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ABSTRACT Viewing food habitza as areas of imersubjective communication, consensusl negotistion
and pragmatic aciion the paper stiempts to reimierpret food habits in terms of receni anthropological
studiss, Basing on Haberma's concepts of “Commumicative active action” and “universal pragmatics™ the
paper cxamines food habits a3 grids of culivrsl markers and pragmatic action with the help of a case from

Indis.

Food habits attract anthropologists as a
subject of study because thzy are a form of
repetitive social behavior, with (ofien uncons-
cious) cultural dispositions and communi-
cations concerning food handling everyday. We
will argue in this essay that s a pattern of
zocial behavior, food habits refer to much more
than unconscious inclinations in everyday
personal eating. We will view food habits as
arenas 2f intersubjective communication,
congensual negotiation, and pragmatic action,
We will begin by situating and reinterpreting
food habits in terms of recent anthropological
studies. Mext, gaining from Jurgen Haberma's
helpful formulations of “communicative ac-
tion” and “universal pragmatics,” we will
examine food habits as “grids” of cultural
markers and pragmatic action, especially with
the help of a case study from India. In conclusion
we will recapitulate some communicational
characteristics of food habits, with implications
for food and nutrition research programs.

Nor Mere Habits

Popularly in the West, food habits imply
routine eating by individuals, involving
minimum conscious attention. Such a concep-
ton 15 of limited use in cross-culwral food
research becanse food in most societies

actually demands people’s constant attention
during its acquisition, storage, preparation and
eaiing. Over time, the changing forces of eco-
logy, economy and society often keep the fond
supply so uneven that people can szldom take
food availability for granted. Even tech-
nological societies must invest a lot of cons-
cious efforts and organization to produce,
market and manage food for their popula-
tions.” In anthropological terms, food habits
and habitude are always a significant part of
the socio-cultural norms and everyday life
conditions of people. One's gastronomic habits
are enmeshed with enduring cultoral ideals and
principles on the one hand, and everyday practi-
cal strategies of interpersonal communication
and negotiation, on the other.

In such a view food habits are not negative
excrescences of repetitive (rather mechanical)
behavior that need o be periodically broken
up by expert-engineerad external interventions.
Instead, they are aboul “social uses of food,™
o employ a phrase of Mary Douglas (1984:
7-18). Social food use for us represents a host
of stratégies of culwral communication arnd
practical action for acquiring and managing
food in socially meaningful (and personally
satisfactory) ways.

Several previous anthropological studies
help us acquire such a point of departure. For
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example, when Marearet Mead conducted a
survey of food habits research during and afier
the second World War (see Mead, 1946, 1964,
1970}, she argued for recognizing the full cult-
ral grounding the human food and nutrition
behaviors reflect. Alongside Mead's ellor, we
shou'd recall the pioneering work of Audrey
Richards (1932; 1939) on imerrelationships
between food and work patierns.” More recent-
ly, as already alluded, Mary Douglas (1984)
found the real content of such habits 1o be
conjuctions of social events, social relation-
ships and social meanings. Translated for our
exercise, these habits constitute crucial clusters
of comprehensive cultural communication for
securing one’s physical and social survival
under changing material and practical condi-
tions. In one’s esling habits the issues of
praciice and practical feasibility intersect with
culral norms and their changing markers and
meanings (including notions of personal satis-
faction).

Processually, we muost treat food habits as
socially changing nexuses or grids of signi-
ficunt cultural markers and their communica-
tion by devising appropriale consensual
strategies for practical action, This formulation
could be as useful for strongly cohesive sociel-
ies as for those with weak social solidarity
(o use Mary Dowglas’s language). For exam-
ple, if cohesive societies tend to produce endur-
ing food habits, they should also tell us how
they adapt for overcoming practical conflicts
and constraints in food availability. Societies
with weak cohesion, on the other hand, should
secure sufficiently swable consensual action.
We thus treat food habits as comprehensive
structures of “communicative action™ across
widely different societies for how people medan,
communicate and act as they handle food. It
also means to know how—by evolving a suil-
able cultural language—people forge viable
and effective interrelationships among their
cultural ideals, changing ecological surround-
ings, material constraints, consensual group
choices, and personal preferences.
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Finally, in our scheme, whether a society
is developed or underdeveloped, its food habits
fundamentally communicate about a wide
range of social markers and pragmatic con-
straints in food handling, with appropriate
structures of cultural expression, communica-
tion, negotiation, and commuricative action,
Food habits in even a simple socicty is a product
of neither mere individual idiosyncracics nor
only of the moral or material determinism,
but rather a product of repeated culural nego-
tiations and pragmatic constraints across such
considerations.

