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‘Will Eat Anything That Moves’
Meat Cultures in Globalising India

KRITHIKA SRINIVASAN, SMITHA RAO

The singular focus on cultural
aspects of food habits in India—
meat eating and its associated
sociocultural meanings—has
rendered the debate on animal
vulnerability invisible. While
many countries are now seeking
a way out of large-scale livestock
farming and animal foods due
to ecological concerns as well as
animal rights, India perversely is
doing the opposite.
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n this commentary, we examine the
cultural politics of meat in India. The
key aim is to understand how debates
around the sociocultural aspects of meat
consumption have the effect of render-
ing invisible animal vulnerability. To the
uncritical eye, India is the land of vege-
tarianism and sacred cows and there-
fore a land characterised by compassion
for non-human animals. Recent headlines
about India’s soaring beef exports have
helped to partly problematise this impres-
sion albeit only in relation to the bovine
family (Gopal 2015; Narayanan 2015;
Kasturirangan, Srinivasan and Rao 2014).
This article, spurred by ongoing debates
around beef, dairy and eggs, reflects on
the place of animal foods and livestock
animals in Indian political imaginaries
(Punwani 2015; Joshi 2015; EPW 2015).
In doing this, it takes these debates
forward by investigating the complex
character of Indian vegetarianism and
unpacking its implications for animal
well-being.

The Cultural Baggage

In many parts of the world, heightened
scientific and public concern about the
impacts of livestock farming and the
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meat industry on the environment and
animal welfare has led to an increasing
eschewal of meat and dairy, especially
that sourced from large-scale farming
(Emel and Neo 2015; Sage 2014). In
countries in the West, a shift away from
animal foods is associated with what
some would describe as a left-leaning
concern for environmental and animal
justice! (Foer 2009).

In stark contrast, in India, vegetarian-
ism, and particularly the advocacy of the
same, is seen as the product of conser-
vative, often right-wing, beliefs and
attitudes. Indeed, critical commentaries
in journals such as the Economic and
Political Weekly as well as in newspapers
and magazines are more often than
not focused on celebrating meat-based
cuisines (Deshpande 2015; EPW 2015;
Joshi 2015; Punwani 2015; Rowlatt 2015;
Sukumar 2015; Teltumbde 2015).

The negative perceptions of plant-
based diets stem from the linking of veg-
etarianism with Hindutva politics and
cultural elitism. India’s image as a vege-
tarian country where meat-based diets
are referred to as “non-vegetarian” is
seen as the product of upper-caste cul-
tural hegemony (Ilaiah 1996a). Far from
being predominantly vegetarian, the
majority of the Indian population con-
sumes meat in some form or the other.
An oft-quoted survey conducted in 2006
(Yadav and Kumar 2006) estimates that
only 31% of the Indian population is veg-
etarian; indeed, the consumption of ani-
mal flesh and foods has always been an
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integral part of the diets of communities
across the subcontinent (Deshpande 2015;
Jishnu 2014). This includes many groups
that are labelled as upper caste—the
Kshatriya caste, for example, or the Bengali
and Kashmiri Brahmins.

That said, meat consumption in the
Indian subcontinent has always been
very different to meat consumption in
other parts of the world. Meat in India is
often eaten just once a day, and in many
places, just a few times a week. It does
not commonly constitute the main ele-
ment of a meal (Sage 2014; Osella 2008).
By contrast, in places like Britain, a tra-
ditional meal comprises a big chunk of
meat with potatoes and veggies as sides.

In India, starchy foods tend to form the
main portion of the meal with meat and
vegetarian dishes as the sides. This is
partly because of the availability of a rich
diversity of plant foods in the subconti-
nental region (and cultural knowledge
about plant-based cuisines), and partly
because animal foods have always been
more expensive in India, being free of
the subsidies that prop up their easy
market availability in the West (Emel
and Neo 2015).

