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A -  A research originating in numerous cases of targeted violence 

In September 2015, Mohammed Akhlaq was accused by his Hindu neighbor of stealing 

his cow calf and eating it for Eid. He lived near Dadri, a town in the state of Uttar Pradesh in 

north India. Though he denied the accusations, word spread, and a mob armed with sticks, 

bricks and knives planned an attack in the night and murdered Mohammed Akhlaq while 

severely injuring his son Danish. The neighbors called the police, but they arrived an hour later. 

The following days, the police arrested a total of eighteen assailants, who were soon released 

on bail. A trial finally took place in March 2021 for which the judgement is still pending. The 

Akhlaq family received financial compensation from the government of Uttar Pradesh but had 

to move to the national capital, New Delhi, as they were fearing for their safety. In the 

meantime, a complaint was filed against the family for alleged cow slaughter; the meat found 

in their refrigerator was tested and it was expected that it would show evidence. However, the 

different tests gave conflicting results, one identifying it as goat meat and the other as beef, with 

the veracity of the second test being questioned. Less than a year after this highly media-covered 

mob lynching, in July 2016, seven Dalit men, i.e., members of the Hindu lowest caste, were 

beaten and publicly flogged for butchering a dead cow near the town of Una in Gujarat. In 

October 2018, about 400 meat shopkeepers in Gurgaon, Haryana, were harassed and forced to 

close their shops during Navratri, a Hindu festival. These events are some the most well-known 

episodes of targeted violence against caste and religious minorities in the Indian subcontinent 

and part of over 200 incidents related to alleged sale or consumption of beef or non-vegetarian 

products which were surveyed between June 2014 and September 2020.2 

How do food practices ï beef consumption, but also, more generally, meat consumption 

ï become the subject of such violence? These incidents perpetrated by ñGau Rakshaksò (cow 

protectors) reflect the prevalence of Hindu and Brahmin or Hindu upper caste supremacist 

sentiment in the Indian subcontinent. If violence in the name of the cow and of vegetarianism 

is rather recent, the strategic use of these religious symbols originated at the latest in the 19th 

century, when Hindu reformist organizations promoted Hinduism as a cultural identity at the 

cost of neglecting internal cultural differentiation between caste groups (Ambedkar, 2019). 

Focusing on the more recent post-colonial context, my dissertation will suggest that food-

 
2 Determining the extent of vegetarianism-related and cow protection-related violence is not easy because the 

Indian government does not collect official data on religious violence, let alone food-related violence. The statistics 

are therefore based on initiatives led by journalists, academics, and activist groups. The most complete database 

is the online Documentation of the Oppressed (DOTO), https://dotodatabase.com, last access in March 2021. 

See Chapter 1 for further details. 

https://dotodatabase.com/
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related violence in contemporary India reflects the symbolic and social struggles between 

religious and caste groups to enforce cultural dominance depending on the resources that stem 

from their class position. In so doing, I will argue that vegetarianism is a status marker that 

reflects the attempts of Hindus and in particular, of Hindu upper caste Brahmins, to maintain 

their dominant position. Depending on oneôs social class interweaving with forms of claimed 

and ascribed status, I will demonstrate that vegetarianism is indeed both salient and challenged.  

Questioning the logics of status in contemporary India is particularly critical since it is a 

society in which economic inequalities are much greater (Chancel and Piketty, 2017) than the 

social contexts that are usually the focus of empirical studies of cultural stratification, most of 

which countries of the Global North. While Flemmen et al. (2019) specifically argue that 

economically equalitarian societies are well-suited to unravel status inequality in order to justify 

their focus on Scandinavian countries, I take on the opposite stand. My interest is directed at 

understanding how status dynamics may also be salient in a highly unequal context, especially 

when these status dynamics are not directly pertaining to economic distinctions. The Indian 

society indeed challenges our understanding of status logics since some of them are strongly 

related to ascribed categories, particularly caste. While ascribed status such as race or ethnicity 

in other societies also reflects that inequality does not only derive from class positions, India 

features a more structured and encompassing stratification in terms of ascribed categories, 

summarized by Ambedkarôs phrase of ñgradual inequalityò (Ambedkar 2016, notably quoted 

in Herrenschmidt, 1996). This aspect illustrates that categorical inequality in the Indian context 

are characterized by more granular differences than racial or ethnic categories. Consequently, 

categorical inequality in this context is characterized by ñthe obsession of the small differenceò 

(Herrenschmidt, 1996, see also Jaffrelot, 2005a: 36-38) since ñprivileges are gradedò because 

ñeven the low is a privileged class as compared with the lowerò (Ambedkar, 1979, quoted in 

Herrenschmidt, 1996). Unearthing the processes which maintain cultural differentiation 

pertaining to ascribed and claimed categories in this particular case may help understand 

equivalent processes of differentiation elsewhere. 

B -  Understanding food-related status markers: a brief theoretical 

framework 

Conflicts over who eats what may be understood as cultural struggles between competing 

groups embedded in the same social realm. What people eat derives from who they are and with 

whom they live, as food choices bring people together while excluding others, as much as they 



Introduction 

 

 

13 

 

reflect peopleôs status position in the social hierarchy. Yet, as a measurement of social value, 

status is a concept that is both central and elusive in sociology (Sørensen, 2001).  

I trace back status to the social stratification framework of Max Weber (2010), who 

defines it as a form of social prestige, theoretically distinguishing it from class, which is 

anchored in the economic realm. To operationalize this distinction, I therefore suggest capturing 

status markers associated with caste and religious categories drawing from the processes of 

ethnic boundary-making. Indeed, I argue that contemporary conceptualizations of status do not 

allow to study social prestige for categories that present forms of social closure except for 

occupations. Wimmerôs theory of ethnic boundary-making (2013) stems from Weberôs 

understanding of ethnicity, but is a more encompassing framework which enables to study how 

symbolic boundaries are related to social boundaries, yet without letting socioeconomic 

dimensions aside (Weber, 2019).3 My dissertation hence adopts a nominalist perspective on the 

distinction between status and class, i.e., avoiding a ñgroupistò (Brubaker, 2006) categorical 

distinction between these two conceptual dimensions. These concepts indeed highlight the 

multidimensional resources that individuals draw from depending on their position in the social 

and economic order. I will suggest that this framework allows for adequately studying the 

interactions between religion, caste and class in contemporary India.  

The strategic use of symbolic boundaries is at the core of status dynamics (Lamont and 

Molnár, 2002). I hence endeavor to study the conditions under which cultural lifestyles are 

exclusionary, notably by analyzing the meanings linked to these cultural lifestyles. In doing so, 

I aim at identifying the possibly multiple repertoires of justifications ï the values structured in 

an interpretation framework ï that individuals draw from to support their engagement into 

certain cultural practices, vegetarianism in this case. I indeed follow Boltanski and Thévenot 

(2008) who argue that behaviors and practices may be justified under competing sets of moral 

conventions. Besides, in focusing on food practices, I study a domain of lifestyles that is also 

particularly anchored in the material and physical realm (Grignon and Grignon, 1980). In short, 

the metaphorical use of cultural ñtastesò and ñdistastesò (Bourdieu, 1984) has a literal meaning 

since food is incorporated. By studying vegetarianism in contemporary India, it can be shown 

that the interactions between the symbolic and the economic, nutritive and physical properties 

of food practices are particularly relevant to analyze, since they also indicate symbolic 

boundaries. 

 
3 The texts I refer to here come from the French edition of ten selected texts of Economy and Society (Weber, 

1978) that specifically deal with communities. 



Introduction 

 
14 

 

 

 

C -  Contributions to revising the articulation between status and class 

Using this conceptual framework, I contribute to revisiting the classic question of the 

articulation between status and class in the study of cultural stratification. My dissertation more 

specifically outlines two main theoretical and empirical contributions. The first one relates to 

the Indian society and can therefore be understood as rather idiographic. The second 

contribution takes a more nomothetic perspective in the study of lifestyles and social 

stratification. 

First, I show that vegetarianism is an adequate research object in the analysis of the social 

dynamics of religion, caste and class in contemporary India. To do so, I conduct a careful 

quantification of caste categories based on subjective self-identifications, knowing that the task 

of using open-ended questions on caste belonging from large-scale surveys in order to quantify 

caste categories has been rarely carried out until now. The recent Indian economic history of 

the past thirty years has undoubtedly transformed caste and class relations. The increased 

importance of achieved status through educational attainment and the rise of a new middle class 

may suggest that caste is slowly but surely becoming a social institution of the past. Yet, the 

statistical examination of the contemporary congruence of caste and class rather highlights the 

maintaining social reproduction of caste privileges, in addition to the Muslim minorityôs 

increasing marginalization. 

Meanwhile, the growing access to educational credentials unquestionably fosters the 

subjective undervaluation of oneôs ascribed privileges. Still, vegetarianism, a Hindu upper caste 

marker, remains a salient and positively valorized diet. At the same time, it is not always 

explicitly associated with caste and is also increasingly assumed, in the rhetoric, as a Hindu 

religious identity marker as opposed to Muslims, thereby following Hindu nationalist ideology. 

Besides, vegetarianism is also rationally justified according to criteria that are specific to the 

more educated classes. Whereas the Indian society remains home to significant malnutrition, 

vegetarianism is advocated for its budgetary asceticism, which the poor should follow to escape 

their deprived condition. Its assumed dietary advantages and the advocated respect for animal 

welfare are stressed on as well, drawing both from religious and westernized spheres. 

Consequently, I revisit the classic processes of cultural emulation drawn by Srinivas (1956), 

who distinguished ñsanskritizationò ï in the case where caste markers are sought for to 

legitimize oneôs social position ï and ñwesternizationò ï where, in contrast, class markers are 

more socially distinctive. Drawing from my empirical findings, I suggest that these two 

processes combine together since caste markers are redesigned as class markers.  
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Second, this case study of vegetarianism in contemporary India brings to light that 

different repertoires of justification may assert a single symbolic boundary. In other words, 

multiple criteria or status scales help assert the positive valuation of one single dominant 

marker. The coexistence of different values stems from the diversification of social groups in a 

modernized society. Célestin Bouglé (1914, see also Messenger, 1926) identified this process 

as ñpolytelism,ò which can be translated as many-endedness, arguing that individuals have 

increasingly differentiated aims, notwithstanding a certain degree of agreement for a common 

social order is still preserved. Similarly, I argue that the multiplication of ñorders of worthò 

(Boltanski and Thévenot, 2008) does not prevent the centrality of one single status marker.  

The different repertoires of justification result from contextual situations in which 

individuals are engaged, the social environment and the structural conditions shaping 

legitimized values. They also vary depending on individualsô social dispositions resulting from 

their position in the social stratification. Indeed, individuals belonging to different social groups 

may identify to the same symbolic category while defining it in a different way. Importantly, 

the meaning-making that individuals associate with categories of the social world may at times 

challenge the salience of the symbolic boundary. Symbolic labels are part of the classification 

struggles in the space of lifestyles, although, ultimately, the dominant status scales are those 

defined by the dominant categories since they are the ones that impose their own status scales 

(Bourdieu, 1984). The assertion of legitimized lifestyles is therefore all the more assured that 

they are claimed by individuals who are able to secure dominant positions by holding different 

social stratification resources.  

D -  Research program 

To carry out this research project, my dissertation empirically uses statistical data on the 

Indian society as well as discourses drawn from interviews that I conducted in Uttar Pradesh, a 

region of northern India.  

The use of data and statistical methods is motivated by the need to test social mechanisms 

between individual positions, social environments and food practices. I essentially use four sets 

of representative data. In order to obtain a temporal depth from the 1980s to the early 2010s, I 

use the ñConsumer Expenditure Surveyò of the Indian National Sample Survey Office (six 

statistical surveys over the period). These surveys provide precise information on the 

composition of the food basket, its origin (self-production or purchase) and its place of 

consumption (within the household or outside). The use of the Indian Human Development 

Survey (2011-2012) and the National Family Health Survey (2005-2006 and 2015-2016) allows 
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me to refine the link between vegetarianism and caste position: while caste has not been subject 

to statistical classification since Independence (1947), these two surveys collected and 

published caste self -identifications resulting from open-ended questions, which led to a very 

high number of different caste declarations. The statistical processing of these responses 

constitutes an important step in my empirical research, as my approach, based on a review of 

the literature on caste in Uttar Pradesh (the strong regional variability of caste structure led me 

to choose for focusing on this region of northern India), is both inductive and deductive. Thus, 

the statistical data enable me first to draw a social portrait of the Indian social stratification, by 

crossing caste and class categories, then to model dietary practices according to the position of 

individuals and households in this social structure. The Social Attitudes Research India (SARI) 

survey from 2018 stands out since I use these data in order to understand individual attitudes 

rather than practices, in particular prejudices against Muslims.  

Furthermore, while discourses collected in interviews are sometimes neglected, because 

ñwhat people say is often a poor indicator of what they doò (Jerolmack and Khan, 2014), I 

argue, along with Lamont and Swidler (2014), that interviews are an invaluable source in the 

process of understanding the cognitive representations of the social world, the same that shape 

social action. Discourse analysis is indeed a way to understand individualsô critical sense, 

allowing to uncover social norms, as individuals tend to state what is socially desirable to them. 

It is a particularly valuable source for objectivizing the orders of magnitude that individuals 

refer to when assessing each otherôs status. These interviews also provide for the study of the 

justifications of diets according to the respondentsô social background. I conducted 75 

interviews in English and Hindi in Uttar Pradesh between September 2018 and June 2019, in 

different social settings. I also use these interviews to refine my understanding of food practices 

and to interpret my statistical results. In particular, individual dietary practices differ greatly 

from family practices, as individuals may tend to consume meat outside the household and to 

keep it secret from other family members. The use of interviews enables to capture the 

estimation variability of the number of vegetarians depending on the conditions under which 

statistical surveys are conducted. 

E -  Layout of the dissertation 

1)  Vegetarianism as a status marker: contextual and theoretical 

background 

In the first part, I present my object of study, vegetarianism in India, sketching a brief 

historical and geographical presentation of its prevalence in the Indian subcontinent. 
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Vegetarians are far from being numerically dominant in India, even among Hindus, as 

vegetarianism is subject to important geographical variations. I suggest that these disparities 

result from the historical making of religious norms which depend on identity assertions in 

different contexts according to the period one looks at. Ultimately, food practices are the 

product of different social norms, including religious norms, which still reflect symbolic and 

social struggles (Chapter 1).  

This brings me to the second chapter in which I aim at understanding vegetarianism as a 

status marker. I discuss the distinction between status and class originating with Weberôs work, 

although I ultimately draw from his conceptualization of ethnic categories but also from 

Bourdieuôs understanding of social stratification as ñclassification strugglesò in order to analyze 

the association between vegetarianism, caste and class. I hence draw a theoretical framework 

that allows for analyzing social and symbolic boundaries. I show how this conceptual approach 

of caste is useful in departing from the risk of essentializing categories. Ultimately, this 

framework suggests that the Indian society is a case in point for the study of the strategies of 

ethnic boundary-making (Chapter 2). 

2)  Between folk and analytical categories: operationalizing 

vegetarianism, caste and class 

The second part of the dissertation critically examines the ways in which vegetarianism, 

caste and class have been empirically investigated in the Indian context. I underline that my 

categories of interest are at the same time ñlayò or ñfolkò categories, i.e., categories of everyday 

experience, and ñanalyticalò categories, i.e., conceptually-loaded and scientifically manipulated 

ones (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000), and that they need to be unpacked in order to elaborate a 

relevant sociological understanding.  

In Chapter 3, I confront my statistical material with my discourse material in order to 

understand the differences in the estimates of the proportion of vegetarians in the subcontinent. 

I show the way in which estimations vary depending on the precise definition of vegetarianism 

ï the boundary of vegetarianism being, to a certain extent, fluid or fuzzy (e.g., including or 

excluding eggs) ï, on whether estimates are individual- or household-based, on whether they 

include food practices outside of the household, and on whether gender is included as a factor. 

