Beef and Beyond: Exploring the Meat Consumption Practices of Christians in India
ABSTRACT

Meat-eating in India cannot be analysed simply as a marker of ritual impurity: the culinary experiences of South Indian Christians also indicate the importance of meat in forging positive identities. In this paper, I draw out some of the fine-grained distinctions made by my informants in relation to meat-eating, which suggest that its consumption is shaped not only by caste and religion, but in relation to gender, age, status and other personal considerations. Secondly, I attempt to situate these practices within wider contexts: the cross-cutting influences of national anti-cattle slaughter campaigns and reactions against them; a growing movement of environmentalists and food activists; and the economics of meat production, which are rapidly changing in relation to new farming methods and other ecological shifts.  
[India, meat, consumption, Christianity]

Introduction

South Asianists can no longer get away with the reductionist interpretation that eating meat can be read simply as a marker of ritual impurity in a region characterised by vegetarianism (see, e.g., Béteille 1996: 56-60; Dumont 1970: 141-148; Marriott 1968; Mayer 1960). Such an interpretation elides the fact that meat-consumption can sometimes be status-enhancing or a powerful act of defiance, and assumes a straightforward hierarchy of consumption.1 It also underplays the fact that around 70 percent of people in India are non-vegetarian (Mehta et al 2002). Elsewhere (Staples 2008), I draw on fieldwork with Protestants in South India to argue that meat is both symbolically and materially important, playing a significant role in forging positive self-identities vis-à-vis a Hindu majority. Here, I utilise more recent ethnographic material to go beyond religious perspectives to highlight distinctions made between the inhabitants of Bethany, the predominantly Christian leprosy colony I worked in, based upon such considerations as gender, age, relative wealth, and where one positioned oneself in relation to modernity.  I also attempt to place their perspectives in wider and rapidly changing contexts. When Hindu nationalism dominated the political scene in the late 1990s, for example, celebrating beef as prestigious rather than ritually polluting was, for many Christians and Dalits, part of an oppositional politics of identity. This dynamic is now significantly complicated by the overlaying of other events, actors and voices, such as those of environmentalists and the meat industry.

The convergence of these ‘vectors’ – a metaphor I borrow from Hacking (1998:81) to infer that these intersecting identities and circumstances are in themselves fluid and changing as well as interacting with one another – creates shifting contexts that meat-eaters must continuously adapt to or challenge. Can beef, for example, remain a symbol of Christian celebration in the face of vocal unease about meat production from environmentalists? And how do shifts in price, quality and availability – attributable largely to a liberalization of the meat trade and changing methods of meat-production – alter the status of different kinds of meat and the symbolic capital they might yield? These specific questions also speak to wider considerations about the nature of South Asian personhood, traditionally characterized as fluid and dividual in contradistinction to the stable individuality of Western Europe and North America (Inden & Nicholas 1977; Geertz 1983; Marriott 1989). As this article demonstrates, understanding personhood in relation to socio-economic, political and ecological change – at various scales – requires more than essentialised notions of what constitutes South Asian-ness, but, at the same time, still demands a thorough understanding of the cultural contexts at play. Positioning human actors within a complex network of relations around the consumption of meat – within which they are not necessarily cast as the most important players – also offers a useful route towards understanding personhood in contemporary India. 

Mapping Meat-Eating in Bethany

The acceptability of meat consumption for Indian Christians varies considerably across regions, denominations and socio-economic divides. For the Paraiyar Catholics Mosse (1999) describes in Tamil Nadu, conversion symbolised a shift from actions perceived to be unclean, beef-eating included, to those worthy of respect. Catholics had initially given up rather than relished beef on conversion, in much the same way that the Madiga converts Harper (2000:278) describes gave up beef eating in the 1920s to counter obstacles to higher caste Hindus joining them. However, as Mosse’s more recent work on Dalit Christianity shows, there is variation even within Tamil Nadu: Jesuit schools in some areas have begun promoting beef eating as ‘a provocative, conflict-generating, dramatic act of protest and the denial of shame’ (Mosse 2010:254; Arun 2004). Kerala’s Syrian Christians, by contrast, have maintained a higher status than those of the lowest castes, despite the fact that they eat beef (Robinson 2002: 105), perhaps because beef-consumption is less restricted in Kerala, and so less available for symbolic appropriation by ex-untouchable Christian converts. While most states have legal bans on cow slaughter, Kerala does not (Chigateri 2008:15, fn18). Even high-status Nayars eat beef, and respect for the cow is seen as a particularly North Indian or Brahmin concern (Osella & Osella 2000:320, 270n.).


