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Street Food Vending and Paradoxes of Social Change in Taiwan
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In western countries, “wet markets” received blame for causing the first animal-to-
human coronavirus transfer, prompting a global pandemic. While many westerners were
unfamiliar with the term, wet markets remain the sources of fresh produce, meat and
seafood for many consumers across the developing world. At the same time, consumers
in urban Asia are divided regarding their views on open-air markets, with some avoiding
markets, due to sanitation concerns, and others drawn to markets to sample famous
foods and experience the boisterous atmosphere. Controversies surrounding open-air,
food vending stretch back decades and span the globe. This talk highlights findings from
hundreds of hours of participant observation and interviews with dozens of merchants,
sanitation crew members and customers, conducted during five research trips to Taiwan
between July 2024 and Juney 2026. Specifically, the talk will examine how stereotypes
of Asian markets as backward, unhygienic spaces are incongruous with technological
innovations in today’s markets. Elijah Anderson’s characterization of markets as
“cosmopolitan canopies,” spaces where individuals from various walks of life engage
in civil interactions based on shared experiences, is a more appropriate lens for viewing

these contemporary, globalized space.
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Rachel Core is a medical and comparative-historical sociologist whose work
focuses on how social and institutional changes affect health outcomes. Core is in the

final stages of revising her book manuscript, A Great Leap Forward in Health, which
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examines why, after controlling TB successfully from the 1950s to the 1990s, China
began facing TB control challenges at the same time it was becoming an economic
superpower. The book provides evidence from the urban employment system in
Shanghai to illustrate how a great leap forward in health was made. Her work has been
supported by a Fulbright Fellowship, as well as the Taiwan Fellowship. At Stetson, Dr.
Core teaches medical sociology classes and most of the Department's social change
(Area 3) courses. One of her favorite courses to teach is the Junior Seminar, Examining
a Pandemic, which investigates the way tuberculosis (and other epidemics) were viewed
in the past, and the social factors that contribute to increased vulnerability to epidemics
in the present day. Dr. Core enjoys working with students to develop their own
undergraduate research projects, as well as introducing students to Asia. She leads a
study abroad seminar called, "Population, Environment and Society in Asia." Dr. Core
has spent ten years of her adult life overseas--eight years in greater China, one year in
England, and a year in Singapore. She has the distinction of being the only Stetson
faculty member to have served as a Cruise Director on the Yangtze River and to have

taken Bollywood dance lessons in Singapore.



