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Abstract 

This research paper explores the dynamic relationship between dietary practices (foodways), philosophical nonviolence (ahiṃsā), and the 

construction of religious identity within the Jain tradition [3]. In Jainism, eating is not treated as a mere physiological necessity or a secular cultural 

habit. Rather, it functions as a primary ethical technology and an embodied ascetic practice through which the ultimate soteriological goal of 

spiritual liberation (mokṣa) is systematically realized [3]. 

By examining classical canonical literature-including the Puruṣārthasiddhyupāya, Daśavaikālika Sūtra, Ācārāṅga Sūtra, Tattvārtha Sūtra, and 

Mūlācāra alongside modern anthropological fieldwork, this paper analyzes how microscopic avoidance rules, nocturnal fasting (rātribhojana-

tyāga), root vegetable proscriptions (kandamūla-varjana), and monastic alms protocols (piṇḍaiṣaṇā) structure daily life [4]. 

Special analytical focus is placed on the gendered division of domestic labor. The paper demonstrates how laywomen (śrāvikās) serve as the 

custodians of dietary purity in the domestic kitchen, generating auspicious spiritual merit (puṇya) that counterbalances the inevitable worldly 

compromises of male commerce [7]. Furthermore, it investigates how bodily fasting disciplines (tapas) like āyambila provide women with moral 

agency and spiritual authority [7]. 

Finally, the study examines contemporary transformations in diaspora and urban contexts, showing how younger generations and modern 

reformers have extended traditional ahiṃsā to confront industrial factory farming through Jain veganism [3]. In doing so, it illustrates how Jain 

foodways remain the vital boundary marker of religious identity across both domestic and transnational spaces [3]. 
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Introduction 

Foodways, Ethics, and Religious Boundaries 

In the academic study of religion, dietary habits are 

increasingly recognized as primary expressions of culture, 

social structure, and theology [3]. Within Jainism, this 

connection is especially prominent [3]. Foodways the complex 

network of activities surrounding how food is gathered, stored, 

cooked, served, eaten, and renounced-constitute the central 

ground where the core principle of ahiṃsā (universal 

nonviolence) is put into practice [3]. 

For the Jain practitioner, eating is an ethical encounter [3]. Jain 

metaphysics teaches that the cosmos is densely populated by 

living souls (jīvas) that inhabit an astonishing variety of bodies 
[4]. Because the embodied soul must consume material 

substances to survive within the cycle of rebirth (saṃsāra), 

consumption inevitably causes injury to other life-forms [3]. 

Consequently, every culinary choice carries profound moral 

weight [3]. 

The primary objective of Jain ethical living is the liberation of 

the soul (mokṣa) [3]. Achieving liberation requires the gradual 

cessation of karmic influx (āsrava) and the purging of 

accumulated karmic residues (nirjarā) [5]. The dining plate 

becomes a daily spiritual laboratory where the practitioner 

exercises constant vigilance to avoid causing unnecessary harm 
[3]. 

Significantly, the everyday preservation of this nonviolent 

lifestyle relies heavily upon gendered labor [4]. While classical 

canonical scriptures, authored predominantly by male scholars 

and monks, define taxonomic boundaries and philosophical 

proofs, the practical realization of these doctrines is carried out 

within the domestic kitchen by laywomen (śrāvikās) [4]. The 

Jain home is not merely a secular domestic space; it is a 

consecrated moral workshop where women translate high 

philosophical ideals into tangible meals [4]. Laywomen 

navigate microscopic avoidances, filter water, inspect grains, 

maintain daylight eating schedules, and undertake difficult 

fasts [4]. 

This creates a distinct social dynamic: While men have 

historically engaged in external commercial enterprises that 

involve inevitable occupational harm and the accumulation of 

spiritual demerit (pāpa), women maintain the household as a 

karmic sanctuary, generating spiritual merit (puṇya) that 

sustains the family's social and religious standing [9]. Through 

these domestic and ascetic practices, food becomes the 

fundamental marker of Jain identity across historical, domestic, 

and transnational environments [3]. 
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Ontological and Theological Foundations: Ahimsa and the 

Taxonomy of Living Beings: The dietary rules of Jainism are 

grounded in an elaborate biological taxonomy of living beings 

[4]. Rather than categorizing nature merely by physical shapes 

or external traits, Jain seers classified living beings according 

to their sensory capabilities and cognitive capacities [3]. 

 

 
 

At the broadest level, the universe of living beings (saṃsārī 

jīvas) is divided into two primary groups:- 

 Trasa Jīvas (Mobile Living Beings): Beings that possess 

between two and five senses [4]. Two-sensed beings (such 

as worms and shellfish) possess the senses of touch and 

taste; three-sensed beings (such as ants and moths) possess 

touch, taste, and smell; four-sensed beings (such as bees, 

wasps, and flies) possess touch, taste, smell, and sight; and 

five-sensed beings (such as fish, birds, quadrupeds, and 

humans) possess all five senses, with advanced animals 

and humans also possessing an internal mind (manas) [4]. 

