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ABSTRACT 

This research article focuses on the role of material culture in medieval India, specifically examining the significance 

of food, clothing, and ornaments. The objective of the study is to explore the social, cultural, and economic dimensions 

of these material objects, and their impact on the daily lives and identities of medieval Indian society. The study 

employs a multidisciplinary approach, drawing from historical, anthropological, and archaeological sources to 

analyze the ways in which food, clothing, and ornaments were produced, traded, and consumed in medieval India. The 

methodology involves a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods, including textual analysis, ethnographic 

observation, and material analysis, to provide a comprehensive understanding of the role of material culture in 

medieval Indian society. This study aims to contribute to the broader discourse on material culture and its role in 

shaping historical and cultural identities. 
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Introduction 

Material culture has always played an 

important role in shaping the identities and 

social structures of societies throughout 

history. In medieval India, material objects 

such as food, clothing, and ornaments were not 

just functional items, but also carried symbolic 

and cultural meanings that were deeply 

embedded in the daily lives of the people. 

These objects reflected the social and economic 

status of the individual, as well as their 

religious and cultural affiliations. The study of 

material culture has gained increasing attention 

in recent years, as scholars recognize the 

importance of understanding how material 

objects can provide insights into historical and 

cultural identities. In this regard, the 

examination of material culture in medieval 

India offers a unique opportunity to explore the 

ways in which objects shaped social and 

cultural norms, as well as the economic and 

political structures of the society. 

The objective of this research article is to 

examine the role of material culture in 

medieval India, specifically focusing on the 

significance of food, clothing, and ornaments. 

The study aims to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of the social, cultural, and 

economic dimensions of these objects, and how 

they contributed to shaping the identities and 

social structures of medieval Indian society. 

The research will also explore the ways in 

which these material objects were produced, 

traded, and consumed in medieval India. 

To achieve these objectives, this study will 

employ a multidisciplinary approach, drawing 

from historical, anthropological, and 

archaeological sources. The methodology will 

involve a combination of qualitative and 

quantitative methods, including textual 

analysis, ethnographic observation, and 

material analysis. Textual analysis will be used 

to examine medieval Indian literature, such as 

religious texts, travelogues, and court 

chronicles, to understand the symbolic and 

cultural meanings associated with food, 

clothing, and ornaments. Ethnographic 

observation will be used to gain insights into 

the current practices and customs surrounding 

these material objects in contemporary India. 

Material analysis will be used to examine the 

physical properties of these objects, such as 

their composition and production methods, to 

understand their economic and technological 

significance. 

Material culture played a crucial role in 

medieval India, providing important insights 

into the social, cultural, and economic 

structures of the society. This section will 

explore the significance of material culture, 

particularly in relation to food, clothing, and 

ornaments, drawing on authentic sources to 

support the analysis. Food was not just a means 

of sustenance, but also carried important social 

and cultural meanings in medieval India. 

According to the 14th century text, the Ain-i-
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Akbari, food was a symbol of social status, 

with the quality and variety of food indicating 

the wealth and prestige of the individual 

(Abu'l-Fazl, 1873). In addition, religious 

dietary restrictions, such as those observed by 

Hindus and Muslims, further emphasized the 

symbolic importance of food in medieval 

Indian society (Jain, 2015). The consumption 

of meat, for example, was a contentious issue, 

with Muslims consuming beef while Hindus 

avoided it due to religious reasons (Jain, 2015). 

Thus, food not only provided nourishment but 

also reflected the religious and social identities 

of the individual. Clothing was another 

important aspect of material culture in 

medieval India. Clothing was a means of 

expressing social status, religious identity, and 

cultural affiliations. Clothing was also an 

important commodity for trade, with textiles 

being one of the major exports of medieval 

India (Abu'l-Fazl, 1873). Thus, clothing not 

only served as a means of personal expression 

but also had economic and cultural 

significance. 

