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Abstract India is experiencing a modernisation process characterised by rapid urbanisa-
tion and the emergence of a newmiddle class. This process is expected to lead to a change
in lifestyles and dietary patterns, and notably higher consumption of animal based foods.
The present article focuses on this changing dietary trend in the city of Vadodara in Gujarat
(India). A stratified sample of 432 women and men was selected, representing Brahmin,
non-Brahmin and Jain communities from high, medium and low socioeconomic strata.
The results revealed that, in the transition process, the supposed protein shift from plant- to
animal based foods takes specific forms in this cultural context because of more complex
drivers that shape food consumption than the socioeconomic position in the society. It
highlights that beyond the supra-determination of castes and socioeconomic classes, major
drivers of this consumption are the norms and values attached to foods and their
interrelations with eating practices according to spatiotemporal and social dimensions.
This Indian case reveals that dietary change is not unidirectional towards the Western
model but each culture has a unique form of transition.
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Introduction

The increasing worldwide consumption of animal based food is having significant
environmental, economic, social, ethical and health impacts (Steinfeld et al. 2006;
Esnouf et al. 2011). Many authors support the idea of a universal transition whereby
dietary shifts follow a linear process from a ‘traditional’ plant-based diet to a ‘modern’
diet high in animal based foods, with culture moderating or accelerating the speed of
the shift (Sans and Combris 2015). The findings outlined in this paper enhance insight
into the sociocultural mechanisms involved in this dietary shift towards more protein-
richanimal based foods in an Indian setting.

The main drivers of this dietary transition according to the predominant narrative—
besides prices and agrifood policies—are urbanisation combined with higher revenues,
thereby increasing accessibility to these foods. In many cultural contexts, this transition
starts with the most affluent and largely urbanised classes (Popkin 1999; Mendez et al.
2004). In line with this trend, Indian society is experiencing unprecedented change,
characterised by rapid urbanisation (de Bercegol 2015) and the emergence of a large
middle class, ranging from 50 to 300 million (Sridharan 2004). This middle class is
striving to distinguish itself by inventing a new class identity with values and lifestyles that
veer away from those imposed by their religion or caste, eventually altering their food
habits, as noted by the growing consumption of animal products. The Indian National
Sample Survey on household expenditures and consumption revealed that, between 1988
and 2010, yearly per capita meat consumption almost doubled in rural areas of India (from
1.3 to 2.5 kg by 2010), while in urban areas, including towns and cities, it increased by 1.5-
fold (from 2.6 to 3.9 kg by 2010). Yet Indian per capita meat consumption remains very
low at 2.9 kg a year, compared to the world average of 34.1 kg (Gulati and Varma 2016).
During the same period, yearly milk consumption increased by 30% in rural areas and by
50% in cities, to reach 50 and 64 l, respectively (NSSO 1997, 2012). The fast-growing
Indianmiddle class is driving the demand for moremeat, eggs, fish and dairy products that
are generally incorporated in traditional Indian recipes as well as in new ‘Western’ dishes
such as pizzas and burgers, which in turn are symbols of affluence and modernity. The
average monthly expenditure for animal products across all classes is higher in urban
areas, i.e. Rs 132 vs Rs 81 in rural areas. Interestingly, the expenditure gap between the
poorest and richest classes is more marked with respect to dairy products than to meat,
eggs and fish, which means that revenue is not the predicator for eating meat, eggs and
fish, while the less wealthy classes are spending more on such foods in proportion to their
revenues. Similarly, this gap is reported to be Rs 224 for dairy products vs. Rs 60 for meat,
eggs and fish (NSSO 2008) in cities, and Rs 149 and Rs 49, respectively, in rural areas.
Moreover, substantial state-wise variations have been noted within India (Dorin and
Landy 2009) due to its ethnic diversity and sociocultural differences.

This dietary change process from plant- to animal based foods concomitant with
economic development served as empirical material for Popkin (1993) when building his
nutrition transition model. This model describes a dietary transformation involving an
increase in animal based lipids and proteins, followed by stagnation and then a decrease
in this intake at the end of the cycle. Dietary shifts that occur during each transition stage
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seem to be an adaptive response to changing nutritional needs dependent on economic
environment and lifestyles. Therefore, the model conveys the idea of a ‘natural’ aspira-
tion towards eating animal proteins, as favoured or limited by income, food supply and
physiological needs, ultimately resulting in a substitution of plant-based proteins by
animal based proteins. The transition stage in India is unclear according to this linear
model. In fact, the diet structure has not reached the stage where animal calories, fats and
proteins predominate in diets, whereas the overall calorie intake has reached a saturation
level (Deaton and Drèze 2009; Landy 2009). The dietary transition from plant- to animal
based proteins is clearly occurring at a slower rate in India than in other countries with
similar economic growth rates: over the 1961–2013 period, animal products only
increased from 5.5 to 9.7% in the caloric supply, while animal proteins increased from
11.7 to 20.2% in the protein supply. In China over the 2011–2013 period, these rates were
respectively reported to be 23 and 40.1% (FAO 2013). Besides, the animal proteins
mainly consumed are from foods which do not involve slaughtering animals, e.g. dairy
products and eggs, or they are from non-anthropomorphized1 animals like chicken or
fish. In fact, animal based food consumption is made possible through mechanisms that
lead to a discontinuity between the animal and the food status. For example, culinary
techniques modify the appearance of the food to be eaten and may disguise any animal
origin, while certain linguistic usages create a symbolic distance by avoiding the proper
name of the animal or the flesh (Fourat 2018).