Jain ethical doctrine strictly forbids lay householders from 

committing intentional harm (saṅkalpī hiṃsā) against any 

mobile creature [4]. For this reason, the consumption of 

animal flesh, poultry, fish, seafood, and eggs is entirely 

forbidden [4]. 

 Sthāvara Jīvas (Immobile Living Beings): Beings that 

possess only a single sense: The sense of touch 

(sparśanendriya) [3]. This category includes elemental 

souls that animate earth (pṛthvīkāya), water (apkāya), fire 

(tejakāya), wind (vāyukāya), and botanical vegetation 

(vanaspatikāya) [4]. Because it is physically impossible for 

any embodied human being to survive without consuming 

water and plant matter, Jainism permits the layperson to 

consume single-sensed plant life, but insists that such 

consumption must be carried out with the utmost care to 

keep injury to the absolute minimum [3]. 

 

The Prohibition of Root Vegetables (Kandamūla) 

To minimize harm within the botanical realm, Jain scriptures 

establish a critical distinction between two types of plant 

bodies. 

 Pratyeka-vanaspati: Individual plants where a single 

soul controls its own autonomous physical body [4]. 

Examples include leafy greens, above-ground gourds, 

cereals, pulses, and single-seeded fruits [3]. Harvesting 

these plants or gathering their fruits involves injury to only 

a single soul, and often leaves the parent plant intact [4]. 

 Anantakāya (Sādhāraṇa-vanaspati): Communal plant 

bodies where an infinite number of discrete souls share a 

single common physical structure, root, and respiration [4]. 

 

Subterranean root vegetables (kandamūla) such as potatoes, 

onions, garlic, carrots, radishes, beetroots, and ginger-represent 

the archetypal form of anantakāya [4]. When a person harvests 

or consumes a single root vegetable, an infinite number of plant 

souls are simultaneously destroyed [4]. 

Furthermore, digging root vegetables out of the damp earth 

causes widespread devastation to the surrounding soil, 

crushing countless earth-bodied beings, worms, and sub-

microscopic organisms (nigoda) residing underground [4]. In 

addition to this massive ecological injury, pungent alliums such 

as onions and garlic are classified as heating foods that incite 

the inner passions (kaṣāyas) especially anger, pride, and lust-

disrupting the mental serenity required for spiritual meditation 
[3]. 

 

The theological injunction against nocturnal dining 

(Rātribhojana) 

The renunciation of eating after sunset is another indispensable 

requirement of Jain conduct [6]. In the Digambara ethical 

treatise Puruṣārthasiddhyupāya, verse 107 states. 

 

यस्मात ् रात्रौ भञु्जानानाां अननवाररता न ांसा भवनत तस्मात् न ांसानवरत ैः 

रानत्रभनुतैः अनि व्यतव्या। 
 

"Because violence is completely unavoidable for those who 

consume food during the night, those who seek to renounce 

violence must entirely abandon eating at night" [6]. 

 

This prohibition is grounded in both practical observation 

and spiritual psychology 

 Practical Ecological Reasons: With the setting of the sun, 
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the natural world undergoes significant biological shifts [8]. 

Darkness encourages the rapid emergence of phototactic 

nocturnal insects, crawling bugs, and airborne 

microorganisms [4]. In traditional times before modern 

electric lighting, cooking or eating after dusk meant that 

insects attracted to cooking fires or food aromas would 

inevitably fall into pots and plates, resulting in accidental 

injury or ingestion [18]. Even under modern electric lights, 

insects gather around lighting fixtures, creating an ongoing 

risk of food contamination [18]. 

 Spiritual and Psychological Reasons: Jain ethics asserts 

that eating without natural light reflects spiritual 

carelessness (pramāda) [4]. In Jain karma theory, 

carelessness carries identical moral culpability to 

intentional injury, because the individual is acting without 

conscious awareness [4]. Renouncing night-eating instills 

mental discipline, curbs late-night snacking, aligns the 

body with natural solar cycles, and protects delicate 

microscopic life [4]. 

 

Mahāvikṛti: The Four Great Perversions 

Classical texts identify four dietary substances as mahāvikṛti 

(or mahāvigai): Meat, alcohol, honey, and unboiled butter [4]. 

Consuming these substances is considered a severe moral 

breach that binds heavy obscuring karma (ghātiyā karma) [4]. 

 Meat (Māṃsa): Demands the direct killing of conscious 

two-to-five-sensed beings, while the decomposing flesh 

serves as a breeding ground for countless single-sensed 

bacteria [4]. 