In an attempt to locate Bethany within this highly variegated landscape, in 2011 I interviewed members of 52 households, posing open-ended questions about who ate what, when and why; where they accessed the meat they consumed; meat-related health concerns; and their attitudes towards anti-cattle slaughter legislation.  The caste and religious make-up of the sample broadly reflected that of the village as a whole: members of 23 households identified as Mala and Madiga castes; three were from scheduled tribes (Yannadis and Boya); one was a Brahmin; and 20 households were from a range of middle to high-ranking castes. All of these households also identified as Christian, and the remaining five as Muslim.
What emerged was a village whose inhabitants considered themselves predominantly non-vegetarian: only two respondents, both men, never ate meat, and both lived in households where meat was prepared and eaten by other family members. All the remaining households ate at least chicken, and occasionally fish, prawns and goat, and more than half of them (58 percent) admitted to eating beef, even though meat was only consumed more than twice a week by three families. Most of the remainder ate meat only on Sundays, if special visitors or relatives came to dinner, or if meat was being sold door-to-door in the street and the householder had sufficient money to hand. Portions were relatively small: half a kilo of meat, including bones, could provide two meals for a family of four or five, the portions sometimes bulked out with vegetables.

The weekday diet for most people centred around two rice-based meals, the first eaten in the middle of the day and evening dinner taken shortly before going to bed. Mostly these would include a vegetable curry, with the addition of pappu (lentil based dishes) two or three times a week, and sometimes eggs. Breakfast (nasta), for those who ate it, was comprised of tiffin (snack) items that might also be eaten as snacks at other times during the day, such as idlis (steamed fermented rice and pulse cakes) or dosas (pancakes of the same fermented mixture). 

The younger generation, who went outside to schools and colleges and moved among a wider range of people than had their parents, also enjoyed the relatively new-fangled treats of vegetarian pizzas and burgers and Chinese-inspired dishes such as chicken or cauliflower Manchurian, now available in many non-vegetarian restaurants and snack stalls in the local town. Older villagers tended to avoid these recent innovations, screwing-up their faces in distaste when I asked whether they had tried them. Nevertheless, outside food was not rejected out of hand. ‘Take away’ packets of sambar and other curries from any of the now multiple ‘curry points’ in the local town, still rare only two years previously, were becoming common in many households. ‘Mostly we like to cook at home,’ said one man, ‘but with all of us working there’s not always time to cook twice in a day, so if there’s not enough morning curry left over for the evening, we might buy a Rs10 packet of pappu from the bazaar, and use it to stretch out what we have. It’s cheaper and easier than cooking a whole new pot of curry. We’ll do that two or three times a week.’ This innovation also opened up possibilities for varying consumption patterns within the house that previously would not have been entertained. One non-beef eating woman, for example, told me that it was now no problem when her husband and sons wanted to eat beef on Sundays: they could collect her a ‘takeaway’ on the way back from meat market. 

Meat, then, despite being eaten by almost everyone, formed only a small part of most people’s diets. It was because of this, however, that it was considered so important. It was what defined Sunday as a holiday, or what ‘gives us a sense of satisfaction.’ People appreciated both the aesthetic qualities of meat – its prized chewiness adding a texture as well as flavours otherwise missing from the routine diet – and its symbolic qualities. ‘We live mainly on vegetables, but meat is special,’ as Prasad explained it. ‘It’s for special days, for Sundays, weddings and festivals, and on those occasions it’s compulsory. We honour people with it, but also show self-respect. If we don’t offer it, people will feel let down.’

Despite the fact that most people listed a variety of animals they were prepared to eat, in at least three quarters of households chicken was the default meat. Among most of the remaining families it was also eaten, in rotation with beef and/or fish and prawns, and although there were several individuals who ate only beef, there were only four households that served beef exclusively. Whereas previously beef had been cheap, it was now comparable in price to chicken, and this has had an impact on how often and by whom it was consumed. A price increase might increase prestige value, but the relative accessibility of chicken also meant that those wanting to avoid the low caste associations of beef could now afford to do so. Indeed, in the hot season, when farmers were keen to shift their birds as quickly as possible to avoid them succumbing to seasonal diseases or, once slaughtered, before the meat goes off, the price of chicken dropped as low as Rs60 (around $1.00) per kilo (as opposed to Rs100-120 at other times, which was the same as the relatively static price of beef). 