Social construction of animal based foods in India

The geographic, cultural and religious diversity of India is reflected in the generous
variety of vegetarian and non-vegetarian cuisines. Nevertheless, lentils and dairy prod-
ucts supply a major share of proteins in the Indian diet, with very few coming from meat
and fish—this is because the vegetarian diet is culturally and socially valued in the
country. As Alsdorf stated, BNot a majority are vegetarian in India, but the legitimacy of
this particular diet has nowhere else in the world any parallel and even non-vegetarians
respect the sanctity of the cow.^ (Alsdorf 2010 [1962]: 2). Hence, the promotion of milk
and dairy products, concomitant with the emergence of the taboo on meat-eating, has
been largely discussed in literature. Some authors advocate utilitarian explanations, such
as the necessary adaptation to climate and geography, or point out the economic interest
of making effective use of cow by-products (Harris 1966; Gadgil and Guha 1992).
However, this techno-environmental model does not seem relevant for India and it
overlooks the underlying religious and sociopolitical forces (Brown 1964; Batra 1986;
Doniger 1999; Hoffpauir 1982; Mahias 1988; Korom 2000; Lodrick 1982). During the
Vedic period, cattle-meat was relished by the Emperors (Achaya 2009) and all types of
meat were incorporated in Ayurvedic pharmacopoeia remedies (Zimmermann 1982). The
further devaluation of meats and foods requiring animal slaughter could be explained by
the shift in the Brahmin ‘food model’ as defined by Poulain (2002),2 i.e. the group of

1 Animals whose physical attributes and reproduction differ from those of humans.
2 The food model is a sociotechnical and symbolic set that marks the identity of a group and participates in the
differentiation process. The food model is circumstantial and not static because it considers food as a dynamic
process resulting from biological, environmental, cultural and social interactions. This tool overcomes the
aporia of opposing these dimensions, by linking them together and providing a ‘free space’, for both the
societies that face these constraints, and individuals caught in the social structures.
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individuals positioned at the top of the social hierarchy who are holders of religious
functions. In fact, in the first few centuries BCE, Brahmin priests—influenced by Jainism
and Buddhism—started abandoning animal sacrifices and adopting non-violent prac-
tices, according to the ahimsa concept (Alsdorf 2010[1962]). Written at the same period,
the Law of Manu (a popular and authoritative book of Hindu law), describes foods that
are permitted or prohibited according to the person’s social rank, along with values and
duties inherent in the dharma concept, thereby constituting the hierarchy of individuals
and diets. According to those rules, Brahmins perform religious rites and are supposed to
be strict vegetarians—they maintain their status by avoiding eating meat, fish and eggs,
i.e. essentially what non-Brahmins consume or touch. The other social groups include the
Kshatriya caste—traditionally warriors and kings—as well as the Dalits, who are also
referred to as ‘untouchables’ because they are considered impure as eaters of animal
flesh-based food. The book offers different layers of understanding of rules related to the
prohibition of killing and eating meat, but it has nonetheless formalised the hierarchy
between the two vegetarian and non-vegetarian ‘models’ perpetuated by religious rituals.
Whether vegetarian or non-vegetarian, using milk or sacrificing animals, the religious
ritual hierarchy follows by analogy that of humans who perform rituals3 and that of the
Gods of the Pantheon, i.e. vegetarian or non-vegetarian (Malamoud 1989; Ghasarian
2004; Landy 2010). These ‘models’ are not categories ‘imagined’ byWestern researchers
(Inden 1990), but are quite fundamental in eating decisions in India, while also shaping
identities (Fourat 2015). The shift towards dietary avoidances and the vegetarian versus
non-vegetarian dialectic are rooted in an entangled phenomenon of symbolic and social
distinction.

