews, often with a strong
sense of certitude buffeted by a belief in their own
discernment. Ms. Poon (personal communication, 17
August 2022), for instance, told us, “Fish that aren’t
energetic taste fishy. And it is easy to suffer
from stomach pain after eating shellfish that aren’t
fresh.” Similar arguments abound in wet markets, as
in the following comments enthusiastically offered
by Jackey Cheung (personal communication, 23 July
2022): “You can’t eat dead crabs! They are very
mushy! They should be thrown away! This is the
same for lobsters and shrimps!”

In response, vendors have developed a wide vari-
ety of practices and strategies to ensure customers
perceive their products as active (and therefore safe
and high in quality) in the moment of encounter. In
some cases, movement is an attribute that need only
be displayed as part of the commodification process,
as some species of animals will move about readily
with minimal or no effort required on the part of
vendors. Storing fish in cold water, for instance, is a
common general strategy for keeping fish moving. In
most cases, however, vendors believe that motion
must be provoked. The temporal dimensions of this
belief and its associated knowledges and practices are
critical, as it is only necessary that a given animal or
animal part demonstrate motion within the space
and moment of encounter, and provocations that
exceed this mandate often pose significant risks and
costs. A widespread practice among vendors, for
instance, is the removal of one or more fish from a
display tank to a plate, box, or table in the open air,
as the asphyxiation they experience will induce
them to “bounce” and “flop” in a predictably futile
attempt to survive (see Video 1). Although practices
vary somewhat, most vendors iterate this practice by
replacing the performing fish roughly every fifteen
minutes, as this is considered the optimum window
for expressing motion without completely asphyxiat-
ing a given animal.

Space, too, plays a key role in such practices.
Hong Kong’s fabled density and perennially over-
heated land market ensure a steady pressure on the
use of even the smallest of spaces, a reality that is
often expressed in overcrowded display and storage
tanks. Some vendors whose tanks do not leave
enough room for fish to swim thus find performative
asphyxiation to be their only option for demonstrat-
ing liveliness (Anonymous, personal communication,
22 June 2022). As Mr. Leung (personal communica-
tion, 27 July 2022) explained, this technique is par-
ticularly important for species that tend to be more
sedentary, such as the common brown-marbled grou-
per  (Epinephelus  fuscoguttatus; see Figure 1):
“Customers want groupers that move! But let me tell
you, groupers live in the cracks of rocks and corals.

They always choose to remain static but not
dynamic ... I pick one and throw it on the plate to
let it bounce. Now customers know that it is
lively!” The animal’s instinctual resistance to its
impending death is offered as proof of abundant,
safe, and delicious life.
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Figure 1. Groupers at Sai Ying Pun Market, 23 June 2022. Photo by B. L. laquinto.

For some species, death is not only threatened or
simulated but inalterably initiated so that an ani-
mal’s protracted expiration might provoke its most
spectacular forms of movement. Vendors commonly
chop animals into segments even before they are
sold, enabling the severed body parts to perform a
kind of involuntary dance on a horizontal or vertical
display surface. The heads of some eels, for example,
continue to writhe long after decapitation, report-
edly due to their high oxygen efficiency, which
allows them to function for a long period on the
oxygenated blood left in their heads (Verheijen and
Flight 2008). Eels’ gills are also close to their heads,
which allows oxygen to continue to diffuse into their
heads so long as their gills remain moist (Verheijen
and Flight 2008). We recorded many encounters
with still-moving, dismembered seafood in our field
notes, as in the following excerpt:

Fish heads trying to breathe. Half an eel flapping
around on a stainless steel tray with its mouth open.
Fish arrayed on trays still twitching with sections of
flesh cut off the tops of their bodies. A vendor cut a
large fish in half length-wise and poked its still-beating
heart with his finger. No questions asked, these fish are
fresh! (22 June 2022, Pei Ho Street Market)

Such tactics are generally well-received among con-
sumers in our experience, exemplified by the enthu-
siastic appreciation of regular eel buyer Ms. Wong
(personal communication, 28 June 2022): “I really
like buying eels! Vendors would usually chop them

below the head, and they would still be moving!
They are very lively!” (see Video 2). Likewise, fish
that are dissected into pieces are still able to move,
as the charged ions still contained in their motor
neurons after death reportedly cause their muscles to
contract in response to stimuli. Such midmortem or
postmortem motion can also be cheaply simulated;
one vendor (Anonymous, personal communication,
15 July 2022) told us that he simply uses a long stick
with a hook to flip dissected fish body parts to make
them “flop” whenever customers are around (see
Figure 2).

