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Abstract

Ayurveda, one of the world’s oldest systems of medicine, has profoundly 
influenced Indian food practices, weaving together health, spirituality, 
and cultural history. This paper presents a theoretical framework for 
understanding the foundations of Ayurvedic influences on Indian 
culinary traditions, examining the dialectical relationship between 
sacred knowledge systems and embodied practice. Through a critical 
hermeneutical approach informed by post-structural methodologies, 
this research problematises conventional binary oppositions 
between the spiritual and corporeal dimensions of dietary practices. 
The examination employs a theoretical framework that draws from 
phenomenology, cultural semiotics, and critical theory to examine 
how Ayurvedic principles constitute both a discursive field and an 
embodied system of knowledge production. It analyses how the 
triadic theoretical matrix—doshas, gunas, and rasas—functions as 
a complex signifying system that mediates between metaphysical 
paradigms and material practices. This study theorises how 
Ayurvedic epistemologies construct and legitimate specific forms 
of culinary knowledge by closely examining classical Sanskrit texts, 
particularly the Charaka Samhita and Sushruta Samhita. The study 
employs Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ and Foucault’s notion of the 
‘epistemic regime’ to analyse how these principles operate as both 
structured and structuring forces in the formation of Indian dietary 
practices. The theoretical framework illuminates how Ayurvedic 
dietary prescriptions function as sites of cultural reproduction and 
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contestation across various temporal and spatial contexts. Drawing 
on critical phenomenology, this study examines how these epistemic 
systems negotiate tensions between tradition and modernity, the 
sacred and the secular, and the local and the global. The analysis 
reveals how Ayurvedic principles operate as a complex theoretical 
apparatus that transcends conventional categorisations of medical, 
spiritual, and cultural knowledge systems.

Keywords: Ayurvedic Culinary Systems; Culinary Epistemic; Cultural 
Phenomenology; Dietary Semiotics; Embodied Praxis.

Introduction

The intricate relationship between food, healing, and knowledge 
systems in South Asian traditions represents a connection between 
sustenance and well-being. Ayurveda1, whose etymology derives 
from the Sanskrit words ‘ayus’ (life) and ‘veda’ (knowledge or 
science), emerged from the Indian subcontinent as early as 1500 
BCE, developing alongside other classical knowledge systems that 
would come to define South Asian intellectual traditions. Within 
this ancient medical science, dietary knowledge holds a position 
of paramount importance, extending beyond mere nutritional 
considerations to encompass therapeutic intervention, spiritual 
practice, social ordering, and philosophical inquiry. This paper 
aims to examine how Ayurvedic dietary principles maintain their 
epistemological authority while adapting to contemporary contexts, 
with a particular focus on the transmission of culinary knowledge 
across generations and its adaptation to modern nutritional 
paradigms. Through a methodological framework that combines 
hermeneutical analysis of classical Sanskrit texts, phenomenological 
investigation of embodied practices, and Bourdieusian analysis of 
cultural reproduction, this study examines the intricate interplay 
between traditional wisdom and modern dietary practices. The 
paper employs critical discourse analysis of the Charaka Samhita2 
and Sushruta Samhita3, supplemented by ethnographic observations 
of contemporary Ayurvedic practitioners implementing Ayurvedic 
principles. It examines the theoretical paradigms underlying 
Ayurvedic epistemologies, then analyses dietary discourse in Sanskrit 
medical treatises, exploring the phenomenological dimensions of 
culinary praxis, investigating mechanisms of cultural reproduction 
through a Bourdieusian lens, and examining how these traditional 
systems negotiate with modernity. This systematic examination reveals 
how ancient Ayurvedic principles remain relevant in contemporary 
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contexts, from conventional household kitchens to modern wellness 
institutions, demonstrating the dynamic adaptability of traditional 
knowledge systems in addressing contemporary health and dietary 
challenges.

The dialectical nature of Ayurvedic dietary knowledge manifests 
through multiple intersecting dimensions. At its core lies a continuous 
negotiation between theoretical principles and lived experiences, 
between canonical texts and oral traditions, and between universal 
claims and local adaptations. The classical texts, particularly the 
Charaka Samhita and Sushruta Samhita, establish frameworks for 
understanding food’s properties through the lens of the tridosha4 
theory, which comprises vata (air/space), pitta (fire/water), and 
kapha (earth/water). This theoretical framework, however, has never 
existed in isolation. It has evolved through constant dialogue with 
regional food cultures, agricultural practices, and diverse healing 
traditions across the South Asian landscape. The epistemological 
foundations of Ayurvedic dietary knowledge are based on several 
major philosophical principles that distinguish it from other medical 
and nutritional paradigms. The first concept of prakriti5 suggests that 
dietary needs are inherently personalised and must be understood 
in relation to one’s unique physiological and psychological makeup. 
This stands in marked contrast to universal dietary guidelines that 
characterise much of modern nutritional science. Second is the 
principle of ritu charya (seasonal regimen), which emphasises the 
dynamic relationship between dietary practices and environmental 
changes, suggesting that optimal nutrition must adapt to temporal 
and climatic variations. This dialectical relationship manifests 
concretely in contemporary cooking practices. For instance, the 
traditional preparation of ghee (clarified butter) illustrates how 
theoretical knowledge is transformed into embodied practice. 
Practitioners inherit specific techniques for determining optimal 
cooking temperatures through sensory cues, such as the sound of 
bubbling, the clarity of the liquid, and the aroma at different stages. 
This process exemplifies how abstract Ayurvedic principles, such as 
agni (digestive fire) and transformation, manifest in daily practice 
while adapting to modern contexts. Such practices reveal the 
dynamic interplay between theoretical understanding and practical 
application that characterises Ayurvedic culinary traditions (Smith 
2006, 72).