Distinction through Meat

For local Christians outside the leprosy colony, a religious identity nearly always intersected with a low-caste one, and beef was widely eaten. All avoided pork though, because of its satanic3 associations, and many avoided donkey because, as Christ’s favoured form of transport, it was considered especially blessed. Not to take beef when offered, however, could be taken by the devout and low-caste as a snub: it suggested a tacit acceptance of their externally-defined ritual inferiority. In Bethany, the situation was more ambiguous. The colony was a multi-caste community, with under half the population comprised of Madigas and Malas (the putatively lowest ranking castes in terms of ritual purity). Over half of those I interviewed ate beef, but several suggested that others did so occasionally or secretly. ‘The real figure is around 75 per cent,’ one of a group of male beef-eaters told me, backed up by the nods of his friends. ‘But some of them will be shy about it, will think it undermines their dignity.’ Others made the same point: ‘Even Brahmins will come and ask us to cook it for them sometimes,’ one woman told me in hushed tones. ‘[They are] afraid to ask their own wives to prepare it, so will come to us instead!’ An elderly man substantiated her claims: ‘It’s hard even to get to market in time for the beef these days. The Reddis and the other non-beef eating castes with their fancy motorbikes and cars get there faster and so are at the front of the queue!’

Of the 52 households, 16 were comprised of Madigas, and seven were Malas. Beef was eaten in at least 12 of the 16 Madiga households, and among six of the seven Malas. Beef-eating among the remaining castes represented in my sample was more evenly matched against non-beef eating, except for the seven representatives of the traditionally powerful, peasant farming castes in the region – all of whom claimed never to eat beef. It was not, they said, because they had ‘caste feeling’, but because it had never been their habit to consume beef.

It is tempting to draw a distinction between beef-eating and non-beef-eating as the central fault line in people’s eating habits and to correlate this with caste and Christianity, but people from both sides of that divide drew more subtle and multiple distinctions which do not map comfortably onto a hierarchical caste order. In part, this was because of the difficulties in slotting the people I worked with into existing categories. Samson, for example, was the son of an originally Muslim (beef-eating) mother and Hindu Dhobi caste (non-beef eating) father, who both converted to Christianity after the onset of leprosy. Samson ate beef – although he initially denied doing so ‘because people may think less of us because of it’ – but only, he pointed out, the heart, which he claimed was the healthiest, most refined and best-tasting cut. He baulked, in particular, at the idea of eating the strongly-flavoured dried beef associated with Madiga tastes. His late mother, in common with other Muslims in the colony, likewise distinguished herself, by expressing a preference for eating cow beef rather than buffalo and, unlike many non-Muslims, for being able to tell the difference between the two. Fried meat preparations – where pieces of the meat are rubbed with chilli powder, salt and turmeric and fried, sometimes with garlic, ginger and coriander leaf – in oil – also tend to be viewed as less distinguished than meat cooked with similar spices in a gravy, in part because the former are favoured accompaniments of alcoholic drinks. 
Samson also enjoyed crabmeat, sometimes several times a week. One of his friends, a Christian evangelist, had taken him to a coastal tribal community he was working with a few years previously, where he was offered crab curry for the first time. ‘Some people,’ he said, ‘think of crab as food for very low caste people: not a respectable meat to eat. Unless you teach them how to do it, people also don’t know how to get the flesh out of the claws properly. But if you know how, they are delicious, and very healthy. They are used in Ayurvedic medicine as well, to strengthen the bones.’ For Samson, crab is a food of distinction about which he has specialist knowledge that can be passed on. 

Other people, like leprosy-affected Ramaiah, from the tribal Boya caste, also made a virtue of the otherwise taboo meats he consumed by framing them against his avoidance of others. Alongside the usual chicken, in his natal place he ate rabbit, deer, hare, mongoose, squirrel, fish, and a range of birds and other ‘jungle food’ (as he described it). He did not, however, eat beef – ‘because we don’t, in our caste; it’s not good meat’ – nor prawns. ‘There is an old story,’ he told me, ‘that our people were trapped on one side of a river and needed to get across to the other side to avoid danger. At that time, the prawns rose to the surface of the water and formed a bridge, allowing us to cross. So, for us, prawns are like brothers and sisters. They saved us, so we show them respect by not eating them.’4

Meat consumption, then, was a malleable symbol by which people distinguished themselves as particular kinds of people (Bourdieu 1984). It also, however, marked out social distinctions over which people had less individual control and which cross-cut households, such as those made along gender lines. Meat-purchasing, for example, was the near exclusive preserve of men, while cooking was usually carried out by women. This meant that women were to some extent bound in their choices by what their menfolk brought home. For example, Ruth, a Madiga, had always eaten beef on Sundays when her husband was alive, but since he died her sons have started to buy only chicken, because, she says, they feel beef marks them out as low caste and they do not like to be seen buying it. Other women reported a decline in meat consumption when there were no men in the household to buy it, some only eating it when male relatives visited. Widowers, too, without daughters-in-law to cook for them, also tended to eat less meat. 