Symbolically, food carries properties from the giver to the receiver and consequently
can potentially contaminate. Indeed, sacrifice is symbolised by the gift of food from the
hand of a believer who deposits an offering in the mouth of another devotee
(Malamoud 1996). Food acceptance thus depends on the ritual status of the donor
and the recipient of the food, i.e. according to a rank in the temple (Marriott 1968;
Khare 1976; Appadurai 1981) and to the food—the status of a Brahmin is thus
maintained by avoiding eating what other groups of people consume or touch, includ-
ing meat, fish and eggs. Pure and impure food categories in correspondence with social
groups are not specific to India since all cultures separate pure and impure foods, whose
role is to maintain social order (Douglas 1967), but in India purity is a pivotal ideology
as it is enmeshed with a persistent system of social hierarchy. In fact, these food
practices are firmly established since they have a primordial function as constituents
of the dharma of each caste, while also being a condition for the belief in reincarnation
that liberates believers from the cycle of birth and death according to Hindu religious
thought (Weber 2003[1958]). Vegetarianism thus became established as a model of
‘being in the world’ in Indian society, while perpetuating the separation between
vegetarian Brahmins and meat-eaters.4 Brahmins thus shunned eggs and meat of any
kind, setting a standard that ensured that they were the purest beings and hence
belonged to the highest caste. The other non-vegetarian ‘model’ referred to the diet

3 Besides, the butcher function is relegated to the lower castes and Muslims but to priests as in the case of the
imam or rabbi.
4 These mechanisms can be understood in the light of the principle of incorporation described by Claude
Fischler (1988). The principle conveys that eating determines the eater’s inclusion or exclusion in different
social groups since food carries cultural and social values.
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of the other social groups having other functions in society, such as the Kshatriyas
(warriors) and Dalits.

This hierarchy, however, inspired both rejection and acceptance, as well as move-
ments towards vegetarianism and non-vegetarianism. Some academics have reported
that lower castes converted to vegetarianism (Michelutti 2008; Staples 2014) as a
means to upgrade their status in society via the Sanskritization process5 and the
adoption of the Brahmanical practice of purity (Srinivas 1952). Conversely, non-
vegetarianism as well has a positive symbolic and social value by contributing to the
construction of the identity of other social or religious groups, such as scheduled castes,
Muslims or Christians (Ilaiah 1996; Desai 2008; Staples 2008, 2014; Sebastia 2017),
for whom meat is a premium dish offered to visitors. An ethnographic study on the
Malayali Hindu group in Kerala (Osella and Osella 2008) showcased the process of
social distinction through diets: although Brahmins are vegetarian and non-Brahmin
Nayars are usually non-vegetarian, during religious festivals they are vegetarian, and
the caste of Viswakarma craftsmen positioned just below promotes vegetarianism,
contrary to Dalits for whom this practice has no value.

Vegetarianism and non-vegetarianism thus seem to be contextual, even for social
groups with strict food prohibitions. Dumont (1967) pointed out that a Bengali
Brahmin can eat fish and a Kashmiri can eat meat in circumstances in which there is
no need for social distinction. Khare (1966) attributed an ‘anomalous’ case of Brahmins
eating meat to a process of adaptation to modern life. Even more today, eating non-
vegetarian dishes occasionally is part of the middle-class6 lifestyle (Caplan 2008;
Janeja 2010; Staples 2014) in both cities and rural regions (Baviskar 2012), even for
Brahmins, thus displaying modernity and emancipation from religious or caste pre-
scriptions. Individuals use different scales of status to interact in diverse social contexts,
e.g. places of work or living, and food plays an active role in these interactions (Béteille
2012; Strumpell 2008).

The questions

It is generally assumed that meat consumption accompanies a social process of
distinction of a new middle class imitating the elite, due to the high social status
associated with meat dishes (Goody 1982). Since the elite also promulgates vegetari-
anism in India, and the middle class seems to refer to the elite, the middle class should
favour vegetarian diets. A recent article based on national surveys clearly stated that
characterising India as a vegetarian land is a misrepresentation of reality since Bthe
vegetarian population of India is at best 31% and realistically less than 20%^ (Natrajan
and Jacob 2018). Whereas newspaper articles regularly discuss whether India is
becoming more non-vegetarian or vegetarian (Gulati and Varma 2016; Bansal and