Ultimately, discrepancies may arise from small individual adjustments between the presentation 

of self in interviews and actual food practices. They reflect the social norms of desirability that 

lead to declare oneself as vegetarian and use vegetarianism as a status marker. 
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In the next chapter, I question how caste categories and their conceptualization in caste 

theories (Dumont, 1974) are more idealistic, i.e., based on a socially situated understanding of 

caste, than real, i.e., drawing from the everyday social experience of caste. I study caste self-

identifications in large-scale surveys. I show how individuals actually provide a large number 

of ñlayò identifications in order to describe their own caste position. Nonetheless, I argue that 

one can still build an objective caste nomenclature in order to quantitatively study the salience 

of caste in a more appropriate way than when using the administrative categories usually 

available (Ferry, 2019). I indeed follow Roth (2016) who distinguishes the ñmultiple 

dimensions of raceò and suggests that subjective self-identifications are best suited to study 

practices and values (Chapter 4).  

Finally, I articulate my different materials for purposes of conceptualizing achieved 

positions. To do so, I review how material wealth, occupation and subjective positioning allow 

to grasp different aspects of the position in the economic order. I examine the congruence 

between caste and class and intergenerational class mobility to locate possible discontinuities. 

Overall class immobility is very high; strong differences in the class structure between caste 

and religious groups point at the role of ascribed identities in shaping oneôs class destiny. 

Despite intergenerational improvements in educational attainment for all caste and religious 

groups, educational inequalities are strongly maintained, contributing to differences in class 

structures along with the unequal conversion of degrees into class positions in Uttar Pradesh. It 

demonstrates the strong role that caste and religious boundaries play in intergenerational 

mobility and it confirms that caste and religious inequalities remain high (Chapter 5). 

3)  How do caste and class crystallize? The social stratification of 

vegetarianism 

After having operationalized my objects of analysis, the third part is dedicated to the 

modelling of the odds of declaring oneself vegetarian, depending on caste, religion and class 

position. First, I measure how vegetarianism varies depending on achieved positions. Secondly, 

I demonstrate how logics of social stratification are embedded in spatial contexts.  

In Chapter 6, the statistical approach brings to light the current state of ñsanskritization,ò 

as I consider the practice of vegetarianism as an indicator of this phenomenon. As a process of 

cultural emulation, the concept of ñsanskritizationò assumes an association between achieved 

position and adherence to vegetarianism, so that after considering caste position, individuals in 

higher achieved positions tend to be more frequently vegetarian than individuals in lower 

achieved positions. Using multilevel regression models, I show the relevance of this 
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association, both synchronously, by comparing individuals in different social positions, and 

diachronically, by taking into account individualsô achieved origin (indicated by the position of 

the father). In addition, I point out gender differences in the adherence to vegetarianism. Within 

the household, women are more frequently vegetarian, especially when their partner occupies 

a higher-achieved position which may result in women taking the role of the guardians of the 

householdôs status position. Overall, these results highlight the importance of caste as a matrix 

of socialization, so that caste habitus shapes eating habits, which are adjusted according to 

achieved positions too. 

I complexify this analysis in Chapter 7. Whereas the social stratification of cultural 

consumption usually rests on the fact that peopleôs cultural preferences reflect their status 

position, this association neglects the spatial contexts in which individuals are embedded. The 

spatial contexts may be the loci of important variations of social stratification, resulting in 

different local strategies of distinguishing from others. In this chapter, I build on the previous 

statistical models, but I also include the residence locality of individuals. I identify strong 

contextual variations of vegetarianism and explore how the socioeconomic domination of either 

Brahmans or Muslims are key to determining these social distinctions. Beef consumption, 

which stigmatizes Muslims, is also driven by contextual factors pertaining to their local 

seclusion. This chapter underlines that both positional and contextual factors are important in 

studying cultural stratification. 

In this part, I relate declared practices of vegetarianism to Wimmerôs typology of 

boundary-making strategies. Variations in vegetarianism among Hindu lower castes that adhere 

to vegetarianism are an attempt of collective re-positioning (a form of boundary crossing), so 

that strategies of ñtransvaluationò4 are rather statistically invisible. On the contrary, the higher 

proportion of vegetarians among Brahmin individuals in cases in which they reside in Muslim-

dominated areas relates to a form of boundary ñcontraction.ò Lastly, the lower proportion of 

beef consumers among Muslims who reside in Hindu-dominated areas relates to a form of 

boundary ñcrossing.ò 

4)  Consuming and despising meat at the individual level 

Finally, in the fourth part, I show that whereas the statistical data analyzed in Part 3 

account for the centrality of vegetarianism as a food practice, the results from the interviews 

 
4 This strategy of boundary-making involves changing the ñnormative principles of stratified ethnic systemsò 

(Wimmer 2008) and may in particular correspond to ñdalitizationò in the Indian context. 
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relativize the role of the Hindu religion as the sole cultural repertoire used in the justification 

of food practices. 

In Chapter 8, I observe that from the point of view of vegetarians, meat eaters are despised 

not only because they would not follow a religious norm, but also because in collective 

representations, particularly among upper classes, individuals identify non-vegetarians as poor 

and careless of their spending. Their supposed consumption of meat is interlinked with their 

alleged excessive consumption of alcohol and tobacco, these consumption practices being 

perceived negatively as they would allegedly contribute to their economic situation and to the 

vicious circle of poverty. This discourse ignores the situation of food insecurity that the poorer 

sections of the society face and the role that meat, and sometimes beef meat, may play in 

ensuring food subsistence. This is what I attempt to show from an analysis of a food budget. 

The meaning of the symbolic boundary that is drawn between vegetarians and non-vegetarians 

by upper classes is hence rather characterized by economic morality than by religious morality.  

To finish, my analysis focuses on the justifications of dietary practices and I suggest that 

food cultural repertoires that derive from achieved position reinforce those that derive from 

caste and religious position. I show how the social norms of vegetarianism and cow protection 

persist among higher educated vegetarian Hindus through a multiplicity of repertoires. The 

justifications of the most highly educated are marked by a scientific or pseudo-scientific 

rationalization of vegetarianism and of the exceptionality of the cow in the animal order, by an 

economic rationalization of animal protection and an attachment to respect for the legal 

institutional framework that legitimizes these practices. Besides, the higher-educated Hindus 

still strongly stigmatize lower castes and Muslims. The symbolic boundaries brought to light 

here mirror the dissimulation of caste privileges in the name of meritocratic evaluation criteria 

in the professional market sphere, in which the language of caste or in-group preference is 

ñhiddenò in the name of modern moral criteria (Jodhka and Newman, 2007, Chapter 9). 

 The meaning associated with food practices therefore suggests that vegetarians tend to 

blur caste and religious boundaries in emphasizing their criteria of food preferences, so that the 

strategy of boundary ñcrossingò identified in Part 3 can ultimately not only be considered as 

ñsanskritization.ò By blurring caste boundaries, vegetarians also emphasize class boundaries. 

Given the caste and class congruence, it results in the reinforcement of the social order. Thus, 

this study of caste lifestyles suggests that caste is far from being solely a religious institution 

(Jodhka and Naudet, forthcoming). Essentially, cultural differentiation plays a substantial role 

in maintaining ascribed privilege that translate into high and gradual caste and religious 

inequalities.
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Chapter 1 ï  Religious rules are actually not a sacred cow: 

The symbolic and social struggles of vegetarianism 

Shaurya: Are you one of those people? That support the beef ban? 

Noorie: Yes. 

Shaurya: How is that okay? Shouldn't it be about freedom of choice? It's my decision. 

Who are you to tell me what I can or cannot eat? You or anyone for that matter. 

Noorie: I'm not forcing anyone. Iôm just being honest. I don't like it. It's wrong. Why 

do you have to kill to eat? 

Shaurya: It's not wrong... Animals kill each other for food in the wild. 

Noorie: Because. 

Shaurya: We are also animals. 

Noorie: Have you ever seen a lion eating boiled potatoes? They can't. But we can eat 

this. 

Shaurya: Yes, but we can also eat this. 

Noorie: That's wrong. 

Shaurya: How is it wrong? 

Noorie: Is it okay to kill someone for food? To take a life? Have you seen videos of 

animals being slaughtered? That's okay? If I fancy eating a family member of yours... 

Would you let me? 

Shaurya: They'll defend themselves. 

Noorie: Precisely. Kill animals because they can't speak... Just because it's yummy. 

It's a bit strange, isn't it? 

Trapped, 2016, Motwane, V.5 

In this first chapter, I examine the association between religious identity and food 

practices. The common understanding of vegetarianism in India is that it is driven by the 

adherence to Hindu faith; one would thus expect this diet to be predominant among individuals 

belonging to the Hindu category. Yet, on the basis of syntheses of readings of Hindu sacred 

texts, I argue that vegetarianism is not a prescription but should rather be understood as an 

orthopraxy; practices are based on appropriate conducts but are not mandatory. Further, 

vegetarianism is far from being numerically dominant in India, even among Hindus, as 

vegetarianism is subject to important geographical variations. I suggest that these disparities 

result from the historical making of religious norms which depend on identity assertions in 

different contexts according to the period one looks at. Ultimately, food practices are the 

product of different social norms, including religious norms, which still reflect symbolic and 

social struggles. This leads to studying food practices, more specifically vegetarianism, from a 

social stratification point of view. 

 
5 All the epigraphs at the beginning of the chapters are borrowed from excerpts of Hindi or English-speaking 

Indian movies or series and have been transcribed into English. 
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In the following, I first review the ñbook viewò of vegetarianism in Hinduism ï based 

on religious rules found in Hindu sacred texts ï and I later outline its geographical variation in 

the subcontinent. I am then led to adopt a historical perspective of food practices, outlining the 

emergence of vegetarianism and cow protection as socially distinctive practices and attitudes. 

Finally, I illustrate how food practices reflect contemporary social struggles.  

A -  Religious norms and contemporary vegetarianism in India 

1)  Religious symbolic categorizations of food and humans 

The study of vegetarianism in the Indian society could not be initiated without addressing 

the Hindu religious dimension that regulates food practices. In the census of 2011, Hindus 

represent 79.8 percent of the population. Other religious groups correspond to a large Muslim 

minority (14.2 per cent), 2.3 percent of Christians, 1.7 percent of Sikhs, 0.7 percent of 

Buddhists and 0.4 percent of Jains. Among these minorities, religious prescriptions, while not 

necessarily binding, tend to favor vegetarianism for Sikhs and Buddhists. Jainism is based on 

a very strict vegetarianism (a lacto-vegetarianism that also excludes tuberous vegetables).  

The study of Hindu sacred texts reveals the importance of food practices in the religious 

repertoire. As Appadurai (1981) summarizes, in Hinduism, ñfood is the fundamental link 

between men and the gods.ò The founding texts of Hinduism display a codification of the 

animal kingdom, food and dietary practices. However, it is necessary to highlight that the texts, 

codifications and rules proposed in the Hindu religious corpus are highly diverse. The texts 

neither propose a unified dogma nor an orthodoxy of practices. It is partly the result of the long 

period of time over which the texts were written or transmitted, which reflects the rich history 

of Hinduism, from Vedism (1500-500 BCE), to Brahmanism (500 BCE-600 CE), and to 

Hinduism (Doniger, 2010).  

The reader would be hard-pressed to find a single precise recommendation clearly stating 

that to be Hindu is to be vegetarian. However, without claiming to be exhaustive, Sanskritist 

philologists and Indian anthropologists put forward some major principles which value 

vegetarianism, so that vegetarianism emerged as an orthopraxy, a way of life.6  

The valorization of vegetarianism carries first of all a moral dimension through the 

philosophy of metempsychosis (the reincarnation of the soul in a living being after death, 

 
6 In-depth discussions on religious categorizations is beyond the scope of this chapter. Very detailed syntheses 

can be found in Chapter 1 of Estelle Fouratôs dissertation and in Chapters 1 and 2 of Micha±l Bruckertôs 

dissertation (Bruckert, 2015; Fourat, 2015). I also draw from The Hindus: An alternative History (Doniger, 2010) 

for this section and the next part of the chapter. 
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depending on the past moral conduct, the ñkarmaò). It is also associated with ñahimsaò (non-

violence or respect for life), which was particularly linked to and popularized by Mohandas 

Karamchad Gandhi in the twentieth century. One of the texts stating this moral dimension is 

the Manusmriti (Laws of Manu), a treatise of Hinduism dating from between the second century 

BCE to the third century CE.7 Importantly, the text does not mention any obligation, but 

appeals to individual conscience regarding the adoption of vegetarianism. 

Vegetarianism also corresponds to a hierarchy that is based on ritual purity, which 

associates a caste ranking in a social hierarchy to specific diet rules. This codification is notably 

exposed by the eighth century Samkhya School which attributes three main qualities to food 

(Sébastia, 2020). ñSatvikò foods (pure, easily digestible), such as grains or dairy products are 

associated with the Brahmin castes, Hindu upper castes. ñTamasikò foods (dark, coarse, 

impure) correspond to millets, pork and beef, and are associated with ñuntouchableò caste 

groups, the lowest castes which are stigmatized.8 Finally, goat, sheep and lamb meat are 

considered ñrajasicò (red, symbolizing strength and power). This category is associated with 

the Kashtriya, a warrior caste of high status (though lower than Brahmins, see Chapter 4 on 

caste). The status of eggs and fish is more ambiguous, but overall, it is not ñsatvikò (pure). This 

categorization is also partly dietetic as it is supposed to affect oneôs body. In addition to the 

concepts of purity, the representations of Ayurvedic medicine often proscribe the ingestion of 

meat products, though ancient treatises may outline dietetic benefits to certain meats 

(Zimmermann, 1999).  

Overall, meat implies impurity, although there is an internal hierarchy of meat products. 

Vegetarianism is thus the purest diet, and places Brahmins at the top of the social hierarchy of 

castes on the basis of a principle of purity as presented in the theory of Homo Hierarchicus 

(Dumont, 1974). The impurity of lower meat-eating castes motivates the principle of non-

commensality between pure and impure caste groups. It generates untouchability, the practice 

of ostracizing Dalits (formerly known as ñuntouchablesò for this reason) since they are deemed 

to pollute.  

Finally, Hindu cosmology differentiates the status of animals among themselves. This 

way, the cow is a sacred animal associated with the celestial world. It is considered as a mother 

(the cow is called in Hindi ñGau mataò), and Brahmins protected her before this idea spread to 

 
7 See Wendy Doniger's translation and explanatory introduction (Doniger, 2000). 
8 The term ñuntouchableò is now disqualified, and I use it here only to denote the stigmatization process this group 

have historically faced (and is still facing, see the last chapter). In the rest of the dissertation, I will usually refer 

to ñuntouchablesò as Dalits, a term signifying ñbroken,ò stemming from the social theorist and leader B. R. 

Ambedkar. Caste categories will be further conceptualized and operationalized (Chapter 4).  
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other Hindu groups in the fourth century of our era (Doniger, 2010). Cults are rendered to this 

animal as well as to its products (milk) and by-products (urine, excrements). While the 

consumption of cow milk is highly valued, the consumption of cow meat is taboo and only 

lower caste groups (Dalits) and religious minorities (Muslims and Christians) would consume 

its flesh.9 

This (brief) overview of Hindu food codifications and animal classification corresponds 

to the repertoire of moral and identity justifications in the valorization of vegetarianism and 

the protection of the cow in Hinduism.  

2)  Relativizing the prevalence of vegetarianism in India 

The philological perspective on religious food rules must be confronted to the social 

reality of the prevalence of vegetarianism. I will come back to the limitations of the figures 

used for counting vegetarianism further in the dissertation (see Chapter 3), nevertheless it 

already needs to be pointed out that while 80 percent of Indians are Hindu, the proportion of 

vegetarians varies between 20 and 40 percent, depending on the survey and on the method of 

counting. Moreover, the prevalence of vegetarianism is geographically located, as shown in 

Figure 1.1. The highest levels of vegetarianism are observed in the north-western States, 

including Rajasthan, Haryana, Gujarat and Punjab. On the contrary, vegetarianism is the lowest 

among the seven sister States in the northeast as well as the States along the southern and 

eastern coasts. 

How to explain the geographical clustering of North Indian vegetarianism? It does not 

correspond to a spatial segregation of Hindus, since the south of India is also predominantly 

Hindu. Moreover, Hindus in the Northwest are relatively more vegetarian than those in the 

south and east of the country. At first glance, this spatial correlation does not correspond either 

to a segregation of the population by caste: for example, vegetarianism among Dalits is also 

higher in Northwest India. 