Despite the assertion of patriarchy through food, women in several households also asserted their own identities – at the same time upholding the status of the whole household – by not eating the meat favoured by other family members. Men also bought into this idea: several middle-caste ranking men were happier talking to me about their own taste for beef once they had established that their wives, and perhaps their children, did not eat it. Some of these women would still cook beef for their husbands. Others, in upholding the values of their household, tried to prevent their husbands from eating certain things. One man, for example, claimed that his wife was unaware of his penchant for beef, and he would ask a friend to bring him some for a neighbour to prepare secretly. ‘One day, he came to the house with a quarter kilo of beef when my wife was there,’ he said, laughing. ‘I had to make a big drama: “Why do you bring that into my house?” I shouted at him, “You know we people don’t eat beef!” I grabbed the bag from him, gave it to my daughter, and told her loudly to throw it out. As she went to the door, though, I took her by the shoulder and whispered to her to take it to a neighbour’s house and to ask her to cook it for me.’ 


As Ruth’s case above also illustrates, it is not gender alone but position in the family and within the life cycle that affects what is consumed. Donner (2008) and Caplan (2008), with reference to Kolkata and Chennai respectively, have shown how children’s tastes for non-vegetarian items might be indulged in vegetarian households, while men, particularly, might eat things outside the house that would never be tolerated within the home. Older family members might also find their food choices constrained by the wage earners in the household. I had always known 65-year-old Shiva, for example, as a vegetarian: he was brought up by a vegetarian caste family, for whom he worked caring for their buffaloes in exchange for food. Since retiring, however, he had started eating meat. ‘At first, it was because the doctor advised me to eat beef to build up my strength after I was ill,’ he said. ‘But since then, as I live with my son and daughter-in-law, I felt I should eat what they give me. They earn the money and buy the food, so I need to eat it.’ 


In relation to youth, the picture is mixed. Some, like Ruth’s sons, have moved away from beef consumption in a conscious bid for social mobility. My Madiga friend Prabhadas, for example, had moved with his wife and children to Hyderabad for work. Although he still liked beef, and ate it when he returned to visit his parents, he no longer ate it in Hyderabad. A number of high-caste Hindus owned properties in the road where he rented accommodation, and he feared they might object if they smelt beef cooking. His children, he said, were no longer interested in eating it either: by not eating beef and by describing themselves as Christians they could avoid discussions about caste with their school friends and neighbours. 

Young beef-eaters I interviewed were also the most likely initially to deny it. But the picture here is again not clear cut: for other young people being away from home offered opportunities to eat prohibited foods, or to recast their beef-eating preferences as ‘modern’ rather than either a celebration of their Christianity or a reference to their caste position. This also fitted into a wider pattern of food rules being more relaxed the further away one was from home, within which people begging in Bombay could sometimes partake of beef pakodis or biryanis while maintaining a diet that excluded beef when they were in the colony.


The details of my informants’ meat-related culinary choices, then, spoke to issues of identity beyond caste and religion. Even within household units, variations in what was bought, prepared and eaten, related to distinctions of gender, age, status, and to how people situated themselves in relation to discourses about ‘modernity’ or upholding more traditional family values. The context of a leprosy colony allows people a greater degree of elasticity in defining themselves than elsewhere. However, the consumption patterns of those who live there inevitably relate to much wider networks: of food production and supply as well as of ideology. It is to these wider ‘vectors’ that I now turn. 

Multiple Contexts

When I undertook fieldwork in 1999-2000, there was a perception among local Christians that their religious identity was under threat. The recent case of a missionary who, while working with leprosy-affected people in Orissa, had been killed by Hindu extremists was a common topic of discussion.5 And following a spate of local church bombings, a police presence outside Bethany’s church on Sunday mornings served as a reminder that some saw Christianity as un-Indian. It was in promoting ‘Indian-ness’ that the ruling BJP pressed for greater compliance with the Constitution’s anti-cow slaughter provision, in doing so constituting beef-consumption as a battle ground on which identities might be asserted. ‘I would rather die rather than eat beef,’ said Atal Behari Vajpayee, the then prime minister, as his cabinet approved a bill to impose a nationwide ban in 2003.6 Consequently, many Christians came to present beef-eating as a symbol of their own, positive identity.