 Alcohol (Madya): The process of fermentation involves 

the continuous generation and annihilation of microscopic 

life-forms, while intoxication clouds reason and incites 

violent behaviour [4]. 

 Honey (Madhu): Extracting honey involves smoking out 

or destroying bee colonies, killing adult bees, and crushing 

larvae and eggs [4]. Even if gathered without killing bees, 

it represents the theft of another species' essential food 

supply [16]. 

 Unboiled Butter (Makkham): Traditional churning of 

raw, unpasteurized cream produces rapid bacterial 

multiplication, creating dense colonies of single-sensed 

life within hours [4].

 

Dietary Substance Scriptural Classification Spiritual and Biological Rationale Nature of Harm Inflicted 

Meat, Poultry, Fish & Eggs Māṃsa / Trasa-ghāta 
Direct killing of conscious mobile 

life-forms [4]. 

Destroys 2-to-5-sensed beings; binds heavy 

obscuring karma [4]. 

Root Vegetables Kandamūla / Anantakāya 
Infinite souls inhabit a single 

vegetable root [4]. 

Destroys infinite plant souls and subterranean 

micro-organisms [4]. 

Alcohol & Fermented Foods Madya / Vikṛti 
Bacterial fermentation; impairs 

moral reasoning [4]. 

Destroys micro-life; induces spiritual 

negligence (pramāda) [4]. 

Honey Madhu / Abhakṣya 
Involves the destruction of hives and 

theft of nourishment [4]. 
Kills bees, larvae, and colonial insects [4]. 

Unboiled Butter Makkham / Mahāvikṛti 
Raw dairy churning promotes rapid 

microbial generation [4]. 

Consumes massive colonies of single-sensed 

bacterial life [4]. 

Nocturnal Dining Rātribhojana 
Darkness obscures insects and 

encourages carelessness [6]. 

Causes accidental ingestion of bugs; attracts 

negative karma [4]. 

 

Strengthening the Vow: The Five Bhāvanās and the Six 

Classifications of Āhāra 

To protect the foundational vow of nonviolence from moral 

decline, Jain teachers instituted mental contemplations and 

habits known as bhāvanās [7]. In the commentary on the 

Tattvārtha Sūtra, five specific practices are outlined to steady 

and safeguard the vow of ahiṃsā. 

 Īryā-samiti (Vigilance in Movement): Walking with 

careful attention, keeping the eyes focused four paces 

ahead on the path to avoid stepping upon insects, seeds, or 

small organisms [5]. 

 Manogupti (Restraint of Mind): Guarding thoughts 

against anger, malice, vengeance, and greed, recognizing 

that mental agitation is the internal precursor to physical 

violence [4]. 

 Eṣaṇā-samiti (Careful Inspection of Sustenance): 
Carefully examining all food, water, and implements to 

ensure they are free from living insects and prepared 

without violating nonviolence [7]. 

 Ādāna-nikṣepaṇa-samiti (Mindfulness in Handling 

Objects): Picking up and setting down kitchen utensils, 

bowls, clothing, and religious books with gentle care, 

ensuring no small organisms are crushed beneath them [7]. 

 Ālokitapāna-bhojana (Mindful Eating in Clear 

Daylight): Inspecting all food and drink in clear sunlight 

before consumption, verifying that no impurities, dust, or 

living creatures have fallen into the vessel [7]. 

 

Complementing these five reflections is the strict ethical 

warning against āhāra kī lampaṭatā (sensual greed or 

attachment to food) [3]. Jain scripture warns that eating purely 

to indulge the palate binds negative karma [3]. Sensual craving 

drives individuals to seek out rich, overly processed, and 

luxury delicacies that require greater violence to prepare3. 

Practitioners are taught to view food strictly as medicine to 

maintain bodily health for spiritual study and service, rather 

than as an instrument of sensory indulgence [3]. 

 

The Six Classifications of Āhāra in Jain Philosophy 

Jain canonical philosophy provides an expansive analysis of 

how living souls absorb nourishment, categorizing intake into 

six distinct forms of āhāra. 

 Kavalāhāra (Morsel Nourishment): The physical intake 

of solid and liquid food chewed, swallowed, and digested 

by physical bodies, characteristic of human beings and 

animals [3]. 

 Ojoyāhāra (Subtle Environmental Absorption): The 

subtle absorption of ambient vitality and nutritional 

energy, through which newly conceived embryos and 

subtle beings absorb life-sustaining energy directly from 

their environment [4]. 

 Lepyaaāhāra (Surface Absorption): Absorption through 
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the skin or outer membrane, as seen when trees and plants 

draw water and minerals from the earth through their roots 

and bark [4]. 

 Karmāhāra (Karmic Influx): The continuous influx and 

binding of subtle karmic matter (kārmaṇa vargaṇā) drawn 

to the soul by mental, verbal, and bodily actions [4]. 