5 Sanskritization, a particular form of social change found in India, denotes the process by which castes placed
lower in the caste hierarchy seek upward mobility by emulating the rituals and practices of the upper or
dominant castes (Srinivas 1952).
6 The middle class in India, however, constitutes a heterogeneous group and is often split into sub-economic
groups (Sridharan 2004). On that matter, Deshpande (2006) accurately pointed out that popular meanings of
middle class in India do not position it in the middle along the class spectrum. Actually, the term refers to the
affluent class rather than the middle class by any reasonable definition (occupation, revenue, consumption
patterns, lifestyle).
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Kishore 2018), they fail to provide a full definition of non-vegetarianism and vegetar-
ianism, what exactly comprises such diets and their consumption frequency. Although
socioeconomic and cultural drivers such as income, education and ethnicity, have been
acknowledged in dietary transitions, little is known about the way they concretely
influence such transitions. We consequently focused on addressing the following
questions: How does socioeconomic status combined with religious or caste status
impact food practices and consumption? Are Brahmins vegetarian? Do wealthy people
eat meat? Is the adoption of vegetarianism for the purpose of rising up the social ladder
(Sanskritization) still valid? Does the hierarchy of diets remain the same? What exactly
are vegetarian and non-vegetarian diets?

This paper thus focuses on the concrete aspects of consumption and how vegetar-
ianism, or non-vegetarianism, covers different realities (meanings of vegetarian and
non-vegetarian foods, place and times of eating) related to values attached to vegetarian
and non-vegetarian foods and to sociocultural determinants of consumption (according
to status in the society and social contexts of eating). To gain insight into the dietary
transition towards animal proteins, we investigated norms and values attached to foods
and their interrelations with eating practices according to their spatiotemporal and
social dimensions.

Aim and methodology

The study was carried out in the urban cosmopolitan city of Vadodara in Gujarat state,
western India. The aim was to assess animal based consumption patterns specifically
with regard to religion, gender, age and socioeconomic status, while also identifying
people who consumed more animal based products and determining the extent of
integration of non-vegetarian foods in households. It documented people who were
more inclined to consuming animal based foods with regard to their values, attitudes
and beliefs related to such foods, while identifying the sociocultural factors that
influenced their eating decisions. The survey was conducted in summer 2014.

The location

Gujarat State was selected as the study setting for several reasons. Economically, it is
one of the most advanced states of India, notably in the dairy product, meat, poultry and
fisheries industries—Gujarat ranks fifth in milk production in India, contributing to
about 8% of India’s total milk production (ASSOCHAM 2014). Besides, over the
centuries Gujarat has developed a strong vegetarian identity and cuisine. Hinduism
constitutes the religion of approximately 89% of its population. Specific social groups
such as the Vaishnav sect, and also the Jains, who account for only about 1% of the
population, also have a noticeable presence in Gujarat as they have developed into a
strong class of merchants and traders. Moreover, Mahatma Gandhi who was born and
raised in Gujarat reinforced this dietary pattern by advocating the concept of non-
violence and vegetarianism in opposition to the imperialism of Great Britain. The
chosen city, Vadodara, is the third largest city in Gujarat and concentrates 85% of
Hindus according to the 2011 census. Its economic and industrial growth has resulted in
growing prosperity, especially of the middle class (Census of India 2011). Restaurants
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in Vadodara are largely vegetarian (KFC, Mc Donalds, and Subway make it a point to
advertise and sell vegetarian items in addition to non-vegetarian items). In restaurants
where meat-based foods are also served, the expected norm is to have separate kitchen
spaces. While egg joints always existed in the city, there has been a proliferation of egg
handcart joints in recent times, bearing names such as ‘Egg Station’, ‘Fresh Eggs’, and
‘Mr. Egg’.

The sample

A stratified equally divided sample of 432 women and men was selected. To ensure a
minimal reasonable size for sub-clusters, we constituted three categories of Hindus
Brahmins, Hindus non-Brahmins and Jains, since the latter are a dominant group in
Gujarat and considered to be more stringent than the Brahmins in their eating habits.
The Brahmin/non-Brahmin categories do not reflect the diversity of castes and religions
in India, although they represent sociopolitical categories (Pandian 2008). We focused
on Hindus since they represent 80% of the total population, although it would have
been interesting to include Muslims, Christians and Buddhists and assess their social
capacity to produce taboo food avoidance patterns. Next, depending on the food
transition theory which postulates that the rich eat more animal based foods and are
often imitated by the poor, the population was selected according to three socioeco-
nomic levels (hereafter denoted SES, for socioeconomic status, since the education and
income levels were highly correlated) of 72 individuals in each group: high income
group (HIG), medium income group (MIG) and low income group (LIG). The three
socioeconomic status (SES) categories were selected on the basis of the type of housing
and amenities present in the house. Localities in which participants from each SES were
expected to reside were also identified at the time of data collection. Each group was
further divided into an age-wise stratification of young, middle and old (n = 8 each).