Cullteral Communicafion and Pragmatics

Formulated this way, food habits are found
to share scveral concerns and characteristics
which Jurgen Habermas addresses within his
analysis of “universal pragmatics™ (1974,
1979). This is neither wnexpected nor far
feiched because human food is so deeply coded
with multiple meanings, some universal and
others contextual, that it acquires many import-
ant properties of comprehensive and complex
human communication. Anthropology of food
shows us how human foods readily become
carriers of such social messages as respect and
imsult, intimacy and distance, promise and
performance, and command and obedicnce
(Douglas, 1984; Khare and Rao, 1986).
Discrepancies between saying and doing (or
promise and performance) are similarly scored
by food sitwations, resulting into finely graded
gocial ranks and an appropriate transactional
language (Marriott, 1968). For good sociologi-
cal reazons, therefore, one's habitwal food
exchanges must depend on one's acquired
competence in communicative action, estab.
lishing multiple relations between food (an
objective commodity) and “food™ (a moral and
symbaolic construct grasped and expressed by
appropriate  specch-like “food-acis™; see
below), Food habits, so interpreted, yield us
messages and inclinations helpful in negotiat-
ing the gaps between ideology and practice,
and language and objecis. Such bridges



FOOD HABITS KESEAKCH

comstitule the content out of which people fash-
ion their cultural pragmatics, rellecling most
aften how they actually reconcile the contexiu-
ally prudent with the culturally given and the
socially consensual,

With such a close interdependence between
language and food, and food and communica-
tive aetion, we discover, once we closely exam-
ine a food category like “breakfast™ or "lunch,”
that they remain surrounded by what we have
called “food acts.” These express people’s

{(#) general cultural propositions and
intelligibility,

(b) performative components,

(c) personal intentions and prefercnces, and

(d) sincerity and satisfaction,

Food acts this way lead us to what Habermas
calls “validity claims™ for speech acts, Il a
culture has a meal category like “breakfast,”
its produces a distingt configuration of
communicative actions signifying 1o us is
intelligible definition, accompanied by appro-
priate food content, intentions, actions, pre-
ferences, and a sense of whai is or is not the
current cultural consensus on a meal like break-
fast. Such configurations cssentially structurg
themselves like speech acts, fulfilling the above
four erileria. For example, the American break-
fast thess days retains “orange juice” and
“cereals™ as those crucial food items that award
breakfast its general cultural intelligibility,
Food portions, timing, and additions or
deletions in the basic breakfast menu illustrate
for us the place breakfast has for the expression
of personal prefercnces and commensurate
communicative actions.

Such a term as an “American” or “Continen-
tal breakfast™ also informs us of a more basic
culwral fact: these cultures have “breaklast”
as a basic meal caiegory, since each of them
has a culiurally distinct internal intelligible
structure of food constituents. The American
version may usually contain orange juice, toast,
cercals, butter, jelly, and coffee or tea,
accompanied by a corresponding sequence of
“lfood acts™ that reflect the performative
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components, personal intentions and preferen-
ces, and the consensual cultural recognition
that what one ate was indeed a “breakfast.™
Az a socially credible practice, a food event
like breakfast therefore has (o satisly the cultur-
ally agreed criteria on the one hand, and their
contextual (e, historical, social, and ethnic)
modifications, on the other. Since human socie-
ties place strong emphasis on the internal cultu-
ral intelligibility of discrete constituent food
items, their structures within a meal, and of
sssociated food handling activities, we can see
why food habits have o be constantly about
shared cultural communication and conscnsus
within cveryday life. When examined on the
analogy of speech-acts [now dircctly recalling
Searle's (1969) work in linguistics], food habils
also carry communications of another order:
These concern messages about changing
coological, economic, and material historical
conditions®, These habits contain food-acts
which

(a) “describe”™ pragmatic conditions of fond
scarcily or abundance,

(b) “command” interpersonal behavioral
paterns for appropriate alieration of meals and
meal sequences,

{c) "question™ what is ecologically and
cultwrally infeasible, and economically un-
affordable, and, in return,

(d) “promise” culiwral satisfaction and
authenticity to people about their food choices
and food acts.

Neither socially static nor insulated from
forces of ecology, economics and history, such
food acts show how at a more general level
they are notonly about s grid of communicative
action but also address the issue of what
Habermas calls “communicative competence.”