 Manovargāṇā-āhāra (Mental Matter Intake): The 

absorption of subtle mental matter used by conscious 

beings to produce thought processes, imagination, and 

reasoning [4]. 

 Śarīra-vargāṇā-āhāra (Physical Body Material 

Intake): The continuous absorption of material particles 

from the environment that build, repair, and sustain the 

gross physical frame [4]. 

 

Understanding these six levels reminds the practitioner that 

consumption is not confined to what is placed in the mouth, 

reinforcing the need for ongoing mindfulness across mental, 

bodily, and spiritual dimensions [4]. 

 

The Domestic Kitchen as an Embodied Ethical Space 

The domestic kitchen is the central physical space where Jain 

philosophy is enacted4. Maintaining an observant Jain kitchen 

requires constant attention to micro-sanitation and nonviolent 

techniques, tasks performed almost exclusively by women [4]. 

 

Water Purification: Bilchhavāṇī and Acitta Water 

Because water is an elemental life-form populated by water-

bodied souls (apkāya) and microscopic mobile organisms 

(trasa jīvas), drinking untreated well or municipal water is 

considered harmful [7]. Observant Jain households follow a 

traditional water purification sequence:- 

 Water is poured through a dense, double-layered cotton 

cloth filter (chhannā) [23]. The weave of the cloth must be 

fine enough to catch small aquatic organisms without 

crushing them [23]. 

 In traditional homes, after filtration, the cloth is carefully 

reversed, and a measured stream of filtered water is poured 

over it to gently return the trapped organisms back into 

their original water body without injury [9]. This practice is 

known as bilchhavāṇī or jīvaṇī [23]. 

 Once filtered, the water is heated to a rolling boil, 

converting it from an animate state (sacitta) to an 

inanimate state (acitta) [3]. 

 

While boiling water terminates the life of the immediate water-

bodied souls, canonical biology explains that boiling halts the 

rapid multiplication of new microorganisms that would 

otherwise breed continuously in standing raw water [34]. Boiling 

is therefore seen as a controlled intervention that minimizes 

overall biological destruction [34]. Because boiled water 

remains lifeless only for a limited window typically four to 

seven hours depending on the season and temperature fresh 

batches must be boiled throughout the day, requiring steady, 

continuous labor [8]. 

The Bio-Ethics of Dvidala (Dwidal) 

Another strict rule in the Jain kitchen is the avoidance of 

dvidala (dwidal) [8]. In Jain culinary science, combining split 

pulses (such as chickpeas, lentils, or mung beans) with raw, 

unheated yogurt, curd, or buttermilk is strictly forbidden [8]. 

Canonical treatises state that mixing live bacterial curd cultures 

with raw split legumes triggers rapid fermentation, quickly 

producing microscopic mobile worms and organisms [8]. 

To avoid this transgression, domestic cooks employ strict 

thermal controls [22]. When preparing dishes such as kaḍhī (a 

spiced yogurt soup made with chickpea flour), the cook must 

thoroughly boil the buttermilk or yogurt before or during the 

mixing process [22]. Heating neutralizes the living cultures in 

the yogurt, arresting bacterial generation and keeping the meal 

ritually pure [22]. 

 

Nonviolent Vernacular and Kitchen Routines 

Ethical awareness also shapes the language used in the kitchen 
[21]. Observant cooks avoid using violent words like kāṭnā (to 

chop, slice, or cut) when preparing vegetables [21]. Instead, they 

use auspicious terms such as sudhārnā (to mend, refine, or 

improve) or banānā (to make), mentally framing food 

preparation as an act of mindful care rather than destructive 

violence [21]. 

Food storage requires equal care [8]. Grains, spices, and lentils 

are hand-picked, wiped with clean dry cloths, and dried in 

natural sunlight to clear away dormant pests before being 

stored in sealed containers [8]. Cooked food is almost never kept 

overnight [8]. Consuming stale leftovers (bāsī bhojana) is 

forbidden because standing food quickly gathers mold, 

bacteria, and invisible organisms [8]. As a result, Jain women 

prepare fresh meals from scratch twice every day, reinforcing 

the connection between spiritual cleanliness and domestic 

labor [4]. 

 

Gendered Expressions of Ahimsa: Laywomen, Domestic 

Labor, and Merit Production 

The maintenance of Jain dietary rules is organized around a 

gendered division of labor within the family4. Historically, men 

have handled external commerce, trade, and community 

affairs, while women (śrāvikās) have managed the domestic 

interior4. This division plays an essential role in the family's 

spiritual balance [9]. 