More than a decade on, during which time the BJP-led National Democratic Alliance (NDA) had been decisively defeated in 2004, beef-consumption to some extent remained a defiant symbol for Christians I knew outside the village, although even among that group it was more muted than previously. Within the colony, there was a much higher level of ambivalence towards anti-cattle slaughter legislation than I had envisaged. As many of those I interviewed claimed to be broadly supportive of the legislation – enshrined in the Andhra Pradesh Prohibition of Cow Slaughter and Animal Preservation Act 19777  – as those who were opposed to it, while nearly a third of my sample remained unconvinced either way, and most conflated legislation with the more general Hindu doctrine of ahimsa (the avoidance of violence, including that against animals).

Only a couple of people referred to nationalist Hinduism specifically, one of them a trainee lawyer, who had a better grasp than most of what the legislation actually demanded. He felt that restricting beef-consumption threatened human rights. Others criticised any regulation to control cattle slaughter as undemocratic, or argued that if meat-eating was to be permitted at all, it did not matter what the animal was. Most, however, took more nuanced positions. Bhaskarao, for example, was a recent widower who, until his wife’s death six months earlier, had eaten beef several times every week. He was a Madiga and, until recently, had kept several buffalo, two for pulling a cart and others for producing dairy products and dung for fuel cakes. Despite describing buffalo meat as ‘particularly suitable for my body’, Bhaskarao felt the government was right to impose strict controls on the slaughter of cattle. ‘Animals that are useful for other things, for giving milk, for pulling carts, we shouldn’t eat them,’ he said, broadly in line with the state’s legislation. ‘But those we don’t need for those things – females that no longer give milk, or males that we don’t need for breeding, we can eat those.’ It was an argument that resonated both with Marvin Harris’s (1966) claim that the cow’s sacred status in India had an ecological rather than spiritual basis, and with the arguments of dominant environmentalists in India, like Vandana Shiva. According to Shiva, Director of The Research Foundation for Science, Technology and Natural Resource Policy, billions could be saved and generated by not slaughtering cattle, because of their potential value in the production of dairy and other products, such as fertilisers, and as labour (1999: 60).

When I asked Bhaskarao if he ate his buffaloes when they were no longer productive, he was horrified: 

No! We rear them like members of our own family, how we could we eat them? We used to sell them on… when they could still be used by someone for milk. But two died while they were with us – hit by trains on the rail track. We buried both of them. They were valuable cattle. Alive, each was worth around Rs15,000. If we’d sold them for the meat market after they’d been hit we would have made only Rs500, maybe Rs1,000. Why would we sell something we had reared ourselves for so little?

I had equated the willingness to eat meat with the belief that it was acceptable to slaughter animals, but people held what seemed to me contradictory positions on the issue. Many, like Bhaskarao, made an important distinction between eating meat that had been raised by others and slaughtering their own livestock. While all the families who kept chickens planned to sell them to others who they knew would eat them, only one man admitted that he ate his own chickens, and then, as he confessed, only when he was drunk and desperate for some chicken fry to soak up the alcohol. In the same way that, as Robbins (1999: 412) acknowledges, there are vegetarian communities that rear livestock for the meat market but would never consume it, those I worked with drew a clear dividing line between the animals they reared and those acceptable to eat, which should come from outside the household. ‘They are like brothers and sisters to us’, or ‘they are our children!’, people regularly claimed of their livestock, invoking kinship as the logic that prevented them from eating them8. Such reasoning articulates well with Campbell’s contention that kinship – conceptualized as that which differentiates between ‘conscious fields of social connection’ (2009: 162) – can in any case help us to understand relationships between the human and the non-human. Campbell uses the term to discuss how English people positioned themselves in relation to the countryside in relation to recent debates over genetically modified (GM) crops, but – as it was for Evans-Pritchard in delineating how the Nuer related to their cattle (1940) – kinship is also useful for understanding human relations with animals. In Bethany, kinship not only explains why people would willingly eat some animals and not others, but, usefully, it also shifts us away from conventional understandings of human subjects as acting upon passive animal objects: it allows us to see both consumers and consumed as embedded in a network of relationships.
In the context I have described, then, people saw little contradiction in eating beef and heralding ahimsa and vegetarianism as noble ideals. When I pressed one beef-eater on why he ate beef if he felt that Hindus were correct to deplore cattle slaughter, he laughed: ‘What can we do? We need to eat something, no? And I don’t kill the cows or buffaloes that I eat. They kill, I eat!’ This method of distancing oneself from the slaughter of animals – something carried out by those from whom they purchased the meat – while simultaneously eating them also resonates with Douglas’s (1970) claims about the screening out of what she calls ‘irrelevant organic processes’ to provide contexts in which ‘civilised’ social intercourse can take place. Douglas was writing specifically about bodily processes, from defecation to vomiting; what was being screened-out for my informants was any direct connection between them and the animals that are killed for them to eat, but the principle of ‘social distance’ – as well as moral distance – holds true. 