To illustrate this concept within food habits
research, let us retumn to our example of break-
fast. As a meal calegory it demands that its
speakers share a serics of cultural notions of
meal patterning and eating, and associated
pragmatic competence in communicating such
knowledge to others. All those wanting to have
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knowledge to others, All those wanting 1o have
breakfast must have a minimal notion of what
a breakfast meal is {or is supposed to be),
with the ability to make basic distinctions be-
tween applicable food categories, and to relate
to, and communicate about, appropriate menu
structures on the one hand, and to share per-
formance, deictic expressions, and intentions
with other breakfast eaters, on the other.

Accordingly, communicating about break-
fast—a culture-specific meal, a food event and
a food habit—demands that there be certain
agresment among the speakers about “moming
foods™ and their sequencing within the meal,
and tme spacing wix a vis the other meals of
the day, Now such an “agreement” could be
either culwrally inherited (and thus genuine)
or emulative (and thus approximate)’. Though
communicative competence concerns both
situations, only the first one will spontansously
produce shared food categories, performance,
speech-acts, and intentions. It will have min-
imal internal cultural constrainis. The second
situation will demand conscious ranslation of
intercultural gaps and constraints from the
speaker as well as the listener, to reach the
desired minimum intelligibility.

Thus, when smudying breakfast as a meal
category and a food habit spread across cul-
tures, we could reach either an indigenous or
acquired (analogic) understanding of it,
depending on whether such a category has been
traditionally within a culture or not. But either
way breakfast remains a culturally valid piece
of knowledge, and it rests on recognizable
degrees of communicative competence, We
concern ourselves with this range. The question
whether there is (or should be) a “universally
valid” single definition of breakfast, does not
interest us that much. Our anthropological ex-
ercise on food habiis rests on such shared in-
telligibility and relative communicability
across culiures, These are necessary and sufficient
grounds for us to examine the communicative
properties of food habits in a more specific
context—ihe case of the Indian mother-in-law,
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Communicative Confexts and Agents : The
Indian Case

Sociologically, most food habits are nor-
mally formed, nurtured, modified, and trans-
mitted within one’s household. People
exchange varied messages about them within
their houscholds, retaining those habits that
they cherish and wish to pass on to the next
generation, and questioning or modifyving those
outmoded or unsuitable for changing social
conditions. Though houshold is the most cru-
cial hub for socialization and leaming, food
habits are also differentiated there along caste
and class lines on the one hand, and along
age, sex, and generation, on the other, Inter-
subjective communication is developed over
time between and among influential relatives
{e.g. parents, family elders, mothers-in-law,
and uncles) for evaluating family’s prevailing
fiood habits and their suitability within prevail -
ing circumstances.

In India, for example, kin and caste groups
regularly characterize and comment on each
other's food habits. They make stereotvpical
as well as contextual comments as a matier
of normal social discourse, In gencral, for in-
stance, Brahmans are known to like sweets
in excess, while Ksatriyas relish spicy, heavy
and hot foods. Brahmans (correspondingly in
the domain of speech-acts) must restrain harsh
worGs, while Ksatriyas must employ them to
rule. Across caste, on the other hand, women
are found to favor sour and piquant foods,
tending palate (and analogously gossip). The
Waisyas, as traders, balance these two tenden-
cies much the same way as they must “weigh
their speech™ to avoid loss and maximize profits
within business transactions. The lowest and
the least powerful, the Sudras, are left with
maximum freedom in food habits and speech,
They are treated “just like children by the tradi-
tional society, requiring supervision and control™
(the remark of a low-caste informat in Lucknow
in 19800,

Begides caste and region, food habils in
India communicate a culral ideology as well
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as a practical management of lood along age
and sex differences’. Husband and wife, and
sons and daughters display dilfercnt attitudes
and criteria toward cating and feeding., The
aged and the young similarly must translate
their physical differences and demands inio
clearly distinguishable food preferences. If the
young seeks strength and vigor in his food,
the aged looks for agreeability and discase-
preventing or curing propertics in his. Food
habits are not only attentive to such facts of
life but they employ them as a part of the
strategies of communication for efTecting desir-
able changes in family habits. Food habits are
often shaped as well as modilied within such
interpersonal contexts and the kith-and-kin
influence. Local medical practitioners, whether
Ayurvedic or allopathic, know this propery
of communicative action so well that they
instruct the relatives of the paticnt {rather than
the patient himsell) 1o ensure that the patient
follows his special diewary instructions. Given
the overpowering influcnce of such social
communicational strategies in a country like
India, food habit rescarch should gain most
from systematic ethnographic descriplions and
analyses of who mluences who when food
practices are concerned. We should also be
able to examine this way how the “life™ of a
food habit ties in with influential relatives and
the -intergencrational changes they initiate
within domestic life, For an appropriate ethno-
graphy of such changes, an cthnographer
should start with a stedy of people’s own
markers and classifiers of speech-cum-food
acts, including those idenufed by age, gender,
social rank, and special occasion. MNext, cach
such marker must be studied as platforn Tor
communicative action, where relatives evalu-
ale the habitual behavior and device a strategy
1o modify it 1o meet the changing practical
requircments, on the one hand, and the retention
of cherished coltural norms and ideals, on the
other. Within the same context one needs 10
recognize that in India, food actions of adulis,
superiors, and “big men” directly influcnce
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those of children, inferiors, and “little men,”
High caste, old male adults in India routinely
carry maximum authority and influence, while
young women and children, the minimum,