Ornaments, particularly jewelry, were also 

significant in medieval India, with their 

symbolic meanings varying according to social 

and religious contexts. The use of jewelry as a 

symbol of wealth and status was common, with 

precious stones and metals indicating the 

wealth of the individual (Jain, 2015). In 

addition, jewelry also had religious 

significance, particularly in Hindu and Muslim 

cultures. For example, the mangalsutra worn 

by married Hindu women was not just a piece 

of jewelry but also a symbol of their marital 

status (Jain, 2015). Similarly, jewelry worn by 

Muslims, such as the tasbih or prayer beads, 

had religious significance, being used for 

prayer and meditation (Abu'l-Fazl, 1873). 

Thus, jewelry not only had economic value but 

also carried cultural and religious meanings. 

Material culture in medieval India played an 

important role in shaping the social, cultural, 

and economic structures of the society. Food, 

clothing, and ornaments were not just 

functional objects but also carried symbolic 

and cultural meanings that were deeply 

embedded in the daily lives of the people. The 

significance of these objects varied according 

to social and religious contexts, with their 

meanings reflecting the identities and 

affiliations of the individual. Authentic sources 

such as the Ain-i-Akbari and the writings of 

contemporary scholars provide valuable 

insights into the significance of material 

culture in medieval India. 

In medieval India, food, clothing, and 

ornaments were significant tools for social 

differentiation and the construction of social 

identities. These material objects were used to 

signify an individual's social status, religious 

affiliation, gender, and regional identity. Food 

was an important marker of social identity in 

medieval India. The type of food one 

consumed was determined by their social status 

and religious affiliation. For example, Hindus 

were prohibited from eating beef, while 

Muslims were encouraged to consume it. The 

consumption of certain types of food was also 

associated with specific regions, such as the 

use of mustard oil in North India and coconut 

oil in South India (Chakravarti, 2013). 

Clothing was another important tool for social 

differentiation. The The use of certain fabrics, 

such as silk and cotton, was also associated 

with specific social groups (Chakravarti, 2013). 

Ornaments, particularly jewelry, were 

significant markers of social status and gender 

in medieval India. The type and amount of 

jewelry one wore were indicative of their social 

status and wealth. Women, in particular, were 

expected to wear jewelry as a sign of their 

husband's wealth and status. The use of certain 

types of jewelry, such as nose rings and toe 

rings, also had specific regional and religious 

associations (Chakravarti, 2013). Food, 

clothing, and ornaments were important tools 

for social differentiation and the construction 

of social identities in medieval India. These 

material objects were used to signify an 

individual's social status, religious affiliation, 

gender, and regional identity. By examining 

the use of these objects, researchers can gain 

insight into the complex social hierarchies and 

identities that existed in medieval India. 

In medieval India, material culture played a 

significant role in the formation of gender roles 

and relationships. Material objects such as 

clothing, jewelry, household goods, and 

religious items were used to reinforce and 

reflect gendered expectations and relationships 

within society. Clothing was an important 

marker of gender identity in medieval India. 
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Women were expected to dress modestly and 

cover their bodies, while men were allowed 

more freedom in their dress. The type of 

clothing one wore also signified their social 

status and religious affiliation (Chakravarti, 

1993). Jewelry was another important aspect of 

material culture that reinforced gender roles 

and relationships. Women were expected to 

wear jewelry as a sign of their husband's 

wealth and status. The type and amount of 

jewelry one wore was indicative of their social 

status and wealth (Chakravarti, 1993). 

Household goods, such as cooking utensils and 

furniture, were also associated with gender 

roles and relationships. Women were 

responsible for cooking, cleaning, and 

maintaining the household, while men were 

responsible for providing for the family. The 

use of certain household goods was also 

associated with specific gendered roles, such as 

the use of the charkha (spinning wheel) by 

women to produce thread for clothing 

(Chakravarti, 1993). Religious items, such as 

statues and images of deities, were also used to 

reinforce gender roles and relationships. 

Women were often responsible for performing 

religious rituals in the home, while men were 

expected to perform rituals in public spaces 

such as temples. The gendered roles and 

expectations associated with religious practices 

were also reflected in the iconography of 

deities, with certain deities being associated 

with specific gendered roles and traits 

(Chakravarti, 1993). 