 
9 This is not the case of the buffalo, which is, in Hindu mythology, an evil animal associated with the underworld 

(Bruckert, 2016).  
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Figure 1.1 - Spatial variation of vegetarianism in India (women only) 

 

Note: The map is based on the sample of women aged between 15 and 49 years for which the data is district 

representative. The proportion of men following vegetarianism is on average 10 percentage points lower (national 

average of 27 per cent for women and 17 per cent for men). The male sample is not district-representative, but it 

also indicates a similar spatial clustering. This map is extracted from an empirical work written for the book 

chapter ñVegetarianism and non-vegetarian consumption frequencyò in Guilmoto C. and Saikia N. (Editors), 

Atlas of Gender and Health in India (forthcoming). 

Source: National Family Health Survey 4, 2015-2016, district-representative woman sample. 

This geographical enigma has long been described by anthropologists who sought an 

ecological aetiology of food practices. Dumont (1974) evokes the ñrice civilizationò of 

Southern and Eastern India and the ñwheat civilizationò of North-western India, thus 

differentiating cultural traits according to the predominant agrarian production and the 

geological and climatic conditions. The influence of ecological factors was undoubtedly 
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brought to a climax by the anthropologist Marvin Harris, through his ñcultural materialismò 

(Harris et al., 1966). He hypothesized that diets are the result of economic and ecological 

rationalities. The prohibition of animal slaughter in India would have developed in response to 

the scarcity of animal resources. Harrisôs thesis focuses in particular on the cow taboo. 

According to him, it has emerged in reaction to food shortages associated with extreme climatic 

conditions and an increase in population, knowing that cows produce milk and offer other 

counterparts (labor force, dung for heating). Nevertheless, this thesis has been widely criticized 

by critics who brought to the fore the economic, ecological and nutritional inefficiency of cow 

protection (see Fourat, 2015: 92). Besides, while this explanation proposes an attractive 

ecological cause for significant spatial food segmentation, one must be careful not to 

overestimate these factors. First, cow protection values have spread throughout the 

subcontinent with varying conditions and is certainly one of the few unifying symbols across 

Hinduism. Besides, this explanation fails to help understand spatial differences in the 

consumption of ovine or ichthyological products, gallinaceous or ovine meat. 

At best, this ecological explanation only provides the ground for the emergence of certain 

dietary practices, but not for their upholding. To understand vegetarianism, one must rather 

focus on social norms, i.e., the ideological and social rules of conduct that should be followed 

within a social group. These rules may be of religious origin (but not only), as I have just 

indicated, and historical evidence suggests that Hindu religious movements promoting 

vegetarianism have rather emerged in North-western India and are still more vivid in this 

region. To look at social norms does not mean to turn oneôs back on the spatial embeddedness 

of food practices, but rather means to consider space as a social context in which the social 

configuration of social groups affects the salience of social norms, and, consequently, food 

practices. Therefore, the spatial segmentation of vegetarianism is above all the result of the 

spatialization of social norms, which we need to unveil.  

Moreover, these norms are neither rigid nor fixed. Individuals belonging to a social 

group may not respect the rules that prevail in their group, at the risk of being excluded from 

it, or because they are trying to join another group as I will show in the following chapters. 

Different social norms may also lead to similar practices, so that it is not a matter of uncovering 

a singular norm that regulate diets, but rather a matter of uncovering their diversity. Finally, 

these norms are not fixed in time. They are the product of history and of the confrontation of 

different social groups that then crystallized rules of belonging to one group. It is on the history 

of the social norm of vegetarianism and the protection of the cow within Hinduism that I 

suggest to turn now.  
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B -  Historicizing religious norms: the making of a vegetarian norm  

1)  Religious competition and the claim of Hindu superiority 

I take a detour for the purpose of understanding the emergence of the social norm of 

vegetarianism and cow protection.10 The emergence of vegetarianism is indeed associated with 

the gradual affirmation of Brahmins and Hinduism as dominant social groups on the Indian 

sub-continent. Initially, when nomadic populations arrived in India from the northwest around 

the second millennium BCE, those who would later be called Brahmins did not protect the 

sacred cow, but instead consumed and sacrificed it. The historian and sanskritist D. N. Jha 

(2009), as well as W. Doniger (2010), document numerous Vedic texts where cow meat is 

consumed and served to high-ranking guests.  

The rigidification of Hindu religious rules came later from the emergence of Buddhism 

and Jainism around 600 BCE. They are considered as reforming spiritual movements. If the 

spiritual philosophies of these movements do not impose vegetarianism (it is said that the last 

meal of the Buddha was pork), they actively affirm asceticism and non-violence. Buddhism 

and Jainism gradually dominate over Brahmins on the subcontinent. In the third century BCE, 

the emperor Ashoka who reigned over a large part of India converted to Buddhism. 

Consequently, the influence of Brahmins waned. Compared to the reformist religious 

movements, Brahmins appeared as bloodthirsty executioners as they conducted religious 

animal sacrifices.  

It is during the first centuries of our era that the consumption of beef became the object 

of a religious prohibition, for the upper castes ï Brahmins ï to start with, and later for the lower 

castes as well. The imposition of the dietary prohibition against consuming beef and the 

adoption of vegetarianism were means for Brahmins to appear more virtuous than the 

Buddhists and Jains. This process is notably presented by Max Weber (1958) in The Religion 

of India: the Sociology of Hinduism and Buddhism11 when he describes Brahmanismôs 

competition with other ñdoctrines of salvation.ò The restoration of the dominance of Brahmins 

is thus linked to an overstatement of asceticism and daily life restrictions, with the aim of 

attaining salvation. Hence, Brahmins adopted food restrictions as a ñmatter of statusò (Thapar, 

2004) to legitimize their newfound socio-political dominance.  

 
10 This section draws from a published essay, see ñCow Terrorism,ò Books & Ideas, March 26, 2018 

(https://booksandideas.net/Cow-Terrorism.html).  
11 I consulted the French version of this work, translated by Isabelle Kalinowski and Roland Lardinois, and entitled 

Hindouisme et bouddhisme (Weber, 2015).  

https://booksandideas.net/Cow-Terrorism.html
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The Dalit leader and social theorist B. R. Ambedkar (2019) also associates the 

emergence of the practice of untouchability to this period. He hypothesizes that it directly stems 

from the fact of eating beef. The untouchables would originally be ñbroken men,ò Buddhists 

who were vanquished in tribal conflicts and refused to convert to Brahmanism, particularly by 

giving up the consumption of beef. From this religious competition, the statutory legitimacy of 

Brahmins was then imposed on the lowest castes, who progressively adopted, in a more or less 

strict manner, dietary restrictions. The abstinence from beef and vegetarianism were indeed 

sought for in order to move up the social ladder (a process known as "sanskritization," Srinivas, 

1952). These dietary social norms were later revalorized by various reformist and sectarian 

movements within Hinduism, in particular Vaishnavism, the numerically dominant variation 

of Hinduism which was popularized by the bhakti movement from the fifteenth century 

onwards (Bruckert, 2015: 84).  

These historical contributions are coherent with Mary Douglasôs (1966) theory, in which 

she suggests that dietary prohibitions contribute to preserving the social order. Hindu cultural 

domination is thus based on a symbolic system where defilement, here the consumption of 

meat and more specifically beef, threatens the Hindu cultural order. The emergence of 

vegetarianism and the protection of the cow therefore appear in history as strategies of 

distinction and affirmation of a social status, gradually imposed and spread geographically 

among different social categories.  

2)  Hindu identity assertion from the nineteenth century onwards 

Vegetarianism and the protection of the cow have had a renewed influence since the 

nineteenth century. Indeed, the latter appears as one of the rare symbols that is shared by all 

Hindus, and it did become a unifying symbol to promote Hinduism as a cultural identity. The 

promotion of the Hindu community partly supplanted the statutory differentiation between 

caste groups. Indeed, this communal affirmation was born out of an effort to resist colonialism, 

in a context of rising Hindu nationalism and the struggle between Hindus and Muslims for 

power sharing.  

In the nineteenth century, Hindu nationalist resistance movements that were fighting the 

British Empire used the cow as a key symbol in the construction of the national imagination. 

This was largely based on the Sepoy revolt of 1857, the first popular uprising against the 

British. One of the main triggers of this movement was the mutiny of the Indian soldiers, who 

refused to use the new cartridges greased with cow fat that were imposed by the colonial 

administration. 
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From the 1870s onwards, a cow protection movement emerged in Punjab, before it 

spread northwards and progressively to the rest of India. The first cow protection association 

(ñGaurakshini sabhaò) was established in 1882 with a view to opposing cow slaughter. The 

movement was supported by the Arya Samaj, a Hindu reformist organization created in 1875 

that encouraged Hindu proselytism (and was later joined by the Hindu Mahasabha). The 

organization encouraged Hinduism to act ñdefensively,ò supporting lower caste reconversion 

into Hinduism through a process known as ñshuddhiò (Jaffrelot, 1994). The goal was to 

preserve the Hindu community that was believed to be threatened by the influence of Islam in 

the subcontinent as well as by the missionariesô efforts to spread Christianity (Clémentin-Ojha 

and Gaborieau, 1994).  

Indeed, these religious movements particularly attracted ñuntouchableò caste groups 

which were discriminated against by other Hindu castes. Hindu religious proselytism aimed at 

bringing this segment of the population back into the Hindu fold under the promise of the 

eradication of caste stigmatization. In particular, affirming the numeric weight of Hindus 

against Muslims became particularly salient in the 1930s when reserved electoral quotas were 

set up (Naudet, 2009). Mohandas Karamchand Gandhiôs position regarding vegetarianism, cow 

protection and untouchability demonstrates an ambiguous vision of a unified Hindu community 

that encompasses ñuntouchableò caste groups. While advocating vegetarianism and cow 

protection on moral grounds (he is an important supporter of ñahimsaò), he was particularly 

outraged by beef consumption among ñuntouchablesò (that he paternalistically labelled as 

ñHarijans,ò the sons of the god Hari).12 Lower castes then became the target of his reformist 

agenda to change their food habits (Sathyamala, 2019).  

By mobilizing the idea of the sacred cow, the Hindu nationalist movements also sought 

to assert Hindu culture as the national culture, while stigmatizing non-Hindu beef-eaters, in 

particular the Muslim minority. In Hindu nationalism, the protection of cows unites the Hindus 

while simultaneously singling out Muslims among whom one traditionally finds cow butchers 

(Ahmad, 2018). The symbol of the sacred cow hence tends to trigger inter-community riots 

between Hindus and Muslims, one of the most important being that of 1893, on the eve of the 

Muslim religious festival ñBakri-idò during which animals are slaughtered. 

Throughout the twentieth century, the cow protection movement was instrumentalized 

by the Hindu nationalists and the extremist nationalist ideology known as ñHindutva,ò 

 
12 After a short period in which he defended meat eating to support the Indians in their struggle against the colonial 

empire, Gandhi also made vegetarianism a feature of the freedom struggle and advocated cow protection (Gandhi, 

2006). 
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represented amongst others by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), which was created 

in 1925. At the same time, several members of the Congress party that dominated the political 

field at the time supported this movement. In independent India, the cow protection movement 

became the subject of legal and political wrangling. In 1955, Seth Govind Das, a member of 

the lower house of the Indian Parliament (Lok Sabha) proposed a first law to ban cow slaughter 

in the country. The Prime Minister at the time, Jawarhalal Nehru, opposed this law. In 1966, a 

network of Hindu organizations led a demonstration in Delhi demanding the banning of cow 

slaughter, but Indira Gandhi, who had in the meantime become Prime Minister, opposed this 

demand. Indeed, the secular Constitution of 1950 explicitly stated that the prohibition of 

slaughtering ñcows and calves and other milk producing animalsò does not fall under federal 

jurisdiction but State jurisdiction. It is in this spirit that the States of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, 

Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh all banned cow slaughter in the 1950s.  

Since then, all the Indian States, with the exceptions of those in the Northeast, Kerala 

and West Bengal, have banned cow slaughter. This prohibition also applies to bulls and male 

and female buffaloes in certain north-western States, and in certain cases, the possession and 

consumption of their meat is also punishable. Nonetheless, these laws do not always hinder the 

existence of illegal abattoirs and black market tolerated by the police in exchange for bribes 

(Prakash, 2021). 

Vegetarianism and the protection of the cow have therefore become markers of unity of 

the Hindus as well as their affirmation as a community in the face of colonial domination and 

the Muslim minority. The 2021 Pew Research Centerôs report on ñReligion in India: Tolerance 

and Segregationò (Saghal et al., 2021) confirms the contemporary relevance of these dietary 

habits as religious markers. For instance, the survey findings show that Hindus who claim that 

religion is more important declare more frequently that they are vegetarian (46 per cent versus 

33 per cent among Hindus for whom religion is less important). Besides, a large majority of 

Hindus say a person cannot be Hindu if they eat beef (72 per cent). This proportion is 

remarkably higher than the shares of Hindus who say a person cannot be Hindu if they do not 

believe in God (49 per cent) or never go to temple (48 per cent).  

C -  Contemporary struggles around vegetarianism and beef 

In the contemporary period, these markers remain salient, but they also are challenged. 

Here, I provide three examples of reassertion, contestation and possible questioning of the 

social norms of vegetarianism and cow protection. 
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1)  The demonization of cow slaughter 

India has experienced many episodes of communal violence between Hindus and 

Muslims since independence in 1947.13 Their frequency and intensity increased in the 1980s 

and 1990s, with episodes of rioting and mob attacks (Brass, 2003). Alongside these large-scale 

attacks, episodes of violence of lower magnitude have propagated since the 2010s, some being 

linked to the symbol of the sacred cow (Pai and Kumar, 2018).  

Determining the extent of cow-related violence is not easy, as the Indian government 

does not collect official data on religious violence, let alone cow-related violence.14 Yet, most 

of the victims are Muslims, and to a lesser extent Dalits, Christians or Adivasis, who are 

occasional beef-eating communities. The pretext for violence is either alleged cow flesh 

consumption or the transport of cows for alleged slaughter, or even simply the sharing of 

images of beef on social networks. 47 people found death in the 190 cow-related cases of 

violence against religious minorities that have been surveyed. 

The motivation to defend the cow as a pretext for communal violence is recent ï the first 

identified event of the kind being in 2012 ï, but it has to be noted that most of the recorded 

events (about 95 per cent) took place after the Bharatiya Janata Party, led by Narendra Modi, 

came to central power in 2014. The majority of the violence has been taking place in States 

governed by the nationalist party and its allies. This is particularly the case of the States of the 

Gangetic Plain of Northern India, also known as the ñCow Belt,ò where the veneration of the 

sacred cow is more prevalent, and more importantly in Western Uttar Pradesh, in Haryana, and 

in Delhi (see Figure 1.2, one should also add Karnataka). 

 
13 This section is partly based on a published essay in French, see ñEn Inde, des attaques contre les minorit®s au 

nom de la vache sacr®e,ò Observatoire International du Religieux - CERI, August 2019 

(https://www.sciencespo.fr/ceri/fr/oir/en-inde-des-attaques-contre-les-minorites-au-nom-de-la-vache-

sacree#footnoteref2_wxe8j78).  
14 The statistics are therefore based on initiatives led by journalists, academics or activist groups. In response to a 

parliamentary question in March 2018, the Home Minister stated that between 2014 and 2017, 40 cases of 

lynchings were recorded by the police, 45 people were killed, and 217 people were arrested, without specifying 

the social composition of the victims and of those arrested, see: 

http://164.100.47.190/loksabhaquestions/annex/14/AS242.pdf (last access on April 5, 2019). Among statistical 

sources, we can highlight the work of Indiaspend (https://lynch.factchecker.in/, last access on April 5, 2019), 

specifically on cow protection lynchings since 2010, the HateCrimeWatch platform (https://p.factchecker.in/, last 

access on April 5, 2019), more generally on communal violence since 2009 as well as the Documentation of the 

Oppressed initiative (DOTO, https://dotodatabase.com, last access on April 6, 2021), on violence against religious 

minorities. I have extracted the database from the latter to present the two figures of this section. Note that it does 

not include cow-related violence against Dalits (other sources indicate that it is more marginal). 

https://www.sciencespo.fr/ceri/fr/oir/en-inde-des-attaques-contre-les-minorites-au-nom-de-la-vache-sacree#footnoteref2_wxe8j78
https://www.sciencespo.fr/ceri/fr/oir/en-inde-des-attaques-contre-les-minorites-au-nom-de-la-vache-sacree#footnoteref2_wxe8j78
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Figure 1.2 - Spatial variation of cow-related violence in India (2014-2020) 

 

Note: Only violent incidents that are related to (alleged) cow smuggling/consumption are projected on this map. 