Vendors use strategies to enhance the movement
of shellfish as well. Many vendors group abalones
onto plates and sell them as “plate bundles” to avoid
the inconvenience of having to weigh them to
determine the price. Within fish tanks, the flesh of
abalones would move due to the exposure to water
and oxygen, and such movement persists for a short
period even after abalones are scooped out and
placed onto plates. Their movement on the plates
tends to diminish over time due to the lack of water
and oxygen, however. Therefore, it is common prac-
tice for vendors to put abalones back into the tank
and scoop out a fresh set roughly every fifteen
minutes (Anonymous, personal communication, 13
August 2022), to ensure that the flesh of the
abalones stays in near-constant motion.

In other cases, vendors would “poke” or “brush”
the muscular surfaces of shellfish to encourage
movement (see Video 3). Many such tactics are
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Figure 2. Recently dissected fish, Smithfield Wet Market, 15 July 2022. Photo by B. L. laquinto.

species-specific or have species-specific variations.
One vendor told us he will knock on the shells of
scallops, as well as using his palms to “brush over”
the meat of razor clams to trigger their nerves, caus-
ing their muscles to contract (Anonymous, personal
communication, 13 August 2022). Another reported
that he demonstrates the liveliness of tied-up
Chinese mitten crabs to potential customers by mak-
ing their eyes pop up:

The claws and legs of crabs are tied up
completely, so it’s hard to see if their claws and legs
moved. However, we can still knock them a little
bit, to see if their eyes pop out. There isn’t much
reaction if you hit the back of their shells, but if you
hit the area behind their eyes, their eyes will pop
up. They look different! (Anonymous, personal com-
munication, 13 August 2022)

Even the liveliest animals tend to diminish in this
capacity over time, and ultimately to die. When
decline becomes obvious, vendors adopt a variety of
tactics to conceal, deemphasize, or reframe this real-
ity, and in some cases to compensate for it by mak-
ing concessions in price. Rather than using terms
like “dying” to describe fish that are relatively immo-
bile or otherwise appear physically unwell, for
instance, vendors prefer to describe such animals as
“sleepy,” sometimes even suggesting that they might
“wake up” very soon. A vendor we interviewed at
Yau Ma Tei Market (Anonymous, personal commu-
nication, 28 July 2022) made this perfectly clear:
“This is just a word game. Fishes are like humans,
they sleep, but they just don’t wake up eventually
like humans do.” As animals with limited mobility

are quite difficult to sell, some vendors will immedi-
ately slaughter and fillet fish that are in obvious
decline into smaller parts, rather than continuing to
try to sell such “lifeless” fish whole (Mr. Lai, per-
sonal communication, 22 June 2022). This strategy
is something of a trick, as vendors believe that even
discerning consumers will cease to be suspicious of
the freshness and quality of a fish that has been sac-
rificed in this way, instead imagining that the fish
had just been selected for apportioned sale by a pre-
vious customer (and thus was a “choice” animal).

More straightforwardly, some vendors will offer a
discount—even as much as 50 percent—for fish with
specific deficiencies (e.g., fish that have begun to
swim upside down, a tactic we took to calling “the
upside-down discount” in the course of our
research).® For their part, consumers recognize the
asymmetry of information they face in such transac-
tions, and the uneven landscapes of scrupulousness
built thereupon. Summarizing common skepticism,
one consumer explained their approach to buying
live crabs:

You can still eat crabs when they are in the process of
dying. But after they have died for one to two hours,
there would be bacteria. If vendors say, “Oh, the crab
just died,” don’t believe them! You don’t know if it’s
real! If a crab just died moments ago, it should still be
able to move, but it would move slowly. That’s really a
crab that has just died. If the crab doesn’t move at all,
don’t even take it for free, because it would just waste
your money on gas bills for cooking. If you know
that a vendor is honest, you should just go back to
that stall. Lots of vendors assume that you know
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nothing about seafood, so they would lie to you.
(Jackey Cheung, personal communication, 23 July

2022)

These practices and strategies demonstrate the signif-
icance of the moment of encounter to the negotia-
tion of value. In Hong Kong’s wet markets, life is
neither a static nor a stable quality. The categorical
designation of animals offered for sale as live seafood
as “living beings” is not enough to convince custom-
ers to purchase them. Instead, vendors work to pro-
voke motion in specific ways to convey the optimal
impression of liveliness to consumers. When this is
no longer possible, vendors resort to price conces-
sions, creative presentation, and outright deception.
These and many other practices on the part of both
vendors and consumers are conditioned by the inter-
play of local knowledges that are themselves ever-
changing, as well as the ongoing transformations of
Hong Kong’s dynamic political economy in which
food safety, public health, and geopolitics figure with
increasing prominence.