Another reason for ambivalence towards the legislation was that, with little enforcement in place, people saw it as irrelevant to their daily practices. ‘There was a ban [in this state] on alcohol for a few years,’ one man recalled, ‘but people still got as drunk! The government makes rules: that’s what it is there for. But we just get on and do what we need to do.’ So while the Hindu right remained vocal on cow-slaughter – Varun Gandhi, the BJP’s national secretary, had recently referred to gau hatya (literally, ‘cow killing’) as a ‘heinous act’ (Mishra 2010) – it was not, certainly in the South, the divisive issue that it had been. Rather than reference it as a marker of Christian identity as opposed to a Hindu one, my informants were now keener to point out that beef was also widely eaten by Hindus. 

The argument in favour of personal beef consumption on the grounds of health was also posited as a pervasive alternative to arguments about the relative purity of various foodstuffs. Several of the claims made for beef applied to meat in general: it gave stamina and, because it was high in protein, was good for growth and strength. The good taste of meat also allowed people to consume more ‘food’ – by which they meant rice – which was, after all, the main purpose of eating. But beef in particular was, by those who ate it, justified not just as a food but as a medicine, and it was this shift in status which elevated it for some above moral arguments against its consumption. ‘If you’ve got TB or AIDS you should be eating it every day,’ a group of men I was discussing the topic with agreed, one of them adding that it was specially prepared for patients in hospitals run by one missionary organisation he knew. Others, too, had taken up beef on the advice of doctors to ‘strengthen their hearts’ or to ‘thicken their blood’. Children should eat beef for growth, as should women to regain strength after childbirth. Such claims referenced classical Ayurveda – Hindu medical texts which permit the medicinal use of meat in certain contexts (Zimmerman 1999:187) – and, importantly, identified themselves as modern.

Ideas about beef, then, had shifted over time in relation to the wider socio-political landscape. For those who wanted to present their consumption of it positively, emphasis had changed from the defence of a Christian identity to a discourse that stressed health and modernity. Ideas about meat production and consumption more generally were also being shaped by ongoing environmentalist concerns – as I shall show – and a growing animal rights and food activist movement within India. Such groups – mostly constituted, as in the global north, by a liberal elite – might largely be placed in opposition to the forces of conservative nationalism, but there was an overlap in some of the arguments used by both against large-scale meat production. Maneka Gandhi is perhaps the most famous figure spanning both environmental activist and right-wing Hindu groups. The widowed daughter-in-law of former Congress leader Indira Gandhi, she served as a minister in the last BJP-led government in the late 1990s. She is also well-known as a vegan, environmentalist and animal rights activist, vocal in campaigns to close down abattoirs (1994; see also Robbins 1999), and founder of the organisation People for Animals.9 Other organisations, such as the Society for Environmental Communications – publisher of the environmental magazine Down to Earth10 – are unconnected to the Hindutva11 agenda and focus on the sustainability of meat production rather than its prevention (e.g., Shrivastava 2010, on goat production;12 Jamwal & Dua 2003, on waste disposal by abattoirs13). Their messages, however, suggest battlegrounds other than ritual pollution and health concerns on which the right to eat meat might be fought.

Those I worked with did not talk directly about environmental movements, arguing that their modest meat-eating habits posed neither a threat to their own health nor to those around them. They did, however, share concerns about risks posed by meat farming methods in relation to their own consumption. A neighbouring chicken farm – which, with fewer than 1,000 birds, was small by the standards of contemporary broiler farms – had only been industrialized in the last 20 years or so, although large-scale intensive poultry units had been developing in India since the ‘Green Revolution’ of the 1960s (see Frankel 1971, Chaudhuri 2005) and were clearly noticeable in the area by the late 1980s.14 With the production of broiler chickens increasing at a rate of up to ten per cent per annum – as opposed to under two per cent for agricultural crops more generally – this growth has clearly continued alongside the economic liberalization of the 1990s.15 