The maximum number of incidents is reported in Uttar Pradesh (42), Karnataka (23), and Haryana (20), 

Jharkhand (20), Maharashtra (19).  

Source: Online database of the Documentation Of The Oppressed (DOTO), automatic extraction on March 24, 

2021.  

The spikes in episodes of communal violence and in particular attacks on Muslims are 

usually linked to pre- and post-election periods. Indeed, in Figure 1.3, we notice a first spike 

in violence that corresponds to the election of Narendra Modi as the Prime Minister in 2014, a 

second one around the 2017 polls in Uttar Pradesh which led to the election of Yogi Adityanath 

(of the same political family), then another one around Narendra Modiôs re-election in 2019, 

and finally around the protests following the adoption of a new Indian citizenship law, which 
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raised fears that it would threaten Indian Muslimsô rights.15 The prevalence of cow-related 

violence partly follows this trend. 

Figure 1.3 - Violence against religious minorities and cow-related violence in India 

 

Note: The data is extracted from Documentation Of The Oppressed (DOTO) that documents all verifiable 

incidents of hate crimes against religious minorities starting from 2014. They are reported in English and Urdu 

media (online and print) and in Fact-finding and civil society reports. I included all incidents (1169) until 

December 31, 2020. Violence against Dalits is not counted in this database.  

Source: Online database of the Documentation Of The Oppressed (DOTO), automatic extraction on March 24, 

2021.  

 
15 See Christophe Jaffrelot, ñViolence in Delhi is intended to polarise as well as to teach a lesson,ò The Indian 

Express, February 29, 2020 (https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/remaking-the-riot-delhi-violence-

1984-2002-gujarat-6291698/?fbclid=IwAR2YXOHZyIZoijtT-

_sjkVtRpwgvk0TzQaX8tLLZ2csTMs1FqtnIJkPIUsg, last access on April 6, 2021).  

https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/remaking-the-riot-delhi-violence-1984-2002-gujarat-6291698/?fbclid=IwAR2YXOHZyIZoijtT-_sjkVtRpwgvk0TzQaX8tLLZ2csTMs1FqtnIJkPIUsg
https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/remaking-the-riot-delhi-violence-1984-2002-gujarat-6291698/?fbclid=IwAR2YXOHZyIZoijtT-_sjkVtRpwgvk0TzQaX8tLLZ2csTMs1FqtnIJkPIUsg
https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/remaking-the-riot-delhi-violence-1984-2002-gujarat-6291698/?fbclid=IwAR2YXOHZyIZoijtT-_sjkVtRpwgvk0TzQaX8tLLZ2csTMs1FqtnIJkPIUsg
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But the violence outbreaks are also clearly correlated to political stances that reinforce 

the laws against cow slaughter. Narendra Modiôs 2014 electoral campaign that made him Prime 

Minister was marked by his condemnation of the ñPink Revolution,ò a supposedly deliberate 

program (following the ñGreenò or ñWhiteò Revolution in agriculture) to industrialize cow 

meat production. This moment was followed a few months later by the emergence of episodes 

of cow-related violence. In May 2017, the central government banned the sale of cattle for 

slaughter in cattle markets. This law was nonetheless declared unconstitutional by the Supreme 

Court in the month of August of the same year. But at the State level, several chief ministers 

have passed laws to reinforce condemnations. In Uttar Pradesh, immediately after he was 

elected in the Spring of 2017, the new chief minister Yogi Adityanath had all the illegal 

abattoirs of the State shut down (some reopened later after bribes were paid). Cow-related 

episodes of violence have hence surged following these political announcements.  

Attacks are perpetrated by ñGau Rakshaksò (ñCow protectorsò) who are vigilante groups 

enforcing punishment without legal authority (Favarel-Garrigues and Gayer, 2016). On the 

margins of State institutions, these militias are nonetheless protected and sponsored by the 

State power under the domination of Hindu nationalism. They aim at defending and promoting 

the interests of Hindus in the name of ñHindutva.ò This concept, according to which only 

Hindus are considered legitimate citizens because of their religion, is at the heart of the Hindu 

nationalist ideology. By relying on a religious conception of citizenship, this ideology directly 

challenges secularism as it is defined in the Indian Constitution of 1950 and which guarantees 

equals rights for all religious communities. Hindu nationalism is thus clearly supremacist in 

the sense that minorities can only claim to be accepted insofar as they submit to the culture 

defined as the majority. The role of vigilante groups is thereby to enforce the Hindu cultural 

order by targeting minorities, consequently reinforcing Hindu supremacist sentiment and 

contributing to the Hinduization of the Indian society. The separation of roles, between the 

consolidation of laws and targeted violence, allows the State to save face while imposing its 

Hindu nationalist project by terrorizing minorities and polarizing society. 

In the name of a political ideology and in order to assert the dominance of the Hindu 

community, cow protection attitudes have been politicized and brought to the fore in the past 

decade. The extent to which caste and religious minorities respond to these attacks and the 

Hindu upper castes support them will be under scrutiny in the next chapters. 
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2)  Beef festivals as a limited Dalit identity assertion 

The vegetarian dietary model of Hindu upper castes remains the dominant cultural 

reference on the subcontinent. On the other hand, this cultural domination encourages a dietary 

resistance, notably through the organization of ñbeef festivals.ò Kerala, a State governed by a 

Communist majority, opened its Parliamentary session on the June 8, 2017 with a ñbeef fryò 

breakfast.16 Along with the north-eastern States, Kerala is one of the States that refused the 

new legislations against cow slaughter, its Chief Minister labelling them ñfascists policies.ò  

Nevertheless, most of the ñbeef festivalsò were in fact organized on university campuses 

in the past years. They were organized by Dalit and left-leaning organizations, for instance in 

Jawarhalal Nehru University in New Delhi, in Osmania University in Hyderabad and in the 

Indian Institute of Technology in Madras (Chennai). These events happened in order to protest 

against the food cultural hegemony that followed the rise in cow-related violence and to claim 

freedom in food practices, alongside a call for the respect of Indian secularism. This form of 

resistance asserts the cultural singularity of Dalits and the organizers claim a political affiliation 

and inspiration from the Dalit leader B. R. Ambedkar (see the introduction written by Kancha 

Ilaiah Shepherd in Beef, Brahmins and Broken Men, Ambedkar, 2019). Hence, although beef 

consumption is a source of violent conflicts, it is no less a means for marginal groups to 

construct and affirm their identity in opposition to the dominant Hindu ideology. It serves as a 

means to demonstrate a counter-cultural project and to respond to cultural dominance by 

ñreverse stigmatizationò (Goffman, 1975). 

Yet, one should also be wary of the extent of these protests in social life. Though 

significant and largely mediatized, these events of cultural resistance are mostly secluded to 

university campuses. Significantly, Muslim organizations have also not been at the forefront 

of this kind of festivals, but it may be explained by the fact that the religious minority is the 

main target of cow-related violence, as I have just recalled. Natrajan (2018) also warns against 

the limits of resisting caste stigmatization through the assertion of caste-based cultural rights 

and identities. Given that Hindu upper castes also tend to legitimize the caste structure in a 

process of culturalization ï highlighting that it is the receptacle of a cultural identity, thereby 

ignoring caste as a structure of domination (Natrajan, 2012) ï, ñbeef festivalsò could end up 

being perceived as an assertion of caste cultural identity of Dalits rather than as a protest against 

 
16 See ñKerala Assembly session begins with beef fry breakfast,ò The New Indian Express, June 8, 2017 

(https://www.newindianexpress.com/states/kerala/2017/jun/08/kerala-assembly-session-begins-with-beef-fry-

breakfast-1614273.html, last access on April 6, 2021).  

https://www.newindianexpress.com/states/kerala/2017/jun/08/kerala-assembly-session-begins-with-beef-fry-breakfast-1614273.html
https://www.newindianexpress.com/states/kerala/2017/jun/08/kerala-assembly-session-begins-with-beef-fry-breakfast-1614273.html
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caste oppression. Furthermore, it would question the contemporary relevance of adopting 

vegetarianism as a matter of status assertion (Srinivas, 1952).  

The extent by which food practices of caste and religious minorities may be resisting the 

Hindu cultural order beyond university campuses will need to be assessed in the next chapters.  

3)  Do rich Hindus thirst for beef burgers?  

Finally, the structural transformations of the Indian society and the effects of the 

emergence of a globalized middle class on the valorization of vegetarianism need to be 

addressed. Baviskar (2018) points out that the criteria of social distinction regarding food 

practices may no longer be solely based on vegetarianism but would more importantly be 

related to emerging consumption practices such as eating out and consuming manufactured 

goods. Moreover, in a study on the emergence of IT professionals in Bangalore, Dolphijn 

(2006) suggests that Brahmanical vegetarianism is no longer dominant and that the criteria for 

status enhancement are now more related to achieved status (associated to educational 

attainment). The emergence of consumption practices linked to a globalized culture, through 

travel and work in multinational companies, in particular within this social class, would favor 

the emergence of meaty eating habits. In sum, while the social norm of vegetarianism would 

be challenged from below through Dalit cultural resistance, it would also be overtaken from 

above, through globalization and the ascent of a Western consumption model.  

Nevertheless, does the emergence of new dispositions within the upper classes really 

challenge the norm of vegetarianism? Several elements already qualify this thesis. Professional 

workers ï for instance those with an engineering background ï largely come from upper caste 

backgrounds, and ethnographic works suggest that they uphold their caste dispositions 

(Subramanian, 2019) meanwhile they are supposedly the most predisposed to social change. 

Moreover, looking at vegetarian upper caste Indians who have migrated to the United States or 

Canada, for example, shows that the attachment to this diet remains important, even if it is 

adjusted to local contexts that are not always favorable to the maintenance of this dietary norm 

(Clémentin-Ojha, 2020; Johnston et al., 2021).17  

It is in fact not certain whether the gradual anchoring of globalized cultural attitudes and 

practices favors the adoption of meaty eating practices. In fact, Western countries are 

experiencing a major resurgence of concerns about the meat industry and the slaughter of 

animals, mainly as a result of ecological, dietetic and animal welfare issues coming to light. 

 
17 I recognize, however, that migration also raises the question of how to ñkeepò an identity linked to the country 

of origin, a topic that will not be addressed in this dissertation. 
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Even if the countries of the global North continue to be major meat consumers (they are hence 

experiencing what has been called a ñmeat paradox,ò Oleschuk et al., 2019), the promotion of 

vegetarianism and even the vegan movement is undeniable, though not culturally dominant. 

These criteria of valorization are not hermetic to India, in view, for example, of the declarations 

of the BJP minister Maneka Gandhi who relied on dietary and ecological justifications to 

valorize vegetarianism at the release of the documentary The evidence - meat kills (Bruckert, 

2016).18  

The effects of the transformation of the Indian social structure ï in particular the 

emergence of an upper class culturally rooted in globalization ï on vegetarianism are therefore 

probably not one-sided and need to be examined more closely. 

D -  Conclusion: towards a social stratification of vegetarianism 

At the end of this first contextual chapter, it appears that the historical analysis of 

vegetarianism should be conducted in light of the individualsô and householdsô social position: 

their position in a differentiated and hierarchized social system reflects their food practices and 

attitudes. In other words, this contextualization calls for an analysis of the social stratification 

of vegetarianism. 

A purely religious approach to diets in India would indeed neglect the struggles and 

negotiations that have enabled and continue to maintain vegetarianism as a dominant social 

norm on the Indian subcontinent. The historicization of vegetarianism shows the symbolic 

struggles that this diet has been subject to for several millennia, so that it gradually became a 

distinctive marker. On the contrary, those who are not vegetarian usually face disgust and 

prejudice. Without neglecting the remarkable geographical gradient of the higher prevalence 

of vegetarianism in Northwest India, the analysis of vegetarianism as a social norm appears 

more fruitful than a purely ecological analysis of dietary practices.  

Vegetarianism covers various repertoires of religious justifications but also appears to 

be associated with other dimensions of identity, morality and culture. Although vegetarianism 

concerns a numerical minority, this diet is still very salient in contemporary India and is indeed 

the subject of struggles that reflect the transformations of the Indian social structure. At first 

glance, these transformations affect both the relative socio-economic positions of caste and 

 
18 This documentary (https://meatkills.in/) uses certain codes of denunciation of meat consumption from 

international organisations such as People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, with striking images showing 

animal mistreatment, images that are often used in animal welfare awareness campaigns in contexts outside India 

(Desoucey, 2016).  
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religious groups (subjective and objective) and the emergence of new dietary arrangements due 

to socio-economic mobility.  

Some of these struggles are also politically embedded. The sacred cow has become the 

symbol of Hindu nationalism, whose ideology is that of the political family in central power in 

India since 2014 with Narendra Modi, as well as in many States including Uttar Pradesh since 

2017 with Yogi Adityanath. One could therefore focus on analyzing the state of the Indian 

political field that has brought this ideology to power in order to grasp the instrumental use of 

food norms. While this work has already been undertaken before,19 it seems to me that this 

contextualization calls for an analysis of symbolic struggles as anchored in the social realm.  

In order to do this, we need to grasp the attachment of individuals and households to 

vegetarianism, as well as their modes of justification for their diets, according to their social 

position. Before doing so, I will outline the theoretical and methodological framework of the 

analysis (Chapter 2).  

 
19 See for instance The Hindu Nationalist Movement and Indian Politics, 1925 to the 1990s (Jaffrelot, 1996), 

Modi's India: Hindu Nationalism and the Rise of Ethnic Democracy (Jaffrelot, 2021) or Banerjee et al., 2019.  



 

  

 

 

Chapter 2 ï  From status to boundary: Framing and 

operationalizing theory 

Shaurya: You've never eaten chicken before? 

Noorie: Never. 

Shaurya: Why not? 

Noorie: No one eats it in my family. 

Shaurya: Why? 

Noorie: It's against our religion. 

Shaurya: But I have religious friends. They eat non-vegetarian food. 

Noorie: It's their bad karma. They'll pay for it someday. 

Shaurya: So I'll also have bad karma because I'm eating chicken? 

Noorie: Iôm not saying that... You're a nice girl so it will balance itself out. 

Shaurya: And you're a bad guy but you don't eat chicken... so that balances itself out. 

Trapped, 2016, Motwane, V.  

After the contextual analysis of vegetarianism in India, I now present in detail the 

sociological framework that I draw from for the purpose of understanding the social 

segmentation of this diet by adopting a social stratification approach. The Indian society 

certainly is a case that is far too often neglected in the sociology of social stratification ï and 

the same may be asserted for many societies of the South. Yet, there is no reason to maintain 

this exceptionalism. In particular, I draw from the Weberian distinction between status and 

class as two key dimensions of social stratification, although I warn against the temptation of 

conceiving caste as a realist category embodying status. Indeed, this ñgroupistò perspective 

may ultimately essentialize caste (Brubaker, 2006) and make one fall into the orientalist trap 

of analyzing the ñotherò (Said, 1978), hence going back to the idea of an Indian exceptionalism. 

Rather, I argue that the analysis of mechanisms of resource distribution needs to be accounted 

to get an understanding of the dynamic classification struggles in the social world. It implies 

taking a reflexive stance about the nominalist dimensions of social stratification that caste and 

class categories reflect, as the sociologistôs classification tools could be confused with real 

social groups.  

In the following, I first present the Weberian distinction between status and class in the 

study of lifestyles. I operationalize it by identifying elementary processes of symbolic and 

social boundary-making, consequently status-securing strategies. Then, I argue that food is 

embedded in material constraints which may contribute to the symbolic distinctions between 

food practices. Ultimately, the food realm may be a domain of cultural sociology that helps 

understand how different value scales intersect. The presentation of this conceptual framework 
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finally leads me to present the material that I used in my sociological investigation, stressing 

on the mixed-methods approach.  

A -  Capturing status as a theoretical dimension of social stratification 

1)  Max Weberôs status groups 

Status is most famously related to the distinction between ñclass, status and partiesò 

(Weber, 2010 [1921]), a foundational yet incomplete text in sociology. This theory of social 

stratification distinguishes three power dimensions, defined as ñresources for affecting the 

action of others.ò In particular, engaging with the distinction between ñclassò (qualifying an 

economic order) and ñstatusò (referring to a social order) is at the core of modern theories of 

social stratification. Weber specifically defines ñstatusò (translated from ñStandò): ñin contrast 

to óclass situation,ô which is purely determined by the economy, we want to characterize the 

Stände situation as resulting from the typical integral part of life, in which the fate of men 

depends on a specific positive or negative social assessment of honorò (Weber, 2010).  