Stimulating Appetite

Much as with other lively commodities, animals
must also demonstrate their liveliness with specific
qualities—and avoid the demonstration of others—
to be desirable in the moment of encounter with
consumers. Issues of feeding, transportation, prepara-
tion, and display often take center stage in these
dramas. A common and likely accurate belief among
vendors is that consumers will find it distasteful to
be confronted with the food—in whatever state of
digestion it might be found—of the animals they
themselves intend to eat. If fish are fed before or
during their time on display, they are more likely to
“vomit” or defecate. When fish are slaughtered and
apportioned for sale on site or later prepared for con-
sumption, their dismemberment could likewise reveal
the partially digested contents of their digestive
tracts. Thus, fish are commonly deprived of food by
vendors to keep consumers from losing their appe-
tites, as Mr. Leung explained (personal communica-
tion, 27 July 2022): “Oh, we cannot feed them, like,
they will vomit after eating when they move. ... So
we will just starve them.” Perhaps as a preemptive
response to critique of this starvation practice, sev-
eral vendors we spoke with quickly shifted the blame
to wholesalers: “We buy it from wholesale market,
its  not our responsibility to feed them”

(Anonymous, personal communication, 28 July
2022); “Nah, we wouldn’t feed the fish. ... It’s the
work of the fish farm, we will not feed them during
selling” (Anonymous, personal communication, 28
July 2022).

Although verification of such claims is currently
beyond the reach of this stage of our research, we
note here that some vendors argue that fish farms
and wholesalers follow similar practices themselves,
as in Mr. Leung’s contention (personal communica-
tion, 27 July 2022) that fish farms “will starve the
fish for around two days before selling in the whole-
sale market.” Vendors are also often quick to point
out that the animals they sell are perfectly capable
of surviving starvation for certain periods. Pampus
chinensis (Chinese silver pomfret) and Cheilodactylus
zonatus (spottedtail morwong) can reportedly remain
alive for up to three days in a tank without food,
and some Epinephelinae (groupers) can survive up to
four days in similar conditions. As one vendor
explained to us, it is no problem for their fish to be
deprived of food for up to seven days, as they “will
just get thinner ... it’s like a human” (Anonymous,
personal communication, 28 July 2022). The
assumed or observed resilience of animals—which
remain demonstrably lively despite a lack of food—
and the differentiated responsibilities ascribed
upstream allow retail vendors to protect the appe-
tites of their potential customers by preventing dis-
tasteful encounters.

Vendors and consumers are also keenly aware that
encountering lively commodities is a multisensorial
experience, and vendors make great efforts to curate
the environs within which these encounters take
place. Tactics for effective display are especially
important in this regard. To stop the accumulation
of foam and unsightly air bubbles on the surface of
display tanks, vendors will commonly float a small
piece of fried tofu (a “tofu puff’) on top, which is
thought to keep the water clear (see Figure 3).
Whereas some vendors place their fish in large,
crowded tanks, others prefer to orchestrate their dis-
plays more carefully, even placing smaller vessels
inside tanks to highlight particular qualities, arguing,
for example, that “fish look better on small plates”
(Anonymous, personal communication, 13 August
2022; see also Figure 4). Colors are also considered
especially important, as was explained to us at the
Ap Lei Chau Market (Anonymous, personal commu-
nication, 13 July 2022): “Shells look clearer in white
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Figure 3. Yellow tofu puff on the top right corner of the lobster container on the left, 13 August 2022. Photo by K. Y. N. Poon.

light, while fish look shinier in vyellow light.”
Lighting, we were told, is an especially significant
concern for vendors interested in making their prod-
ucts appear beautiful, lively, and delicious.

Encounters are never purely visual, however. To
the unfamiliar visitor, olfactory sensations can be
the most immediate (and, anecdotally, the most dis-
couraging). Even regular customers, however, are
often acutely aware of minute differences in odors in
the spaces of encounter. Understanding this, vendors
take steps to ensure that their environments and
their offerings produce only those odors that convey
life and freshness. Air circulation is considered a
must, both for this reason and in compliance with
official regulations from Hong Kong’s Food and
Environmental Hygiene Department, which governs
most aspects of the city’s wet markets. Fans large
and small abound in most markets, as do small air
conditioning units and large climate-control infra-
structures meant to both minimize olfactory and
other discomforts.

