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Abstract 

Food in ancient India was considered a sacred entity by the ancient Indians. Beginning from the 

Rigvedic times an elaborate food culture evolved in ancient India which was followed by the 

Brahmanical times and continued to the next period where non-Brahmanical way of life became a 

part of society.  The inception of non-Brahmanical philosophies gave birth to Buddhism. The food 

concepts influenced by Buddhism emerged out of the Vedic and Brahmanical matrix. As a result of 

which they naturally had multiple common characteristics with the Vedic and Brahmanical food 

ethos but they had some very specific distinct elements as well. The focus of this paper is to know 

about the Buddhist food in ancient India as depicted in the Buddhist sources and to identify the 

uniqueness of the Buddhist food ethos. Its primary focus is rice, milk and meat and the different 

preparations of food that were in vogue using these items. 
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Buddhism emerged in the north-eastern part of the Indian subcontinent. Buddhism brought about significant changes in the social 

and cultural sphere in the ancient Indian society. The emergence of Buddhism was a counter to the Brahmanical religion which 

had its deep roots embedded in the society. Due to this religio-cultural shift there were numerous changes in the society. Food 

being an inevitable part of the social structure also got influenced and changes occurred with respect to the consumption of 

different food items. Though the basic food concepts remained the same as that of the Vedic and Brahmanical period as it 

naturally emerged out of them but they also developed new elements that corresponded with the Buddhist philosophy. The 

Buddhist works represent food and food items with a non-Brahmanical point of view. Buddhist works have listed food in four 

different categories namely soft food such as boiled rice, hard food such as fruits and vegetables, beverages and relishable items.  

In the northeastern part of India rice was produced abundantly. The people in these areas took rice as their staple food. They took 

rice as food in different forms. Apart from these fruits, vegetables, milk, fish, meat constituted the chief articles of diet. The 

Nikayas mention various kinds of rice which existed in Ancient India. The varieties of rice were Sali1, vrihi2, daddula3. Pali 

sources also mention Sali-tandula, i.e., husked rice4. A high quality of rice was used as the staple food by the higher classes of 

the society and lower quality rice was used by the common people5. The Digha-Nikaya mentions Tandula-homa6 i.e., which was 

a sacred offering of rice. Majjhima Nikaya, the Samyutta Nikaya, the Anguttara Nikaya and the Jatakas mention different types 

of pulses or dalas like Muggas7, Masura, Kalai8 etc. which were also produced in ancient India. During this period people used 

to take old rice9 Jatakas mention that people consumed three years old rice. This three-year old rice was expensive and was 

accessible to the rich families of the society but the common people could not afford it. The Pali word ‘Bhatta’10 or ‘Bhakta’ 

meant cooked rice at the time of Buddha. The Jatakas also mention the term Bhattakaraka11, which was used for people who 

prepared food and the term Bhatta-Vetana12 for those who were working to take food as professional fees or wages. Pali texts 

used ‘Odana’13 for denoting boiled rice. Rice was a staple food grain which was accompanied by pulses or Supā and vegetables14. 

Jatakas also mention that people used to take meat or fish15 with rice. Meat with rice was also eaten by the sages and the hermit 

people16. Ghee was added to the preparation of meat and rice to enhance its flavour17. Once Sāriputta was invited by Bimbadevi 

to a dinner where rice, fresh fish18 and ghee were served19.  

The Buddha himself allowed his followers to consume milk. Milk mixed with pungent spices which was used to cure cold.20 

