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Abstract

Culinary traditions are far more than assemblages of recipes; they are living repositories of memory,
identity, and cultural meaning. This paper explores how the food culture of Odisha functions not merely
as sustenance but as a rich semiotic system through which histories, beliefs, and identities are articulated
and preserved. Odia cuisine, characterized by its nuanced flavors, ritualistic associations, and seasonal
rhythms, offers a compelling framework for understanding the socio-cultural and spiritual fabric of the
region. From the sacred offerings of Mahaprasad at the Jagannath Temple to everyday staples such as
dalma, pakhala bhata, and chhena poda, Odisha’s culinary landscape reveals a profound interplay of
tradition, community, and symbolism. Drawing upon interdisciplinary frameworks from food studies,
cultural anthropology, literary analysis, and translation theory, this paper examines how culinary practices
serve as cultural texts that encode identity and mediate between the local and the global. It further
investigates how Odia food traditions are represented and reinterpreted in English-language narratives,
raising critical questions about cultural translation, authenticity, and representation. Ultimately, the study
argues that culinary heritage operates as a dynamic site for negotiating identity, preserving tradition, and
fostering cross-cultural dialogue in an increasingly globalized world.

Introduction: Reading Food as Cultural Text

Food, often relegated to the realm of the quotidian, possesses an extraordinary capacity to encode cultural
meaning and collective memory. In recent decades, the emergence of food studies as a critical discipline
has prompted scholars to reconsider culinary practices as significant cultural texts. As Roland Barthes
suggests, food is “a system of communication, a body of images, a protocol of usages, situations, and
behavior” (Barthes 21). This conceptualization allows us to read food not merely as sustenance but as a
semiotic field through which identities are constructed and negotiated.

In the Indian context, culinary traditions are deeply intertwined with religion, caste, region, and history.
Odisha, in particular, presents a unique culinary landscape where food operates at the intersection of the
sacred and the everyday. The offerings at the Jagannath Temple exemplify how food becomes a medium
of divine communion, while domestic dishes such as dalma and pakhala bhata reflect everyday practices
rooted in ecological and social contexts.

This paper argues that Odia culinary traditions function as cultural texts that articulate identity, memory,
and belonging. By examining both ritualistic and quotidian food practices, as well as their representation
in English-language narratives, the study seeks to illuminate how food becomes a site of cultural
preservation and transformation.
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Theoretical Framework: Food, Memory, and Semiotics

The study of food as a cultural text draws upon multiple theoretical frameworks, including semiotics,
anthropology, and cultural studies. Claude Lévi-Strauss’s notion of the “culinary triangle” underscores
how cooking practices reflect cultural structures and distinctions (Lévi-Strauss 36). Similarly, Pierre
Bourdieu’s concept of “taste” highlights how food preferences are shaped by social hierarchies and
cultural capital (Bourdieu 56).

In addition, Arjun Appadurai’s work on “gastro-politics” emphasizes the role of food in negotiating power
and identity within specific cultural contexts (Appadurai 494). These theoretical perspectives collectively
enable a nuanced understanding of how culinary practices encode social meanings.

Memory is another crucial dimension of culinary heritage. As David Sutton argues, food serves as a
powerful mnemonic device, linking individuals to their past and to collective histories (Sutton 87). In
Odisha, culinary practices are often transmitted orally across generations, reinforcing familial and
community bonds.

By situating Odia cuisine within these theoretical frameworks, this paper conceptualizes food as a semiotic
system that operates across multiple registers—material, symbolic, and affective.

Sacred Gastronomy: Ritual, Devotion, and the Divine

One of the most distinctive aspects of Odia culinary culture is its intimate connection with religious
practices. The Mahaprasad of the Jagannath Temple represents a unique confluence of gastronomy and
spirituality. Prepared in earthen pots over wood-fired stoves, the food offered to Lord Jagannath is imbued
with sacred significance.