When animals die, they are typically placed on
ice immediately to delay the onset of unpleasant
odors for as long as possible (Anonymous, personal
communication, 6 September 2022). A cacophonous
array of auditory inputs also fills these spaces during
their operating hours: Cleavers and large knives
chop though flesh of varying densities; scales are
raked from skin with zealous, performative efficiency;
and prices and offers are shouted and mumbled,
commingling with all manner of requests, critiques,
negotiations, banter, gossip, warnings, enticements,

and instructions for cooking and eating. Hong
Kong’s wet markets are themselves incredibly lively
spaces, which any vendor will tell you is no acci-
dent. Also common were other physical and emo-
tional responses to such taken-for-granted processes,
as the following encounter recorded at the Yau Ma
Tei Market demonstrates:

[ watch a vendor take a fish out of the Styrofoam
container, holding it softly between gloved hands. She
places it down on the chopping board with one hand
and with the other strikes its head hard with the blunt
edge of a cleaver. The fish flaps so violently she must
press it down on the chopping board and I can hear
the loud slapping noise of its tail hitting the wood.
She then cuts it up for sale and puts it into a plastic
bag. (Field notes, 28 July 2022)

Fresh, bright, and especially liquescent animal blood
is a ubiquitous and indispensable tool in the cultiva-
tion of appetite. Animal parts left over from a previ-
ous sale or severed strategically as just described are
often displayed with as much of their own fresh
blood as possible, as the sight of blood is generally
understood to signify life, vitality, and freshness.
When killing and portioning fish for consumers, for
instance, some vendors will discretely push their fin-
gertip into the hearts of the animals to more fully
drain their blood, presenting vivid and visceral pre-
sentations that seem to expand the border shared by
life and death (see Figure 5).

As with other elements of the encounter, though,
there is an inescapable temporality to the meanings
attached to animal blood: “... if the dissected fish is
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Figure 4. “Fish look better on small plates,” Tung Yick Market,
13 August 2022. Photo by C. T. Y. Tsang.

put above the ice for around one or two hours, blood
will clot, and it is ugly” (Anonymous, personal com-
munication, 28 July 2022). Consumers like Ms. Ho
(personal communication, 19 August 2022) shared
similar sentiments, explaining that she “may not
choose those with clotted blood.”

When blood begins to look stale, viscous, or coag-
ulated, some vendors will rinse the affected segments
with water and cover them with a fresh gloss of
blood from a more recently killed animal, a practice
we witnessed on several occasions. As an experi-
enced vendor explained, “People think blood implies
freshness, so we will just add blood on [a fish], such

that customers believe [the] dissected fish is fresh as
well” (Anonymous, personal communication, 28 July
2022). After a purchase, however, visible blood
quickly degenerates into an undesirable quality sym-
bolizing unsanitary food among consumers (personal
communication, 15 July 2022). Dissected parts, with
or without organs attached, are thus wrapped in blue
or transparent plastic bags before being quickly
wrapped again in red ones that mask what blood
might remain (see Figure 6; see also Video 4).

In these and countless other ways, vendors work
to ensure that encounters with their lively commodi-
ties—in this most crucial stage of their journey from
tank to  table—are  productively  piquant.
Importantly, folk understandings of life and death
create openings in the process of commodification,
producing encounters quite distinct from those
examined in the transformation of other lively com-
modities like exotic pets (whose inclusion in the
commodity circuit is considered to stop at death;
e.g., for Collard and Dempsey 2013). The bioeco-
nomic circuit of lively commodification for dietary
consumption relies on an encounterability that tran-
scends the living, the soon-to-be-dead, and the
once-living, wherein liveliness nevertheless remains
ultimately determinative.

