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India has a booming poultry market. Credit: Pau Casals/Unsplash

India has a reputation as a vegetarian nation, and Indians certainly
consume far less meat than the global average. But the view of India as a
predominantly vegetarian nation may not be quite accurate.

India, whose population is predicted to overtake China's, is rapidly
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changing from an agricultural society to an industrial economy with a
surging urban population. This is driving the fastest-growing poultry
market in the world, as cultural norms change and eating meat becomes a
status symbol.

Total vegetarianism is rare

Vegetarianism in India has been gradually becoming less strict over the
past 30 years. Only about three in ten Indians now claim to be
vegetarian, and a 2016 national survey found that more than half of
people aged between 15 and 34 eat meat.

A recent National Family Health Survey found that only 30% of women
and 22% of men describe themselves as vegetarian. Other studies have
similarly found that a relatively small minority practise vegetarianism.

Read more: Is a vegetarian diet really more environmentally friendly
than eating meat?

Even these numbers may well be underestimates. Indians are said to 
underreport their meat consumption due to religious and cultural stigmas
associated with it.

Tastes like chicken

Poultry is India's most popular type of meat, and India is projected to be 
one of the world's largest growth markets for poultry consumption.

The rise in meat consumption is predominantly driven by urban India,
and the highest percentages of non-vegetarians come from southern
states such as Telgana, Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and Kerala.

2/4

http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2011/09/22/india-urbanization
https://phys.org/tags/meat/
http://www.fao.org/wairdocs/LEAD/x6170e/x6170e09.htm#TopOfPage
http://www.censusindia.gov.in/vital_statistics/BASELINE%20TABLES07062016.pdf
https://www.statista.com/statistics/733753/vegetarianism-among-young-adults-india
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/India.pdf
https://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/the-food-habits-of-a-nation/article3089973.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/%E2%80%98More-Indians-eating-beef-buffalo-meat%E2%80%99/article16085248.ece
https://stats.oecd.org/viewhtml.aspx?QueryId=58654&vh=0000&vf=0&l&il=&lang=en
http://www.fao.org/ag/againfo/resources/en/glw/Layers_JPG/Gl_PoultryMeat_GrowthDemand0030.jpg
https://phys.org/tags/meat+consumption/
http://mospi.nic.in/sites/default/files/publication_reports/Report_no558_rou68_30june14.pdf
https://www.statista.com/statistics/653363/share-of-non-vegetarians-by-state-india/


 

Another reason may be that chicken can be considered a universally
acceptable meat, given the religious taboos associated with beef among
Hindus and pork among Muslims. Although 80% of Indians are Hindus,
India is home to several other major religions and sub-faiths, each with
its own strictures about food and eating. Vegetarianism is less common
among Muslims, Sikhs, Christians, Bahais, Parsis and Jews who
collectively make up 15% of India's population.

Upwardly mobile urbanites

In addition to religious and cultural variations, several key factors have
influenced India's shift, overall, towards meat consumption. These
include rising urbanisation, increasing disposable incomes, globalisation
and cross-cultural influences. Many urban Indians are embracing
consumerism as a sign of upward social mobility and meat is widely
considered to be a status symbol.

Despite this, others still consider meat-eating to be socially and culturally
unacceptable. A 2015 study found young people felt "you eat [meat] in
secret, away from your family".

This appears to reflect differences in front-stage and backstage
behaviours, a trait mainly found in collectivist cultures. "Front-stage
behaviours", which is how we act in public, may have more role-playing
elements than backstage behaviours, which tend to be carried out in
private.

It seems urban Indians today face a dissonance. On one hand, increasing
exposure to new lifestyles is creating cultural change, but there is still
pressure to adhere to traditions that have prevailed for centuries.

This contradiction is reflected in some of the urban Indian attitudes from
the 2015 study on meat consumption. On one hand, some felt: "…in our
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Bhagvad Gita, Ramayan (in reference to the Hindu holy books) there are
old teachings that non-veg is impure. It is the food of demons/monsters."

On the other hand, it was also claimed: "[When it comes to] holy men
and Brahmins, it's not like they don't like eggs or meat. In front of
people they will behave, but on the quiet/sly, they will smoke and drink
and eat everything else."

Meat eating in India is a complex issue, with many facets. However,
recent trends and figures certainly seem to indicate one thing: it is a
mistake to label India as a vegetarian nation.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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