Meat, Progressiveness, Modernity

All the same, Indian vegetarianism is
seen as a marker of upper-caste Hindu
culture (Chigateri 2008; Ahmad 2005).
In Tlaiah’s (1996b: 68) words, “vegetarian”
is synonymous with “Brahmin.” The
recurrent Hindutva deployment of food
politics, especially revolving around the
cow, against minority caste and reli-
gious groups has only served to streng-
then this association. Thus, being vege-
tarian has connotations of being tradi-
tional and conservative in the worst pos-
sible sense. This has the result that the
politically conscious in India more often
than not eschew vegetarian/vegan diets
and support meat-based ones to express
their disavowal of caste hierarchies and
traditions, and to express solidarity with
those who have been traditionally mar-
ginalised on account of their caste and
food habits (Srinivasan 2010; Anand
2005). If you are left-wing, secular and
politically progressive, chances are you
will eat meat even if you grew up in a
vegetarian household.
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The discursive and material contesta-
tion of Indian vegetarianism on cultural
and political grounds has gone along with
a more mundane rise in meat consumption
with rising incomes. It is well-documented
across the world that the consumption of
animal products—meat, eggs, dairy—
increases with economic affluence (Sage
2014; Cirera and Masset 2010). India is
no different, and meat consumption
went up from 3.7 kg/capita/year in 1980
to 5.1 kg/capita/year in 2005 while dairy
consumption went up from 38.5 kg/capi-
ta/year to 65.2 kg/capita per year (FAO
2014: 11). This is still very low in com-
parison to the world averages of 41.2 kg/
capita/year (meat) and 82.1 kg/capita/
year (dairy) in 2005, but the Fao (2014)
predicts a steady transition to animal
foods as India becomes increasingly
urban, affluent and integrated with
global markets.

The rising consumption of animal
foods in India is accompanied by a shift
away from vegetarianism among those
who were formerly vegetarian. The per-
ception of meat as a symbol of affluence
and modernity has the outcome that
being “vegetarian” is becoming “uncool”
in India (Jishnu 2014). While a combina-
tion of political-economic and biophy-
sical factors might make meat the food
of the poor in countries such as the
United Kingdom and the United States
in India, meat and other animal products
are, in general, more expensive than plant
foods. Therefore, being non-vegetarian

is a symbol of prosperity in India; it is
not just about food—it is about being
modern and a part of a global culture. It
is increasingly common for middle- and
upper-class people from vegetarian
backgrounds to claim—with a curious
pride—that they will eat “anything that
moves.”

This transition is enabled by the fact
that vegetarianism in India is primarily
a cultural phenomenon stemming from
religious and caste traditions. It has
nothing to do with animal well-being.
Lifelong vegetarians, for example, would
not hesitate to wear leather or silk, or
experiment on animals in the laboratory.
Vegetarians in India also tend to con-
sume more dairy than other groups, and
turn a blind eye to the living conditions
of dairy animals and the slaughter of
male, spent or unproductive bovines
that forms the foundation of the dairy
industry (Kasturirangan, Srinivasan and
Rao 2014; Narayanan 2015). And it is be-
cause Indian vegetarianism is primarily
cultural that globalisation, increasing
spending power in some, mainly urban,
sections of society, exposure to other
cultures, and international food chains
is easily displacing the vegetarianism of
those who were previously vegetarian.

Invisibilisation of Animal
Vulnerability

In essence, the correlation of non-
vegetarianism with modernity, afflu-
ence, cultural sophistication, trendiness,
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secularity, and political progressiveness
goes along with deeply embedded nega-
tive perceptions of vegetarianism. This
cultural and political mire, in turn,
enables the easy dismissal of animal
vulnerability in food systems in India;
animal activism centring on livestock
animals is almost always interpreted as
a manifestation of Hindutva ideology or
co-opted into the same (Rao 2011).

Articulations of concern about the
animals that are caught up in the meat
industry are more often than not inter-
preted as a manifestation of caste and
religious politics, as a violation of the
eating cultures and livelihoods of mino-
rity communities (Radhakrishna 2007).
The animal becomes a pawn in cultural
and religious politics. This situation has
only been exacerbated by the affiliation
of one of India’s most prominent animal
and environmental advocates, Maneka
Gandhi, with the Hindutva-leaning Bha-
ratiya Janata Party.

The question we wish to raise with
this analysis is this: does the cultural
baggage of meat in India necessarily
have to preclude serious consideration
of the vulnerability of the animals that
become meat and that are violently ex-
ploited for eggs and dairy?? Caste is a
blight, as is communalism, but should
that stop us from addressing other forms
of injustice at the same time?