Historical evidence reveals that Ayurvedic dietary knowledge 
has consistently demonstrated remarkable adaptability while 
maintaining its core principles. During the medieval period (600-
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1500 CE), as new ingredients and cooking techniques entered 
the subcontinent through trade and conquest, Ayurvedic scholars 
developed frameworks to classify and incorporate these innovations 
within existing theoretical models. The arrival of New World 
crops, such as tomatoes, potatoes, and chillies, in the 16th century 
presented similar challenges, which were met with theoretical 
innovations that expanded the classical frameworks while preserving 
their fundamental logic. Arnold (2013) documents how Ayurvedic 
practitioners systematically classified tomatoes and potatoes within 
the existing framework of rasa6 and guna7 (80). He demonstrates 
that these practitioners drew upon classical principles of dravyaguna8 
to understand and categorise these unfamiliar foods, noting that 
“the incorporation of New World crops required not just cultivation 
adaptation but conceptual adaptation within existing medical 
frameworks” (85). He examines the complex process of incorporating 
foreign foods into Indian medical and cultural frameworks, with a 
particular focus on the colonial and post-colonial periods.

The social dimensions of Ayurvedic dietary knowledge present 
another crucial area of dialectical tension. Traditional dietary 
prescriptions often intersected with caste-based food practices 
and religious dietary laws, resulting in complex systems of social 
ordering through food. Zysk (1996) offers valuable insights into 
how early Ayurvedic knowledge evolved in dialogue with spiritual 
traditions, revealing that dietary prescriptions frequently reflected 
and reinforced existing social hierarchies while also occasionally 
challenging them (26). His work examines how different communities 
adapted and interpreted these prescriptions in accordance with 
their own needs and circumstances. These interactions raised 
essential questions about access to knowledge, authority over dietary 
prescriptions, and the relationship between medical and social power 
structures. There are numerous historical records and studies that 
demonstrate how different communities negotiated these tensions, 
sometimes challenging dominant interpretations and developing 
localised adaptations of Ayurvedic principles that better served 
their specific needs and circumstances. Smith (2006) examines how 
various communities have developed localised interpretations of 
Ayurvedic principles that are more closely aligned with their own 
dietary practices and cultural norms (34). He explains the flexibility 
and adaptability of Ayurvedic knowledge systems across different 
social contexts. Hardiman’s (2006) research on adivasi (indigenous) 
communities’ engagement with medical traditions shows how 
different groups maintained their dietary knowledge systems while 
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selectively incorporating elements of Ayurvedic theory (23). His 
work offers valuable insights into how marginalised communities 
navigate and challenge dominant medical paradigms.

In contemporary South Asian contexts, these dietary 
epistemologies face unprecedented challenges and opportunities as 
they interact with modern nutritional science, global food systems, 
and rapidly evolving social structures. The traditional knowledge 
systems that once operated within clearly defined cultural boundaries 
now participate in a worldwide discourse about food, health, 
and wellness. This transformation raises critical questions about 
authority, authenticity, and adaptation in dietary knowledge systems. 
How do ancient Ayurvedic principles maintain their relevance while 
engaging with contemporary scientific paradigms? How do local 
communities negotiate between traditional dietary wisdom and 
modern nutritional guidelines? The commodification of Ayurvedic 
knowledge in global markets has introduced new complexities to 
these dialectics. As Ayurvedic dietary principles are increasingly 
marketed as lifestyle products and wellness solutions, questions 
arise about the translation of traditional knowledge into modern 
contexts. This process often involves simplifying complex theoretical 
frameworks for mass consumption, raising concerns about the 
potential loss of nuance and depth in traditional knowledge systems.

The environmental implications of Ayurvedic dietary knowledge 
have gained renewed relevance in the context of global climate 
change and ecological degradation. Traditional Ayurvedic 
emphasis on seasonal eating, local procurement, and sustainable 
harvesting practices offers valuable insights into food sustainability 
and environmental balance. These principles, developed over 
millennia of observation and practical experience, provide potential 
frameworks for addressing modern environmental challenges. 
New technologies, shifting social structures, and global ecological 
challenges present both opportunities and challenges for the 
preservation and adaptation of traditional knowledge systems. The 
emergence of personalised nutrition and microbiome research, 
for instance, offers interesting parallels with Ayurvedic concepts 
of individual constitution and digestive health. Similarly, growing 
interest in traditional food systems and their potential role in 
addressing global health challenges has created new opportunities 
for dialogue between different epistemological traditions.

In classical Sanskrit texts, Ayurvedic epistemology presents 
a comprehensive framework that transcends the conventional 
boundaries between medical science, philosophical doctrine, and 
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cultural practice, offering a ‘total theory’ of human existence and 
its relationship to the cosmic order. This study undertakes a rigorous 
examination of Ayurvedic epistemologies and their influence on 
Indian culinary traditions, employing a theoretical framework 
that synthesises phenomenological inquiry, semiotic analysis, 
and post-structural methodologies. While extant scholarship has 
predominantly operated within binary theoretical constructs, such 
as sacred/profane, traditional/modern, and epistemic/embodied, 
this paper advances beyond such reductionist paradigms to propose 
a more nuanced theoretical framework.