Rice with condensed milk21 was in vogue during this period. This was considered as the best breakfast by Lord Buddha who also 
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mentioned it to be consumed by the Bhikku Sangha and described the qualities of such food and advised them to take it22. Honey 

was also mixed with condensed milk23. Kummāsa24 was a coarse food of the poor which was taken with milk. Buddhists consider 

milk and milk products as essential food items. In this period yāgu was a preparation of milk and rice which was liquid in 

consistency and consumed as a drink25. Yāvāgu was the food of the poor people in this region. Yavāgu was prepared with mustard 

oil, tamarind, chilly and salt(lona)26. Sattu27 or roasted gram flour was also taken during the time of Buddha. Different 

preparations of milk of cows28, goats, buffaloes were in vogue and milk products29 such as ghee (ghrita)30, butter or mākhan31, 

chānnā32 and khira33 were very popular items of the diet. From the Vedic times milk and milk products was an important part of 

the diet which continued in the time of Buddha as well. According to the Nikayas milk and milk products like curd, butter and 

ghee were in vogue34. Along with milk, wild fruits35 and vegetables36 also got a place in the list of food items. During this period 

mango37, rose apple38, kadati-phala39, black-berry and different types of fruits and vana-mula-phala40 as well as grounds and 

pumpkins vegetables were taken as food. 

From the prehistoric period people used to consume meat and they were very much fond of it. Rigveda mention that Indra and 

Agni took meat of animals41. Satapatha Brahmana mentions ritual offerings of horse, bull, ox, cow, sheep etc. as sacrificial 

animals42. According to Satapatha Brahmana meat was used as best food and the hermit Yajna-valka also took meat43.  

During the time of Buddha meat was an important food of the people. Although the Buddha and his followers preached non-

violence, yet there was no change in the habit of the people and they used to take meat as food. There are mentions of considerable 

non-vegetarian people in the Buddhist works.44 Meat markets existed in Mithila45, and Buddhist works also mention fishermen 

selling fish in different places and there are mentions of slaughter houses as well.46 Buddhist works mention consumption of fish 

and meat. Venison, oxen, horse, and birds was also consumed.47 Apart from that sheep, goats, poultry, swine, monkeys, pigeons 

and beef was also eaten for meat.48 The flesh of sheep was cooked in oil after marinating it with salt and pepper.49 Meat 

preparation included roasting of Venison and birds on fire.50 Another common preparation of meat was a soup. Meat was cooked 

with Ghee, curds and spices.51 Horse meat was prepared with spices and vinegar.52 A meat soup was prepared with Rohita fish 

and eaten Sali rice to enhance its taste.53 Buddhist works mention consumption of seasoned meat. Buddhists believed that those 

who killed the animals are guilty rather than those who ate flesh of those animals.54 Buddha advocated for non-violence. He 

restricted the killings of animals and asked his followers not to kill animals or fish for food. People were allowed to eat meat of 

wild animals in times of illness or distress.55 The Buddhist monks accepted meat from the families who used to offer56. According 

to the Mahaparinibbana-Suttana, Lord Buddha himself ate pork meat in the house of Candala57. The Buddha did not prohibit 

meat, but his prohibition towards eating of meat was limited to the bhikkus. If any family gave them meat, they were at a liberty 

to take the same.  

The Nikayas mention the killing of cows, sheep, goats, pigs, deer and slaughter-houses58. They mention meat and fish as an 

important part of their diet59. As a result of which, butchers60, a separate community arose in the society. They used to catch 

animals, birds and used to kill the same the same to sell the meat to the people. In this they maintained their livelihood. They 

used to carry meat to the city market in carts to sell it61. During marriage ceremony people took meat. In the royal kitchen meat 

and fish were prepared62.  

According to Pali literature, the most favourable meat in those days were peacocks63, wild animals64, goose65, deer etc. A person 

who used to kill deer was known as deer-hunter66. He used to carry meat of deer in cart to the city-market for the purpose of 

selling it67. People also used to eat pork68. The Nikayas mention that they used to slaughter pigs69 and pork as fee to offer prayer70. 

It was a custom in those days to kill the pigs on the occasion of marriage ceremonies71. The Jataka stories describe that not only 

the ordinary people but the people who belonged to higher castes also used to eat porks. But the pig must be of wild pig which 

is permitted by the Sastrakaras. As it is prohibited72 in the Dharmasutra to eat the domestic pigs, the people of higher castes did 

not take the same as edible. But in the pali literature there is no such indication. Sometimes prior to killing, a pig was fed in such 

a manner so that it became healthy.73 Beef was not prohibited but a section of the society had respect towards cows. It was 

decided not to kill the beneficial ox or agricultural bull. The Pali Nikayas mention cow-slaughter74, slaughter-house75, and the 

knives were used to kill cows76. Jatakas mention that the beneficial cows and oxen were not be killed during famines77. According 

to the Jataka story peoples were in the habit of eating meat of pigeon78, duck, birds of similar nature, peacock, crows and hens79. 