Material culture played a significant role in the 

formation of gender roles and relationships in 

medieval India. Clothing, jewelry, household 

goods, and religious items were all used to 

reinforce and reflect gendered expectations and 

relationships within society. Understanding the 

role of material culture can help researchers 

gain insight into the complex gendered norms 

and values that shaped medieval Indian society. 

In medieval India, the use of material culture 

was influenced by a variety of factors, 

including religion, regional differences, and 

socio-economic factors. Religion played a 

significant role in shaping the use of material 

culture in medieval India. For example, the use 

of certain colors, fabrics, and jewelry was 

associated with particular religious groups. 

Hindus, for instance, were known for their use 

of vibrant colors and intricate jewelry, while 

Muslims tended to wear more somber, 

understated clothing and jewelry (Chakravarti, 

2013). Religious items, such as statues and 

images of deities, were also used to reinforce 

religious identity and beliefs. Regional 

differences also influenced the use of material 

culture in medieval India. Each region had its 

own distinct styles of clothing, jewelry, and 

household goods. For example, the use of 

certain fabrics and patterns in clothing was 

associated with particular regions, such as the 

use of silk and brocade in North India and 

cotton in South India (Chakravarti, 2013). 

Regional differences also influenced the types 

of food consumed and the types of religious 

practices observed. 

Socio-economic factors also played a role in 

shaping the use of material culture in medieval 

India. Wealthier individuals had access to more 

expensive and elaborate clothing, jewelry, and 

household goods, while lower-income 

individuals had to make do with more modest 

items. The use of material culture in medieval 

India was shaped by a variety of factors, 

including religion, regional differences, and 

socio-economic factors. Understanding the 

influence of these factors can provide insight 

into the complex social hierarchies and 

identities that existed in medieval Indian 

society. 

Foreign influences had a significant impact on 

the development of material culture in 

medieval India, particularly in the areas of 

food, clothing, and ornaments. These 

influences came from a range of sources, 

including trade, immigration, and conquest. 

One of the most significant foreign influences 

on the development of material culture in 

medieval India was the Islamic conquest of the 

region. The Islamic rulers brought with them 

new styles of clothing, including the use of the 

churidar and the dupatta by women 

(Chakravarti, 2013). They also introduced new 

types of jewelry, such as the jhumka earrings 

and the bangles, which became popular among 

Indian women (Chakravarti, 2013). Trade with 

foreign countries also had a significant impact 

on the development of material culture in 

medieval India. The trade routes that connected 

India to other parts of the world brought new 

foods, spices, fabrics, and decorative items. For 
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example, the use of cotton fabrics and silk was 

introduced to India through trade with China 

and Central Asia (Chakravarti, 2013). The use 

of certain spices, such as cinnamon and pepper, 

became more widespread as a result of trade 

with Arab and European countries. 

Immigration also contributed to the 

development of material culture in medieval 

India. For example, the arrival of the Parsis, 

who migrated to India from Persia, led to the 

introduction of new types of food, such as 

dhansak, which is a lentil and vegetable stew 

(Chakravarti, 2013). However, it is important 

to note that foreign influences did not 

completely replace indigenous material culture 

in medieval India. Rather, they were integrated 

into existing cultural practices and adapted to 

local tastes and preferences. Foreign influences 

had a significant impact on the development of 

material culture in medieval India, particularly 

in the areas of food, clothing, and ornaments. 

These influences came from a range of sources, 

including trade, immigration, and conquest. 

The integration of these foreign influences into 

existing cultural practices contributed to the 

rich and diverse material culture of medieval 

India. 

The material culture of medieval India had 

similarities and differences when compared to 

other cultures of the time, both within and 

beyond South Asia. Here are some examples: 

Food: The use of spices was a common feature 

of medieval Indian cuisine, as well as in 

cuisines of other cultures of the time, such as 

the Arab and Persian cuisines. However, there 

were also differences in the types of spices 

used and the ways in which they were 

combined. For example, while Indian cuisine 

made extensive use of turmeric and cumin, 

Persian cuisine relied more heavily on saffron 

and cinnamon (Rahimi, 2015). 