Maintaining Life

Even as vendors, consumers, and an array of non-
human animals struggle to negotiate the boundaries
of the contingent continuum of life-nonlife—at least
until a productive encounter can be realized—ven-
dors concomitantly strive to keep their captives
firmly on the side of the living. In the ever-present
competition between shiny new supermarkets and
their noisy, shabby, wet market counterparts, an
abundance of live offerings still gives the latter a
definite edge. Although there are numerous impor-
tant exceptions, many Hongkongers prefer to pur-
chase their seafood and other fresh foods in wet
markets, and many of these prefer to purchase live
animals.® Anecdotally, we were even told by vendors
that their frozen stock was of higher quality, and
that the costs were lower and profits higher in the
sale of frozen rather than live seafood.” “But for
Cantonese,” as many vendors and consumers alike
will readily argue, “they prefer the lively ones, and
they will assess their liveliness” (Anonymous, per-
sonal communication, 4 August 2022). One vendor
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Figure 6. Blue, clear, and red plastic bags, Ap Lei Chau Market,
13 July 2022. Photo by B. L. Iaquinto.

reasoned, “If all seafood were sold frozen, of course
people would buy frozen food. But if there’s a choice
between live seafood and dead seafood, of course

Figure 5. A vendor’s finger digs deep into a fish to create bloody freshness, Smithfield Wet Market, 15 July 2022. Photo by B. L.
laquinto.

people would purchase live seafood,” importantly
also noting, “Hongkongers only visit stalls with sea-
food that are swimming” (Anonymous, personal
communication, 13 August 2022).

Even to those who intend to purchase frozen sea-
food, we were told, the presence of live animals
remains a crucial signifier and the major draw of the
wet market. Aside from those practices already dis-
cussed, vendors adopt many additional strategies to
prolong the lives of their lively commodities. Quite
unlike their efforts to produce encounters with par-
ticular qualities (e.g., active motion or bloody fresh-
ness), however, those we group under the heading of
“maintaining life” employ only the dispassionate
arithmetic of the shopkeeper’s ledger. That is, these
practices are more precisely aimed at staving off
death than they are about preserving any particular
sort of life.

Striking a balance between minimal investment
of resources and maximal return at the point of sale
generally results in a low bar for the quality of life
afforded to presale animals in the wet market.
During our research, vendors routinely remarked, in
one way or another, that “there isn’t anything spe-
cial” about the measures required to maintain the
life of their stock (Anonymous, personal communi-
cation, 13 August 2022). With a wave of the hand
or lilt of the head, many told us that it's “just
the temperature!” (Anonymous, personal communi-
cation, 13 June 2022) that needs occasional adjust-
ment, and that only basic equipment and
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infrastructure (e.g., “just air conditioners, air pumps,
and water,” Anonymous, personal communication, 3
August 2022) are necessary. “I just pay attention to
the water temperature and saltiness” (Anonymous,
personal communication, 13 August 2022), one ven-
dor explained casually, and another responded to our
questions about care and maintenance by flatly stat-
ing, “We just don’t really have to manage the fish
tanks except cleaning the glass” (Anonymous, per-
sonal communication, 6  September  2022).
Positioning a fish close to a human being might be
rhetorically useful when explaining the former’s tol-
erance for prolonged starvation, but vendors are typi-
cally quick to differentiate between obedience to
necessity and wasteful naivete in the care of presale
animals more generally. As Elaine (personal commu-
nication, 13 August 2022) concluded, one should
only aim to keep them alive, to “maintain their life-
span, but not their quality.”

Among other factors, seasonality plays an impor-
tant role in the life span of live seafood products.
Elaine (personal communication, 13 August, 2022)
explained to us that live seafood have different
“optimal” seasons for consumption: “if the weather is
cold, shellfish become fat, and if the weather is hot,
shellfish become slim.” Like most other vendors,
Elaine uses her own experience and knowledge® to
manage her offerings throughout the year. Overall,
there seems to be a consensus that the quality of
live seafood is at its lowest point during the summer
in Hong Kong, as the hot temperatures facilitate
bacterial growth and cause easy spoiling.
Transportation and storage in warm seasons can
compound these problems, as one vendor elaborated:
“It is easier for products to die in the truck compared
to wet markets due to the absence of air-condition-
ing. ... And products also survive better during the
winter as the weather is already cold. During sum-
mer, the water temperature is harder to maintain”
(Anonymous, personal communication, 22 June
2022).