Mahaprasad transcends conventional hierarchies of caste and class, as it is consumed collectively by
devotees regardless of social status. This egalitarian aspect challenges rigid social structures, positioning
food as a medium of inclusivity and spiritual unity.

Moreover, the ritualistic preparation and consumption of Mahaprasad reflect a cosmological worldview
in which food is not merely material but divine. The act of eating becomes a form of communion,
reinforcing the interconnectedness of the human and the divine.

Everyday Cuisine and the Embodiment of Culture

While ritualistic food practices occupy a prominent place in Odia culture, everyday cuisine is equally
significant in shaping identity and memory. Dishes such as dalma, a lentil and vegetable preparation,
exemplify the simplicity and nutritional balance characteristic of Odia food. Similarly, pakhala bhata
reflects the region’s adaptation to its climatic conditions, offering a cooling and hydrating meal during the
hot summer months.

The dessert chhena poda, with its caramelized texture and rich flavor, embodies the ingenuity of local
culinary practices. Each of these dishes carries with it layers of cultural meaning, from seasonal rhythms
to familial traditions.

These culinary practices also reflect social structures, including caste and gender dynamics. Cooking,
often performed by women, becomes a site of both labor and creativity, where cultural knowledge is
preserved and transmitted.

Culinary Narratives in English: Translation and Representation
The globalization of literature has led to increased representation of regional cuisines in English-language
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texts. Travel writing, memoirs, and digital platforms frequently depict Odia food as a marker of cultural
identity. However, the process of translating culinary practices into English raises important questions
about authenticity and representation.

Translation is not merely a linguistic act but a cultural negotiation. As Homi K. Bhabha suggests,
translation occurs in the “third space” where meanings are rearticulated and transformed (Bhabha 37).
When dishes like pakhala bhata are described in English, their sensory and cultural nuances may be altered
or simplified for a global audience.

This raises ethical concerns about the potential commodification of culinary heritage. While global
exposure can promote cultural appreciation, it can also lead to homogenization and loss of context.
Therefore, it is essential to approach culinary translation with sensitivity and awareness of its cultural
implications.

Food, Identity, and Cultural Politics

Culinary practices are deeply embedded in identity politics, reflecting intersections of caste, class, gender,
and region. In Odisha, food habits often signify social identity, with certain dishes associated with specific
communities.

For instance, the consumption of vegetarian food in temple contexts contrasts with the diverse dietary
practices found in everyday life. These distinctions highlight the complex interplay between religion,
culture, and identity.

Moreover, food can serve as a site of resistance and assertion. The revival of traditional recipes and local
ingredients reflects a broader movement towards cultural preservation in the face of globalization. By
reclaiming culinary heritage, communities assert their identity and resist cultural erasure.

Globalization and the Reimagining of Culinary Heritage

In an increasingly globalized world, culinary traditions are undergoing significant transformations. The
migration of communities and the proliferation of digital media have facilitated the dissemination of
regional cuisines across borders.

Odia cuisine, once confined to local contexts, is now gaining recognition on global platforms. However,
this visibility also brings challenges, including the risk of cultural appropriation and commercialization.
Despite these challenges, globalization also offers opportunities for cross-cultural dialogue. By engaging
with diverse audiences, culinary traditions can evolve while retaining their core identity. This dynamic
interplay between tradition and modernity underscores the resilience of culinary heritage.

Conclusion: Toward a Poetics of Taste and Memory

This paper has sought to illuminate the multifaceted role of culinary heritage as a cultural text in Odia
traditions. By examining both sacred and everyday food practices, as well as their representation in English
narratives, it has demonstrated how food operates as a powerful medium of identity, memory, and cultural
expression.

Culinary traditions, far from being static, are dynamic and evolving, shaped by historical, social, and
global forces. They serve as living archives that preserve cultural knowledge while adapting to changing
contexts.

Ultimately, to read food as a cultural text is to recognize its capacity to tell stories—stories of belonging,
resilience, and transformation. In the flavours of Odisha, we encounter not only taste but also history, id-
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entity, and meaning.
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