Definition and measurement of variables

Although individuals tend to under- or over-estimate their food consumption frequency
according to norms (Ulijaszek 2004), it was decided in this case to ask about the
consumption frequency but not to conduct a 24-h recall because this interval is too
short to record occurrence in India. This reflected the different consumption cycles for
each food, i.e. daily, weekly, monthly or yearly. The prevalence of animal based food
consumption was also measured according to the duration of the introduction of these
foods in the domestic sphere (whether recently or since several generations), and how
these foods were consumed (cooked in the same or separate utensils used to cook
vegetarian foods, or eaten but not cooked at home). The choice of the food items was
justified. Paneer (a sort of cottage cheese) was added separately from dairy products, as
it was an expensive product, and seen as a source of protein and calcium for vegetar-
ians. Eggs were consumed in two ways, which we defined for this survey as
‘recognisable’ (omelette, curried eggs, etc.) or ‘non-recognisable’ (in cookies, creams,
pastries, etc.) as this appeared to be a relevant distinction, at least in the Indian context
(Table 1). For flesh foods, we represented each category, i.e. poultry, fish, seafood and
red meat, but we did not find any answers regarding pork and beef in the sample after
pre-tests. Hence, the following diet categories were established:
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The values on food and consumption contexts

The research questions intended to capture the cultural values of these animal based,
vegetarian and non-vegetarian foods. The goal was to outline the ‘content’ of these
categories. Moreover, the choice of food was examined in the social context of the
eater, whether alone, with family or with friends, on an ordinary day, a religious
holiday, a birthday celebration, etc. The questionnaire contained 29 questions on
feeding practices and representations (168 possible answers) and 24 socioeconomic
and demographic statuses (55 response categories). The data were analysed descrip-
tively in terms of frequencies and percentages of responses in different categories. Chi-
square tests, t tests and ANOVA were conducted to assess differences among the
independent variables (SES, gender, religion, age, education and marital status). Mul-
tiple regression was applied to determine the relative contribution of the independent
variables. In the following paragraphs: M =mean; SD = standard deviation; Chi2 =
Pearson’s chi-square test. Note that many of the questions and suggested modalities of
answers were derived from a previous qualitative study of 43 comprehensive interviews
conducted in Delhi.

Results

The results of this study first offer an overall picture of types of diets, occasions and
values related to eating vegetarian and non-vegetarian food. We then discuss the
reasons for the acceptance or non-acceptance of certain foods in Vadodara households,
according to timing and socioeconomic determinants. We follow up by assessing
decisions made outside the households regarding the social contexts.

What is ‘veg’ and ‘non-veg’ food?

In categorising milk and dairy products as vegetarian or non-vegetarian, almost all of
those surveyed (98%) said that they are vegetarian products. Milk was not viewed as a
‘non-veg’ food as it was not associated with harming or killing an animal for con-
sumption purposes. Eggs, on the other hand, were categorised as non-vegetarian by a
majority of the participants (95%), while only 4% said that they are vegetarian and 1%
had no opinion. More participants from the low-income group, men and the non-

Table 1 Diet categories

Lacto-veg diet Includes only milk and dairy products; excludes all flesh foods, recognisable or even
non-recognisable eggs

Ovo-lacto-veg diet Includes milk and dairy products and also recognisable and non-recognisable eggs

Selected red meat diet Includes milk and dairy products, eggs, and some selected meats (in the case
of our survey in Vadodara, only mutton/goat meat; with beef and pork being
excluding for religious reasons)

Chicken-meat diet Includes milk and dairy products, eggs and chicken, but excludes red meat

Fish diet Includes milk and dairy products, eggs and fish
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Brahmin group believed eggs to be a non-vegetarian food. Table 2 below summarises
the items that were included in the different food categories and the specificity we
found in India with the separation of eggs into two sub-categories: eggs non-specified
and eggs non-fertilised as a symbolic process to mark a distance with respect to the
possibility of taking a future life (Fourat 2015, 2018). In our study, according to the
participants, a non-vegetarian diet included meat of ruminants, poultry, fish, eggs non-
specified, eggs non-fertilised and dairy products. With regard to animal products, a
vegetarian diet only included eggs non-fertilised and dairy products, while a vegan diet
did not include any of these.

Values given to vegetarian and non-vegetarian foods

Most participants (90%) considered vegetarian food to be tasty and healthy, 88% felt
that it gave strength and 86% viewed it as pure food. Only 66% thought that consuming
vegetarian food brings good karma. Participants who did not feel that salvation could
be achieved by consuming a vegetarian diet were among the non-Brahmin, younger
age and unmarried groups. Surprisingly, only about two-fifths of the participants (45%)
agreed that killing animals was not good, while about one-third of them disagreed that
plant-based proteins were better than meat and dairy proteins. Regarding the two latter
questions, more participants from non-Brahmins and lower education groups thus
appeared to lean towards higher disagreement and hence against vegetarian norms as
compared to their counterparts, suggesting that they felt that it was alright to kill
animals. These groups had the highest acceptance of non-vegetarian food consumption
compared to Brahmins, Jains and participants with middle and higher education levels.
Non-vegetarian food consumers felt that it was alright to eat meat if their religion
allowed animal sacrifice (83%). Slightly more than half agreed that meat proteins were
better than vegetable proteins (52%), and less than half agreed that meat proteins were
better than dairy proteins (45%).

