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Abstract

Far from being a mere biological requirement, food operates as a critical mechanism for
articulating identity, enforcing social boundaries, and asserting institutional power. This study
investigates the political dimensions of culinary practices and dietary regimes in ancient India
from the Vedic era through the early medieval period. Employing a socio-historical and
anthropological analytical lens, this paper demonstrates that food was utilized both as a tangible
economic asset and a potent ideological resource through which elite factions and religious
institutions established authority and reproduced stratified caste hierarchies. Four primary
thematic domains are explored: the economic and ideological dynamics of meat consumption in
the Vedic phase, the diverging dietary ethics championed by Brahmanical and Buddhist
paradigms, the rise of institutional temple kitchens as mechanisms for socioeconomic
redistribution and containment, and the application of ritual fasting as a mode of body discipline
and community control. Rather than projecting vegetarianism or structural purity rules as
unchanging essences of South Asian civilization, this paper charts their historical evolution
against changing agrarian structures, state formation, and active inter-religious competition.
Drawing upon textual lineages including Vedic collections, Dharmashastra legal text corpora,
Buddhist canonical codes, and early medieval epigraphic records, this paper illustrates that
dietary strictures were highly responsive historical structures through which social stratification
and political legitimacy were continuously contested and consolidated.
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Introduction

Throughout human history, the act of eating has always transcended simple biological
preservation. The complex mechanics governing the production, preparation, and consumption
of sustenance are thoroughly intertwined with macro-level economic networks, structural belief
systems, state formations, and cultural discourses. Sociologists and historical anthropologists
increasingly emphasize that culinary habits provide a sensitive index for tracking how groups
draw internal boundaries, articulate identities, and structure power relationships. Everyday
domestic rituals—such as ingredient choice, commensal taboos, and fasts—frequently expose a
society's deep structural logic more transparently than institutional state architectures, precisely
because they govern daily life and internalize behavioral codes (Douglas, 1966; Goody, 1982).
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Consequently, unpacking these micro-practices within a historical-anthropological frame
provides critical insights into the subtle reproduction of systemic social orders.

Ancient India presents an exceptional case study for examining these structural intersections. In
the South Asian sub-continent, dietary parameters became deeply integrated with the evolution
of the caste system (varna and jati), concepts of ritual cleanliness, the execution of sovereign
kingship, and the institutionalization of religious orthodoxy. Popular accounts frequently
characterize classical India as a monoculture that was inherently vegetarian and seamlessly
structured around the ethical principle of non-violence (ahimsa). However, such neat modern
formulations flatten a highly complex historical reality. The earliest strata of Vedic literature
contain extensive records of pastoral lifeways, animal sacrifices, and the systematic consumption
of meat, whereas subsequent Brahmanical traditions gradually re-oriented their moral and ritual
core toward strict vegetarian ideals as a marker of elite status and ascetic control. This shift was
neither immediate nor uniform; rather, it developed alongside transitions in agricultural
production, expanding state systems, and ideological competition among rival philosophical
schools (Sharma, 1983; Thapar, 2002).

The conceptual lens of 'food politics' offers a rigorous framework for navigating these historical
transformations. Food politics examines the multi-layered ways in which access to, distribution
of, and restrictions on food become primary arenas for the assertion of power and the calibration
of social hierarchies. While modern applications of this term generally target contemporary
dilemmas like global food supply chains, public health governance, or environmental
sustainability, its structural utility is equally profound for premodern contexts. In classical India,
rules regarding who could eat together (commensality), who could accept food from whom, and
what substances were labeled pure or defiling were explicitly linked to questions of political
inclusion and social validation. Dietary regulation operated not merely as a matter of personal
piety or hygiene, but as an expansive mechanism for state and religious institutions to direct the
course of mundane existence (Counihan & Van Esterik, 2013).

Food classifications are never neutral. They serve as active diagrams of social hierarchy,
translating abstract concepts of purity and pollution into concrete physical actions enacted at the
dinner table daily.

Literature Review and Historiographical Context

The academic historiography of culinary traditions in ancient India has experienced a profound
shift over the last half-century. Early generations of scholars frequently analyzed ancient diet
through a strictly theological framework, treating textual taboos and habits as unmediated
expressions of fixed canonical scripts or as static, timeless characteristics of the Indian landscape.
Within that traditional methodology, vegetarianism, caste-based commensal limitations, and
physical purity codes were treated as structural fixtures rather than dynamic, evolving
institutions. Modern critical scholarship, however, has dismantled this essentialist view.
Contemporary historians demonstrate that dietary frameworks were plastic structures that
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evolved continuously in conversation with macro-level shifts in political systems, agrarian
economies, and caste realignments (Sharma, 1983; Thapar, 2002).