The paper shows the complex ways in which Ayurvedic dietary 
prescriptions operate as sites of cultural reproduction and 
contestation. When subjected to post-structural analysis, they 
emerge not as mere historical artefacts but as complex discursive 
formations that continue to inform contemporary conceptualisations 
of the relationship between sustenance, spirituality, and somatic 
experience. The theoretical framework, informed by contemporary 
critical theory (Butler, 1993; Spivak, 1999), examines how these 
ancient epistemologies navigate contemporary tensions between 
tradition and modernity, the sacred and the secular, and local and 
global paradigms. Through problematising conventional approaches 
to traditional dietary practices, it presents a theoretical framework 
that accounts for both the historical complexity and contemporary 
relevance of Ayurvedic epistemologies.

Theoretical Paradigms of Ayurvedic Epistemologies

The foundational articulation of dietary principles in the Charaka 
Samhita establishes a complex epistemological framework that 
transcends conventional binary oppositions between theoretical 
knowledge and practical wisdom. This perspective on knowledge, 
as described by Foucault (1969) and referred to as an ‘epistemic 
regime,’ functions as an overarching system that not only determines 
what we can understand about diet and health but also delineates 
the processes by which this knowledge is created, validated, and 
disseminated. In the context of Ayurveda, this system encompasses 
the guiding principles for interpreting texts, the authority granted to 
particular individuals or practitioners for offering dietary advice, and 
the mechanisms through which theoretical ideas are translated into 
practical applications. It constructs a meta-theoretical framework 
that positions dietary understanding at the intersection of medical 
praxis, spiritual realisation, and cultural transmission (Sharma 1981, 



	 Ayurvedic Epistemologies and Indian Culinary Traditions	 89

324). This textual formulation reveals discursive formations that 
establish fundamental relationships between different domains of 
knowledge production and validation. The doshas, gunas, and rasas 
are not fixed categories but rather dynamic principles that derive 
their importance from their relationships and contextual usage. 
The practical application of this triadic matrix becomes evident 
in contemporary Indian cooking practices, particularly in the 
preparation of traditional medicinal formulations, such as kashayam 
(decoctions). The practitioner’s understanding encompasses 
multiple dimensions of Ayurvedic theory simultaneously. The 
preparation requires deep knowledge of doshic properties, specifically 
how different herbs affect the three fundamental bioenergetic 
principles of vata (pacifying dishes), pitta (balancing items), and kapha 
(appropriate foods). This understanding works in concert with the 
gunas attributes, where practitioners carefully consider how various 
cooking temperatures and durations influence the qualities of herbs. 
Their expertise extends to rasa principles, particularly how different 
taste combinations contribute to therapeutic efficacy. In a modern 
Sanjeevanam Ayurvedic restaurant in Bangalore, the traditional 
principles seamlessly integrate with current commercial demands. 
The kitchen’s organisational structure and operational flow directly 
reflect doshic theory, with cooking sequences methodically arranged 
to prepare lighter foods first. This systematic approach demonstrates 
how ancient theoretical frameworks maintain their integrity while 
adapting to contemporary commercial kitchen requirements, 
illustrating the dynamic nature of Ayurvedic culinary principles in 
modern practice. At the institutional level, the traditional system 
maintains its relevance through what Bourdieu (1977) terms 
“structured structuring structures,” a framework that simultaneously 
shapes and is shaped by cultural practices (78). The Sushruta Samhita’s 
elucidation of rasa theory demonstrates how this theory is applied 
in concrete analytical frameworks. Its treatment of the six tastes 
reveals complex epistemological structures that integrate immediate 
sensory perception with sophisticated theoretical understanding 
(Bhishagratna, Sushruta Samhita 246).

Through the analytical lens of Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus,’9 
Ayurvedic dietetics interrogates how dietary principles function 
simultaneously as structured epistemological frameworks and 
structuring forces in cultural practice. These principles generate 
what Bourdieu identifies as ‘practical sense,’ an embodied 
understanding that influences culinary choices and preparations 
through complex networks of cultural transmission (Bourdieu 
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1977, 82). This practical sense emerges through an understanding 
of temporal cycles, constitutional variations, and geographical 
considerations, demonstrating how abstract theoretical principles 
become incarnated in daily practice. The legitimation of Ayurvedic 
knowledge occurs through ‘epistemic networks,’ a complex system of 
validation that integrates textual authority, experiential verification, 
and cultural transmission. These networks consist of interconnected 
nodes that include Sanskrit texts for theoretical authority, guru-
shishya10 relationships for embodied transmission, regional variations 
for contextual adaptation, and contemporary institutions for modern 
validation. Each node both absorbs and produces knowledge, 
forming a dynamic system rather than a strict hierarchy. The Charaka 
Samhita’s discourse on pathya (wholesome food) reveals how dietary 
principles emerge from the dynamic interplay between individual 
constitution, seasonal variations, and geographical considerations 
(Sharma 1981, 324). These relationships operate through ‘sacred-
somatic circuits,’ which are pathways of understanding that connect 
metaphysical principles with material practices in food preparation 
and consumption. 

The interplay between theoretical knowledge and embodied 
understanding emerges particularly in the texts’ treatment of ritu 
charya (seasonal regimens). The Charaka Samhita’s exposition of 
seasonal dietary modifications illustrates how abstract principles 
are applied in specific, practical ways while maintaining theoretical 
coherence (Sharma 1981, 412). This dynamic relationship reveals 
how Ayurvedic epistemology operates through adaptive matrices. 
The epistemic legitimation of Ayurvedic dietary knowledge occurs 
through multiple intersecting mechanisms. First, through textual 
authority that establishes theoretical frameworks and validation 
criteria. Second, through experiential verification that connects 
theoretical understanding with practical outcomes. Third, through 
cultural transmission, principles can adapt to changing contexts 
while maintaining essential theoretical coherence. This integration 
is particularly evident in the concept of satmya (habituation), which 
demonstrates how theoretical understanding becomes embodied 
through repeated practice while simultaneously generating new 
theoretical insights. The framework does not stem from a single 
theoretical element but from their combined interaction, showing 
how Ayurvedic knowledge functions as discourse (defining what 
can be known), habitus (shaping how knowledge is embodied), 
and lived experience (creating new insights through practice). This 
multifaceted approach explains both the structural stability and the 
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ability to adapt dynamically that define Ayurvedic dietary knowledge 
systems.