Diet profiles regarding animal based foods

Table 3 displays participants’ diet profiles according to animal products included in/
excluded from their diet (as detailed in Table 1). According to the declared frequency of
consumption of each animal product, none of the participants had an ‘all meat diet’ or
were vegan. Moreover, no participants had an exclusive fish diet and those consuming
fish and other seafood were categorised in the ‘select red meat diet’ category as they
generally also consumed chicken and/or mutton. Most participants followed a ‘lacto-

Table 2 Content of veg and non-veg categories according to the survey

Meat of
ruminants

Poultry Fish Eggs
non-specified

Eggs
non-fertilised

Dairy
products

Non-vegetarian diet Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Vegetarian diet No No No No Yes Yes

Vegan diet No No No No No No
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veg’ diet. More men (19%) had a non-vegetarian diet as compared to women (12%);
non-Brahmins and lower income groups had a chicken or ‘selected red meat’ diet more
frequently (38%) than Brahmins (7%). An ‘Ovo-lacto veg’ (non-recognisable or
recognisable egg) diet was equally followed by Hindu Brahmins or non-Brahmins, as
well as youngsters from medium and high-income groups. A total of 69% of Brahmins,
but only 39% of non-Brahmins, were pure vegetarians.

Consumption frequency

Non-vegetarian individuals eat eggs, chicken or red meat several times a year or every
day. To combine animal products consumed and frequencies, we determined a typology
of diets according to their consumption cycles. We coded the consumption. If an
individual never eats eggs, fish, chicken and other meats he/she is a ‘permanent
vegetarian’. If an individual eats at least one product (among eggs, fish, chicken and
other meats) every day, then he/she is a ‘non-veg regular’. We have included eggs since
they are mainly considered as being a ‘non-veg’ food. If an individual eats at least one
of these same foods at least once a week then he/she is a ‘short cycle vegetarian’. If an
individual consumes at least two of these foods several times a month then he/she is a
‘vegetarian middle cycle’. If an individual consumes at least two of these foods less
than once a month, then he/she is a ‘vegetarian long cycle’. The most significant
variables for temporalities were religion/caste and socioeconomic status. We thus
outlined ideal types of diet.

– The ‘Permanent Veg’ type pooled middle and upper-income individuals (69%),
mostly Brahmins and Jains. They had the same values as ‘Lacto-veg’ consumers,
since they were the same individuals except that we also integrated those who
consumed non-recognisable eggs. They were more numerous than pure vegetarians
because they included NR eggs.

– The ‘Veg long cycle’ type corresponded to middle and upper-income individuals
(76%), 60% women, Brahmins and Hindu non-Brahmins (but no Jains), with
high levels of education. These individuals allowed themselves to eat meat a few
times a year, on special occasions between friends, or for health reasons, but not
by tradition, or during religious holidays, or for budgetary constraint reasons.
Their values resembled those of permanent vegetarians and lacto-vegetarians,
except with respect to nutritional values because they considered that meat and
milk proteins were better—an opinion that was linked with their level of
education.

– On the other hand, the ‘Veg medium cycle’ type was more represented by low
income and non-Brahmins with medium levels of education. They included non-
Brahmin middle-class men who ate meat more at religious festivals and when
they had enough money to purchase meat. They valued both animal and plant
proteins. They did not consider meat proteins to be better than milk or vegetable
proteins.

– The ‘Veg short cycle’ type pooled men from the low socioeconomic group,
especially non-Brahmins, men. Neither vegetarianism nor non-vegetarianism was
really a tradition for them, they readily ate meat on special occasions with friends,
or for health reasons.
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– The ‘Regular non-veg’ type referred to males, between 25 and 50 years old, with a
high socioeconomic status (Table 4).