A “bare minimum” approach to the well-being of
live seafood is generally understood to extend
upstream as well, with effects that can sometimes
frustrate the efforts of retail vendors. As we our-
selves observed and as we were told by vendors,
animals are generally handled and transported with
little care between harvesting and final sale. They
often arrive in Hong Kong’s wholesale and retail
markets via truck, a process that involves a good

deal of violence and “spillage” produced by rough
handling and poor travel conditions. As vendor To
Gor explained:

Some fishes arrive at the store with their tummies
flipped as they may have experienced motion sickness
in the delivery truck. Like, the fishes have gone
through a long journey prior to arriving at the store.
They have left their original location for about ten to
twenty hours. So, there definitely will be dead fishes.
(personal communication, 6 September 2022)

Vendor Choi Yau Yau (personal communication, 13
August 2022) has resorted to selling their signature
product—Mugil cephalus (flathead mullets)—frozen,
having experienced the reality that “fishes will collide
with each other and develop bruises” if they are trans-
ported alive, which “customers can easily notice.”
Some consumers note, however, that this lack of care
is typically carried on even after animals arrive at wet
markets, as in Mr. Yip’s (personal communication, 19
August, 2022) account of watching shrimp and venus
clams being thrown carelessly into tanks from high
up in the air (causing them to develop bruises and
cracks in their shells). Overcrowding (see Figure 7),
poor sanitation practices, and other issues are com-
mon and widely accepted.

Vendors and consumers alike tend to be unsenti-
mental about such practices and their impacts on
the animals concerned. Vendor To Gor offered an
insightful comparison as part of the rationale for this
approach:

Well, we aren’t even keeping the fishes as pets.
We are just selling them. We will just see when
the fishes are about to die. ... They die about three
days after arriving at the [market]. It’s just a short time
period. This is different from Ocean Park [an
amusement park with aquariums in Hong Kong], where
the fishes are displayed for public viewing, and there
are specialists to help enhance the well-being and
attractiveness of fishes. We, vendors, just hope to sell
all products as soon as possible. So, we don’t really pay
attention in maintaining the well-being of seafood.
(personal communication, 6 September 2022)

To Gor’s comments highlight two crucial differences
between the commodification of animals bound for
dietary consumption and those produced and sold for
other purposes. Most obviously, consumers are
attuned to different aspects of animals they encounter
as possible culinary delights and those they encounter
as potential companions, entertainers, or colaborers.
All other things being equal, a basic demonstration of
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life can be expected to be of substantially more signif-
icance in negotiations of the value of a lobster bound
for the dinner table than a puppy expected to ador-
ably beg for scraps from the same table, which ven-
dors and consumers alike suggest as the primary
reason for what some consider the inhumane treat-
ment of animals in Hong Kong’s wet markets.

The temporal dimensions of the commodification
process are also quite different from those associated
with many other kinds of lively commodities.
Whereas companion animals and other lively com-
modities must remain encounterable long after they
are sold, live seafood products need only be so until
the moment their final transaction is realized.
Although this distinction has been treated by many
analysts as sufficient grounds to bracket such animals
off from the conceptual domain of the lively com-
modity, we insist that the demonstrable centrality of
the encounter to their commodification and the
negotiation and realization of their value be taken
more seriously, irrespective of the generally brief
duration of such encounters in practice. The liveli-
ness of the lobster is no less important than that of
the puppy, only differently so.

Coda: Counting Calories

Although the future of Hong Kong’s wet markets
is uncertain, they remain central to everyday life
even despite negative associations with the COVID-
19 pandemic, an uncertain regulatory environment,

and growing pressure from supermarkets and other
retailers widely considered more “modern.” Many
Hongkongers depend on wet markets as an afford-
able source of food, employment, or both. and their
closure or diminution could exacerbate issues as
diverse as food insecurity, unemployment, and gen-
trification. In satisfying daily nutritional require-
ments for a major share of the city’s nearly 8 million
residents, these spaces also serve as crucial junctions
of a political economy with incredibly dynamic sca-
lar dimensionality and, concomitantly, uneven and
shifting gravity. Buyers and sellers unconsciously
conspire across information asymmetries at the inter-
section of knowledge, self-interest, and technology
to transform nature into commodities valorized
because of their liveliness. We have argued that
encounters between consumers and animals—and
therefore the encounterability of the latter—are
demonstrably necessary to the process of lively com-
modification. That is, these are productive encounters
(see Haraway 2008).

Given this imperative, we see no compelling rea-
son to segregate such beings from others trafficked,
transformed, and traded for such purposes as enter-
tainment, collaboration, and companionship. We
offer the foregoing analysis as only a very modest
indication of the promise of the more inclusive theo-
rization of the lively commodity we advocate.
Gathering these processes of transformation and the
bodies they enroll under a single conceptual
umbrella, however, should not suggest a universal
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internal consistency. Rather, the inclusion of ani-
mals traded live for dietary consumption forces a
reconsideration of the diversity of processes of lively
commodification anchored in the encounter. In the
case of the wet markets of contemporary Hong
Kong, the practices and strategies we have organized
under the headings provoking motion, stimulating
appetite, and maintaining life suggest several theo-
retical insights as well as new directions for future
research, which we briefly highlight in this
conclusion.