Sociologist Josephine Reynell, in her field studies in Jaipur, 

developed the theoretical model of "women and the 

reproduction of the Jain community" [7]. Reynell demonstrated 

that while men working in competitive marketplaces inevitably 

incur negative karma (pāpa) through commercial negotiations 

and unavoidable occupational harm, women turn the home into 

a spiritual sanctuary [9]. By managing an austere kitchen, 

upholding dietary restrictions, and cooking with care, the 

śrāvikā generates substantial spiritual merit (puṇya) [9]. This 

domestic merit balances her husband's worldly demerit, 

safeguarding the family's spiritual standing and community 

honor [9]. 
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This arrangement gives women significant moral authority in 

the home [4]. The laywoman serves as the chief decision-maker 

regarding food: She decides which ingredients are purchased, 

enforces daylight meal schedules, and oversees the dietary 

habits of children and extended relatives [4]. She is not merely 

following rules written by others; she is the daily custodian and 

teacher of living Jain values [4]. 

However, this role also brings heavy physical responsibilities 
[9]. Because overnight leftovers are prohibited, women must 

cook fresh meals twice daily [8]. Straining and boiling water 

multiple times each day, inspecting grains by hand, and 

accommodating various personal vows within an extended 

family can keep women tied to the kitchen for many hours [9]. 

Any mistake in dietary purity can bring family criticism or 

social gossip, placing the family's collective spiritual standing 

entirely upon women's daily domestic labor [9]. 

Scholar M. Whitney Kelting, in Heroic Wives: Rituals, Stories, 

and the Virtues of Jain Wifehood, notes that laywomen often 

turn these domestic burdens into personal spiritual agency [7]. 

While non-Jain Indian traditions often celebrate the pativratā a 

devoted wife who treats her husband as her lord-Jain laywomen 

adapt this model through their own religious framework [10]. 

Through devotional singing groups (maṇḍaḷs), women sing the 

life stories of virtuous Jain women (satīs), such as Subhadrā, 

Candanbālā, and Mayaṇā Sundarī [7]. 

These stories emphasize that a woman's highest moral duty is 

to uphold nonviolence and remain loyal to the Jinas, rather than 

showing blind obedience to her husband's family [10]. For 

example, in the hagiography of Subhadrā, a young wife falsely 

accused of misconduct remains calm, enters deep meditation 

(kāyotsarga), and offers pure alms to a fasting monk [35]. Her 

steadfast moral purity inspires a guardian deity to miraculously 

open the locked gates of Campā, clearing her name in public 
[35]. By mastering dietary restraint and domestic purity, the 

laywoman claims spiritual authority, using her religious duties 

to carve out respect and independence within the patriarchal 

household [7]. 

 

Ascetic Austerity and Fasting (Tapas) as Public and 

Embodied Piety 

Fasting (tapas) is one of the most prominent bodily expressions 

of Jain devotion5. In Jain metaphysics, fasting is an active way 

to burn away accumulated karmic particles (nirjarā), quiet 

physical desires, and cultivate spiritual detachment [5]. 

Although classical texts list many internal and external 

penances, lived lay practice centers largely on dietary fasts [15]. 

Across every Jain sect, these fasts are overwhelmingly 

organized, observed, and led by women [4]. 

 

The Discipline of Āyambila and Navapad Olī 

A central dietary penance is āyambila (Prakrit: Āyambil), 

performed individually or during the twice-yearly nine-day 

festival of Navapad Olī (held in the spring month of Caitra and 

the autumn month of Āśvina) [11]. Āyambila is a penance of 

taste renunciation (rasatyāga) aimed at mastering sensory 

cravings [11]. 

For nine consecutive days, the practitioner eats only one meal 

a day, consumed before sunset while sitting in a single spot [11]. 

The meal consists solely of plain boiled grains such as wheat, 

rice, or lentils prepared without any salt, spices, fruits, or 

vegetables [11]. Most importantly, it completely excludes the six 

vigais (vikṛtis): Milk, curd, clarified butter (ghee), oil, 

sugar/jaggery, and fried foods [11]. These six foods are avoided 

because they are believed to excite physical passions and 

disrupt mental calm [11]. Once the meal is finished, the faster 

drinks only boiled water until sunset, after which total fasting 

is observed until the following morning [11]. 
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Fasting 

Discipline 
Food and Liquid Regulations Primary Spiritual Objective 

Narrative Role 

Model 
Community Dimension 

Āyambila / 

Navapad Olī 

One meal daily of plain boiled grains; 

boiled water only; zero spices, salt, or 

vigais (milk, curd, ghee, oil, sugar) [11]. 

Conquering sensory craving 

through taste renunciation 

(rasatyāga) [11]. 

Mayaṇā Sundarī & 

King Śrīpāla [11]. 

Performed primarily by 

laywomen for family health and 

spiritual merit [7]. 

Upavāsa 

(Full Fast) 

Total renunciation of all solid foods for 

24 to 36 hours; only boiled water 

allowed during daylight [3]. 