The elders and the respecied easily show
how they initiaie changes in food habits by
selecting an appropriate eccasion for launching
and legitimating new strategics of communica-
tive action. My previous work on the Hindu
food system helped me study such questions
to some cxlent (Khare, 1976a, 1976b; Khare
and Rao, 1986). [ found, for cxample, that
food habits <hanged mainly in fwo way ways—
first by sciting onc's personal cxample within
the family, and sccond (more dramatically)
with the help of rites of passage and special
life evenis. The Hindus, not unlike others, tend
w open themselves o greater flexibility and
change (i.e. modification or transformation)
after every major life cycle event—hirth,
adolescence, marriage, occupational changes,
migration, old age, and death. Tv is also on
these occasions that the crucial “grids™ of
communicative action and communicative
competence surface within one's life Tor de-
bating change vig @ vis continuity, These grids
are usually lounched and managed by once’s
parcnls, influential relatives, trusted advisors,
and friends. Such a grid carries within it all
the cssential ingredients of cffective “speech-
aris”

Lrusl,

influence,

promise,

criticism, and

command.

Cerlain relatives (e.g. the Indian mother-
in-law) work as major communicators arpund
the domestic hearth; they exemplify all of the
above properties of a speech act. They
command trust by age and personal example,
influence other family members by preserving
cogent message-making and consensus, and
criticize and command as and when the radi-
tionzl events (e.g. festivals, ceremonies, and
crucial rites of passage) justify. Such relatives
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increase their influence and promise by ensur-
ing their concern for feeding “the household™
in a way that would enhance positive scif and
group identity of family members, and award
cultural continuity and authenticity to their own
initiatives, :

Though the scope of this paper does not
allow me Lo trace in sysicmatic detail the
communicative actions of such networks or
grids, I must comment on how direcily relevant
these are 1o such dyadic Indian relationships
as husband and wile, and mother-in-law and
daughier-in-law. Both dyads wade influence,
by conwext, for modilying food acts, but gener-
ally within a given order of precedence—
hushand over wife and mother-in-law over
daughier-in-law. Both mother and son- dicect
their influence, authority, and criticism toward
the new bride, They demand her cooperation
for observance of their family food norms and
practices, They normally dissuade her from
intrgducing her natal food habits during the
first several years afer marriage. During this
period, insicad, she must adopt the ways and
habits of her husband’s family. Such a
command-obedience relationship between a
mother-in-law and a bride in justified for
continuation of the bridegroom's caste identity
and family culinary waditions, However, once
walched over the years, women gain increasing
influence on domestic gastronomy, and they
uliimately become custodians and trainers of
men's everyday food preferences and food
habits, Once a mother, the same novice bride
becomes the manager of domestic hearth, With
consultation and consensus of other older
ladics, shw carefully oversces what endures
a% the family culinary wadition. Under crises,
however, she becomes the benign modifier of
such waditional norms,

Traditional India’s mother-in-law is able (o
do 50 much within the houschold because she
develops unique communicative competence
when matters of food, cooking and feeding
are concerned for the members of the
howschold, She becomes the hub of multi-
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channel communication grid on feeding and
eating habits within the Indian houschold. Let
us cxamine her case a linde more to see how
she demonstrates different choracteristics of
“communicalive action or inlgraction™ and
“communicative competence.” Here, once
again, we take after Habermas's concepts for
showing how issues of practical intercsts and
cultural norms proceed in each other's terms
(see 1974, 1979)"°