A seminal shift toward a materialist historical understanding was initiated by D.D. Kosambi, who
argued that cultural and religious expressions could not be analyzed in isolation from the concrete
material conditions of their era. Kosambi (1956) emphasized that historical transformations must
be analyzed by tracing the interconnections between technological changes, economic
production, ecological variables, and social structures. While Kosambi did not dedicate an
exclusive study to culinary traditions, his analytical methodology paved the way for future
scholarship by demonstrating that ideological structures do not drop from the sky; they are forged
within the specific economic conditions that organize a society. Viewed from this perspective,
dietary rules transform from eternal spiritual laws into historical artifacts designed to respond to
real-world tensions.

Extending this materialist framework, R.S. Sharma examined the structural links between
expanding agricultural production, caste differentiation, and institutional authority. Sharma
(1983) demonstrated that the transition from pastoralism to intensive iron-aided agriculture in
the later Vedic and early historical periods yielded expanded economic surpluses, which in turn
accelerated class and caste stratification. To stabilize these emerging class dynamics,
Brahmanical institutions formulated detailed frameworks detailing purity, labor boundaries, and
commensality. By inserting dietary restrictions into the core of domestic life, the elite could
maintain and legitimize newly developed hierarchical boundaries on a daily basis.

Romila Thapar further enriched this conversation by tracing the historical flexibility and internal
transformations of the Brahmanical project itself. Rather than viewing Brahmanism as a
monolith, Thapar (2002) reveals that it was an adaptable ideological formation that constantly
renegotiated its parameters through interactions with localized cultures, shifting political
regimes, and heterodox movements like Buddhism and Jainism. This fluid view is indispensable
for analyzing food history because it destabilizes the myth that vegetarianism was an
omnipresent, ancient feature of the tradition. Instead, these practices are properly understood as
historical responses to rapid urbanization, state consolidation, and intense ideological
competition for royal and popular patronage.

In the specific realm of dietary practices, D.N. Jha’s critical assessment of meat consumption
offered a major intervention. Utilizing a wide range of Vedic mantras, Brahmana commentaries,
epic narratives, Buddhist records, and zooarchacological material, Jha (2002) documented that
animal sacrifice and the eating of beef were widely integrated into early Vedic ritual settings
before the cow was elevated to an absolute status of sacred inviolability. His research highlighted
how modern political frameworks often project contemporary values backward onto the ancient
past. While certain facets of his findings sparked intense public debate, his scholarship
fundamentally proved that ancient debates over food were deeply tied to evolving concepts of
communal identity and political legitimacy.
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Concurrently, Patrick Olivelle provided critical textual foundations through his meticulous
translations and historical contextualization of the Dharmasiitras and the Manusmrti. Olivelle
(1999, 2005) emphasizes that legal-ritual texts must be read primarily as normative projections—
blueprints for an idealized social order formulated by a specific elite class—rather than as direct

transcripts of what ordinary people actually ate. This distinction is vital for historians: legal rules
do not automatically translate into lived realities. To build an accurate portrait of ancient life,
these textual ideals must be checked against epigraphic records, material culture, and regional
realities.

Methodology and Theoretical Framework

This investigation employs a qualitative historical methodology infused with the concepts of
historical anthropology. Rather than treating dietary habits as isolated traits or simple matters of
text-based piety, this study analyzes food as a core social institution deeply embedded within
structures of political dominance, economic distribution, and caste hierarchy. The analytical
focus centers on tracking how shifts in food practices mirrored—and occasionally influenced—
the macro-processes of state formation, inter-religious competition, and social engineering from
the Vedic era down to the early medieval horizon.

The primary empirical base for this paper relies on a comprehensive reading of key primary texts,
including the Rigveda, Yajurveda, Satapatha Brahmana, Manusmrti, Apastamba Dharmasiitra,
the Vinaya Pitaka, the Digha Nikaya, alongside selected early medieval inscriptions documenting
temple grants and ritual food distributions. Following the insights of modern text-critical
scholarship (Olivelle, 2005; Thapar, 2002), these works are treated as ideological documents that
reveal how elite groups attempted to structure social reality. Therefore, their prescriptive
language is contextualized alongside material evidence to map the space between elite ideals and
historical practices.