The Pali Nikaya mention that fish80 was taken as food by all the classes of the society. All the Brahmanas and non-brahmanas in 

the society used to take fish very much. In royal kitchen different dishes of fish were prepared81. During the time of Buddha 

there were many fish eaters and many persons were engaged in the business of fish. 

The philosophy of Buddhism stands on the principle of non-violence. But Lord Buddha himself did not restrict himself to the 

consumption of meat nor did he restrict his followers or monks to do away with the consumption of meat. The Buddhists did not 

believe that purity comes through food. Buddhist works mention that those who kill animals are at fault not the ones who consume 

the flesh. Buddha preferred non-violence and condemned killing of animals. But he did not restrict his followers to become 

vegetarians. 

Apart from rice, milk and meat people during this period also were fond of fruits and vegetables. Fruits like Jujube, rose apple, 

mango, dates, plantain, coconut, grapes were in vogue. Vegetables like cucumber, brinjal, bottle gourd, radish, leafy vegetables, 

stalks of lotus were widely consumed.  
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Sweetners like honey was very popular. Sugarcane juice and jaggery too were used to sweeten different dishes. Salts, spices and 

condiments too were used to enhance flavour. The Vinaya pitaka mentions five types of salts like black salt, red salt, kitchen 

salt, sea salt and rock salt. Spices like turmeric, dry ginger, asafoetida, pepper were used. Oilseeds like sesamum was the most 

important. Apart from that mustard seeds were also used.  

Buddhist works mention that people consumed and manufactured intoxicating drinks. Liquors were consumed by the people. 

Buddhist works also mention taverns and shops for drinking. During festivals and feasts people drank liquors amongst friends. 

Liquors were termed as Sura and madya. Spiced wine was called maireya which were very popular. Among other beverages fruit 

juice and fruit syrups were in vogue. Fruit syrups were prepared from ripened mango juice, rose apple, grapes, coconut. 

Sometimes syrups were prepared with honey, jaggery, sugar as well. All these beverages are important as the followers of Buddha 

consumed these beverages in the evening as they did not take any meals in the evening. Water was the most essential beverage. 

Water was brought from the mountain springs for drinking purposes. 

Conclusion  

Buddhism emerged naturally out of the Vedic and Brahmanical way of life. Buddhism gave birth to a non-Brahmanical way of 

life in the ancient Indian society which affected food as well. Buddhist food ethos had many characteristics of both Vedic and 

Brahmanical food but it also had some distinct elements. The Buddhist sources have many references of food items that were in 

vogue during the time of Buddha. The staple food of the people in the north eastern part of the subcontinent where Buddhism 

emerged was rice. It was the most important part of the Buddhist food ethos. Rice was prepared in many ways and its relevance 

still exists today in this part of the world. Apart from that milk was an important part of the diet. The consumption of milk and 

milk products began in the Vedic times which continued in the Buddhist time as well. Milk products were consumed largely 

whether it was butter or ghee or curd. Milk with rice was consumed largely as it was a popular preparation that even Buddha 

himself consumed it.  Meat was in vogue during the time of Buddha. Though non-violence was the key element of the Buddhist 

religion but the followers of Buddhism were allowed to take meat. They believed that the killers of animals were at fault not 

those who consumed the flesh. This ideology still exists today among the Buddhists. Apart from these fruits, vegetables, salts, 

spices, oilseeds, beverages were also an essential part of the diet during the time of Buddha. The importance of rice, milk and 

meat was so much that it still occupies the most important place in the diet of the people of this region. The preparations using 

them are still consumed today. Though few changes have occurred with time but the basic food ethos has remained the same. 

These items and their preparations have stood the test of time and retained their essence at the very core and is still in vogue 

today.  
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