The first and most obvious implication of an
expanded theorization of lively commodification is
scalar; accounting for even some of the animals
traded as food necessarily enlarges the spatiotempo-
ral, political-economic, and ecological dimensions
of this analytical and empirical landscape. Such
large industries and populations (e.g., fishing and
fish raising) generate large material effects in the
world, which might require different kinds of analy-
sis to be more fully appreciated. A visit to any of
Hong Kong’s wet markets at virtually any time on
any day should make this enormity immediately
and inescapably obvious, from the mountains of
Styrofoam and plastic containers piled high on the
streets each day, and the labor, machines, vehicles,
infrastructures, and other resources enrolled in the
near-constant frenzy of deliveries of live animals to
the unseen investments of energy, space, and time
required to assemble even a single operating stall.

Even small shifts in regulation, regional climate,
consumer preferences, or countless other factors
with some bearing on this industry might generate
substantial consequences. For example, if the cur-
rent ratio of fresh to frozen fish should change
even slightly overall across the city’s wet mar-
kets—say, in pursuit of the larger margins on the
latter anecdotally reported by vendors—we would
expect major changes in the aggregate use of labor,
materials, energy, space, and time, to say nothing
of the myriad effects each and all these changes
might imply within and beyond Hong Kong. The
continuing relevance of the encounter with liveli-
ness to the commodification of fish, then, is no
trivial affair, despite the often idiosyncratic, tacit,
and peculiar expressions of its most potent factors
(e.g., folk knowledges, practices, preferences,
beliefs, and experiences) and the ways in which
these are learned, reproduced, and challenged in
everyday life.

The commodification of liveliness examined
here is also governed by temporalities that differ
markedly from those analyzed in previous research.
Unlike pets and performers, animals traded to be
eaten typically do not need to remain encounter-
able beyond the final point of sale. Most often,
the time of individual encounters is also extremely
brief compared with those of other lively commod-
ities, as consumers tend to choose their live sea-
food products very quickly in our experience
(often these encounters are measured in mere sec-
onds). This brevity, however, does little to dimin-
ish the significance of the encounter, as the
elaborate practices and strategies examined here
clearly illustrate. This suggests that any number of
differences even beyond the intentions of the ulti-
mate consumer of any lively commodity (e.g., in
the material qualities of animals and their environ-
ments, cultural norms and practices, or regulatory
contexts) could exert pressure on the dimensions
of the encounter. Encounters with lively commodi-
ties represent concentrations of productive effort
expended over far longer periods of time, often in
many iterations. When a consumer selects which
fish to eat for dinner, the collective value of this
work is often negotiated and realized in the space
of a single, incredibly consequential minute. Any
theory of lively commodities, then, should account
for the differentiated temporalities of commodifica-
tion and their likely distinct implications.

Vendors and consumers operate on the under-
standing that the lively commodities traded in
Hong Kong’s wet markets will ultimately be killed
and will consequently have relatively short lives.
As noted earlier, this is commonly referenced as
justification for their treatment, along with any
number of other arguments and assumptions, many
of which are highly localized. We were routinely
told that beyond keeping them verifiably alive, fish
need not be cared for because they will not be
around long enough, or because they will just be
killed and eaten, or because they do not have emo-
tions or intelligence, or because they do not feel
pain, or, summarily, because they are not human.
In many cases such perspectives are offered with
placid nonchalance, although some interactions
included moments of seeming slippage in such log-
ics, as when vendors quickly shift the responsibility
for feeding fish upstream. Such attitudes and the
practices and regulation they inform are indicative
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of another underappreciated dimension of lively
commodification, what we might call differential
ethics (cf. Yam 2022).

Certainly, it is widely understood that contextual
distinctions (e.g., geography, history, culture, politi-
cal economy) structure attitudes and practices con-
cerning which animals are eaten by humans and
how the latter treat the former. Aside from such spa-
tiotemporal variation, however, we insist that the
limits of lively commodification are likewise deter-
mined by a host of differences rooted in, at mini-
mum the nature of animals (e.g., kind, appearance,
supposed or observed qualities and features); the
conditions of encounter and exchange (e.g., time of
day/month/year, location, weather and climate, regu-
lation); prospective clientele (e.g., prevailing cultural
norms, local and regional politics, identities and
meanings attached to places/groups/activities, expect-
ations for regulatory compliance, access to informa-
tion, tastes and preferences); and the prospective use
values of the commodities concerned (e.g., cuddling,
performing  tasks, providing delicious caloric
sustenance).