Acceptance of non-vegetarian foods in households vs. the purity principle

The consumption frequency was highly correlated with the introduction of non-
vegetarian food at household and community levels (r(432) = 0.744, p = .000) because
of the values that families attached to food. In response to the question ‘Do you accept
Bnon-veg^ food in the home’ (n = 104), 76% of households excluded ‘non-veg’ food,
19% tolerated all, and 5% of households had only introduced eggs. The household
acceptance and exclusion of ‘non-veg’ food was related to the religion/caste (Chi2 =
38.8), SES (Chi2 = 16.6) and education (Chi2 = 10.2). A higher percentage of total
acceptance of non-vegetarian foods was thus observed more among the LIG (50%),
non-Brahmins (85%) and participants with middle-level education (48%). Traditionally,
non-vegetarian food is not allowed in the homes of Brahmins and Jains because poojas
are performed or due to the presence of a small temple at home. In only 13% of
households, ‘non-veg’ foods were eaten at home but uncooked, e.g. they were some-
times ordered or brought back from the market and eaten at home. Once ‘non-veg’ foods
were accepted in households, more than two-thirds of households (66%) cooked these
foods in the same utensils as they used for vegetarian food, and only a fifth reported

Table 4 Typology of diets according to frequency (N = 432)

Veg
permanent

Veg long
cycle

Veg medium
cycle

Veg short
cycle

Regular
Non-veg

Women 178 52% 15 60% 16 35% 7 37% 0 0%

Men 163 48% 10 40% 30 65% 12 63% 1 100%

Age

15–24 years 108 32% 11 44% 18 39% 6 32% 1 100%

25–50 years 117 34% 6 24% 15 33% 6 32% 0 0%

Above 50 years 116 34% 8 32% 13 28% 7 37% 0 0%

Education level

Low 49 14% 3 12% 10 22% 6 32% 0 0%

Medium 145 43% 12 48% 25 54% 7 37% 1 100%

High 147 43% 10 40% 11 24% 6 32% 0 0%

SES

LIG (low incomes) 106 31% 6 24% 19 41% 13 68% 0 0%

MIG (medium incomes) 115 34% 10 40% 16 35% 3 16% 0 0%

MIG (high incomes) 120 35% 9 36% 11 24% 3 16% 1 100%

Religion/caste

Brahmin 122 36% 7 28% 12 26% 3 16% 0 0%

Non-Brahmin 77 23% 18 72% 32 70% 16 84% 1 100%

Jain 142 42% 0 0% 2 4% 0 0% 0 0%
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using separate utensils (21%). Marie-Claude Mahias (1985, p. 147) had demonstrated
that the purity of kitchen utensils in Jain households ensures religious and social purity.

Eating contexts: vegetarian food is a staple and a social norm

For most of the participants (70%), vegetarian food represented their staple diet, in line
with their traditions, and this diet was also respected during religious festivals. Middle-
income group participants (M = 1.88, SD = 0.993) and the Jains (M= 1.90, SD = 0.999)
had significantly higher scores compared to their counterparts with regard to consuming
vegetarian foods during religious fasting festivals. Almost two-thirds (62%) disagreed
that they ate vegetarian to abstain from meat. More men and non-Brahmins with little or
no education had higher levels of disagreement towards abstaining frommeat. However,
this was not because they abstained from non-vegetarian food but rather because
vegetarian food was their staple diet. Eating vegetarianwas not a question of affordability
since 97% disagreed with eating vegetarian food because of economic restrictions.

Conversely, non-vegetarian food was less relevant when celebrating religious festi-
vals (30%) and more prevalent during convivial occasions with family or friends
(54%). For 20% of the participants, mainly from the low-income group, non-
vegetarian food was eaten when they had enough money. A little more than half the
participants (52%) reported that they ‘never’ ate out or did so less than once a month,
while 39% ate out once or twice a month. The high-income group participants had
significantly higher scores (M = 1.83, SD = 0.693) than the other two groups, indicating
that they ate out more often than the other groups. While gender and religious
differences were not significant, men and non-Brahmin participants scored higher,
showing that they ate out more frequently. Significantly higher scores were noted
among younger participants (M = 1.81, SD = 0.669), the unmarried group (M= 3.22,
SD = 1.142) and participants with higher levels of education (M = 1.80, SD = 0.677),
indicating that they ate out more often than their counterparts.

In response to the question ‘You eat non-veg/eggs, but your friends are vegetarian,
what type of food would you order in a restaurant?’, most people (68%) said they chose
a vegetarian dish. In response to the question ‘What do you eat at restaurants during
fasting festivals with family or friends?’, an overwhelming majority (99%) of people
said that they chose vegetarian food. The participants were also asked about their food
choices when they were invited to a wedding where non-vegetarian food was served.
About 18% of the respondents stated that they would not go at such a wedding, 32%
reported that they would not eat, but participants showed a higher rate of non-
vegetarian choices at such occasions since only 38% would choose only vegetarian
food, with slightly more flexibility in consuming non-vegetarian foods when they were
accompanied by friends instead of family. These results confirmed that vegetarianism is
still the norm in social contexts, and eating non-vegetarian food is easier in a social
context where most people are eating non-vegetarian food.