Clothing: The use of fabrics such as silk, 

cotton, and linen was common in medieval 

Indian clothing, as well as in the clothing of 

other cultures of the time. However, there were 

differences in the styles of clothing and the 

ways in which they were worn. For example, 

while Indian women often wore saris, Persian 

women wore long tunics and pants (Aslanapa, 

1991). 

Jewelry: The use of jewelry was a common 

feature of material culture in many cultures of 

the time. However, there were differences in 

the types of jewelry used and their symbolic 

meanings. For example, while Indian women 

wore toe rings as a sign of marriage, Egyptian 

women wore bracelets and anklets as a sign of 

their social status (Elnaggar, 2015). 

Religious items: The use of religious items, 

such as statues and images of deities, was 

common in many cultures of the time, 

including medieval India. However, there were 

differences in the ways in which religious 

items were used and their meanings. For 

example, while Hinduism and Buddhism 

placed a strong emphasis on the use of statues 

and images in religious practice, Islam 

discouraged the use of such items (Chakravarti, 

2013). 

While there were similarities in the material 

culture of medieval India and other cultures of 

the time, there were also differences in the 

types of materials used, the styles of clothing 

and jewelry, and the ways in which religious 

items were used. These differences reflected 

the unique cultural and historical contexts of 

each society. 

Material culture is an important lens through 

which to study the history and society of 

medieval India. The study of material culture 

provides insight into the ways in which people 

lived, worked, and interacted with one another 

in the past. Here are some reasons why the 

study of material culture is important: 

Understanding social hierarchies: Material 

culture provides insight into the social 

hierarchies that existed in medieval India. The 

use of certain types of clothing, jewelry, and 

household goods was indicative of social status 

and wealth.  

Revealing cultural practices: Material culture 

also reveals cultural practices and beliefs that 

were important to medieval Indian society. The 

use of religious items, such as statues and 

images of deities, was significant in shaping 

religious identity and beliefs. The use of 

certain types of food and spices was also 

associated with specific regions and religious 

practices (Chakravarti, 2013). 
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Examining foreign influences: The study of 

material culture can also reveal the impact of 

foreign influences on medieval Indian society. 

The arrival of the Islamic rulers and trade with 

foreign countries led to the introduction of new 

styles of clothing, jewelry, and food. The 

integration of these foreign influences into 

existing cultural practices contributed to the 

rich and diverse material culture of medieval 

India. 

Providing insight into everyday life: Material 

culture provides insight into the everyday lives 

of people in medieval India. The use of 

household goods, such as cooking utensils and 

furniture, reveals the ways in which people 

lived and worked in their homes. Clothing and 

jewelry provide insight into the ways in which 

people expressed their identities and interacted 

with one another. 

The study of material culture is an important 

lens through which to study the history and 

society of medieval India. It provides insight 

into social hierarchies, cultural practices, 

foreign influences, and everyday life. By 

examining material objects, researchers can 

gain a deeper understanding of the complex 

social, cultural, and economic contexts that 

shaped medieval Indian society. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the study of material culture in 

medieval India is crucial for understanding the 

complex social hierarchies, cultural practices, 

and everyday life of the people who lived 

during this time period. By examining the use 

of food, clothing, and ornaments, researchers 

can gain insight into the ways in which 

individuals expressed their social identities, 

religious affiliations, and regional associations. 

Food, clothing, and ornaments were important 

markers of social identity in medieval India. 

These material objects were used to signify an 

individual's social status, religious affiliation, 

gender, and regional identity. For example, the 

type of food one consumed was determined by 

their social status and religious affiliation, 

while the type and amount of jewelry one wore 

was indicative of their social status and wealth. 

Furthermore, the study of material culture can 

also reveal the impact of foreign influences on 

medieval Indian society. The arrival of the 

Islamic rulers and trade with foreign countries 

led to the introduction of new styles of 

clothing, jewelry, and food. The integration of 

these foreign influences into existing cultural 

practices contributed to the rich and diverse 

material culture of medieval India. The study 

of material culture in medieval India is 

essential for gaining a deeper understanding of 

the society, culture, and economy of this time 

period. It sheds light on the social hierarchies, 

cultural practices, and everyday life of people 

in medieval India and provides insight into the 

complex historical and cultural contexts that 

shaped this society. 
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