Although villagers had seldom commented on the local farm in its early years, these days – in the wake of food scares publicized in the media – it was often cited by my informants as an example of the threats posed by intensive meat production. During the monsoon or when the cages were being cleaned, I was told, smells from the farm were particularly bad, and the fumes that wafted over towards one part of the village were considered potentially dangerous. Swine flu – the H1N1 virus – featured prominently in the media during my 2009 visit, and the use of facemasks in built-up areas had been common. Such viruses, people said, could be carried via air from the farm into the village, as, they thought, could diseases like chikungunya,16 an epidemic of which hit the village in 2010. There was also a widespread awareness that broiler chickens – seen as developed through cross-breeding in laboratories rather than naturally occurring – were fed chemicals to make them grow faster, but which could lead to unspecified ‘side effects’ when eaten by human beings. In addition, it was seen as easier for mass-producers of chicken to include the meat of those that had died before reaching the market alongside those freshly slaughtered. 

Agrochemicals – grouped alongside the food given to broiler chickens as ‘medicine’ in popular discourse – were also identified as dangerous and, despite their use being commonplace since the Green Revolution, their increasing use was cited as one of the reasons that people were less willing than in the past to rear chickens domestically. ‘Apart from the fights they cause with neighbours, eating the plants, digging holes and defecating near their houses,’ said one former keeper of chickens, ‘if they eat plants that have been treated with “medicine” they can get sick and sometimes die. It’s much harder than it used to be.’ The same logic was applied to the decreasing number of households who kept buffalo, down now to a couple of families when, even five years earlier, such households were common. With increasing pressures on space there was less common ground available for grazing; feed was expensive; and if they ate crops that had been fertilized this could also affect their health and the quality of their milk. It also accounted, in part, for the rising price of beef relative to chicken.

People were near unanimous, too, in the view that, as well as being less healthy, farmed broiler chickens were less tasty and ‘softer’ than their home reared counterparts. Such concerns about chicken farming might be welcomed by those opposed to the industrialization of meat production, but such concerns had no discernable impact on chicken consumption. The biggest change in meat eating habits over the last decade, despite the distaste for commercial farming, had been the shift away from goat and beef to chicken, which was now by far the most widely eaten meat in the village. 

This change was not only about economics, however. Beef, usually at around Rs100-150 per kg against Rs60 (in the summer) to Rs120 per kg for chicken, could be made to stretch further than chicken, either by curing it or by preparing it with vegetables. However, for those who had previously eaten beef because it was cheap, there was now a choice. And, as I suggested above, some felt that chicken also offered a level of respectability that beef did not. Everyone who ate meat could eat it, and chicken – served with rich pulao rice and gongora chutney – had become the default option at wedding feasts and other life cycle celebrations. In this respect, chicken’s growing popularity, while framed by Indian cultural practices, mirrored the bird’s trajectory in the United States and within industrialising food systems elsewhere (Horowitz 2006: 103-128; Striffler 2005; Dixon 2002). 

Finally, cross-cutting the vectors of morality, politics, environmental concerns and economics, there were more general cultural influences impinging on Bethany people’s eating choices. As a community that relied on begging in faraway cities like Bombay, its members have been exposed to a more cosmopolitan range of dietary options than neighbouring villages. In addition, since liberal economic forms began in 1991, global fast food chains like McDonald’s, KFC and Wimpy have become ubiquitous in major cities. They avoid beef and are marketed at middle class consumers, but the types of food they served also figured in the aspirations of the younger generation I worked with, as much the same way that they did in East Asia (Watson 2006), as well as elsewhere in India. The non-vegetarian dishes served in such eateries were signifiers of fashion, youth and modernity. Younger informants shared stories of unusual meat dishes consumed in Chinese restaurants in Delhi, for example, and, given the choice of a Pizza Express or a more ‘traditional’ eatery when I offered to treat them to lunch in the city, often opted for the western option. The local town now offered its own versions of these once exotic delicacies: chicken Manchurian and stir-fried noodles, eaten at the roadside with soy sauce, or slices of pizza served in cartons. These recent changes, which have yet to have significant impact on what is produced in domestic kitchens, nevertheless mark a shift in the younger generations’ notions of what constitutes food and could, in the longer term, have wider ramifications for what is considered acceptable more generally.