Communicative Action and Performance

The communicative competence of Indian
mother-in-law showld be ethnographically
studied over time 1w leam how she slowly
develops her ability and authority (as she
graduates from being a bride ino a mother
of a married son) o engage in communicative
action by employing various properties of
“speech acts.” She is, by norm, supposed o
be a careful watcher and commentator of
houschold members' food preferences “and
habits, and of any changes overlooked in them
by others, By controlling and managing the
domestic hearth and its activities, including
meal preparations and everyday feeding, she
masters the “pragmatic universals™ of food
events. She masters what Habermas's com-
munication theory calls “performatives™ in
terms of prevailing food taboos, caste norms,
and personal habits and preferences of individ-
ual family members (i, from what is tradition-
ally eaten [norms] to what i culturally
permissible [alternative idioms] and practically
feasible [pragmatics]). Her communicative and
performative competence arises out of her
knowledge and concern for each family
member’s personal preferences, habitual
biases, and situaiional attitudes loward specific
food preparations, and food events. Other
family members also eventually learn to de-
pend on, and emulate her performative compe-
lence.

Though some ethnographies gemerally
support the above summary of the role of Indian
mother-in-law in domestic food culture (Khare,
1976a), we need a systematic study of the
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communication grids she masters, modifies and
introduces as she goes through her different
life phases of wifehood and motherhood,
particularly by taking charge of domestic food
events, daily feeding and eating, and habitual
{as well as idiosyncratic) culinary styles and
dictary preferences. Only such evidence will
help prove that her performative expressions
and communications are neither passive nor
sporadic and marginal even within a patmlineal
and hierarchical society like India. My data
show that a mother-in-law actively coatributes
to all the four classes of Habermas's speech-
acts:

constatives,

regulatives,

represeniatives,

and communicatives.

(For an accessible summary and discussion
of these four theoretical formulations, see
Thompson, 1982: 116-133, p. 123). Let us see
briefly how does she do so.

When a mother-in-law expresses herself to
convey family food traditionsto her son's bride,
she makes food norms and food habits intelligi-
ble 1o the bride by combining and recombining
the above four modes of communication: When
she explains the family norm of, say,
vegetarianism, she imparts knowledge about
& family-accepted food taboo as well as a
household food habit. She handles “cons-
tatives”™ with traditional authority, accom-
panied by socially effective strategies of
communication {which customarily means that
she must regard the bride “like her own daugh-
ter” for training), Her effective communication
also demands that she suitably explicats the
peculiar gastronomic complexities of the
family and the clan to the bride. Thus, a mother-
in-law may simultaneously have o convey that
the family, because of its particular (e.g. the
shakia—goddess worshiping) sectarian tradi-
tion, allows meat to be ritwally prepared
and offered to the deity on cerain festivals
during the year. 5till communicating a consta-
tive, she must do 50 in unambiguous practical
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terms (e.g. see Khare, 1966). Additionally, she
may announce thai she hersell does nor want
o cook the ritual meat any more on such
occasions, [t means that the bride should not
only do so alone but that she cannot expect
any help from her. By doing so, the mother-
in-law exemplifies a “representative” act; it
secures a place for her personal distary feelings
and preferences “in old age'.”

The mother-in-law thus renders a family
food norm meaningful from both ends—ithe
familial norm of ritual meat offering and the
wider social preference for vegetarianism, She
becomes convincing only by giving her own
example of how she, az a bride, alzo had w
take charge of the ritual meat cooking so many
yvears ago. What in theory seems o be an
unmanageable conflict, turns out to be a matter
of intergencrational pragmatics. The bride 15
told how she could manage the religious
requirement of meat-eating and the personal
preference for vegetarianism, Such pragmatic
“representatives”  selectively express and
conceal the bride's feclings toward the food
norms of her husband’s family'®. The overall
purpose of such “communicatives™ is 1o ensure
that the daughter-in-law maintaing her
husband's distinct culinary norms alongside
personal preferences™

Further, as Habermas's (1979) theory of
universal pragmatics postulates, implicated by
constatives and representatives are the “regula-
tives,” which establish the range of inelligi-
bility and legitimacy of a norm by
distinguishing between prohibitions, permissi-
ble ransgressions, and fading sanctions within
the life of the houschold. Domestic food norms
and habits in India invariably recognize a zone
of “appropriate” behavior, allowing room for
individual desires, preferences and even cerain
deviations. A vegetarian famaly may thus allow
gome of its members to eat mest 2t feasis and
“special occasions,” but not daily. Such “occa-
sional” eating of meat (of specificd animals
and in specified ways) may be often condoned
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as falling within the bounds of vegelarianism
of contemporary India."