Dietary Discourse in Sanskrit Medical Treatises

The hermeneutical analysis of classical Sanskrit medical texts 
reveals sophisticated systems of dietary knowledge that operate at 
multiple levels of understanding. The Charaka Samhita and Sushruta 
Samhita, foundational texts of Ayurvedic medicine, present dietary 
principles through structured frameworks that integrate empirical 
observation, theoretical understanding, and practical application. 
The Charaka Samhita’s exposition of dietary principles demonstrates 
a hermeneutical approach through its systematic organisation of 
knowledge. The text begins with fundamental principles of taste (rasa) 
and proceeds through increasingly complex layers of understanding, 
including the effects of food combinations, seasonal variations, and 
individual constitutional differences. This hierarchical organisation 
reflects a deliberate pedagogical strategy that guides readers from 
basic principles to theoretical understanding. In the Charaka 
Samhita, particularly in the Sutrasthana section, it establishes the 
theoretical foundations of dietary knowledge through a systematic 
analysis of the relationship between food substances and their 
effects on the body-mind complex. The text employs classificatory 
systems that categorise foods according to their qualitative attributes 
(gunas), potency (virya), and post-digestive effect (vipaka). This 
multidimensional approach to food classification demonstrates how 
classical texts construct theoretical frameworks that bridge sensory 
experience and metaphysical understanding.

The hermeneutical methodology employed in analysing these 
Sanskrit texts operates on multiple levels of interpretation, moving 
from literal translation to contextual understanding and finally 
to contemporary application. The Charaka Samhita’s exposition of 
dietary principles, for instance, reveals sophisticated theoretical 
frameworks through passages such as “आहारसंभवं वस्तु रोगाश्चाहारसंभवााः” 
(diseases arise from food, and so does health), establishing the 
foundational relationship between diet and wellness. This can be 
contrasted with the Sushruta Samhita’s more practical approach, 
exemplified in passages like “द्रव्यदशेबलज्ञानं मात्राकालश्च भोजने” (knowledge 
of substance, place, strength, quantity, and timing in eating), 
demonstrating how these texts complement each other in building 
a comprehensive dietary science. The contemporary relevance of 
these textual principles is evident in modern Ayurvedic institutional 
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kitchens, where the classical understanding of food combinations 
directly influences meal planning and preparation. For example, the 
Arya Vaidya Sala in Kottakkal, Kerala, structures its therapeutic meal 
services according to these classical principles, demonstrating how 
textual knowledge transforms into practical dietary protocols. The 
texts’ detailed prescriptions regarding seasonal dietary modifications 
continue to guide contemporary practitioners in adapting traditional 
principles to modern nutritional needs, showing the dynamic 
interaction between classical knowledge and current practice.

The Sushruta Samhita complements this theoretical framework 
through its detailed analysis of the relationship between diet and 
health. The text’s discussion of pathya (wholesome food) reveals 
the understanding of how dietary principles must adapt to different 
contextual factors. This contextual sensitivity is evident in detailed 
discussions of how dietary recommendations should vary according 
to an individual’s constitution (prakriti), current condition (vikriti), 
season (ritu), and geographical location (desha). Both texts employ 
hermeneutical strategies in their presentation of dietary knowledge. 
They frequently use analogical reasoning to explain complex 
theoretical principles through familiar examples. For instance, 
the Charaka Samhita explains the concept of agni (digestive fire) 
through chosen metaphors that link observable phenomena with 
subtle physiological processes. This use of analogical reasoning 
demonstrates how classical texts make theoretical concepts accessible 
while preserving their essential complexity. The texts’ treatment 
of incompatible food combinations (viruddha ahara) reveals 
another dimension of their hermeneutical sophistication. They 
explain the theoretical principles underlying food incompatibility 
rather than presenting mere lists of prohibited combinations. The 
Charaka Samhita discusses how combinations become incompatible 
through various factors, including preparation methods, quantity, 
timing, and individual constitution. This theoretical depth enables 
the principles to maintain relevance across different cultural and 
temporal contexts.

A particularly significant aspect of these texts’ hermeneutical 
approach lies in their integration of theoretical principles with 
practical application. The Charaka Samhita’s discussion of dietary 
regimens (ahara vidhi) illustrates how theoretical understanding 
should inform practical decisions regarding food selection, 
preparation, and consumption. This integration of theory and 
practice creates a dynamic relationship between textual knowledge 
and lived experience. The texts also reveal the understanding of how 
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dietary knowledge must adapt to different contexts while maintaining 
theoretical coherence. The Sushruta Samhita’s discussion of regional 
variations in dietary practices illustrates how universal principles can 
be applied in specific ways that are tailored to different geographical 
and cultural contexts. Its adaptability ensures the continued 
relevance of classical dietary principles across different temporal 
and spatial contexts.