As Sørensen (2001) notes, the measurement of prestige is neglected in quantitative 

sociology.20 Still, two contemporary approaches claim the Weberian heritage in their study of 

social stratification. The first approach, by Chan and Goldthorpe (2007), self-qualifies as ñneo-

Weberian.ò It aims at operationalizing status as a different variable from class. The second one, 

whose proponents claim to be ñneo-Bourdieusianò (Flemmen et al., 2019) is based on the study 

of the structure of lifestyles. These two approaches have brought important empirical results in 

the study field of cultural stratification, even though they can be considered as completely 

irreconcilable (Laurison, 2019).  

To summarize the first approach, ñstatusò is seen as ña structure of relations of social 

superiority, equality and inferiority among individuals who are perceived and, to some extent, 

acceptedò (Chan and Goldthorpe, 2007: 514). This approach is operationalized by using a 

crucial characteristic of status: the authors assume it implies differential associations between 

individuals holding different occupations, especially when it comes to intimate forms of 

sociability, whether between friends or life partners. Status and class hence operate as two 

different structuring dimensions of lifestyles.  

In the second approach, status is in fact no less than the symbolic dimension of class. In 

order to operationalize status, proponents of the neo-Bourdieusian perspective drawing from 

 
20 That is if we put aside measures of socioeconomic status with à la Blau and Duncan (1967) or Ganzeboom et 

al. (1992), about which Sßrensen recalls that they tend to measure ñwelfareò rather than prestige related to 

occupational positions.  
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Distinction (Bourdieu, 1984) see it as reflected in lifestyles, and it is therefore the space of 

lifestyles that determines status. Following Weber, they stress on the fact that it is the sphere 

of consumption that underpins the social order and that social differences in lifestyles are linked 

to ñtacit assessments of honor.ò  

But these conceptualizations ultimately do not allow the study of social prestige for 

categories other than occupations. They rely on the assumption that occupations or class 

defined by occupations are the relevant social categories individuals relate to and from which 

social prestige derives. In doing so, they overlook other social categories that involve forms of 

social closure, such as ethnicity, race, religion or caste. Hence, although these frameworks 

provide important theoretical reflections, they seem to be limited to the idiosyncrasies of 

occupation-based processes of social differentiation. Indeed, status is not only a symbolic 

dimension of class position, but it also participates in securing class position. 

2)  The temptation of India as an ideal-type of a status-based society 

Turning to the Indian case, status-based processes appear to be related to caste belonging 

in particular. At first glance, caste can be equated with social prestige, and it is tempting to 

think that the Indian society is the epitome of Weberian status (as he himself saw it, Weber, 

1958). The Indian society would thus present a realist distinction ï caste versus class ï to the 

nominalist dichotomy of status and class. Moreover, the first dimension ï caste, or status ï 

would be more structuring while the second would be only residual. 

Indeed, looking at the history of sociology, the seminal interest in studying the Indian 

society initially stems from the fact that it would present a paradigmatic case of a traditional or 

ñprimitiveò society according to the Durkheimians, notably C®lestin Bouglé (1993). Thus, 

caste would be the institution that supplant other forms of inequality. In this view, caste would 

make India a durably unequal society, whereas modern societies would be characterized by 

social forms reflecting egalitarian values (Vogt and Besnard, 1979). This view was later 

extended by Louis Dumont in Homo Hierarchicus (1974). He ultimately views the Indian 

society as being structured by a caste system that reflects a hierarchical society, as opposed to 

modern Western societies characterized by egalitarian values. The exceptionality of the Indian 

society is also at the core of Status and Sacredness by Murray Milner (1994). He indeed goes 

to the point of justifying his interest for the Indian social stratification to build up a theory of 

status relationships, since India would feature a society where ñstatus powerò is extremely 

salient as compared to the other two dimensions of social stratification.  



First part ï Vegetarianism as a status marker 

 

 

44 

 

There is no doubt that caste reflects forms of social prestige. Relying on a criterion of 

social closure, caste is definitely a social group marked by strong connubiality. Caste is also 

marked by forms of non-commensality. It is indeed part of a set of social contact avoidance 

practices called ñuntouchabilityò that are related to status assertions (Deliège, 2003) and remain 

prevalent in the Indian subcontinent (Borooah, 2017). Besides, in the contemporary period, 

Vaid (2012, 2018) outlines that caste and class are congruent dimensions of social stratification 

although they do not completely overlap, hence showing that caste categories constitute a 

relatively independent dimension of economic power.  

Yet, equating caste with status as the scholarship on India has been tempted to do 

ultimately implies conceptualizing caste as a set of fixed and hierarchically ordered categories 

according to a ritual principle of purity (Lardinois, 1995). This framework takes into account 

in an unsatisfying manner some of the key elements of the Weberian status-class distinction. 

First, it views caste as ahistorical, therefore building an image of a traditional society as a 

paradigmatic framework (Lardinois, 1995). In doing so, it ignores the ñclassification strugglesò 

around caste categories (Lardinois, 1985). Caste boundaries are indeed neither fixed nor always 

significant in the social realm, as the historiography of caste suggests (Bayly, 2001). Second, 

this framework views social prestige as based solely on religion and consequently adopts a 

philological perspective of the study of the Indian society ï as founded on Hindu sacred texts 

ï without examining the subjective meanings that are attached to status, ultimately relying on 

the cognitive structure of Brahmin culture (Lardinois, 2013). Yet, social prestige may also stem 

from other sources. Third, this conceptualization of caste tends to disqualify class mechanisms 

in the analysis of social stratification. It overlooks dynamics of inequality and social closure 

related to class positions, in particular the way in which status resources help secure and 

monopolize material resources.  

The more recent scholarship (Mosse, 2018 and 2019) tends to go beyond these models 

of caste and emphasizes how caste is also rooted in the reality of the economic market: it may 

be a source of economic power through networks, opportunity hoarding, elite capture, or 

categorical exclusion. Mosse (2018 and 2019) emphasizes the need to study the long-neglected 

effects of caste in the market, arguing that caste has for too long been relegated to the eroding 

non-modern religious sphere and to ñcaste politics.ò Such a study requires studying how caste, 

along with class, relates to lifestyles. In doing so, caste may be conceptualized as a specific 

form of ethnicity which derives from social closure and consequently helps acquire economic 

and political resources, which involves status-seeking strategies (Jodhka and Naudet, 
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forthcoming). Caste may then be the source of hierarchy but in a dynamic way, so that it may 

be challenged and multiple caste hierarchies may arise (Gupta 2019 and 2000).  

3)  Ascribed and claimed position: consensus and struggles 

One of the difficulties in operationalizing status groups is that the Weberian distinction 

qualifies conceptual differences that may overlap in the same observed social groups, as he 

himself notes: ñthe social order is highly determined by the economic order, and in its turn 

reacts upon itò (Weber, 2010). To conceptualize social prestige that relies on social categories 

related to ï yet to a certain degree independent from ï the economic sphere, a step back to 

another key foundational text by Max Weber is of interest. Indeed, Weberôs analysis of ethnic 

group formation insists on processes of social closure that help monopolize economic 

opportunities, group honor or political power (Weber, 2019).21 In other words, social closure, 

of which differential association based on commensality or connubiality may be two specific 

features, helps acquire (material or symbolic) resources in social stratification. This approach 

has the advantage of emphasizing categories as reflecting processes of social closure. These 

processes involve status logics, but their dynamic approach avoids essentializing a status 

hierarchy. 

This conceptualization echoes the boundary approach of ethnicity, systematized in 

particular by Wimmer (2013). It offers a framework to study processes by which social groups 

gain social prestige by drawing social boundaries. In this way, it also draws from Bourdieuôs 

classification struggles, as categories are ñprinciples of vision and division of the social worldò 

(Bourdieu, 1985) and individuals are in a permanent struggle ñover who is what and who 

should get whatò (Wimmer, 2013). In identifying different ñelementary of ethnic boundary 

making,ò Wimmer (2008a) clearly states that processes of social closure leading to ethnic 

groups are ultimately processes of hierarchization, which may be reinforced, shifted or 

challenged. These processes help acquire material resources and participate in opportunity 

hoarding when privileged groups manage to control access to resources. The analysis of social 

boundaries makes it possible to grasp simultaneously the cognitive mechanisms of 

categorization ï through processes of ascription and identity claims ï and the mechanisms of 

resource distribution, which generate and consolidate inequalities between categories. 

From this perspective, caste is therefore not reduced to merely a statutory hierarchical 

dimension ï although it is part of it. Caste categories are also related to social, economic and 

 
21 The texts I refer to here come from the French edition of ten selected texts of Economy and Society (Weber, 

1978), specifically dealing with communities.  
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political inequalities. This theoretical framework necessarily lays the foundations for 

comparing caste with other categories that generate inequalities in other contexts, such as 

ethnicity or race. By mobilizing a conceptual framework designed to study non-caste-specific 

categorical inequalities, I thus seek to free myself from the ñmethodological nationalismò 

(Wimmer and Schiller, 2003) that ultimately prevents the flourishing of comparative sociology 

(Visweswaran, 2010). While Wimmer (2013) uses the term ñethnic boundary making,ò he 

indeed clearly refers to ethnicity as ña culturally empty organizational formò drawing from 

Barth (see also Brubaker and Fernández, 2019). Hence, I study caste as a form of ethnicity as 

defined above, using conceptual tools developed in a non-Indian context, and still 

acknowledging the specificities of the ñcontentò of caste categories in categorical boundary-

making.  

B -  Food practices as symbolic boundaries 

1)  Status, cultural differentiation and social consensus 

The specificity of status group-making processes (compared to class) is that they are 

characterized by social rules of lifestyle conduct and regulations on social closure: ñthe honor 

of the Stand is predominantly expressed by the imposition of a specific lifestyle, which is 

expressed by anyone who belongs to that social circle, and is imposed on anyone who wants 

to belong to that social circleò (Weber, 2010). Accordingly, lifestyles correspond to status 

markers, which reflect a positioning in relation to symbolic boundaries, defined by Lamont and 

Molnár (2002) as ñconceptual distinctions made by social actors to categorize objects, people, 

practices, and even time and space.ò The drawing of these symbolic boundaries may then 

reflect a positioning in relation to the strategies of social boundary-making, which are 

parsimoniously described by Wimmer (2008).  

In the Indian context, the symbolic boundary of vegetarianism hierarchizes diets between 

vegetarianism associated with upper caste Brahmins and non-vegetarianism associated with 

lower castes. This ideal typical description of the social stratification is also the product of 

dynamic processes of cultural emulation. Low castes would indeed tend to emulate the beliefs 

and practices of upper castes, particularly those of Brahmins, in order to legitimize their class 

position. This social process refers to a concept that the anthropologist M. N. Srinivas named 

ñsanskritizationò (Srinivas, 1952).  

Though intergenerational social immobility is very strong in the Indian society (Vaid, 

2018), instances of intergenerational upward mobility occur. Following the process of 



Chapter 2 ï From status to boundary 

 

 

 

 

 

47 

 

 

sanskritization, the cultural consequences of class mobility may foster individual adherence to 

vegetarianism, especially for upper class-aspiring lower castes. Shifting oneôs position 

regarding a symbolic boundary would help achieve a positional move regarding caste 

boundaries ï by claiming to belong to a higher caste category ï, a strategy corresponding to a 

form of ñboundary crossingò in Wimmerôs taxonomy (2008a). Besides, sanskritization 

suggests the cultural prevalence of a Hindu order that is ultimately dominated by Brahminical 

values. The strength of Brahmin values lies in the fact that they appear to be the values around 

which the Hindu category is unified, therefore allowing sanskritization to appear as a process 

of integration (Srinivas, 1989), especially in contrast to Muslims. As a consequence, the 

legitimization of vegetarianism can also be reinforced in a strategy of ñboundary blurringò or 

ñexpansionò (Wimmer, 2008a), where this diet becomes a Hindu marker distinguishing the 

non-vegetarianism of religious minorities. Vegetarianism, a Brahmin status marker, may then 

be paradoxically reinforced by a lesser assertion of caste boundaries and by supra-caste 

divisions based on religious antagonisms. 

Yet, by seeking to change social boundaries, individuals may also challenge the meaning 

associated with these boundaries. In particular, dominated groups may challenge the cultural 

distinctiveness of dominant groups. Cultural distinctiveness assumes that some cultural tastes 

are more valued than others, as they are ranked in a hierarchically arranged vision of lifestyles. 

A hierarchy of lifestyles is indeed the dominant one as long as it is imposed by the dominant 

class. Other groups, reflecting a different ñhabitusò or matrix of socialization, have competing 

cultural preferences, but they are not the most dominant ones. In the Indian case, Brahminical 

hierarchy may not be accepted by all castes irrespective of their position. Lower castes may 

challenge the Brahminical values in a more frontal style by promoting alternative models of 

cultural legitimation and by challenging the role of Brahmin values in unifying the Indian 

society. This is, for instance, described in the process of ñdalitization,ò which demands social 

recognition and equality (Ilaiah, 1996). In Wimmerôs taxonomy, ñdalitizationò corresponds to 

a process of ñtransvaluationò (Wimmer, 2008a). This strategy of boundary-making involves 

changing the hierarchical ordering of groups to reach equalization.  

Finally, a symbolic boundary may weaken as the dominant characteristic of its cultural 

hierarchy is no longer the prerogative of the dominant groups. Contemporary empirical works 

following Bourdieuôs Distinction (1984) have highlighted the weakening of the opposition 

between ñlowbrowò and ñhighbrowò cultural tastes (Peterson, 1997). In particular, sociologists 

have pointed out the rise of cultural eclectism among dominant classes, which they interpret as 

the less exclusionary property of lifestyles and to which they refer as the ñmeltdown scenarioò 
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(DiMaggio and Mukhtar, 2004). In Wimmerôs typology, it corresponds to a form of ñboundary 

blurringò where symbolic and social boundaries are less exclusionary while other principles of 

differentiation are promoted. 

In the Indian case, sanskritization may be replaced by a process that Srinivas himself 

qualified as ñwesternizationò (Srinivas, 1956) and that other scholars may call modernization. 

What the anthropologist means by this process is the impact on lifestyles of the imposition of 

British rule after the nineteenth century, the development of modern technology along with 

urbanization, the growing importance of credentialism and the spread of new occupations. 

Second, in the more recent period, Baviskar (2012) suggests that other dimensions of Western 

food eating have become more distinctive and diminish the religious and caste salience of meat, 

such as eating out, particularly in urbanized settings, and the consumption of processed foods 

(Baviskar, 2017). In short, the blurring of caste-related symbolic boundaries would be replaced 

by the growing salience of class-related symbolic boundaries, where meat would be even more 

valorised among the dominant classes.  

Yet this process may be more ambiguous. The adoption by dominant groups of cultural 

practices that were previously low-status marked does not necessarily equate openness and the 

absence of negative perception of the cultural practices of other groups (Baumann, 2019), as 

adoptions of practices may be selective and contextual. In fact, the possible blurring of 

symbolic boundaries may mask a process of reassertion of the hierarchical order of caste 

boundaries through other symbolic markers, the scales of cultural hierarchy being dynamic and 

constantly renewing, for instance in reaction to diffusion processes (Bourdieu, 1984). In short, 

caste may still be highly relevant in the everyday conduct of life, but it may manifest under the 

veil of class distinctions.  

2)  The symbolic value of the material realm 

As Coulangeon et al. (2015) note, sociologists who study cultural stratification following 

and debating Bourdieuôs Distinction may face challenges in positioning material goods using 

his approach. Indeed, many contemporary investigations have focused on cultural practices 

such as reading, movie watching or musical tastes (Coulangeon, 2005, Robette and Roueff, 

2014, 2017). This may seem all the more surprising that the vocabulary that has developed to 

analyze the social stratification of cultural practices metaphorically draws from food 

consumption. Indeed, cultural differentiation is analyzed by identifying ñtastesò versus 

ñdistastesò and individuals are also opposed according to whether they are ñomnivoreò or 

ñunivore.ò In the Indian case, Ghassem-Fachandi (2010) illustrates how ñdisgustò towards 
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meat takes on a literal meaning to result in Muslim stereotyping and ultimately justify violence 

against the minority.  