These are questions that assume par-
ticular importance with the increasing
industrialisation and growth of livestock
farming in India, especially in the chicken
and dairy sectors. While many countries
are now seeking paths out of large-scale
livestock farming and animal foods
because of the attendant animal wel-
fare, environmental and health conse-
quences, India, most perversely, is begi-
nning to embrace the same.

This, to us, suggests the urgency of
the need to make visible the animals
that have remained hidden and de-
ployed instrumentally in the debates
around food in India. For this, it is vital
that animal advocates consciously dis-
tance themselves from rhetorics that are
tainted by communalism. But equally
important is the broader need to move
away from narrow conceptions of justice
centring on only the human and instead
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towards a multi-optic lens (Kim 2015) that
simultaneously considers both human
and animal life.

NOTES

1 And also health concerns; but in this commen-
tary, we focus on animal vulnerability.

2 Animal foods may be a convenient way of
delivering nutrition but they are certainly
not the only way, and as is becoming apparent
in other parts of the world, may not be the
best way either, given the long-term environ-
mental and health impacts (Key, Appleby and
Rosell 2006).

REFERENCES

Ahmad, Imtiaz (2005): “Court Rulings: Of Eggs
and Beef,” Economic & Political Weekly, Vol 40,
No 48, pp 4979-81, accessed on 10 September
2015, http://www.epw.in/commentary/court-
rulings-eggs-and-beef.html

Anand, S (2005): “Notes on My Brahmin Self,”
Insight: Young Voices of Dalit Assertion, acce-
ssed on 10 September 2015, http://insightjnu.
blogspot.co.uk/2005/09/notes-on-my-brah-
min-self.html

Chigateri, S (2008): “Glory to the Cow: Cultural
Difference and Social Justice in the Food Hier-
archy in India,” South Asia: Journal of South
Asian Studies, Vol 31 No 1, pp 10-35, accessed
on 10 September 2015, http://www.tandfon-
line.com/doi/abs/10.1080/
00856400701874692# VfEoytKqgko

Cirera, Xavier and Edoardo Masset (2010): “Income
Distribution Trends and Future Food Demand,”
Philosophical Transactions B, Vol 365, Issue 1554,
pp 2821-34, accessed on 10 September 2015,
http://rstb.royalsocietypublishing.org/con-
tent/365/1554/2821

Deshpande, Anirudh (2015): “Veggie Myths,” Eco-
nomic & Political Weekly, Vol 50, Issue 12,
pp 71-72, accessed on 10 September 2015,
http://www.epw.in/postscript/veggie-myths.
html

Emel, Jody and Harvey Neo (eds) (2015): Political
Ecologies of Meat, London and New York:
Routledge.

EPW (2015): “Mid-Day Meals and Food Politics,”
Editorial, Economic & Political Weekly, Vol 5o,
No 23, p 9, accessed on 10 September 2015,
http://www.epw.in/editorials/mid-day-meals-
and-food-politics.html

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (2014): “The State of Food and Agricul-
ture,” Rome, accessed on 10 September 2015,
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4040e.pdf

Foer, Jonathan Safran (2009): Eating Animals,
London: Penguin Books.

Gopal, Sena Desai (2015): “Selling the Sacred Cow:
India’s Contentious Beef Industry,” Atlantic,
12 February, accessed on 10 September 2015,
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/ar-
chive/2015/02/selling-the-sacred-cow-indias-
contentious-beef-industry/385359/

Ilaiah, Kancha (1996a): “Beef, BJP and Food Rights
of People,” Economic & Political Weekly, Vol 31,
No 24, accessed on 10 September 2015, http://
www.epw.in/commentary/beef-bjp-and-food-
rights-people.html

— (1996b): Why I Am Not a Hindu: A Sudra Cri-
tique of Hindutva Philosophy, Culture and Poli-
tical Economy, Calcutta: Samya.