Phenomenological Dimensions of Ayurvedic Culinary Praxis

The embodied manifestation of Ayurvedic principles through 
culinary praxis collectively constitutes the triadic matrix of Ayurvedic 
epistemology. This embodied understanding manifests particularly 
in the practice of tadka (tempering spices). The sequence of 
adding spices, the recognition of optimal cooking points, and the 
adaptation to seasonal variations all demonstrate Csordas’s (1994) 
‘somatic modes of attention’. A study of professional cooks in Kerala 
reveals how they develop this bodily knowledge through years of 
practice. For instance, the sound of mustard seeds popping changes 
subtly with the seasons, requiring minute adjustments in timing 
and temperature. Such observations demonstrate how theoretical 
principles become embodied through repeated practice, generating 
new insights into traditional knowledge systems.

The phenomenological analysis of gunas—sattva (purity/clarity), 
rajas (activity/passion), and tamas (inertia/dullness)—reveals 
intricate processes of ‘corporeal hermeneutics’11 that transcend 
mere intellectual apprehension. The Sushruta Samhita articulates 
this phenomenon, noting that “the profound understanding of 
gunas emerges through direct bodily engagement, where theoretical 
knowledge transmutes into lived experience” (Bhishagratna 1963, 
358), revealing how embodied practice generates new forms of 
understanding that extend beyond traditional textual frameworks.

The embodied manifestation of Ayurvedic principles reveals 
significant regional variations and practitioner interpretations 
that enrich our understanding of phenomenological engagement 
with culinary practices. In Kerala’s traditional Ayurvedic kitchens, 
practitioners demonstrate a distinct approach to oil-based cooking 
preparations, where the assessment of oil temperature for different 
medicinal decoctions relies on sophisticated somatic knowledge 
passed down through generations. This can be contrasted with the 
practices in Gujarat, where dry-heat cooking methods predominate, 
and practitioners have developed unique tactile and auditory cues 
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for determining optimal cooking points. At the Sri Dharmasthala 
Manjunatheshwara College of Ayurveda in Karnataka, seasoned 
practitioners train students in developing Csordas’ somatic modes 
of attention, teaching them to recognise the precise moment 
when herbs release their therapeutic properties through sensory 
cues such as colour changes, aromatic transitions, and textural 
transformations. These embodied practices align with contemporary 
phenomenological theories, particularly Leder’s (1990) concept of 
the ‘lived body’ as a site of knowledge production and Ingold’s (2011) 
ideas about skilled practice as a form of environmental attunement. 
The variations in practice across different regions demonstrate how 
local cultural contexts shape the interpretation and application of 
Ayurvedic principles while maintaining their essential theoretical 
integrity.

The integration of rasa principles, madhura (sweet), amla 
(sour), lavana (salty), katu (pungent), tikta (bitter), and kashaya 
(astringent), through phenomenological experience, demonstrates 
how sensory engagement constitutes a complex system of knowledge 
production that operates through embodied discourse12. These 
taste principles function not merely as sensory categories but as a 
theoretical construct linking taste perception to therapeutic effects, 
where the body simultaneously serves as both interpreter and 
generator of knowledge. This dual positioning enables practitioners 
to navigate complex dialectics between theoretical principles and 
lived experience, revealing how embodied knowledge maintains 
epistemic continuity while allowing for cultural adaptation across 
diverse temporal and spatial contexts.

The triadic matrix thus emerges as a signifying system that mediates 
between metaphysical paradigms and material practices through 
lived experience. This mediation manifests through interrelated 
mechanisms of epistemic legitimation, knowledge generation, and 
cultural transmission. 

Through  direct experiential engagement with food substances, 
practitioners develop ‘embodied authority’ (Desjarlais 1992, 124). 
It is a form of corporeal wisdom that complements and extends 
traditional textual sources, as seen in the continuous evolution of 
Ayurvedic dietary principles. This interplay between theoretical 
knowledge and embodied practice reveals how the triadic matrix 
operates not merely as an abstract framework but as a lived reality 
that shapes and is shaped by daily culinary practices. This matrix 
is a generative force that continues to shape and evolve Ayurvedic 
epistemology through lived experience. The body, functioning 
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as both signifier and signified within this paradigm, enables the 
continuous adaptation and evolution of traditional principles while 
maintaining their essential epistemic integrity, thereby illuminating 
how Ayurvedic dietary wisdom remains relevant and practical across 
diverse cultural and temporal contexts.

Cultural Reproduction and Epistemic Legitimation:  
A Bourdieusian Analysis

Bourdieu’s conceptual framework, when applied to Ayurvedic 
dietary principles, provides an analytical tool for understanding 
how traditional knowledge systems maintain their legitimacy 
through complex processes of cultural reproduction. Ayurvedic 
dietary practices emerge not merely as prescriptive guidelines but 
as forms of cultural capital. Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of cultural 
capital, comprising three interrelated forms that are embodied, 
objectified, and institutionalised, provides crucial insights into how 
Ayurvedic knowledge operates within social fields. The embodied 
state manifests through ‘culinary dispositions’ (an internalised 
understanding of food properties and combinations). The 
objectified state is evident in material practices and texts, such as the 
Sushruta Samhita, which notes that “the mastery of food principles 
emerges through inherited wisdom” (Bhishagratna 1963, 246). The 
institutionalised state operates through formal recognition systems 
that validate specific forms of dietary knowledge. For example, the 
Ayurvedic hospital kitchen staff in Pune demonstrate Bourdieu’s 
concept of ‘practical sense’ in their daily operations. They modify 
cooking techniques based on seasonal changes (ritu charya), adjust 
preparations for different patient constitutions (prakriti), and adapt 
traditional principles to modern equipment. This institutional 
example illustrates how Ayurvedic knowledge systems remain 
relevant while evolving to meet contemporary needs.