Besides, the relatively recent interest in vegetarianism and meat practices in the Global 

North has fostered analysis of food practices in cultural sociology. These analyses reveal the 

richness of making use of the tools of cultural sociology on the food object. For instance, 

Oleschuk, Johnston and Baumann (2019) point the different meanings that individuals attribute 

to meat-eating practices, identifying different cultural repertoires overcoming the ethical 

concerns of animal slaughter. Thorslund and Lassen (2017) insist on the fact that individuals 

justify their meat practices by drawing from explanations referring to a different evaluation 

realm than when looking at animal concerns, thus contextually investing different ñorders of 

worth.ò  

However, taking into account the cultural or symbolic dimension of food practices does 

not mean that the materiality of food ï the economic, nutritive and physical aspects ï should 

be left out of the analysis. In effect, I suggest that symbolic boundaries may also relate to the 

material realm. Bourdieu hints at it as he includes food practices in his examination of the 

lifestyle space (Bourdieu, 1984). Still, his analysis essentially focuses on the ñconstraint of 

necessityò among popular classes in analyzing more specifically these practices. Grignon and 

Grignon (1980) later pointed at the risk of naturalizing and essentializing food tastes by looking 

at the social stratification of food practices among different social classes. By examining the 

social segmentation of food lifestyles according to class, they have contributed to uncovering 

a food hierarchy, following seminal works by Maurice Halbwachs (Lhuissier, 2017a). Besides, 

the analysis of food practices using the tool of symbolic boundaries makes it possible to avoid 

their essentialization22 by insisting on the relational dimension of the adoption of practices and 

by questioning the meaning that is given to them. More recent works have contributed to 

outline that food has symbolic values and that it is socially segmented according to oneôs 

position in the socioeconomic spectrum (Fielding-Singh, 2017). Food embodies socially 

distributed cultural meanings that help explain the social segmentation of dietary intake 

differences. In the Indian case, the analysis of social stratification based on household budgets 

reveals the important weight of food items in the structuring of the social space that primarily 

outlines economic divides (Ferry et al., 2018). Hence, the analysis of food indicates the role of 

budget constraints in structuring lifestyles and in shaping the cultural meanings that justify 

 
22 This point is particularly relevant when examining some of the anthropological descriptions of caste groups, to 

which cultural practices (in particular, food) are associated. I more precisely think of the reactivation of the project 

People of India, see Chapter 4.  
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them. Taking into account the material and symbolic aspects of lifestyles therefore allows us 

to better understand how they are structured.  

All in all, the food realm may at first seem far from concerns of exclusionary practices 

of lifestyles since it is driven by material concerns. Yet, it is also invested with symbolic 

meanings and, as a consequence, food should be understood as both ñnutrition and cultureò 

(Khare, 1980). Symbolic representations associated with food may partly derive from its 

material properties and drive socially segmented practices as understood in a boundary-making 

strategy framework.  

3)  The multidimensionality of repertoires of evaluation 

Uncovering symbolic boundaries then allows to question the criteria for evaluating and 

justifying symbolic boundaries. Indeed, individuals may reflect and justify the status markers 

in different ways depending on the ñcultural repertoiresò they have at hand (Lamont, 1992).  

Different value scales may refer to different coexisting ñorders of worthò reflecting the 

plurality of forms of valorization in the social world (Boltanski and Thévenot, 2006), all being 

socially embedded and still competing with each other. As a matter of fact, classification 

struggles happen in regard to social boundaries as well as in regard to symbolic boundaries. 

They involve struggles around the definition of the most legitimate repertoires of evaluation to 

draw symbolic boundaries. The most salient symbolic boundaries are therefore the ones that 

dominant individuals use to successfully exclude other groups and define their in-group 

members. All in all, taking into account the plurality of criteria of evaluation sheds light on the 

way practices and values become status markers in a given social context.  

As we have seen before, at first glance, vegetarianism in India is a diet that is strongly 

related to the religious realm. Hindu sacred texts provide grounds for a religious repertoire of 

food practices that is particularly attached to vegetarianism (Doniger, 2000), and if 

vegetarianism is also related to more individualized rationalized ethics (Gandhi, 2018), it is 

nonetheless still embedded in the spiritual realm. Targeted attacks against religious minorities 

(mainly Muslims and Christians), but also Hindu low castes, suggest that the devalued ñOtherò 

may well be a religious category and may comfort vegetarianism as a solely religiously driven 

diet.  

Yet, cultural repertoires of vegetarianism may derive from other spheres too, at least for 

two reasons. First, the diet is not numerically dominant among Hindus (only between 28 and 

40 percent of them declare themselves vegetarian, Natrajan and Jacob, 2018) so that other food 

cultural repertoires may exist and need to be hypothesized in order to avoid a form of religious 
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essentialism, well beyond the association between caste belonging and vegetarianism that may 

explain this low proportion of vegetarians. Second, in parallel with the affirmation of Hindu 

high castes of their ñcastelessnessò (Deshpande 2015), which denies the privilege that derives 

from their high-caste belonging, high castes may deny the association between their vegetarian 

diet and their ascribed category. Using a ñproliferation of food repertoires,ò individuals indeed 

draw from various justifications to explain their diet (Bruckert, 2018). They mobilize ñmodernò 

cultural repertoires, which emphasize that diet is the result of a conscious choice rather than 

from inherited practices transmitted through the habitus of an ascribed identity. Consequently, 

the upholding of the caste and class congruence may be reinforced. 

Overall, the conceptual framework that I deploy here aims at operationalizing the 

Weberian distinction between status and class. My purpose is to empirically uncover the 

association between strategies of symbolic and social boundary-making applied to the study of 

vegetarianism and caste. This focus on a food practice also enables me to emphasize the 

symbolic meanings associated with the food realm, an object that has often been comprehended 

in its materiality. In so doing, I stress on the multidimensionality of value scales that legitimize 

vegetarianism, thus highlighting the ñpolytelismò (Bouglé, 1914) of food practices. Having set 

out the main directions of the analysis, I shall now turn to the empirical material and methods 

that I use in the dissertation.  

C -  Bringing empirical sources into the conversation 

1)  Focusing on Uttar Pradesh, a region of North India 

The focus on one particular region first derives from the choice of a mixed-methods 

approach, combining both quantitative and qualitative material collected in semi-structured 

interviews. Given the large diversity of the Indian subcontinent in terms of both diets (see the 

map in Chapter 1) and social structures, I decided to focus on one particular State. Apart from 

some exceptions, I mainly focus on empirical material collected in Uttar Pradesh, a region of 

North India that is sometimes referred to as the ñCow Belt.ò This sobriquet highlights the high 

reverence given to cows in this region, a point in which I am particularly interested.  

Several contextual elements drove me to Uttar Pradesh. First, the proportion of 

vegetarians in Uttar Pradesh is on average higher than national average (33 percent against 22 

percent, according to the National Family Health Survey 2015-2016). Meanwhile, the 

proportion of low caste Dalits and Muslims ï two communities who are supposedly non-

vegetarian ï is also higher than national average (respectively 21 percent against 17 percent, 
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and 19 percent against 14 percent). These elements suggest that the vegetarian social order is 

particularly salient in Uttar Pradesh, possibly as a reaction to a perceived demographic threat 

from the Hindu community.  

Indeed, this region is home to frequently mediatized inter-group violence. Tensions are 

related to caste stigmatization, the practice of untouchability being higher in this part of India 

(Borooah, 2017), while the State has also experienced a rise in Dalit power through electoral 

politics and social movements (Jaffrelot, 2003; Jaoul, 2006; Jeffrey et al., 2008). Inter-group 

violence also refers to relatively higher Hindu-Muslim polarization in this region, culminating 

in religious riots and diffuse anti-Muslim prejudice (Pai and Kumar, 2018). For instance, a few 

months before the start of my dissertation in May 2017, the Bharatiya Janata Party, the flagship 

party of Hindu nationalism, won the State assembly elections. Yogi Adityanath, a spiritual 

leader and head of a Hindu militia known for controversial anti-Muslim statements and accused 

of violence against Muslims, then became the Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh (Jaffrelot, 2021). 

Ultimately, these different elements suggest that caste and religious boundaries are very salient 

in the State of Uttar Pradesh.  

2)  Justifying a mixed methods approach 

I adopt a mixed-methods approach. I mobilize data from both nationally representative 

statistical surveys and interviews conducted in Uttar Pradesh. The mixed-methods approach 

allows data ñtriangulation,ò i.e., the diversification of data sources to grasp adherence to 

vegetarianism and to understand its subjective representations (Small, 2011).  

Surveying the literature on Indian food studies, Baviskar (2018) notes the strong 

ethnographic focus on Hindu caste norms from the 1960s, when food was a privileged object 

for different anthropologists to build caste theories, in particular in the works by Mayer (1960), 

Marriott (1968) and Dumont (1974). Baviskar is critical of this focus and welcomes subsequent 

works in food studies from the 1980s that have aimed at uncovering other social dimensions 

and meanings of food transactions and practices, in particular questioning the rise of 

cosmopolitan cultures, and how they hybridize with local, caste and religious norms. My 

research acknowledges these evolutions of the field and continues it, notably by using large-

scale survey data.  

The use of data from large statistical surveys makes it possible to draw up a statistical 

snapshot of the adherence to vegetarianism according to respondentsô social position and the 

social context in which they live. Moreover, quantitative representative data enable the 

statistical testing of hypotheses on the social mechanisms that promote ï or on the contrary that 
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challenge ï the adherence to vegetarianism. It should be noted that the use of quantitative 

surveys in the sociology of India is relatively underdeveloped, with the exception of the field 

of study of social mobility. This low investment may be surprising as sister disciplines such as 

economics or demography extensively make use of large-scale surveys. It can be explained by 

the lack of training in quantitative methods in sociology courses in Indian universities, which 

have a sociology syllabus that is closer to anthropology (Lardinois, 2013). Statistical surveys 

are rarely the main empirical material of the sociology of food in India, except in the cases of 

contextualizing a more qualitative approach. My research design departs from this sequencing 

of empirical material and revisits ethnographically observed social processes (notably M. N. 

Srinivasô canonical work on ñsanskritizationò and ñwesternizationò) through statistical data 

analysis. Further, I am interested in whether these processes find empirical support in the 

contemporary period and whether one finds empirical support of these mechanisms at a large 

scale, adjusting for possible cofounders.  

These data are enriched by the contribution of qualitative interviews. They allow me to 

access the respondentsô representations of vegetarianism and to study the processes of food 

lifestyle evaluation that is used by individuals depending on their social position. Admittedly, 

using interviews as empirical material has been criticized by Jerolmack and Khan (2014) who 

point the possible ñattitudinal fallacyò of studies using intervieweesô discourses. According to 

the authors, verbal data is used to support claims about what people do rather than what they 

say or believe. The authors then argue for the substantial value of ethnographies and the 

importance of data based on observations. At first glance, this criticism resonates with the 

preferred ethnographic approach in Indian social sciences. Since vegetarianism relates to food 

practices, it may certainly be worth conducting ethnographies on food collecting, preparing, 

serving and eating, especially in a ñpractice theoryò perspective (Dubuisson-Quellier and 

Plessz, 2013). This attitudinal fallacy problem may also be applied to large-scale survey data 

which are based on declarations rather than on observed practices. Since I hypothesize that 

vegetarianism is status-related and that alleged beef consumption reinforce prejudice against 

Muslims, it is likely that individuals do not necessarily declare what they actually eat. One may 

certainly be overestimating vegetarianism and underestimating beef consumption using 

declared instead of observed data (see Chapter 3 for precisions). In fact, the attitudinal fallacy 

ï if understood literally ï dismisses all possibility of using survey data based on declarations 

(including surveys on cultural practices).  

Notwithstanding, following Lamont and Swidler (2014), I believe that ñan exclusive 

focus on behavior at the expense of meaning ineluctably leads to an impoverished redefinition 
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of the social sciences, one where a diminishing range of phenomena can be studied.ò I therefore 

argue that declarations ï even if they differ from behaviors ï inform us about the salience of 

social norms regulating food practices. Not acknowledging an actual practice reveals the 

existence of social regulations and their internalized effects. Besides, discourses collected 

through interviews help understand ñrepresentations, classifications systems, boundary work, 

identityò (Lamont and Swidler, 2014). Hence, interviews are useful in unveiling how 

individuals draw symbolic boundaries around vegetarianism and how they relate to social 

boundaries. On the whole, the preferred choice of interviews in this dissertation reflects my 

interest for the intersubjective understanding of social norms. Hence, far from dismissing the 

use of declared data, acknowledging the strengths and weaknesses of each type of data 

collection encourages us to think more thoroughly about the epistemological value of empirical 

material.  

Large-scale surveys and qualitative interviews are triangulated in diverse ways 

throughout the dissertation. Proponents of mixed-methods analyses usually distinguish two 

important purposes of their uses (Small, 2011). In a positivist perspective, researchers wish to 

ñconfirmò the results obtained from various empirical materials. More often though, 

researchers ñcomplementò different data in the study of a same object. Qualitative interviews 

have more ñdepthò than large-scale surveys, but they unfortunately have less ñbreadth.ò Indeed, 

meaning-making processes can be thoroughly explored in qualitative interviews, but they 

cannot claim representativeness and precisely identify statistical associations as large-scale 

surveys do. Depending on the chapters of the dissertation, the epistemological purposes of 

conducting mixed-methods vary (Bryman, 2016). First, the mixed use of data helps ñenhanceò 

the results obtained from using different methods. It makes it possible for me to study 

vegetarianism (Chapter 3) and caste (Chapter 4) from different angles. I also use qualitative 

interviews in order to ñillustrate,ò to put ñmeat on the bones,ò of statistical results in Chapters 

6 and 7. In Chapter 8, I use qualitative interviews to ñcompleteò the quantitative results and to 

provide a more comprehensive account of the association between vegetarianism and standard 

of living. Finally, in Chapter 9, I ñconfirmò the hypotheses derived from the qualitative 

interviews by undertaking a statistical analysis. The research designs of the different chapters 

hence combine the different materials in pragmatic ways depending on the aspects of the 

research question under scrutiny.  
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3)  A quick presentation of the material  

a)  Quantified food practices and social background 

I use four different large-scale surveys in the dissertation. They provide different 

measures and display different characteristics which I am introducing now (see Table 2.1 for a 

summary). These surveys date back from 2005-2006 at most. The third wave of the National 

Family Health Survey (NFHS) from 2005-2006 is not the most up-to-date survey to get 

estimates on vegetarianism but, at the time of beginning my dissertation, not all the variables 

of interest had been released in the fourth wave collected in 2015-2016 (regarding caste 

belonging, see below). I am careful when using these relatively older data estimates and I 

consequently compare them with the most recent wave to take into account any period effect. 

Besides, regarding the Consumer Expenditure Survey, I rely on the wave dating back to 2011-

2012. Even though a newer household consumption survey was conducted in 2017-2018, the 

data were never released, and so despite explicit demands from the research community. The 

Central government used the pretext of survey instrument biases in order to justify to never 

release the complete raw data of the most comprehensive of existing surveys for studying 

household consumption in India. In fact, press reports leaked and it seems that the total 

household spending between the last two surveys fell for the first time in four decades. The 

impact of the 2016 policy shock of demonetization may have affected Indian householdsô 

expenditures on the long run, a point that the government is reluctant to acknowledge.23 

Apart from the Indian Human Development Survey (IHDS), none of these surveys 

directly capture whether individuals or households are vegetarian or non-vegetarian. Surveyors 

rather collect food consumption frequencies (NFHS) or quantities (IHDS and CES) of animal-

origin products. From these variables, I derive dichotomous variables of whether individuals 

or households are vegetarian. The Social Attitudes Research India (SARI) survey stands out 

since I use these data in order to understand individual attitudes regarding Muslimsô alleged 

beef consumption or cow slaughter (Chapter 9).24 The NFHS collects food consumption data 

at the individual rather than at the household level. As Chapter 3 will elucidate, this level of 

analysis reveals substantial intra-household variations in the adherence to vegetarianism and it 

 
23 The demonetization of November 2016 was decided by the Central government and involved the sudden non-

recognition of 500 and 1000 INR banknotes, leading to massive cash shortages and an economic crisis. This policy 

was supposed to curb the use of illegal and counterfeit cash. See ñConsumer Spending: Angus Deaton, Thomas 

Piketty, 200 other academics seek immediate release of data,ò Scroll.in, November 21, 2019 

(https://scroll.in/latest/944431/consumer-spending-angus-deaton-thomas-piketty-200-other-academics-seek-

immediate-release-of-data, last access on April 26, 2021).  
24 This survey was unfortunately not conducted in Uttar Pradesh but in Maharashtra, Bihar and Jharkhand. 

https://scroll.in/latest/944431/consumer-spending-angus-deaton-thomas-piketty-200-other-academics-seek-immediate-release-of-data
https://scroll.in/latest/944431/consumer-spending-angus-deaton-thomas-piketty-200-other-academics-seek-immediate-release-of-data
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is thus the favored level of analysis in modelling the odds of being vegetarian depending on 

positional and contextual factors (Part 3). Still, household-level data allow to position non-

vegetarian consumption within the structure of the entire food basket, an analysis that is 

undertaken in Chapter 8.  