Conclusions

In this study, we assessed norms and values attached to foods and their interrelations
with eating practices according to spatiotemporal and social dimensions in order to gain
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insight into dietary transitions towards animal based foods (as a source of protein).
First, the specificities of Indian eating patterns led us to redefine diet profiles by adding
a distinction between ‘non-recognisable egg’ or ‘recognisable egg’ to the ‘Ovo-lacto
veg’ category, while also adding a frequency variable by differentiating permanent
vegetarians from long-cycle vegetarians and from short-cycle vegetarians. We therefore
attempted to define the meanings of vegetarian and non-vegetarian foods in the Indian
setting, and to profile those who consumed specific animal based foods according to
symbolic and social drivers in private or public contexts. The findings revealed that
values and norms associated with food at the household level and the social context
were key determinants with regard to animal based food consumption. They influenced
the acceptance of such foods inside and outside the household, in relation to caste,
socioeconomic status and gender. For most of the participants, being vegetarian was a
tradition often associated with religion, while non-vegetarian food was only occasion-
ally eaten. In the Vadodara setting, there was hardly any acceptance of meat in middle-
class households (irrespective of caste) because the values attached to non-vegetarian
food were largely negative and reflected impurity. Non-vegetarian food was mainly
accepted in non-Brahmin households with low income and educational levels because
meat-eating was not a taboo for them. Acceptance of non-vegetarian foods within the
household could involve partial acceptance, i.e. non-vegetarian foods could not be
cooked at home but instead bought from outside and eaten at home (preferably in
separate utensils). Nevertheless, a recent phenomenon was observed among educated
Brahmins of high and medium income groups who tended to introduce non-veg foods
and eggs in their diet at home, while the Jains predominantly excluded egg consump-
tion. Egg represents a ‘safe’ food as it does not involve death of the animal when egg
boxes sold in the market are labelled as ‘unfertilized’. Non-Brahmins, for whom
vegetarian food was normally acceptable, were also inclined to follow a more vegetar-
ian way of life, which emerged from the need to rise in the social hierarchy. This is
indicative of the process of imitating the elite higher caste group, which is referred to as
the Sanskritization process in India. Outside the house, respect for one’s family
tradition of consuming only vegetarian food made many participants avoid non-
vegetarian food in the presence of family members. In the company of friends or
colleagues however, their flexibility or openness increased to the extent of accepting
non-vegetarian food or going to eating-places where such foods were on the menu.

Despite the overall increase in animal based food consumption (NSSO 1997, 2012)
at individual and household levels, according to our case study in Vadodara, vegetar-
ianism continues to be dominant, as also confirmed by a recent article (Natrajan and
Jacob 2018). The increasing share of animal proteins in diets is characterised by a so-
called de-animalisation mechanism, as pointed out in our recent co-written article
(Fourat and Lepiller 2017). In this latter study, we did not argue in favour of an
evolution towards a vegetarian society, but rather we highlighted a decline in the
inclusion of animal products in diets, particularly with regard to meats, which symbol-
ically have a strong animal character. That symbolic decline often goes hand in hand, in
practice, with a drop in consumption. Nevertheless, in India this encourages consump-
tion of foods of animal origin that are masked by specific culinary transformations,
resulting from symbolic de-animalisation mechanisms (Fourat 2018). The vegetarian
vs. non-vegetarian rhetoric encompasses the norms and values of eating and being in
the world. This situation is amplified in India where there is an ideology of purity and a
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social desirability for being vegetarian. Vegetarianism or non-vegetarianism is contex-
tual since many individuals switch to a vegetarian diet whenever there is a religious
festival. It may be appropriate to eat non-vegetarian food in a certain situation but not in
another. The findings of our study cannot be generalised due to the wide range of food
habits in India that vary across different dimensions regarding location, region/state,
social group, within social group, classes, and gender. The primary aim of our study
was to understand mechanisms involved in dietary choices, which shape dietary
transitions. The findings demonstrated that the validity of a theory or a model depends
on the observation scale. In fact, the linear model of nutrition transition driven by a
‘natural’ ambition to eat animal proteins, favoured or limited by income, food supply
and physiological needs, may appear relevant at the macro-scale of nutrient categories,
but requires a nuanced culture-specific analysis to reveal the variety of animal based
food preferences or avoidances. The Indian case suggests that change is not unidirec-
tional towards the Western model, but each culture has its own unique eating patterns
that are deeply embedded in the sociocultural context. Macro-level socioeconomic
transformations indeed impact eating patterns, but they interact in complex ways with
cultural beliefs and values, thereby eliciting models that reflect distinct culture-specific
adaptations.
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