The transmission of Ayurvedic culinary knowledge reveals complex 
power dynamics and social structures that exemplify Bourdieu’s 
theoretical framework in action. In traditional household settings, 
particularly in regions such as Tamil Nadu and Kerala, the kitchen 
serves as a site of intensive knowledge transmission, where women, 
especially mothers-in-law and grandmothers, exercise considerable 
authority in passing down both practical techniques and theoretical 
knowledge. This gendered dimension of knowledge transmission 
manifests in pedagogic authority, where the right to interpret and 
teach Ayurvedic principles is often vested in female elders who 
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serve as custodians of familial culinary traditions. The class-based 
variations in Ayurvedic knowledge transmission become evident 
in different social contexts; for example, upper-middle-class urban 
households often blend traditional practices with modern nutritional 
science, while traditional households maintain stricter adherence 
to classical Ayurvedic principles in their daily cooking practices. In 
urban, wealthy family settings, they are found to employ professional 
Ayurvedic consultants for dietary planning, while working-class 
families rely more on inherited knowledge passed down through 
generations. The power dynamics in institutional settings present 
another dimension, where formal Ayurvedic education often 
privileges textual knowledge over practical wisdom, creating what 
Bourdieu (1993) describes as a ‘field of restricted production’ where 
certain forms of knowledge receive official validation while others 
remain marginalised.

The concept of ‘field theory,’ as defined by Bourdieu (1993), can 
be related to how Ayurvedic dietary discourse functions as a site of 
cultural reproduction, characterised as a structured space of positions 
where agents compete for legitimate forms of capital. Within this field, 
different forms of capital intersect to generate what Bourdieu (1991) 
terms ‘symbolic power,’ the ability to construct reality and establish 
legitimate classifications (170). The Charaka Samhita demonstrates 
this through its elaboration of food classifications as “understanding 
emerges through the confluence of textual knowledge, practical 
wisdom, and recognised authority” (Sharma 1981, 324). Bourdieu’s 
notion of symbolic power reveals how Ayurvedic dietary principles 
maintain their epistemic authority. This process becomes evident 
in the way classical texts establish hierarchies of food practices. 
The Sushruta Samhita articulates that “knowledge of proper food 
combinations manifests through inherited understanding, practical 
application, and recognised expertise” (Bhishagratna 1963, 358), 
demonstrating how certain dietary practices receive epistemic 
validation while others are excluded from legitimate discourse.

Bourdieu (1997) describes the concept of ‘doxa’, understood 
as the immediate adherence to the presuppositions of a field, to 
help explain how Ayurvedic dietary principles become naturalised 
within cultural practices. This naturalisation occurs through 
complex processes of embodiment, where theoretical knowledge 
transforms into practical sense. The Charaka Samhita elucidates that 
“the principles of proper food combination emerge through both 
traditional authority and practical observation” (Sharma 1981, 412), 
revealing how theoretical principles become incarnated through 
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daily practice. Bourdieu’s (1997) concept of practice, understood 
as the product of the dialectical relationship between structure 
and agency, illuminates how Ayurvedic dietary principles operate 
through mechanisms of cultural reproduction. The Sushruta Samhita 
elucidates that “the comprehension of food properties manifests 
through both inherited wisdom and lived experience” (Bhishagratna 
1963, 472), revealing how traditional knowledge adapts to changing 
contexts while maintaining epistemic legitimacy. This intersection of 
habitus and field is, in Bourdieu’s sense, a practical sense.

Bourdieu (1986) identifies ‘misrecognition’ as a process whereby 
arbitrary cultural constructions appear as natural and self-evident. 
The Sushruta Samhita articulates this phenomenon as “the principles 
of dietary wisdom manifest as inherent truths through generations 
of practised understanding” (Bhishagratna 534), revealing how 
theoretical knowledge becomes naturalised through processes of 
cultural reproduction. The operation of symbolic power within 
Ayurvedic discourse reveals complex processes of epistemic 
legitimation. These mechanisms function through specific dietary 
practices that both formal institutions and informal cultural 
transmission networks legitimise. The Charaka Samhita describes this 
as “knowledge gains authority through the confluence of traditional 
wisdom and practical efficacy” (Sharma 562). The nuanced 
interaction between theoretical insights and practical application 
illustrates the ways Ayurvedic principles retain their significance 
across varying times and places. This adaptability is facilitated by 
habitus, which enables both continuity and innovation within 
established structures.

Negotiating Tradition and Modernity on  
Ayurvedic Dietary Systems

The tension between sacred epistemologies and secular practices 
is particularly evident in the modern interpretation of dosha-
based dietary recommendations. For instance, the traditional 
understanding of agni (digestive fire) and its relationship to 
food timing has been reframed within contemporary nutritional 
discourse through concepts of metabolic regulation and circadian 
rhythms. The Charaka Samhita’s assertion that “digestive capacity 
varies with the position of the sun” (Sharma 324) finds modern 
articulation in research on chronobiology and meal timing. This 
represents ‘epistemic hybridisation,’ where traditional principles 
maintain their fundamental theoretical framework while engaging 
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with modern scientific paradigms. Similarly, the ancient practice of 
ritualised food preparation (samskara13) demonstrates adaptation 
to contemporary contexts. The traditional injunctions regarding 
cooking methods and utensil materials, originally embedded 
within sacred epistemologies, are now often justified through the 
modern understanding of nutrient preservation and biochemical 
interactions. The Sushruta Samhita’s detailed prescriptions, which 
state that “cooking in copper vessels enhances digestive power while 
earthen pots preserve essential qualities” (Bhishagratna 246), find 
contemporary resonance in research on material interactions and 
nutrient bioavailability.