As I will explain further in Chapter 4, measuring caste belonging through quantitative 

surveys is routinely undertaken using administrative categories of affirmative action. Yet, these 

categories are different from the caste self-identifications (the ñjatiò), which have been 

collected through open-ended questions in the NFHS and the IHDS. I present a recoding and 

method of analysis that take into account the large diversity of caste positions in Chapter 4. 

Most the surveys are representative only at the national and state level of Uttar Pradesh, using 

the appropriate weights from the survey samplings. The fourth wave of the NFHS constitutes 

an exception since it allows to derive representative estimates at the district level (Uttar Pradesh 

gathers 71 districts). I use this feature to derive district-level contextual variables in order to 

characterize the various caste and religious configurations in Uttar Pradesh in Chapter 7. This 

allows to conduct a contextual analysis for exploring the social environment determinants of 

vegetarianism after adjusting for individual covariates.  

Finally, it is worth keeping in mind the ways in which the data were collected. Most of 

the surveys collect data in face-to-face interactions with surveyors. I will discuss in Chapter 3 

how the process of data collection may then reflect social interactions in which surveyed 

individuals underreport some of their meat consumption. Still, these quantitative sources 

remain strong indicators of food consumption norms. The SARI survey is here an exception as 

it collected data through mobile phone. The increased feeling of anonymity in this collection 

method may help acknowledge prejudice towards specific communities without impairing data 

quality (Coffey et al., 2018). Indian large-scale surveys are currently at a crossroads as they 

slowly move from pen and paper questionnaires to Computer Assisted Personal Interviews 

meant to improve the quality of data collection (intermediary checkups can be conducted to 

assess whether surveyors correctly report the information given by the interviewees). Here, 

only the fourth wave of the NFHS was entirely conducted using this method. As I will show in 

Chapter 3, although there are slight variations on the estimates of vegetarianism between the 

third and the fourth wave, the decomposed trends according to social positions are highly 

plausible, which reassured me on the data quality of large-scale surveys using pen and paper. 

With these data, I conduct descriptive statistics, regression analyses and geometric data 

analyses. The research design behind the use of these methods will be introduced in each 

chapter. 
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Table 2.1 - Description of large-scale surveys used in the dissertation 

Survey 

National Family Health 

Survey (NFHS, 

Demographic Health 

Survey) 

Consumer Expenditure 

Survey (CES, National 

Sample Survey Office, 

NSSO) 

Indian Human 

Development Survey 

(Consortium) 

Social Attitudes Research 

India (SARI, Research 

Institute for 

Compassionate 

Economics) 

Wave and year 
2005-2006 (3rd round) and 

2015-2016 (4th round) 
2011-2012 (68th round) 2011-2012 (2nd round) 2018 

Topics and main characteristics of 

variables of interest 

Meat (animal origins are 

not differentiated), fish, 

egg and selected other 

food item consumption 

frequency (daily, often, 

occasionally, never)  

Detailed household food 

basket consumed in the 

past 30 days including 

different animal origins 

for meat (chicken, mutton, 

pork, beef), outside-the-

home food consumption 

Household food basket 

consumed in the past 30 

days including meat & fish 

(animal origins are not 

differentiated), presence of 

a non-vegetarian member 

in the household 

Attitudes regarding 

Muslim violence 

occasioned by cow 

slaughter/beef 

consumption 

Level of analysis Individual 

Household (outside 

consumption at the 

individual level) 

Household Individual 

Caste categories recorded 

Administrative caste 

categories and self-

identified jati as recorded 

by the interviewer 

Only administrative caste 

categories 

Administrative caste 

categories and self-

identified jati as recorded 

by the interviewer 

Administrative caste 

categories and self-

identified jati as recorded 

by the interviewer 

Scale of representativeness 
National, state and district 

level (for the fourth wave) 

National, state and 

regional level (5 ñregionsò 

in Uttar Pradesh) 

National and state level State 

Method of data collection 

Face-to-face paper survey 

with interviewer and 

Computer Assisted 

Personal Interviewing 

(fourth wave) 

Face-to-face paper survey 

with interviewer 

Face-to-face paper survey 

with interviewer 
Mobile phone survey 

Note: These quantitative data are used in Parts 2, 3 and 4 of the dissertation. Usual statistical significance testing procedures are applied since the data are all representative 

and derive from random sampling procedures. 
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b)  Choice of interviewees and topics of the interviews 

My own survey consists in 75 interviews conducted in six different districts of Uttar 

Pradesh between September 2018 and June 2019 (see Figure 2.1 for the areas of the state where 

I conducted interviews). I conducted these interviews either alone (6 interviews), either, much 

more often, with the help of research assistants who enabled me to approach and conduct the 

interviews more easily in Hindi or even in Bhojpuri (5 interviews in the rural parts of 

Gorakhpur district).25 Only 8 interviews were conducted in English. Generally, my level of 

Hindi allowed me to follow and intervene in the conversation if I felt it necessary for obtaining 

precisions. Research assistants were social science students (Master or PhD level) and I spent 

time with them before the interviews to introduce them to the purposes of the interviews and 

to share my interview guide with them.  

The sample of my interviewees is a convenience sample based on inter-knowledge and 

more significantly on the availability of respondents approached during door-to-door 

interviews (see the Appendix for a table summarizing the interviewees). Even though I do not 

claim any statistical representativeness I took into account several indicators so that the choice 

of my interviewees is based on purposive sampling. I have endeavored to cover different 

regions of the state because I aimed at exploring regional differences in the adherence to 

vegetarianism. Besides, I kept in mind that more than 77 percent of the state population resides 

in areas categorized as ñruralò (many of these areas are actually semi-urban, see Denis and 

Zérah, 2017 and Bercegol, 2017). Meanwhile, classical theories on consumption and food 

changes usually attribute urbanization as an important factor (Landy, 2009), and this is the 

reason why I conducted most interviews in urbanized settings: about two thirds of my 

interviewees reside in cities. In Aligarh and Meerut, the interviews were conducted in urban 

settings. In Shamli and Ghazipur districts, the interviews were conducted in rural areas. In 

Lucknow and Gorakhpur, some of the interviews were conducted in the city and others in rural 

or semi-rural settings. I also tried to select the interviewees according to religious, caste and 

 
25 Interviews were conducted in Lucknow with Anil (a doctor in sociology from Lucknow University), a college 

teacher in sociology who occasionally works as a consultant for social and malnutrition assistance program 

evaluations. His expertise was key to survey slum areas and rural areas of the district. In the same district, the 

assistance of Monish, a graduate in social sciences, was key to get access to the Old City and to Muslim 

respondents. In Gorakhpur, Javed, a then MA student from Jawarhalal Nehru University (New Delhi) introduced 

me to acquaintances and to households he had himself surveyed. In Ghazipur, Rajit, a student at the Banares 

Hindu University (Varanasi) brought me to his village area. In Aligarh, Mujebur, a student at the Aligarh Muslim 

University, helped me explore the poor quarters surrounding the university. Finally, in Meerut and Shamli, 

Himanshu and I explored the area thanks to the help of Shekhar, a friend of Javed, who works in the rural part of 

the district (he also provided us a car to go around the bumpy roads of Shamli).   
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class affiliation (the neighborhood and the material criteria of the habitat were often visible 

signs of class position). I compare my sample with the population of Uttar Pradesh in Chapter 

5 (my sample partly overrepresent the upper end of the socioeconomic spectrum). Finally, 

although 14 of my interviewees are women and 8 interviews were conducted in the presence 

and with the participation of a woman, my sample unintentionally underrepresents women. 

This results from the perceived gender identity of the research assistants I worked with and of 

my own gender identity which created a gender barrier in accessing women, especially when 

interviews were not conducted with acquaintances.26  

On average, interviews lasted 42 minutes (the shortest interview lasted 12 minutes as the 

interviewee put an end to the it and the longest one lasted 1 hour 23 minutes). The language 

constraints encouraged me to conduct semi-structured interviews. The questionnaire is 

relatively precise and allows to cover as many subjects as possible meanwhile making up for 

any possible lack of follow-up question due to language constraints (see the Appendix for the 

full presentation of the questionnaire). In order to understand food boundary-work around 

vegetarianism, I was partly inspired by interview guides used in sociological studies on food 

(Fielding-Singh, 2017; Rodier, 2014) and more generally on symbolic and social boundaries 

(Lamont, 1995).  

The interview began with a discussion on food memories, asking respondents what had 

changed in terms of their food practices since their childhood. I then asked whether these 

changes in food were related to a rise in non-vegetarian consumption. Then, I asked 

respondents about their favorite food. This initial moment mainly aimed at building trust. 

The interview guide then moves on to questions about current eating practices. I used 

the same questions as the closed-ended questions of the National Family and Health Survey on 

eating practices. This part of the questionnaire is completed by a series of questions on the 

origin of meat, the presence of meat sales outlets in the residential area, on the distribution of 

tasks in food buying and cooking. I asked the respondents whether they followed days or 

periods of food abstinence (on a weekly basis or in relation to religious festivals). I also asked 

them to describe whether they ate food outside the household. Overall, this theme allows to 

understand respondentsô food habits, their adherence to vegetarianism and whether it is 

correlated to other food practices.  

 
26 Besides, even if I conducted my quantitative analyses the same year as I conducted interviews, I was drawn to 

the substantial gender gap in vegetarianism and to its possible association with status-seeking strategies only later 

on, see Chapter 6.  
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The next section is dedicated to asking respondents about the meat consumption of other 

family members, neighbors and friends. I asked them whether they associated vegetarian and 

non-vegetarian diets with specific caste and religious groups. This subjective categorization 

enables me to see how the interviewees associate the symbolic boundary of vegetarianism with 

caste and religious boundaries. 

The interview then focused on the reflexivity of food practices, in particular regarding 

vegetarianism. I first asked an open-ended question about what respondents thought about 

when they imagined eating ñgoodò food. This helps understand what the criteria that 

individuals use to justify their food practices are (and whether they use any at all). Usually, the 

response of interviewees reflects their previous answers about their own food habits as they 

had already spontaneously justified their answers. Not all respondents provided justifications 

(I discuss this point in Chapter 9), so that I also encouraged reflections by asking more closed-

ended questions starting with: ñSome people sayéò introducing an opinion and the 

justification for eating vegetarian or non-vegetarian food. This section helps understand the 

criteria of evaluation of food practices (e.g., dietetic, moral or religious). The next section 

examines meat controversies, particularly the beef ban and the violent episodes against caste 

and religious minorities.  

Finally, the last section makes it possible to specify the objective social position of the 

respondents through questions related to the possession of material goods (which provides an 

indicator of the economic wealth of the household), employment, level of education, land 

ownership, household structure, and the social structure of the neighborhood or village. Note 

that I asked a question about ñuntouchabilityò (directly and indirectly ï by a question on the 

respondentsô position on consuming food prepared by a lower caste person, this question is 

taken from the Indian Human Development Survey), whether the respondent declared to 

practice it or to be a victim of caste prejudice.  

All interviews were translated and transcribed in English thanks to the help of Himanshu, 

a research assistant. I then used a Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software 

(CAQDAS, here NVivo) to manually code the transcriptions. I used ñstructural codesò to 

organize and describe the interviews into thematic portions. I also used a combination of 

ñdescriptive and values codingò to synthetically summarize shorter portions of the 

intervieweesô discourses and their own subjective representations. Following a common 

strategy in qualitative coding (Saldaña, 2009), I then hierarchically grouped all the codes to 

reach a synthetic analytical understanding of food representations in interviews. I further 

develop the specific analytical strategy in Part 4 of the dissertation (Chapters 8 and 9).  
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Figure 2.1 - Geographical distribution of interviews conducted in Uttar Pradesh 

 

Note: Most of the interviews have been conducted in the Lucknow district (38), but also in Gorakhpur (11), Aligarh 

(11), Shamli (formerly part of the Muzaffarnagar district, 7), Meerut (4) and Ghazipur (4).  

D -  Conclusion: operationalizing concepts 

The theoretical framework introduced in this chapter explicitly intends to conceptually 

and empirically operationalize the Weberian distinction between status and class, in particular 

by avoiding a realist or ñgroupistò interpretation of these theoretical dimensions of social 

stratification.  

In analyzing how caste boundaries associate with vegetarianism, I suggest studying how 

individuals strategically adhere to this diet and justify it. Through this lens, caste boundary-

making strategies are studied by focusing on symbolic boundary-making strategies. I thus 
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analyze symbolic classifications applied to the food realm, which is also characterized by its 

materiality. I argue that the multiple food properties reflect possible value scales that serve to 

assert the symbolic boundary of vegetarianism, so that status may refer to multidimensional 

hierarchies. This framework hence suggests to analyze social processes of asserting and 

challenging the symbolic boundary of vegetarianism and to investigate the cultural meanings 

associated to vegetarianism. In order to so, I use both population-level statistically 

representative surveys and semi-directed interviews conducted in Uttar Pradesh.  

In the next part of the dissertation, I will empirically analyze the subjective and objective 

meanings and tensions around the three main objects of my analysis: vegetarianism, caste and 

class. Their classification reflects social struggles of the social world, which I highlight in my 

sociological investigation.  
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Chapter 3 ï  Non-vegetarians on the sly: The secret, 

fluctuating and contextual boundaries of the veg category 

Babu: No non-veg ? 

Partner: Itôs been five years. She stopped making it [looking at his wife]. I stopped 

eating it. Pappu [his son] wouldnôt eat if there was no non-veg. 

Babu: Oh yesé  Where is he? I donôt see him. He must have grown up now.  

Partner: He died. Five years before. There was an outbreak of Dengue.  

Babumoshai Bandookbaaz, 2017, Nandy, K.  

In 2006, the ñState of the Nation Surveyò conducted jointly by different media (The 

Hindu, CNN, IBN) stated that 31 percent of Indians are vegetarian. Resting upon the Sample 

Registration System Baseline Survey of 2014, the figure of 29 percent of vegetarians was 

extensively quoted in the media. Largely circulated in the media at its release, a study by 

Natrajan and Jacob (2018) recalled that national large-scale surveys estimate between 23 and 

37 percent the proportion of vegetarians. All of these figures were used to outline that the real 

number of vegetarians is often overestimated, proving that the belief of India as a vegetarian 

nation is a ñmyth,ò which also denotes the cultural hegemony of vegetarians on the 

subcontinent. Natrajan and Jacob (2018) even argue that these numbers themselves 

overestimate the extent of vegetarianism, assuming that the real number of vegetarians near 20 

percent of the Indian population.27 So, how many vegetarians are there?  

In this chapter, I aim at uncovering vegetarianism as an analytical category and in 

particular at making sense of the varying numbers of vegetarians in the subcontinent quoted in 

the media. The difficulty in interpreting different figures results from the variety of different 

surveys which may at first glance reflect technical problems. Instead, I assume that these 

technicalities reflect social phenomena that are worth studying as they help understand 

vegetarianism as a social fact (Becker, 2017). The different numbers of vegetarians and non-

vegetarians on the Indian subcontinent then constitute different snapshots of food practices that 

are measured in diverse ways.  

 
27 For the first figure quoted, see ñThe food habits of a nationò, The Hindu, August 14, 2006 

(https://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/the-food-habits-of-a-nation/article3089973.ece: last access on 

September 8, 2020). For the second survey, see for instance ñVegetarian India a myth? Survey shows over 70% 

Indians eat non-veg, Telangana tops listò, The Huffington Post India, June 6, 2016 

(https://www.huffingtonpost.in/2016/06/14/how-india-eats_n_10434374.html: last access on September 8, 2020). 