Complete detachment from 

physical hunger and physical 

dependence [3]. 

Candanbālā; Lord 

Mahāvīra [35]. 

Core practice during Paryuṣaṇa; 

women frequently fast for 8 to 30 

days [7]. 

Ekāśaṇā / 

Biyāsaṇā 

Eating permitted food once (ekāśaṇā) or 

twice (biyāsaṇā) per day while seated 

continuously in one spot [20]. 

Regulating physical appetite; 

curbing grazing and snacking 

habits [20]. 

Lay householder 

vows (anuvratas) [41]. 

Practiced regularly by older 

women on auspicious lunar 

calendar days (tithis) [21]. 

Santhārā / 

Sallekhanā 

Gradual, voluntary reduction of food 

and liquids under monastic guidance as 

death nears [5]. 

Peaceful spiritual passing 

(kāyotsarga); nonviolent 

release of the body [5]. 

Renowned historical 

figures, nuns, and 

pious laywomen [5]. 

Undertaken by elderly women at 

rates equal to or higher than men, 

earning wide veneration [7]. 

 

The cultural inspiration for āyambila comes directly from the 

beloved story of Princess Mayaṇā Sundarī [11]. When her angry 

father married her to a leprous outcast named Umar Rāṇā (who 

was actually Prince Śrīpāla) because she insisted her destiny 

depended on her own karma rather than her father's favor, she 

undertook the nine-day Navapad Āyambila fast with her 

afflicted husband [36]. Her intense devotion and ascetic penance 

cured Śrīpāla's leprosy, restored his royal position, and 

advanced their spiritual progress [36]. This story provides a 

model for modern Jain women, depicting female fasting not as 

passive suffering, but as an active, protective spiritual power 

capable of transforming family fortune [7]. 

The social celebration of women's fasting peaks during the holy 

festival of Paryuṣaṇa (among Śvetāmbaras) or Daśalakṣaṇa 

Parva (among Digambaras) [7]. During these days of annual 

repentance, women routinely undertake rigorous fasts, such as 

aṭṭhaī (eight continuous days of complete fasting on boiled 

water) or even māsakṣamaṇa (a thirty-day fast) [7]. 

Anthropologist James Laidlaw, in his study Riches and 

Renunciation, discusses how renouncing food generates great 

public honor [5]. The breaking of a long fast (pāraṇā) by a 

female faster (tapasvī) is celebrated as a major public event [7]. 

Dressed in rich bridal clothes and jewelry, the fasting woman 

is praised (anumodanā) and paraded through the streets in an 

open carriage or chariot (varghoḍā), surrounded by music, 

singing, and community admiration [7]. 

As Kelting observes in her study of Candanbālā, this public 

celebration connects the fasting woman's thin body with 

spiritual triumph and community pride [10]. While these public 

events grant women great social respect and moral standing, 

they also reveal a gendered reality: Women often gain the 

highest public honor and religious authority precisely through 

severe physical self-denial [7]. 

 

The Monastic-Lay Interface: Piṇḍaiṣaṇā and the Ethics of 

Monastic Alms 

The domestic kitchen connects directly with the monastic 

community through the daily ritual of alms-giving (āhāra-

dāna) [7]. Jain monks (sādhus) and nuns (sādhvīs) take the Five 

Great Vows (mahāvratas), which permanently prohibit them 

from cooking, lighting fires, keeping stored food, or owning 

appliances [7]. Monastics rely entirely on lay households for 

their daily nourishment, which they gather through the alms-

round known as gocarī [7]. The word gocarī comes from the 

way a cow grazes: Taking a small mouthful here and there from 

multiple fields, never depleting any single spot or harming the 

meadow [7]. 

The canonical rules for gocarī are detailed in the fifth chapter 

of the ancient Śvetāmbara text Daśavaikālika Sūtra, titled 

Piṇḍaiṣaṇā (The Examination of Alms) [7]. To guarantee 

absolute nonviolence, food offered to mendicants must be free 

of forty-two distinct faults (doṣas), divided into three stages: 

Sixteen faults of preparation (udgama-doṣa), sixteen faults of 

offering (utpādana-doṣa), and ten faults of receiving and eating 

(eṣaṇā-doṣa) [7]. 

 

 
 

Laywomen serve as the knowledgeable gatekeepers of this 

exchange [7]. When an ascetic arrives at the doorway 

unannounced, the woman offering alms must ensure that the 

food meets all technical criteria. 

 Ādhākarmika-doṣa: The food must have been prepared 

solely for the family's ordinary consumption, with no 

dishes cooked, seasoned, or warmed specifically for the 

visiting monk [7]. Cooking specifically for a monk 
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compromises monastic non-possession and implicates the 

ascetic in household cooking violence [7]. 