Conclusion

Forces operating on at least two intersecting levels influence decisions about the types and preparations of meat consumed by my Christian informants in rural South India. The first, while inevitably shaped by wider ideas about meat, concerns individual and family identity, and includes the interplay of caste, religion, age and gender. Secondly, these decisions are informed, and change over time in relation to, other vectors, the term Hacking uses to describe ‘different kinds of phenomena, acting in different ways’ (1998: 81) which can create niches in which new possibilities might flourish. These include the changing socio-political context: the subaltern movement to validate the consumption of beef, for example, versus Hindu nationalism. They also include the voices of animal rights activists and environmentalists, whose warnings about inappropriate production and consumption of meat have begun to shape popular discourse. Common reference to the English terms ‘side effects’ and ‘chemicals’, for example, as well as a more general connection routinely drawn between meat farming and disease are suggestive of these influences. Among local politicians there are also cheerleaders for the spread of global capitalism, and the freeing up of meat markets to expand and bring in profits that will, they say, put food on the tables of the poor as well as the rich. The shifting economics of meat production has clearly had an impact on what is eaten.  These vectors also segue into changing local ideas of how meat-consumption might contribute to physical well-being, affect social mobility or enable one to partake of modernity. Such complexities in respect of people’s changing relationships to the meat they consume are of more general significance, I would argue, because of the challenge they present to the cultural essentialism that explains South Asians’ relationships to animals-as-food in terms of relatively fixed, Hindu-derived notions about purity, pollution and the capacity of some foods to absorb moral qualities and transfer them to consumers. My argument, however, is not that, in an increasingly globalized world, Indian cultural specificities have been fully eclipsed by wider environmental, ecological and economic discourses, exposing those specificities as transient rather than as profound ontological variations in how personhood might be experienced. As suggested in the introduction to this special issue, ‘culture’ remains an important part of the mix in people’s thinking about how to respond to particular sets of circumstances, and continues to demand our attention. Rather, I would argue, first, that these cultural specificities have always been fluid in relation to wider influences – better understood amid a mesh of dynamic factors operating at different scales – as well as in relation to reconfigurations of locally meaningful categories. Hinduism or caste, say, as examples of the latter, are in themselves reimagined or manipulated over time in response to socio-political, economic or ecological shifts elsewhere. Secondly, global ideas, as we have seen, are likewise liable to be reshaped, not always in predictable ways, in relation to the local contexts with which they collide. Indian personhood, then, emerges not as something fixed and ontologically distinct from, say, Euroamerican personhood, as Marriott (1968) and others of ethnosociological bent might have been prone to see it. Rather, personhood is something constituted – and continually reconstituted afresh – in relation to a wide, and equally fluid, network of vectors, local and global, within which it is always implicated. Positioning personhood off centre within a thick web of influences points to, as suggested elsewhere in this special issue (see Staples & Klein and Hurn), the potential value of actor network theory (ANT) in understanding relationships that include the human and the non-human – in this case, the animals that we eat. Kinship, understood in the sense Campbell (2009: 162) defines it as stretching beyond human inter-relations, likewise provides, as demonstrated by my informants, an alternative frame through which to understand how they relate to the animals they do and do not eat in ways that take beyond the straitjacket of purity and pollution.

Notes


. See, e.g., Béteille (1996:56-60); Marriott (1968); and Mayer (1960).

2. As early as the 1920s, the local municipality recorded the second highest number of Christians – 20,367 – within the district (Graefe 1925:119).

3. See New Testament, Mark 5:1-17.

4. This story interestingly mirrors the logics employed against the consumption of both cattle, for Hindus, and donkeys, for Christians: all of them are used for transport, performing a noble service for human beings that must be repaid.

5. See, e.g., www.rediff.com/news/1999/jan/23oris.htm (accessed 8 September 2011).

6. See http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/2945020.stm (accessed 8 September 2011) 

7. For the full-text of the Act, see: http://ahfd.ap.nic.in/mcrhrd.htm (accessed on 8 September 2011).
8. At least in theory. Although people officially claimed not to eat the animals they reared, many privately admitted – away from interview contexts – that they did sometimes eat such meat, even though they felt that they should not do so. 

9. http://www.peopleforanimalsindia.org/

10. http://www.downtoearth.org.in/

11. Hindutva, or ‘Hinduness’ is a term first coined in a 1923 pamphlet authored by Vinayak Damodar Savarkar (1969), and subsequently appropriated by contemporary Hindu nationalists.


2. http://www.downtoearth.org.in/node/2329


3. http://www.downtoearth.org.in/node/13283
14. Personal correspondence with Jacqueline Bonney, who ran an NGO in the area at the time. Another NGO that she worked for subsequently had started marketing broiler chickens in the 1970s at the same time as the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) of the United Nations was promoting broiler chicken farming in India as a good source of cheap protein for the growing population.

15. http://www.indianmirror.com/indian-industries/poultry.html

16. Despite the phonetic similarity, the chikungunya virus is unrelated to chickens (Lahariya and Pradhan 2006). However, many of my informants thought the disease came from chickens and was spread by them.
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