Beyond any consideration for the welfare of the
animals involved, buying seafood at a traditional,
local wet market has its own ethical dimensions as
well, especially in an era of profound uncertainty in
postcolonial Hong Kong. For many, it simply repre-
sents a time-tested strategy for survival or responsible
wealth management—a primary indicator of morality
for many—as shopping at local wet markets is widely
thought to be cheaper than shopping at supermar-
kets. For others, it holds special cultural, spiritual, or
political purchase. The forces that attract locals to
wet markets and the knowledge that governs the
ethical standards practiced therein are themselves
always in flux, however, an exemplary reality that
must inform the ethical dimensions of lively com-
modification more generally.

The specter of COVID-19 and the larger geopolit-
ical cleavages it has further revealed and exacerbated
continue to place enormous pressure on questions of
animal treatment, making differential ethics in this
arena a substantially more complex and difficult
prospect than it might otherwise be. The origin of
COVID-19 remains a divisive issue in Hong Kong
(and elsewhere) and a highly sensitive one. The use
or consumption of animals in religious or spiritual
practices as well as non-Western medicine is also a
continuing source of tension on multiple fronts.

Nationality and (maritime) territory also appear to
be playing an increasingly important but also
increasingly obscure role in the regulation and offi-
cial discussion of seafood in the region.” These and
many other pressing considerations militate against
facile or rigid normative analyses even while the
transnational nature of so much contemporary sea-
food production necessitates such work. Future work
on lively commodities must therefore also seek to
contend with the currents below and beyond the
shallows of the market where retailer vendors and
consumers conduct their negotiations.

In this article, we have argued that paying atten-
tion to the everyday practices and knowledges at
work in Hong Kong’s wet markets forces us to radi-
cally expand both the theoretical and empirical
parameters of the concept of the lively commodity.
The commodification of animals bound for dietary
consumption relies no less on the production of spe-
cific kinds of encounters than do the processes asso-
ciated with the commodification of animals for
labor, entertainment, or companionship. Analyzing
the practices and strategies associated with the nego-
tiation and realization of the value of live seafood
products poses critical scalar, ecological, temporal,
and ethical challenges to existing theorizations, set-
ting the terms for a more inclusive research agenda
to which this article seeks to contribute. Viewed in
their proper diversity, the implications of lively com-
modification for the future of life on this planet can
hardly be ignored, choppy as these waters might be.
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Notes

1. Establishing consistent terminology remains a

particularly fraught exercise for our research. For the
purposes of this article we have elected to use the
terms seafood and seafood products to describe any
and all marine or semimarine animals bought and
sold in Hong Kong’s wet markets.

2. This temporality calls into question Collard and
Dempsey’s (2013) categorical dismissal of animals
bound for slaughter as meat. As we demonstrate, the
moment of encounter is crucial to the sale of live
seafood products, and the production and
performance  of liveliness are of singular,
determinative significance in such encounters.

3. As most participants recruited in person were aged
between forty and seventy-five, younger consumers
in their twenties and thirties were recruited via the
social media pages of live seafood businesses to
increase the diversity of our data set.

4. Many animals ultimately die before they are sold,
despite vendors’ efforts.

5. These tofu puffs are reportedly perfectly edible and
are occasionally advertised as such.

6. Notable exceptions include several religious groups
(e.g., Buddhists) and many expatriates.

7. Many vendors sell both frozen and live seafood
products, although live animals tend to occupy far
more space and a considerably larger share of a
given vendor’s offerings.

8. Such knowledge includes the nature and timing of
reproductive seasons, as animals shift metabolic
energies in ways that are generally understood to
affect the texture and flavor of their flesh.

9. In August 2023, Hong Kong announced that it
would ban imports of seafood from ten Japanese
prefectures in response to the releasing of waste
water from the Fukushima nuclear power plant into
the Pacific Ocean, despite Japanese assurances that
the planned release was endorsed by the
International Atomic Energy Agency. Many have
interpreted this ban as rooted at least as much in
geopolitical tensions between Beijing and Tokyo as
in concerns over food safety, although official
sources have flatly dismissed such appraisals (see Lo,
Cheung, and Liu 2023).
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