 Udghāṭita-doṣa: The laywoman must not open a sealed 

lid, jar, or cabinet door during the offering, because 

disturbing closed vessels could agitate air-bodied beings, 

startle insects, or cause accidental harm [6]. 

 Sacitta-doṣa: The server's hands, ladles, and pots must be 

completely dry and free from unboiled water droplets or 

uncooked seeds, which would violate the monk's vows [4]. 

 Acitta Condition: Every food item must already be 

completely inanimate (acitta) boiled, baked, or peeled-

ensuring that the monastic incurs no demerit from 

ingesting live organisms [3]. 

 

The practical details of offering alms also reflect sectarian 

differences [4]. In the Digambara tradition, naked monks 

(munis) accept alms only once a day, standing upright and 

taking food directly into their cupped hands (karapātra) 

without using plates or utensils [29]. Digambara alms are subject 

to thirty-two specific obstacles (antarāyas); if a monk drops a 

morsel, notices blood, or hears a child cry out in pain, he must 

clasp his hands, stop eating immediately, and fast until the next 

day [20]. 

Digambara nuns (āryikās), however, wear unstitched white 

garments and sit while receiving food [4]. Because Digambara 

doctrine holds that total renunciation requires absolute nudity 

which is deemed impermissible for women for reasons of 

social modesty the tradition maintains that a soul in a female 

body cannot attain final liberation (mokṣa) in that lifetime, but 

must be reborn as a man [7]. 

Conversely, the Śvetāmbara tradition teaches that spiritual 

liberation is accessible to both women and men, recognizing 

the 19th Tīrthaṅkara, Mallīnātha, as a woman [7]. Śvetāmbara 

monks and nuns both wear white robes and receive food in 

designated wooden or dried-gourd bowls (pātras) [7]. Although 

Śvetāmbara nuns (sādhvīs) significantly outnumber male 

monks, the monastic administrative hierarchy remains male-

led4. A head nun (pramukhā) oversees the daily routines of 

smaller units of nuns, but remains junior to the male preceptor 

(ācārya) in formal doctrinal matters [7]. Despite these sectarian 

variations, the daily survival of all monastics depends on the 

culinary knowledge, careful attention, and generosity of 

laywomen [4]. 

 

Contemporary Transformations: Diaspora Foodways, 

Veganism, and Global Religious Identity 

As Jain families have migrated to North America, the United 

Kingdom, and East Africa, traditional food practices have 

encountered modern industrial food systems and new cultural 

settings [3]. Sociologist Anne Vallely, in The Jain Plate: The 

Semiotics of the Diaspora Diet, points out that food has become 

the single most important marker of Jain identity outside India 
[3]. In countries where traditional Jain temples, wandering 

ascetics, and daily alms-rounds are absent, upholding strict 

dietary avoidances has become the primary way that families 

preserve their values and teach them to their children [3]. 

However, living in industrial societies has prompted a major 

ethical debate regarding dairy products [3]. Historically in rural 

India, cow's milk, yogurt, and clarified butter (ghee) were 

regarded as wholesome, nonviolent (sāttvika) foods [3]. Dairy 

was widely used in festival sweets, family cooking, and temple 

rituals, where milk and ghee were poured over Jina statues 

during ceremonial baths (abhiṣeka) and burned in lamps [6]. 

Traditional Jain texts viewed milk as an allowable animal 

byproduct that caused no direct injury to the cow, 

distinguishing it completely from meat [4]. 

 

 
 

This assumption has been directly challenged by modern 

factory farming [12]. Starting in the early 1990s, diaspora 

spiritual leaders began examining the realities of commercial 

dairy production [12]. Former Śvetāmbara monk Gurudev 

Chitrabhanu and his wife Pramoda Chitrabhanu were leaders 

in this educational effort [12]. After speaking with veterinarians 

and animal welfare advocates, they documented how 

commercial dairy farms rely on forced artificial insemination, 

early separation of newborn calves from their mothers, the 

slaughter of young male calves for veal, and the early slaughter 

of spent dairy cows when their milk production slows [12]. 

These facts created a serious moral dilemma for many Jains [13]. 

Because cows are five-sensed, conscious animals with 

emotions and minds (sañjñī pañcendriya jīvas), supporting an 

industry that harms and slaughters them directly violates the 

primary vow of ahiṃsā [4]. Many reformers argued that 

consuming commercial dairy causes greater harm than eating 

single-sensed root vegetables [4]. 

Pramoda Chitrabhanu became a leading voice for Jain 

veganism, serving on the Compassion for All Life (Jīvadayā) 

Committee of the Federation of Jain Associations in North 

America (JAINA) [12]. She published plant-based cookbooks 
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showing how traditional sweets, festival foods, and temple 

offerings could be prepared without milk, ghee, or butter [12]. 