The integration of traditional Ayurvedic principles with modern 
practices is illustrated in several innovative institutional settings across 
India. The Arya Vaidya Sala in Kottakkal has developed a software 
system that translates classical Ayurvedic dietary prescriptions 
into standardised kitchen protocols, enabling precise preparation 
of therapeutic meals for hundreds of patients daily. This digital 
transformation preserves core Ayurvedic principles while adapting 
them to meet the requirements of large-scale institutions. Similarly, 
the Ramaiah Ayurvedic Hospital in Bangalore has pioneered a 
hybrid approach that combines traditional diagnostic methods with 
modern nutritional analysis. Their dietary department employs 
cloud-based systems to track individual patient constitutions 
(prakriti) and current imbalances (vikriti), automatically generating 
personalised meal plans that respect both Ayurvedic principles and 
modern nutritional requirements. These institutions demonstrate 
how technological innovation can enhance rather than diminish 
traditional knowledge systems, creating digital bridges between 
ancient wisdom and contemporary healthcare needs.

The preservation and transmission of traditional Ayurvedic 
knowledge face significant challenges in the modern context, 
necessitating innovative solutions that strike a balance between 
authenticity and accessibility. The traditional guru-shishya method 
of knowledge transmission, which once ensured detailed transfer 
of subtle aspects of food preparation and assessment, struggles 
to survive in the fast-paced modern environment. However, some 
institutions have developed creative responses to this challenge. The 
Madhavika Ayurvedic Research Centre in Pune, for instance, utilises 
high-definition video documentation to capture the subtle visual and 
auditory cues traditionally employed to assess cooking processes, 
thereby creating a digital archive of traditional knowledge. Modern 
social media platforms have also emerged as unexpected allies in 
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knowledge preservation, with traditional practitioners utilising social 
media platforms like Facebook and YouTube to demonstrate classical 
preparation techniques to global audiences. These technological 
adaptations, while presenting their challenges in terms of depth 
and authenticity, offer new pathways for preserving and transmitting 
traditional knowledge. The influence of technology on Ayurvedic 
knowledge transmission extends beyond mere documentation to 
active learning platforms, where artificial intelligence applications 
help practitioners identify herbs, analyse food combinations, and 
understand seasonal variations in dietary requirements.

Traditional prescriptions for seasonal eating, initially developed 
for specific geographical regions, now engage with modern 
discussions of local food systems, carbon footprints, and sustainable 
agriculture. The Charaka Samhita’s guidance on seasonal adaptation 
describes how “diet must align with environmental changes” (Sharma 
1981, 412), demonstrating remarkable relevance to contemporary 
ecological concerns. Another compelling example emerges in the 
modern application of incompatible food combinations (viruddha 
ahara). Traditional proscriptions against certain food combinations, 
based initially on doshic theory, now find support in research on 
nutrient interactions and digestive physiology. This represents 
Said’s term ‘contrapuntal perspective’, where traditional knowledge 
simultaneously maintains its theoretical integrity while engaging 
with modern scientific validation. The negotiation between 
tradition and modernity reveals processes of strategic preservation, 
where traditional principles adapt to contemporary contexts while 
maintaining essential theoretical frameworks. For instance, the 
traditional concept of agni-deepana (enhancement of digestive fire) 
has been reinterpreted within modern discussions of gut health 
and microbiome science. The Sushruta Samhita’s principles of 
digestive enhancement find new articulation in the contemporary 
understanding of digestive enzymes and metabolic processes. Thus, 
the traditional understanding of food properties and combinations 
demonstrates remarkable anticipation of contemporary scientific 
insights, revealing traditional knowledge systems that prefigure 
modern scientific discoveries while maintaining distinct theoretical 
frameworks.

Conclusion

This paper has demonstrated that Ayurvedic dietary principles 
function as both epistemic structures and lived realities. Ayurveda 



100  	 shss XXXII, NUMBER 1, Summer 2025

is not only a static repository of ancient wisdom but also acts as an 
evolving knowledge system that continuously negotiates legitimacy, 
adaptation, and authority across diverse temporal and spatial contexts. 
While classical texts such as the Charaka Samhita and Sushruta Samhita 
codify dietary knowledge within structured theoretical paradigms, 
their historical application reveals significant adaptability. Ayurvedic 
dietary principles have consistently responded to external influences, 
incorporating new substances, practices, and epistemologies 
while maintaining an overarching logic of balance and well-being. 
The historical incorporation of non-indigenous ingredients, the 
adaptation of dietary frameworks to regional variations, and the 
interplay between Ayurvedic and non-Ayurvedic medical traditions 
all underscore the epistemic plasticity of Ayurvedic knowledge. The 
analysis of the complex relationship between canonical prescriptions 
and phenomenological practice reveals Ayurveda as a fluid epistemic 
framework that undergoes continuous transformation through the 
dialectical engagement between textual authority and embodied 
knowledge systems.

The competing forces of commodification and rigidification shape 
contemporary Ayurvedic dietary discourses. The global wellness 
industry has appropriated Ayurvedic principles, reducing them to 
consumer-driven dietary models that often erase their historical, 
philosophical, and socio-political complexities. At the same time, 
revivalist interpretations seek to fix Ayurveda within a rigid framework 
that resists scientific engagement, positioning it as an unalterable 
system of sacred knowledge. This dual process, where Ayurveda is 
simultaneously appropriated for commercial gain and constrained 
by rigid traditionalist frameworks, raises fundamental questions 
about the mechanisms through which traditional knowledge 
systems negotiate authority, authenticity, and transformation in 
the contemporary era. The paper reveals how these knowledge 
systems navigate three primary tensions: the commodification-
authentication dialectic, the tradition-innovation dynamic, and the 
local-global interface. Through these processes, Ayurvedic principles 
demonstrate a remarkable capacity for maintaining theoretical 
coherence while incorporating new knowledge frameworks and 
adapting to contemporary wellness paradigms.