Jishnu, Latha (2014): “Meaty Tales of Vegetarian
India,” Down to Earth, 31 December, pp 36—44,
accessed on 10 September 2015, http:/www.
downtoearth.org.in/coverage/meaty-tales-of-
vegetarian-india-47830

SEPTEMBER 26, 2015 VOL L NO 39

Joshi, Sopan (2015): “Why Is the Cow a Political
Animal?,” Yahoo! News India, 12 May, accessed on
10 September 2015, https://in.news.yahoo.com/
why-is-the-cow-a-political-animal-110119929.
html

Kasturirangan, Rajesh, Krithika Srinivasan and
Smitha Rao (2014): “Dark and Dairy,” Hindu,
8 November, accessed on 10 September 2015,
http://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-
features/tp-openpage/dark-and-dairy-the-sorry-
tale-of-the-milch-animals/article6579416.ece

Key, Timothy J, Paul N Appleby and Magdalena S
Rosell (2006): “Health Effects of Vegetarian
and Vegan Diets,” Proceedings of the Nutrition
Society, Vol 65, No 1, pp 35-41, accessed on 10
September 2015, http://journals.cambridge.
org/download.php?file=%2FPNS%2FPNS65_
01%2FS002966510600005Xa.pdf&code=58f4
08efsco6a8984579326dfoayaas8

Kim, Claire Jean (2015): Dangerous Crossings: Race,
Species, and Nature in a Multicultural Age,
Cambridge University Press.

Narayanan, Yamini (2015): “Criminalising Beef,
Not Dairy,” The Hindu Centre for Politics and
Public Policy, accessed on 10 September,
http://www.thehinducentre.com/the-arena/
current-issues/article6982147.ece

Osella, Caroline ed, (2008): “Food: Memory, Pleas-
ure and Politics (Special Issue),” South Asia:
Journal of South Asian Studies, Vol 31, No 1,
pp 1-212, accessed on 10 September 2015,
http://www.tandfonline.com/toc/csas 20/31/
1#VfFRndKqqko

Punwani, Jyoti (2015): “Maharashtra’s Beef Ban,”
Economic & Political Weekly, Vol 50, No 11, ac-
cessed on 10 September, http://www.epw.in/
commentary/maharashtras-beef-ban.html

Radhakrishna, Meena (2007): “Civil Society’s Un-
civil Acts: Dancing Bear and Starving Kalan-
dar,” Economic & Political Weekly, Vol 42, No 42,
PP 4222-26, accessed on 10 September 2015,
http://www.epw.in/commentaryy/civil-socie-
tys-uncivil-acts-dancing-bear-and-starving-ka-
landar.html

Rao, S (2011): “Saffronisation of the Holy Cow: Un-
earthing Silent Communalism,” Economic &
Political Weekly, Vol 46, No 15, pp 80-87, ac-
cessed on 10 September 2015, http:/www.
epw.in/notes/saffronisation-holy-cow-un-
earthing-silent-communalism.html

Rowlatt, Justin (2015): “Why Beef Ban in Indian
State Undermines Secularism,” BBC News,
4 April, accessed on 10 September, http://www.
bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-india-32172768

Sage, Colin (2014): “Making and Un-Making Meat:
Cultural Boundaries, Environmental Thresholds
and Dietary Transgressions,” Food Transgressions:
Making Sense of Contemporary Food Politics,
MK Goodman and C Sage (eds), Farnham: Ashgate.

Srinivasan, Krithika (2010): “The Social Science
Imagination in India: Deconstructing Bounda-
ries and Redefining Limits,” Sociological Bulle-
tin, Vol 59, No 1, pp 22-45, accessed on 10 Sep-
tember 2015, http://geography. exeter.ac.uk/
documents/The_social_science_imagination_
in_India.pdf

Sukumar, N (2015): “Why Beef Was Banished from
My Kitchen: Food and Cultural Selfhood,”
Economic & Political Weekly, Vol 20, No 17,
accessed on 10 September, http://www.epw.
in/web-exclusives/why-beef-was-banished-
my-kitchen.html

Teltumbde, Anand (2015): “The Holy Cow,” Eco-
nomic & Political Weekly, Vol 50, No 14, acce-
ssed on 10 September, http://www.epw.in/
margin-speak/holy-cow.html

Yadav, Yogendra and Sanjay Kumar (2006): “The
Food Habits of a Nation,” Hindu, 14 August,
accessed on 10 September 2015, http:// www.
thehindu.com/todays-paper/the-food-habits-
of-a-nation/article3089973.ece

15