This development has led to lively conversations across 

generations within Jain families [3]. While youth organizations 

like the Young Jains of America (YJA) and Young Jains UK 

have widely embraced veganism as an authentic application of 

ahiṃsā, older generations have sometimes hesitated [3]. For 

many grandmothers and mothers, dairy remains closely tied to 

feelings of maternal affection, home hospitality, and religious 

tradition [3]. Replacing ghee with plant-based oils or soy milk 

can feel to some like abandoning long-held cultural values [3]. 

At the same time, Jain veganism has opened meaningful 

dialogues with ecofeminist ideas [4]. Both laywomen and 

scholars have pointed out the connection between the 

traditional domestic confinement of women's labor and the 

commercial exploitation of the female reproductive cycles of 

dairy cows [4]. 

In diaspora homes, daily kitchen work is also shifting: Younger 

men participate more regularly in cooking, and modern 

appliances have reduced the time-consuming tasks 

traditionally carried by women [12]. Through these changes, 

ahiṃsā is increasingly understood not only as an ancient set of 

dietary taboos, but as a living ethic that connects animal 

compassion, environmental protection, and shared family 

responsibility [13]. 

 

Comprehensive Synthesis & Analytical Comparison 

Comparing classical textual rules with everyday domestic 

practice clarifies how Jain dietary ethics function in the real 

world.

 

Analytical Category Classical Textual Formulations Lived Domestic Reality Gendered Realities & Modern Shifts 

Primary Scriptural 

Focus 

Taxonomic lists of banned foods 

(abhakṣya), ascetic faults (42 

doṣas), and avoidance of hiṃsā [4]. 

Transforming negative rules into 

tasty, balanced, and hospitable 

daily family meals [3]. 

Women manage all culinary preparation, 

balancing scriptural duty with domestic care [4]. 

Water Purification 

Inanimate (acitta) water must be 

consumed; organisms returned 

through bilchhavāṇī [7]. 

Water is strained through cotton 

chhannā filters and boiled fresh 

every few hours8. 

Continuous domestic physical labor; modern 

homes increasingly use specialized mechanical 

filters [9]. 

Monastic Alms 

(Gocarī) 

Mendicants inspect food for 42 

faults; strict rules on how containers 

are opened [7]. 

Laywomen greet visiting ascetics, 

offering only pure, unplanned, and 

cooked family food [7]. 

Women serve as the essential gatekeepers of 

monastic survival and ritual purity [4]. 

Fasting & Penance 

Self-discipline (tapas) designed to 

burn karma (nirjarā) and achieve 

liberation [5]. 

Long communal fasts during 

Paryuṣaṇa (aṭṭhaī, āyambila, 

upavāsa) [7]. 

Fasting is practiced predominantly by women; 

fast-breaking (pāraṇā) brings wide public 

prestige [7]. 

Nocturnal Dining 

(Rātribhojana) 

Prohibited by texts 

(Puruṣārthasiddhyupāya) due to 

nocturnal bugs and carelessness4. 

Evening family dinner is cooked, 

served, and cleaned up strictly 

before sunset [8]. 

Shapes women's daily household routine, 

requiring early afternoon cooking from scratch 
[9]. 

Dairy & Animal Use 
Milk and ghee traditionally accepted 

as nonviolent sāttvika foods [3]. 

Modern industrial dairies reveal 

systematic cruelty, calf separation, 

and slaughter [12]. 

Transition toward veganism led by figures like 

Pramoda Chitrabhanu and diaspora youth [12]. 

 

Conclusion 

Foodways, Ethical Continuity, and Living Nonviolence 

Jain foodways demonstrate how cosmic metaphysics and 

everyday survival can be reconciled on the dining plate [3]. 

Rather than operating simply as a catalog of prohibitions, the 

Jain culinary system serves as an everyday ethical practice 

through which universal nonviolence (ahiṃsā), karmic 

shedding (nirjarā), and sensory moderation (rasatyāga) are 

physically lived and expressed [3]. 

This ethical framework has historically depended on the careful 

labor of women [4]. Laywomen have served as the moral 

foundation of the community, shouldering the demanding daily 

tasks of water filtering, careful food selection, and culinary 

vigilance, while using ascetic fasting to build spiritual agency 

and communal respect [7]. 

As the Jain community interacts with modern food production 

and transnational migration, this kitchen-based ethic continues 

to adapt [3]. The rise of Jain veganism-championed by modern 

educators like Pramoda Chitrabhanu alongside second-

generation diaspora youth proves that nonviolence is a living, 

responsive commitment that evolves when modern systems 

reveal new forms of harm [12]. Whether through the ancient 

avoidance of root vegetables and night-eating, or the modern 

rejection of commercial dairy, the Jain kitchen remains a vital 

moral boundary, transforming everyday food into an enduring 

pledge of nonviolence toward all living beings [3]. 
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