Muare than Eating Habirs

The Indian mother-in-law and her uniquue
communicative—particularly regulative
compelence also help us realize that food habits
should mot be equated to “eating habits™ of
individuals. Insiead, food habits should refer
to that whole range of individual and family
fiood behavior that begins with domestic food
acguisition and cnds with the digestion of what
is eaten. A mother-in-law concerns herself with
food hobits that pertain o the entire domain
of domestic food handling, For instance, in a
case diflerent than the preceding, if she has
1o guard her family’s sirfer adherence w vege-
tarianism, she has to cxclude all potential
contact with meat right from the market place,
where the family's provisions are bought. Her
rraining in the rules of ritual purity and pollu-
tion (an aspect well discussed in recent
anthropological writings on India) amply
preparcs her to sccure concordance between
regulative expressions and communicative
actiens, She consistently distinguishes, evalua-
tes, and prohibits unwanted foods and food
contacts  throughoul—from buying, pro-
cessing, storage, cooking, feeding, eating, and
left-overs to waste disposal,

Though the scope of this paper does mot
allow claboration of many other domains that
should be included within food-habits research,
I must mention that the mother-in-law also
influences the habits of family members for
acguiring cooked foods (snacks, drinks, and
delicacies) from street vendors, vegeiables
from grocers, and the separation of safe and
healthy foods from those unsafe and unhealthy.
As a puardian of the [amily dictary culture,
it is she who most ofien oversees how Toods-
as-medicine should work according 1o a family
member's age, sex, kinship position, and perso-
nal inclinations (which includes one's specific
conliguration of Ayurvedic humors [desas] and
innate dispositions [gunas]; see note 9).
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Mot unlike the domains of food acquisition
and consumption, food distribution issues are
also subject o appropriate “habitual thinking
and behavior.” In my feldwork on north Indian
houssholds (1980, 1988), for example, “habi-
lual thinking™ also concerned people’s sense
of the right to food, equity, fair play, and
individual food entitlement, again by age, sex,
and kinship position (for a general introduction
to the subject, see Sen, 1981; Alston and Toma-
sevski, 1984), However, appropriate research
strategies are needed here o distinguish
between the reflective, communicative, and the
“unzaid” ends of “habiival behavior,” s0 that
one could examine the role of people’s ofien
impdicit cultural communication on the crucial
issucs of equity and social justice. The Indian
cose is again significant because its hicrarchy,
by cxpressing inequalitics, is often considered
to foster inherent injuslices.

Once we thus focus on such a specific locus
of communicative action within households,
we are able 1o see how food habits cannot be
adequaiely treated by narrow psychological
markers and dividers, especially if we artifici-
ally dichotomize conscious from unconscious,
ohjective from subjective, and theoretical from
practical concerns. Food habit is a thorooghly
holistic notion, supported by commensurate
communicative strategies of learning, com-
munication and training from one generation
to the next. As a matter of universal pragmatic
interest, food habits involve arenas of signific-
ant and pervasive intersubjective communica-
tion. And as the people’s communicative action
modifics, so does the configuration of food
habits {(whether it is about the constilution of
breakfast in the West or of vegetarianism in
India).

Food habits are neither unchanging nor
unchangeable, Their life is tied to the cultural
norms and o the life-cycle changes within a
Family. If such cycles are not free of internal
value conflicts, they also are not free of special
“openings” for greater communication and
flexibility. These particularly tend to increase
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with ecological, economic and social changes
{or upheavals) within a society. And such
changes increase the demand that erstwhile
food habits either remain multichannel grids
of effective communication or adapt o the
changing circumstances.

CONCLUSION

Some of the general imports of our discus-
sion of food habits as grids of communicative
action are : (a) Though a particular culture
may emphasize a particular configuration of
speech-cum- food-act over others (e.g. regula-
tives over represeniatives and communicatives
in traditional India), all the four charactlernistics
are necessary for considering food and eating
habits and their “universal [cultural] pragmat-
ics.” (b) Food habits, as approached here, are
=0ldom only about personal gastronomic
behavior; they represent grids of comprehens-
ive social regulations as well as interpersonal
communications for upholding the crucial
critcria of culworal intelligibility and pragmatic
management. (¢} Food habits, not unlike other
socio-cullural formations, resort to such a
“language”™ which is al cnce general and
particular, and which rerders the walls porous
between objective (ie. the material) and
subjective (ideal, social and personal) worlds,
and theoretical, practical and policy rescarch
concerns”, (d) The new food habits research,
accordingly, must be prepared to explore more
fully the linkages which exist between food
as a culwral construction and food as a
comprehensive language of social communica-
tion, and food habits as clusiers of [ood-acts
and food-acts s grids of people’s communica-
tivee action and pragmatics,