Through the lens of Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ and 
Foucault’s ‘epistemic regimes,’ Ayurvedic dietary knowledge reveals 
how Ayurvedic principles serve not only as prescriptive guidelines 
but also as structuring forces that shape social identities, power 
relations, and systems of cultural reproduction. Ayurvedic dietary 
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epistemologies are embedded within networks of authority, wherein 
knowledge is validated through textual traditions, oral transmission, 
and institutional recognition. Ayurvedic dietary principles are 
neither passive nor neutral; instead, they operate as sites of epistemic 
contestation where questions of legitimacy, authority, and adaptation 
are continually negotiated. These factors have contributed to the 
evolving discourse on Ayurveda, where knowledge is not merely 
inherited but actively contested, reinterpreted, and reconfigured.

The ecological and ethical dimensions of Ayurvedic dietary 
prescriptions, particularly in relation to food sustainability and 
environmental consciousness, with an emphasis on seasonal eating, 
local food procurement, and dietary habituation, offer valuable 
insights into contemporary global debates on food security, climate-
responsive nutrition, and sustainable agriculture. While these 
principles align with modern concerns about ecological balance and 
ethical consumption, it has cautioned against simplistic comparisons 
that reduce Ayurveda to a proto-environmentalist system. Ayurvedic 
dietary epistemologies must be understood as historically dynamic 
and epistemically complex systems rather than as relics of the 
past or uncritical alternatives to modern nutritional science. The 
paper challenges binary categorisations that position Ayurveda in 
opposition to scientific modernity, instead demonstrating its capacity 
for epistemic hybridity, wherein tradition and transformation exist in 
a dialectical relationship. By foregrounding Ayurveda’s adaptability 
while simultaneously interrogating the socio-political structures that 
mediate its contemporary articulation, this paper provides a model 
for understanding how traditional knowledge systems negotiate 
modernity, legitimacy, and cultural authority.

While this study primarily examines Indian contexts, its insights 
have a global resonance. From Seoul to São Paulo, urban millennials 
are reconnecting with their grandmothers’ culinary wisdom, 
searching for alternatives to processed foods and universal nutrition 
advice. The pandemic has heightened interest in traditional diets, 
such as those incorporating turmeric lattes, which have become 
increasingly popular. Fermented foods are now scientifically 
validated, and seasonal eating is gaining support among climate-
conscious consumers. Ayurveda’s personalised nutrition approach, 
once seen as outdated, now seems ahead of its time as genetic testing 
offers tailored diets and gut microbiome studies validate ancient 
food pairings. However, this worldwide resurgence carries risks. 
When traditional practices turn into Instagram trends, vital wisdom 
can be distorted. The framework suggests how traditional knowledge 
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can adapt to modern needs without losing its essence. Amid rising 
chronic illnesses and environmental crises, the solution may not 
be abandoning tradition for modernity or idealising the past, but 
recognising that systems like Ayurveda are inherently dynamic, 
adaptable, and relevant today.

Notes

	 1.	 Literally translated as ‘knowledge of life’ or ‘science of longevity,’ Ayurveda 
is one of the world’s oldest holistic healing systems. It was developed in India 
over 5,000 years ago and integrates the physical, mental, and spiritual aspects 
of health and wellness. 

	 2.	 One of the principal texts of Ayurveda, composed between 1000 BCE and 500 
CE. It is considered the foundational text of internal medicine in Ayurvedic 
tradition and contains detailed descriptions of physiology, pathology, diagnosis, 
and treatment. 

	 3.	 A foundational Sanskrit text of Ayurvedic medicine, particularly famous for 
its descriptions of surgical procedures. It contains detailed information about 
food, nutrition, and their effects on health. 

	 4.	 The theoretical framework that describes the three fundamental bio-energetic 
principles that govern physiological and psychological functions in Ayurvedic 
medicine.

	 5.	 The individual psycho-physiological constitution determined at conception, 
representing one's natural state of balance. It influences dietary requirements, 
disease susceptibility, and treatment approaches.

	 6.	 The six fundamental tastes recognized in Ayurveda: madhura (sweet), amla 
(sour), Lavana (salty), Katu (pungent), Tikta (bitter), Kashaya (astringent).

	 7.	 The qualitative attributes or properties inherent in substances. Ayurveda 
recognizes twenty primary gunas arranged as ten pairs of opposites, such as 
heavy-light, cold-hot, and oily-dry.

	 8.	 The Ayurvedic pharmacology that studies the properties, actions, and uses 
of substances (both dietary and medicinal). It includes detailed classification 
systems for understanding the therapeutic potential of different substances.

	 9.	 Habitus is a concept by Pierre Bourdieu, referring to a set of lasting, transferable 
dispositions. Bourdieu (1977) describes habitus as both structured, influenced 
by social conditions, and structuring, shaping practices. In Ayurvedic settings, 
this idea illustrates how dietary knowledge is embodied through cultural 
transmission and everyday routines.

	10.	 The traditional teacher-disciple lineage system for transmitting knowledge in 
Indian traditions, emphasizing oral instruction, practical demonstration, and 
embodied learning.

	11.	 The interpretive process through which bodily experiences generate 
knowledge, central to phenomenological approaches to traditional medicine.

	12.	 Foucault’s concept describing how power relations and knowledge systems 
manifest through bodily practices and somatic experiences in The Archaeology of 
Knowledge. 

	13.	 Processing methods that enhance or transform the properties of substances, 
including purification, potentiation, and detoxification procedures.
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