Food Politics in the Vedic World

The early Vedic socio-economic landscape was heavily defined by a pastoral economy where
cattle, dairy capital, and small-scale cultivation formed the bedrock of wealth. Within this
pastoral setting, food functioned as a core material and symbolic resource. Livestock ownership
was the primary indicator of economic resilience, while the capacity of tribal chiefs (rajas) to
organize and finance lavish sacrificial banquets was vital for securing prestige and verifying
political loyalty. Food was thus firmly integrated into complex networks of distribution and
reciprocity that bound rulers, priests, and commoners together through mutual ritual requirements
(Rigveda, trans. Jamison & Brereton, 2014).

The central institution of the Vedic sacrifice (yajia) provides a clear demonstration of this link
between food and power. Offerings consisting of milk, clarified butter (ghrta), barley, and
selected domestic animals were cast into the sacred fire to sustain the cosmic order (rta), while
the post-ritual redistribution of the remaining food functioned to map the internal lines of the
social hierarchy. Priests occupied the apex of this system, holding an exclusive monopoly over
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the esoteric knowledge required to handle these powerful elements. Consequently, the
consumption of sacrificial remains was highly stratified, reflecting positions of power rather than
an equal, communal sharing of resources (Sharma, 1983).

Buddhist and Brahmanical Food Ethics: Competing Moral Frameworks

The historical emergence of Buddhism in the sixth century BCE in the middle Gangetic valley
introduced a major challenge to the dominant ritual politics of food. While both Brahmanical and
Buddhist thinkers generated intricate rules governing diet, they operated from completely
different starting points. The Brahmanical thinkers anchored food regulations to inherited purity,
bodily defilement, and fixed caste boundaries. Conversely, early Buddhist teachings redirected
the conversation toward internal intention, active compassion, and mental self-restraint. These
distinct frameworks represented deeper disagreements regarding the nature of social ethics,
spiritual authority, and class organization.

Analytical Domain | Brahmanical Paradigm Buddhist Paradigm

Core Focus Ritual purity, hereditary caste | Ethical intent, conscious non-
boundaries, and somatic | injury (ahimsa), and psychological
contamination. discipline.

Monastic/Social Strict limits on commensality; food | Tri-pure meat rule (Vinaya):

Rule must be prepared and received | allowed if the monk did not see,
within rigid caste lines. hear, or suspect the animal was

killed for them.

Temple Kitchens and the Reproduction of Social Hierarchy

During the early medieval phase (c. 7th — 12th centuries CE), the structural expansion of
monumental Hindu temple complexes fundamentally transformed the political economy of food.
Backed by royal land charters and donations from elite merchant guilds, temples evolved into
primary centers of economic life, agricultural management, and regional governance. Far
transcending their devotional functions, these corporate institutions managed expansive land
grants, hired armies of laborers, and oversaw the collection and processing of agrarian surpluses.
The monumental temple kitchens stood at the heart of this institutional network, transforming
raw agricultural tax yields into sanctified offerings (naivedya) and distributing holy food
(prasada) to a stratified network of priests, administrative elites, local devotees, and low-status
laborers (Stein, 1980; Champakalakshmi, 2011).

While the public distribution of prasada projected an inclusive image of spiritual community,
access to the actual work of cooking and handling the food was tightly restricted. The task of
preparing these divine meals was kept as an exclusive right of Brahmin priests or specifically
validated purity-vetted functionaries, whose physical lincage was deemed essential to safeguard
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the food from spiritual contamination. The strict rules dictating who could enter the hearth space,

handle the ingredients, or receive the premium portions mirrored classic Dharmashastra ideals of
purity and pollution. Consequently, rather than leveling social distinctions, the institutional
distribution of temple food worked to publicly visualize and legitimize the existing caste
hierarchy (Olivelle, 2005).

Conclusion and Future Horizons

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that food practices in ancient India were never static,
timeless expressions of an inherently vegetarian culture. Instead, they were historically
contingent, deeply politicized mechanisms through which caste identities, ritual authority, and
political power were constantly negotiated, defended, and transformed. From the fire sacrifices
of the Vedic pastoralists to the massive institutional kitchens of early medieval temples, the
choices surrounding what to eat, who could cook, and when to abstain served as critical
instruments of social engineering and ideological control. By connecting textual analysis with
the critical concepts of historical anthropology, we can better understand how these ordinary
daily acts served as foundational pillars for reproducing structural inequality and political
legitimacy across South Asian history.
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