As [ recapitulate the above points of depar-
ture for a more comprehensive proposal for
food habits research, [ note that my dependence
on Jurgen Haberma's theory of universal
pragmatics also wndergoes modification. As
some ol his critics have noted, and as he himself
has remarked, his fermal universal pragmatics
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“so far neglect the dimension of time and thos
do not take inwo account of phenomenon having
to do with linguistic creativity, and with crea-
tive ways of dealing with language”
‘Habermas, 1982: 272). My anthropological
approach to food habits, on the contrary, heav-
ily relics on  sociocultural {ume-bound)
contexts and on people’s recogmized creativity
inlinking food to language, and communicative
practices W pracical requirements on everyday
basis, However, if T find Habermas on such
occasions constructive, his basic premises of,
and major perspectives on “universal pragmat-
ics™ sull provide a congenial paradigm for
further explorations by critical anthropalogy.

MNOTES

1. This paper was oniginally writien as a alk given
during the Intemational Conference on “Changing Fuod
Policies and Habitz in Africa: Human and Sccial Science
aspects,” sponsored by the Intemational Social Science
Counell and the Councl for Philosophy and Humanisiic
Susdies of UNESOO, held in Dakar, Sencgal, from Seplem-
ber 28-October 2, 1987, Aspects of this paper wers also
presented durng the Indian Selence Congress, 1988, held
al the University of Pune, Indis. For comments and
suggostions during the conference and allerwards, [ am
grateful b severnl collengues from the conference and the
congress, bat in pamicular to Dr. Ulrika won Haumeder
of UNESCO, and Dr Christine Wilson, an Amzrican
nutritional anthropologist, However, Lalone am responsible
for the final version.

2, One could argue that autematis food availability ts
anly » m:,.'l.;h., started to establish a distance between
“pdvanced”™ and poor societies, especially after the secand
World War, when food production echnology and secial
psychological security (bom oul of economic power)
converged 1o liberwie most Americans from the threats of
honger. Similardy, food habitz of other peoples appeared
a8 robe behavior bom ol of ignorenee, while in fact such
habars stood for tme- sesed gastronomic costoms and
practices that adapeed 1w Nucruaions in foed availabiliy
for ecological, economie, pelitical, or culiural reasons. As
will b evicent Later, T use the team “food habit™ diffesently,
1o underscore a comparable language of culiaral com-
munication and practical actiom across widely differem
cubiures and condibons.

3. A gystematic hibliographic overiew of the food-
habinz ressarch is now in order, 1o determine how, in differ-
ent disciplmes, this subpect i3 approsched and what ane
sorme of the mapsr points of depanure. Anthropologisis,
it secms, may have defined food habie with diflesen
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conceplual assumplions, al different times, essentially
according to prevading theones, whether structuml-functio-
nal (Mead, 1%6d), symbolic and hermeneaiic (Douglas,
1984; Sahling, 1978) or calwral maverialisnn (Harris, 1985).

For a recent review of food habils research and ils
wide ranging relevance, especially in notrition studies in
Europe, see Fischler snd Garine (1987: 51-68).

4, The incompletely atbended issue continues 1o be the
sarne a3 before @ Food habits of non-Weslem societies
tend 1o be seen with o certain cultural biss, srising oul
of assumed ignorance and lack of knowledge. It ofien
deprives them of their everyday agility in producing
consensual communication and making mtional practicsl
decisions. Intensive anthropological studies are needed on
peaple's communication and decision-making in this anes,
o clear up the isue.

5. For an historical account of changes in American
breakfast, in comparizon (or in relation) 1o that Enropean,
see Levensiein (1988: 15-17, 62, 166). American breaklas
wag large &nd it meluded eooked meats in the 18808 and
1890s. By the 1920z, the bresklast highlighed citrus fruits,
along with dnied cerczals, eggs, and toasl

&, Though it 15 io sireich the linguisitic analogy, 1 find
the works of Ausiin (1976) and Searle (1965) usefal in
exlending the significative powers of food and food habils
from cultural to material conditions, At the most nadimen-
tary level, the snalogy helps me wnderscore that food habis
are nol idicsyncratc sctons but a muluchannel grid of
communicative aciions, reached by people by inreculiural
negotintions and trinls and ermors over a pericd of dme,

7. India of the nineisenib and early iwentisth century
miy provide ug with varetes of emulsied Wesiam-style
breakfasie, The English educated Indian not only tred w
cresls a lime and place for Westem break{as by introducing
himaself and his famdly wo approprisie food hems (e g. wass,
buaver, snd tea) but he wanted 1o feel the same sense of
persenal and group vanity that he thought the British felt
in having such & meal. For glimpses of such a sense of
wanity in colonial India, from both Indisn snd Britsh sides,
sez Chandhari 1976; Allen 1976,