One of the most comprehensive online press article on Natrajan and Jacob's (2018) study was released by BBC 

News: ñThe myth of the Indian vegetarian nationò, April 3, 2018 (https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-

43581122: last access September 6, 2020).  

https://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/the-food-habits-of-a-nation/article3089973.ece
https://www.huffingtonpost.in/2016/06/14/how-india-eats_n_10434374.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-43581122
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-43581122
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In order to do this, I use both survey data and discourses collected in interviews. I show 

that the flexible boundaries of vegetarianism depend on who answers, what vegetarianism 

comprises and where and with whom food is consumed. These contingencies constitute reality 

checks that reveal vegetarianism as a socially desirable diet and help understand non-vegetarian 

practices on the Indian subcontinent. The number of estimated vegetarians is highly sensitive 

to the conditions of production of survey data. The study of quantification of food practices 

sheds light on the characteristics of the symbolic boundary (Lamont et al., 2015) of the ñvegò 

and ñnon-veg,ò as it shows the social conditions under which its outlines are defined and its 

salience becomes significant. This chapter also paves the way for the subsequent statistical 

analyses. Even though survey data may not measure what is actually eaten, I dissect how it still 

tells us whether individuals and households acknowledge vegetarianism as a status marker.  

In the following, I first highlight the distinction between observed and declared practices, 

surveys being part of the latter. I outline the secrecy that may prevail around admitting oneself 

as non-vegetarian. Then, I show that the distinction between the ñvegò and the ñnon-vegò 

simplifies the variability of diets that include or exclude animal products. Yet, these categories 

are ubiquitous given the normative framework that support them and the social desirability to 

identify as ñveg.ò Finally, I point that household surveys may not be the most adequate sources 

of data to study vegetarianism since they obliterate the individual and out-of-the-home 

character of non-vegetarian practices, so that individual data may be preferred to study these 

practices.  

A -  The secrecy of non-vegetarian practices 

While historically the scholarship on food has mainly employed ethnographic methods, 

I here stand for a sociological analysis of food practices that is based on large-scale surveys 

and qualitative interviews. The use of these methods implies studying discourses and 

declarations of practices which sheds light on social norms, and particularly on the cultural 

hegemony of vegetarianism. This material simultaneously reveals the possible secrecy 

surrounding non-vegetarian consumption practices. 

1)  To declare and to practice 

Data collected in surveys and interviews are based on self-declaration. But what people 

say might be a false predictor of what people actually do and lead us to ñattitudinal fallaciesò 

(Jerolmack and Khan, 2014), just like any investigation based on a verbal approach. In the case 

of studying food consumption, respondents may underreport the frequency or the amount of 
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consumption in general. In their article, Natrajan and Jacob (2018) compare aggregate meat 

consumption levels from consumption surveys with National Accounts Survey (this 

comparison is reproduced in Table 3.1). It should be noted that this comparative exercise 

usually shows discrepancy between the two sources of data because they have different 

collection methods (Deaton and Kozel, 2005). In particular, survey data suffer from memory 

bias (usually consumption surveys in India have respondents report their food consumption of 

the past 30 or in some cases of the past 7 days). The sample of consumption surveys may also 

not be fully representative of the entire population (accessing the richest households is not the 

easiest and surveying the circular migrants is usually too difficult to undertake). Finally, the 

consumption surveys do not include estimates of meat eaten outside the home (a regrettable 

weakness, see last section of this chapter).  

Table 3.1 - Aggregate consumption estimates for different meats 

 FAO NSSO Ratio  

(FAO to NSSO) 

Pork 358 77 4.64 

Beef/buffalo 1,204 440 2.74 

Mutton 743 528 1.41 

Chicken 2,304 1,651 1.40 

Note: This table was retrieved from Natrajan and Jacob (2018), Table 7. Consumption estimates are in 1,000 

tones. NSS estimates are derived from the ñConsumer Expenditure Surveyò (2011-2012) and the figures for the 

FAO are taken from the Agricultural Outlook (Edition 2016).  

Regarding mutton and chicken, the discrepancy level corresponds more or less to the 

discrepancy resulting from the data collection method (1.4). But the gap for pork and 

beef/buffalo consumption is much higher (4.6 and 2.7). Clearly, the underestimation of beef 

and pork consumptions results from another factor, arguably respondents not acknowledging 

that they consume these meat items. In a word, they keep their meat consumption secret.  

Coincidentally, pork and beef are the two meat items for which my interview respondents 

used code words. First, though qualifying two different bovine species, cattle or water buffalo 

(also called black buffalo or Asian water buffalo), the word ñbeefò was alternatively used for 

one another. The indistinction makes the task of identifying whether people actually consume 

cattle or buffalo meat difficult.28 In contrast, Swapnil, a Hindu respondent from Lucknow, 

 
28 Bruckert (2018: pages 102 and 299 in the e-book version) makes the same observation and precises that cattle 

refer to the Bos Taurus species (either Bos Taurus Indicus, the indigenous cattle, sometimes known as zebu in 

English, or Bos Taurus Taurus, the exotic or crossbred cattle, imported in the 1970s because of its higher milk 

productivity). Water buffalo refers to the Bubalus Babulis species. While only female cattle are sacred in 

Hinduism, both species are usually despised for food consumption, notably because they are considered as dirty. 

Milk from cattle is usually preferred as it comes from a sacred animal, but buffalo milk is also highly consumed.  
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insisted in clarifying the difference between cow and buffalo when it comes to using the term 

beef since he himself is a buffalo meat consumer:  

ñOkay, let me compare this because once I was in my college [outside 

Lucknow]. Beef is not basically cow, itôs black buffalo, right? So as for the 

Hindu mythology is concerned, this is somewhat lawyer's mind which I am 

applying, but generally, most of the people does not consider this fact, so 

when I was in college, few people were telling me that Tunday Kababi [a 

restaurant serving buffalo meat in Lucknow] is very famous in Lucknow, so 

I said okay fine! Whenever I will be flying by a flight, Iôll definitely be getting 

you, so I bought beef and mutton kababs both for my friends because 

generally, Tunday Kababi is famous for beef. So, I told them that it's beef, so 

they said ñno, no I won't have it,ò so I told them that ñDude it's like beef! 

Means black buffalo, it's not cow, as per Hindu mythology we are not 

allowed to have cow but we can have black buffalo.ò So, once I convinced 

them with a stupid answer, convincing them with a lawyer's mind, so they 

have this thing. Did I give a convincing answer to you?ò 

(Swapnil, interview 11) 

Swapnil underlines that contrary to cows, female water buffaloes are not sacred in 

Hinduism and can therefore be eaten by Hindus (yet buffalo meat is also usually not favored 

by Hindus). In Uttar Pradesh, the law prohibits the slaughter of cattle so that legally the ñbeefò 

that is consumed is only buffalo meat.29 Some respondents (in particular, Muslims) 

acknowledged consuming buffalo meat, but they rarely admitted eating cattle meat for the same 

reason. They more easily acknowledged that they used to consume cattle meat but that they 

now canôt because of the stricter law enforcement. Mohammed (interview 73), a Muslim 

respondent, referred to his Indian nationality when asked whether he consumes cattle meat. 

The mention of Pakistan in his response recalls the constant vilification of the Muslim 

community as an enemy within. This explains his insistence on asserting himself as an Indian 

and respecting the laws of his country: 

 
29 The law dates back from 1955 (The Uttar Pradesh Prevention of Cow Slaughter Act) and has been reinforced 

in 2001 by forbidding the slaughter of both cow and its progeny. Transportation for slaughter outside the State is 

also forbidden. Since 2017 and the election of Yogi Adityanath as Chief Minister of the State, the police have 

been ordered to act against cow slaughter and cow smuggling.  
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ñMohammed- Whoever is there in the majority, praise them! We are 

Muslims, first you understand that, then you will find the depth! Whatever 

happens in Pakistan, if there's a fire or anything, and we don't care about it! 

We are Muslims and overthere they are too! But I have to live in this country, 

I have to praise this country, not Pakistan!ò  

(Mohammed, interview 73) 

Besides, other more enigmatic words were used to qualify beef and pork. In Hindi, the 

word ñBadaò (meaning ñgeneralò) is generally used to refer to beef, implying buffalo meat or 

cattle meat, and sometimes even to mutton meat. Sometimes, respondents also used the phrase 

ñ14 numberò to refer to beef or buffalo meat, because at some point in time a kilogram of beef 

or buffalo meat cost 14 rupees. Correspondingly, pork meat was sometimes referred to as ñ12 

numberò for the same reason (the cost of these meats was between 120 and 200 rupees at the 

time of my fieldwork, depending on the locality). These code words were relatively local to 

Uttar Pradesh: when I mentioned this in Delhi, not everyone was aware of these terms. 

Ethnographic works in other regions attest of the existence of different code words (e.g., in 

Hyderabad "Kalyani Biryani" qualifies beef biryani, a mixed rice dish, Gundemeda, 2020).  

The gap between declaration and actual consumption was at times visible in the conduct 

of my interviews and the secrecy of consumption often emerged as a topic of conversation. I 

often asked not only about oneôs consumption but also about the consumption of meat items 

among the community (referring to the caste or religious group). This was used as a way to 

identify whether the consumption of meat items was identified as group practices, but also 

possibly in order to reduce the risks of consumption underreporting. Prasad (interview 13) fully 

acknowledged that among his caste community (Chaurasia), other members consume beef 

meat, yet his mother did not want him to say so: 

"Mathieu- Do you think in your community, people eat buffalo meat?  

Interviewee- Most of them are eating buffalo... 

Intervieweeôs mother- Not buffalo?  

Interviewee- Yes, they are, mother! These days, Hindus are eating the most. 

90% eat buffalo. Thatôs what he is surveying about, so we have to tell about 

that."  

(Prasad, interview 13)  
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In some cases, respondents willingly admitted that they were meat eaters and in 

particular buffalo eaters. They nonetheless sometimes ensured that no one else (e.g., a family 

member) was listening. For instance, Ankit (interview 3), a friend of Monish who helped me 

conduct interviews in Lucknow, whispered when telling me that he consumes meat and more 

specifically buffalo meat, but he refused to elaborate further when his other friends joined the 

conversation.  

In many other instances, respondents kept vague or simply declared that they were 

vegetarian. If the case of beef is particularly acute, recognizing oneself as ñnon-vegò is indeed 

not very easy even if respondents acknowledge consuming meat, as this short exchange with a 

self-declared meat-consumer shows:  

ñAnil- So will you call yourself vegetarian or a meat-eater?  

Interviewee- We are both.  

Anil- So you eat both the things!ò 

(Rajees, interview 28) 

Pawan rejected to refers to himself as ñnon-vegò and preferred being called 

ñomnivorousò (sarvahari), arguing that he eats non-vegetarian food only very occasionally:  

Anil- Do you consider yourself as vegetarian or non-vegetarian?  

Interviewee- I consider myself a vegetarian. Now I get non-vegetarian in one 

month, 1.5 months or in 2 months. Or you can say omnivorous! Omnivorous 

[sarvahari]!  

Anil- Omnivorous! 

Interviewee- More people are omnivorous! So, we cannot say vegetarian or 

non-vegetarian. Eating it after 2-3 months so how is it non-vegetarian? So, 

we will call it omnivorous!  

(Pawan, interview 33) 

The reluctance to identify as ñnon-vegò and the claim for a more neutral category 

(omnivorous) also derive from the fact that the ñnon-vegò category has a negative overtone in 

relation to the valued category of ñveg,ò since it is an antonym, in opposition to the normative 

vegetarian diet. These English terms are often used in conversations (in particular in the course 

of my interviews), even in conversations in Hindi.30  

 
30 The Hindi equivalent adjective for non-veg is less negatively connoted: mansahari, literally flesh-containing, 

and shakahari for vegetarian. 
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The reluctance to identify as ñnon-vegò contrasts with what respondents perceive of 

others. Many respondents considered that othersô non-vegetarianism was in fact an open secret. 

When I asked Rishi, a low caste man (belonging to the Pasi jati, interview 35), whether he 

thought Brahmins (the traditionally highest castes) consume meat, he said: ñBrahmin people 

won't eat in front of me! They will eat secretly! Not in front! Neither can I tell them or talk 

with them that they are eating meat! So, they also eat according to themselves!ò In the course 

of informal interviews in Lucknow, the fact that many (usually Muslim) butchers are closed on 

Tuesdays was used as a proof that Hindus are widely meat-eaters. Indeed, Hindus usually 

follow some food restrictions (in particular, if they are meat-eaters they abstain from meat, or 

alcohol) on Tuesdays because it is ñHanuman day,ò a widely revered Hindu god (other Hindu 

respondents who followed other gods declared that they follow food restrictions on other days). 

Longer periods of food restrictions imposed by Hindu festivals were also considered as a proof 

of Hindu meat consumption and in particular of buffalo consumption. Indeed, during the period 

of Navaratri, which lasts for ten days (in 2018 it lasted from October 9 to 18), a Hindu cook 

told me that meat prices usually decrease around that time because of the lower Hindu 

demand.31 Mohamed, a Muslim interviewee, also used the same kind of argument to prove that 

Hindus widely consume meat. I interviewed him right after Navaratri and he insisted on the 

fact that because of a lack of Hindu consumers, many butchers closed their shops and just 

reopened after the end of the festival:  

ñAnil- Who eats meat? Like Muslims eat meat!     

Interviewee- Yes, they eat.    

Anil- Who among Hindus eat?    

Interviewee- In Hindus, mostly everyone eats now.    

Anil- Everyone?    

Interviewee- Everyone! Because it was Navaratri! And in 

the shops, there were no goats that were slaughtered! There was no goat 

slaughtered on the shops, and today, Navratri has ended, and there were 

goats slaughtered and hanged! 

 
31 Shravan, another Hindu festival that celebrates Shiva, imposes longer food restrictions (particularly no meat or 

fish consumption) from July 23 to August 21 or 22 of every year. Given this extended period, I looked at the 

yearly evolution of meat and fish prices from the Consumer Price Index of the Central Statistics Office (India). 

Data is available from 2013 to 2018. In 2013, there is no decrease of prices around July and August, but it is 

present from 2014 to 2018, and is more accentuated in urban areas (this decrease is less visible for eggs). Yet this 

decrease is of about 4 percent and lasts until September (it is much less than vegetable or fruit prices at other times 

of the year, for which there are variations of about 20 percent). There are certainly other exogenous shocks all 

along the year that also affect food prices.  
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Anil- So throughout Navratri,  all the shops were closed? 

Interviewee- Yes, they were closed!    

Anil- And today they opened it.    

Interviewee- They opened it! It will be sold more today, because Hindus eat, 

that's why it's been sold.ò 

(Mohamed, interview 20) 

Although I did not make this observation myself, I had a personal experience right after 

Navratri that reflects it. On Dussehra, the final day of the festival, I was in Lucknow and I was 

invited by Kartikkeya and his younger brother (Brahmins, the sons of Rekha, interview 5) for 

dinner. I had told Kartikkeya that this specific day was not ideal for me.32 But since I was 

leaving the next day and he had told me on the phone that he was not available on the nights 

before, we met later on that specific day, at around 10pm. For dinner, he had chosen a small 

restaurant in a Muslim neighborhood of the Old City called Nakkhas, where many non-veg 

restaurants serve ñGalouti kebab,ò a Lucknow delicacy usually made of buffalo meat. I then 

realized that the reason why he had insisted to meet on that specific night to eat the kebabs was 

that he could not have consumed them the nights before because of the festival. He told me he 

was actually afraid to meet that specific night as well as for dinner time because many Hindus 

want to eat meat right after their fasting period so that restaurants could have run short of 

supply.  

Secrecy is not only about consumption but also about provisioning. Meat shops often 

sell meat in black plastic bags (just like for alcohol) so that the content is not visible. This is 

less the case for chicken and mutton, but nearly systematic for buffalo (and pork). The secrecy 

in the act of buying is reflected in Durgaprasadôs description of what he observed: 

ñI have seen from my eyes... there are people from the society whom we 

believe that they might not be eating, what we call meat and alcohol or pig 

or these types of thing, so I have seen them also, they throw the bag slowly, 

he [the butcher] keeps the meat ready and there is money in the bag, so he 

understands how much money is there so how much he should give, so he 

place the meat in the bag; and later it is cooked at home. This is what I have 

seen from my eyes. Those people and also the butchers, both are from our 

village, so I have seen from my eyes.ò 

 
32 I was planning to watch the Dussehra celebrations at night: in North Indian cities, a wood statue representing 

Ravana, the demon king, is burnt on a ground called the ñRam Lila,ò gathering a dense audience. 




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































