Abstract

This study examines the impacts of modernization in Myanmar on food sources and
food consumption patterns in the country and in particular, the effects of industrialization and
urbanization. The types of food consumed and the socio-economic factors related to food
consumption among families are also examined. This eighteen month study; running from
January 2013 to July 2014, was conducted in a community located in a peri-urban area of
Mandalay city, in the upper-central region of Myanmar. Thirty six people, mostly women of
different economic statuses and occupations, and living within different family structures,
were interviewed in their own homes about the types of food they buy, cook and eat within
the family. The interviews were conducted in English, with translation into Burmese provided
by very effective local translators. As well as the interviews, tea and food shops, and
restaurants, were also observed and their owners interviewed. Statistical data about food
sources and food production patterns in the study area was also collected, and some key
people within the food production chain, such as the owners of and workers at chicken farms
and retailers, were also interviewed.

The consumption of food is not simply the result of biological forces; what we eat,
and when and where we eat it, as well as who we eat with, are socially and culturally shaped,
and are also affected by the political, economic and environmental conditions within which
we live. The rapid modernization and urbanization that has taken place in Myanmar over
recent years has affected, not only people’s lives, but also their work and food consumption
patterns. The results of this study illustrate the effects agricultural changes have had on food
production activities, such as the rise of large-scale chicken, mango and water melon farms,
in turn impacting upon what food product types people have access to, and their prices. The
expansion of the Mandalay urban area into the study village has reduced the amount of land
held by rural people, and as such has had an impact on their occupations and family food
sources. Changes in occupations, and the move towards an urban way of life, have made the
issues of time and convenience crucial, and increased the levels of complexity in people’s
lives. Though eating food at tea shops has occurred since British colonial times, it has
increased in recent years along with the urbanization of Mandalay, and the variety of foods
provided at the tea shops illustrates the hybridity of Myanmar’s food culture.

Modernization has also manifested itself in terms of the use of modern utensils and
cooking ingredients, both in the households and in the tea and food shops. All the study
households said they cook lunch and dinner for their family meals, though most said they
only eat dinner together; breakfast and lunch are eaten separately. There is little difference
among the higher and lower income earning families in terms of the ways they prepare, cook
and eat food. The only slightly difference found was that the higher income earning
households eat more meat and normally eat three dishes for dinner, while the poor
households generally eat only two dishes for dinner and also less meat. Imported seasoning
and sauces from Thailand are perceived as tastier and of a higher quality when compared to
the Myanmar and China versions; however, very few households in the study community use
them, as the price of imported Thai products is higher than those made locally. Infrastructure
developments, and especially the introduction of a mains electricity supply, have given



people greater access to information, as well as the ability to use electric rice cookers and
pans, and boiled water.

Data from this study suggests that an urgent review of the quality of food consumed
in the study area should take place, as most people eat food sourced from outside the home.
Some imported foods contain high levels of chemicals, and this issue should be monitored
and controlled, as some of these products are of a very low price and so highly accessible to
rich and poor families alike. Policies aimed at supporting the local agriculture industry and
tourism industries, as well as more studies into the impacts on local urban and rural people of
the effects of the changes highlighted in this paper, should be conducted and a strategic plan
developed and published.
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