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You are what
you eat, they say. As much as this saying is true, in India, food
presents us with a distinctly different insight. Here, food is more than just a meal; it has overtones that
are delineated by religious practices, customs, geographic and
demographic distinctions, climatic considerations, socio-economic
status. In our routine lines, we scarcely observe how much of an
effect our food and eating habits have on our lifestyles,
personalities, behaviour and perspectives. In more ways than one,
our food is definitely a lot more than just what we eat.

So here’s
an attempt to briefly bring forth some
examples of how food in India affects and influences people’s
thoughts and actions, perceptions and beliefs. I shall also try to
express how Indian food is on its evolutionary path and how Indians
are increasingly responding to this evolution by adapting in our
own unique ways.

Sanjeev
Kapoor, the celebrated and world-renowned Indian chef, was
waiting for his luggage at the Colombo
Airport when a woman, in her late-twenties walked up to him. She
thanked him and before Sanjeev could even react, she reached out to
touch his feet for his blessings. The visibly disturbed and
appalled Kapoor enquired from the lady about this seemingly strange
and uncalled-for gesture, to which she replied, “Sir, when I was
married off, I was in my early twenties, hadn’t a clue about
cooking food. This resulted in me facing the ire of my husband and
his family. I was ridiculed and called names, was not given any
respect. It was then that I picked up your cook books and started
cooking. After a while, the food I cooked began to be appreciated
and it is as a result of that that my husband has today, after
three years of our marriage, got me to Sri Lanka for a honeymoon.”
Sanjeev was disturbed at this story and did go up to the husband
and counsel him about how cooking food could never be the baseline
for a lasting relationship. Preposterous as it is, this incident
does highlight the importance that is attached by Indian families,
sometimes even incorrectly, to food and the act of cooking food
alike – to the extent that success of relationships and even people
start to be judged on the basis of food. For years, the Indian
married lady has become stereotyped as one who is
“sundar,
susheel”, wears a saree and sindoor and
has this inexplicable ability to single-handedly churn out the most
delicious lunches for a family of six. Thankfully though, in recent
times, perception has begun to be altered as the lady of the house
is increasingly seen as the one who is responsible for the health
of the entire family, deciding what is “good to eat” for the
family. The same is portrayed through a series of TV commercials
for brands like Saffola Heart, Kellogg’s Corn Flakes, Quaker Oats,
Britannia Cheese etc. She is also seen as a woman in a confident
avatar, getting out of her sarees and into track suits and
jeans.
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