&, Such information suracted Britsh sdministrators of
the last centary and they wrote sbout these “peculisrities™
in their “reports™ and journals (see Khare and Kao, 1986),
Food habits varied widely across regions and their ecologi-
cal gonditions, Thus fish for the Bengall, coconat far the
Tamnil, and wheat for the Punjabi ane the well known “food
markers™ that high snd low casie groups may incorporsle
within their food habits. However, at the next level, casizs
may d-illingui.lih themselves by f[avoring particular
preparations or uses of such food markers.

9. Though the scope of this paper does not allow me
1o eapend on the Hindo culural declogy on hablis and
habitude, we should note that the Hinde works with a
range of diposdions of body and self. Roughly,
configurations of three Ayurvedic humors (dosas—phlegm,
bile and wind) combine with thres innate dispositions or
“grands” {gurar—lucidity, passion and dark inertia) within

RS. KHARE

& Hindu (male or female) w produce & whole range of
individual “natural” {in Himdi prokeiic or kudran)
predispositions throoghout his life. Thess also get expressed
in a person’s pamicular taste for sweel, scor, asFnpent,
and intoxicating foods, and for dispositions toward “hot™
and “cold” foods in different parts of the year Though a
Hindia"s food habits are stractured by such innate Lendencies,
they remain open o change by different extemal forces
encouniered in life. One imporiant step for affecting change
is 1o recogrize one's innabe dispositions, so that comective
sieps could be isken.

10 Tn ghould be obvious by now that [ keve consistenily
employed Habermas's concepls in this paper essentially
a5 instigators of analogic analysis and imerpretation of
food habiws. [ hope this strategy is capable of illustrating
how several overlapping discourses proceed along culuaral
norms, imersabjecive commundcstion, and praciical Inver-
esls, illustrating a central contribution of Habermas's work
and its critics (e, se¢ Thompson and Held, 1982}

11. Amaong the Kanya-Kubp Brahmans, who exemplify
the sitwation, mothers-in-law regain their personal (natal
family's) preferences by remarking thst they had done
their family “duty™ of cooking mest offering for the past
s many yean, and now it was the wm of the new bride.
Lonked ane way, such s stepis a part of the intergenerstional
socializstion; ansther way, the mother-in-law “represents™
her personal value preference for the giricl vegetarianksm
of her father's family. And she regains it witkow? compromis-
ing her hasbend’s family valoss,

1. Effective communication in such & case demands
that the mother-in-law reveal her personal likes and dislikes
of the family's food habits 1o the bride only gradually,
and only in such & way that her suthority remains intact.

13. The example should itlustrate how I interpret
Habermans's noton of communicative sction, o ensble
e 1o deal simulisnecusly with issues of conception, value
and sction, The Indian mother-in-law represents to me
such & persuasive communication grid that no food habit
can remaln opague while through i

14, Thoagh this may be, in paradigm, similar to what
Westen books on food and nutrition label as different
modifications of vegetarianiem (depending on whether one
includes dairy products, egge, sea foods, onions and garlic,
of fleghy vegetables), social commuon cation and megot ation
are ut the hean of such intergencrational compacts in toduy's
Indin. Family negotistions in such maters starl casually,
though they retain the potential of eventuslly alizring the
long- held nomms of one’s casie and lineage. For compars-
uive, hisiorically changing evalumions of vegetarianism in
America, see Jomes, 1981; Levenstein, 1988: 92.

15. Accordingly, some pointers for “applied" research
on food habits should not be out af comaxt. This is particu-
lasly appropnate when the conventional food habiis rese-
arch is incressingly less rewarding and we need a
perspective that would combine theory and policy issues
with thope of description and communication. Our caltone
and communication spproach shoold help us move waards
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such & goal with such specific sieps sz devising more
effective, grass-root strategies for improving people's nutri-
tion edecation and meal modification by employing
peoples own strategies of effective communication and
sctive panmicipation on everydsy basis, Whether the issus
is food sufficiency or nutrition improvement or food aafery
(®hare, 1988), people invarishly depend on their desply
imgrained coltural values and on their communicative
{calturally patterned) biases for effecting the needed
change. When cultural biases in communication are
concemed, we should remember that expers themselves
arz et abowve such biapes, and that they bring them from
their own social surrcundings and historical conflicts
(Khare, 1937).
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