
 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250241082 Volume 7, Issue 2, March-April 2025 1 

 

Feeding Empire: The Impact of Colonialism on 

Indian Food Practices and Agriculture 
 

Shabeermon M  
 

Assistant Professor, Department of History, K.A.H.M Unity Women’s College, Manjeri, Kerala 

 

Abstract  

This research article examines how European colonization, particularly by the Portuguese and British, 

reshaped Indian food practices and agriculture. It explores the introduction of New World crops like 

chilli, potato, and tomato, and British influences such as bread, cake, and tea plantations. The study 

analyses the economic benefits and social costs, including famines and land changes, while tracing the 

evolution of Anglo-Indian cuisine like curry. It highlights how colonial policies prioritized profit over 

local needs, yet enriched Indian diets. The article concludes with reflections on this dual legacy, offering 

insights into its lasting impact on modern India. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Shaped by its people and foreigners who arrived to its shores, the food history of India is a story of 

constant evolution and adaptation. Beginning with the Portuguese in the late 15th century and continuing 

with the British in the 17th century, European colonization drastically changed what Indians grew, 

consumed, and prepared. This paper examines how these colonial powers affected Indian agriculture and 

food culture, hence influencing a legacy still present. While the British promoted cash crops like cotton 

and tea, and imported bread and cake, the Portuguese brought crops from the Americas- chilli, potato, 

tomato etc. These developments not only introduced new flavors but also changed people's lives, land 

use, and money generation in modern India 

India had a strong agricultural history with rice, wheat, and spices like black pepper before the arrival of 

Europeans. Colonialism, however, muddled matters. While the British converted fields into tea and 

cotton plantations to support their empire, the Portuguese made chilli a star in Indian cookery, 

supplanting pepper. When cash crops took over food grains, this brought money but also issues like 

famines as food ran short. Simultaneously, new foods like bread became icons of modern urban life and 

curry became a worldwide dish with British variations. This paper investigates these modifications to 

respond to the queries such as how did colonial crops and foods alter Indian diets?, what did they do to 

farmers and society?.  

 

New World Crops and Indian Agriculture 

Arriving in India about 1498, the Portuguese brought New World crops especially plants from the 

Americas. These were maize, pineapple, papaya, cashew nut, peanut, tomato, potato, and chilli. Prior to 

this, Indian cuisine depended on rice as a grain and black pepper among other spices. Arrival of these 
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crops altered everything. For instance, chilli was less expensive and spicier than pepper, hence it rapidly 

dominated Indian cuisine. Without it, today it's difficult to picture meals like chicken curry or sambar. 

Indian kitchens also welcomed potatoes and tomatoes, which appeared in all kinds of dishes from 

tomato chutney to aloo paratha. These vegetables went beyond merely enhancing flavor. They altered 

agriculture as well. Where the Portuguese had influence, Goa and Kerala in particular saw good growth 

for cashew nuts. Farmers began cultivating them to export, hence generating income for India and the 

Portuguese. Because they grew quickly and required little maintenance, maize and peanuts helped feed 

those in difficult circumstances. Still, not everything was good. Growing these new crops occasionally 

meant less space for older ones like millets, which were beneficial for the land and local diets.  

The British arrived later and concentrated on crops that enriched them. They cultivated tobacco, indigo, 

and cotton to either sell globally or send back home. This converted Indian farms into sources for their 

factories. Sweet corn and cocoa also arrived; corn was becoming into a street food favourite and cocoa 

was sweetening Indian desserts. But small farmers suffered from this emphasis on cash crops. They had 

to cultivate what the British desired rather than what they required to consume. Drought times saw 

insufficient food, which caused famines. New crops added variety but Britons also posed several 

difficulties for the local food system.  

 

British Influence on Everyday Food 

The British altered eating habits of Indians as well as agriculture. The two examples were bread and 

cake. Before the British, typical Indian breakfasts were about dal, rice, or roti. Bread, however, arrived 

with bakeries initially for British officials and later for everybody. Bread spread to cities like Bombay 

and Calcutta as machines made it inexpensive and quick. It was popular as it was simple; no need to 

spend hours cooking. Replacing earlier foods, tea with bread became a new morning ritual. Bread was a 

sign of being modern, not only food. The middle class and educated Indians consumed it to feel nearer 

to British ways. Everywhere bakeries sprang combining Indian cuisine with British baking. Bakeries in 

Goa, for instance, produced coconut-flavoured bread. Cakes arrived as well, particularly Christmas ones. 

Indian Christians enjoyed them; soon others did as too, with local variations such jaggery or cardamom. 

This combination of British and Indian concepts produced something fresh. Especially at schools 

sponsored by missionaries, sandwiches originated from the British. Spreading the practice more, 

children picked up on bread with fillings. Bakeries employed residents and increased town activity. But 

this shift was not fair. While villagers kept to ancient cuisine, city residents and rich individuals 

consumed more bread and cake. It revealed how colonialism divided society; some advanced with new 

practices while others lagged behind. 

 

Food and Famine in British India 

Dark aspects of British reign were famines. Often, as the Great Famine of 1876–1978 and the Bengal 

Famine of 1943, they occurred. Drought was the main cause of the famines; nonetheless, British actions 

exacerbated them. Instead of rice or wheat, they urged farmers to cultivate cotton and indigo. Crops that 

failed left no food. High taxes drove farmers to sell what little they had left, so starving them. The 

British established aid camps during famines. Food in such camps was gruel or watery rice. Though not 

healthy, it kept folks alive. Built for commerce, railroads transported food to ports or cities rather than 

starving communities. Bengal starved in 1943 when rice was exported for the conflict. The British 

valued profit over humanity. Yet, Indians struggled to live. They consumed wild roots in South India 
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and divided what they possessed. These famines made clear how colonial government compromised 

food security. India picked up from this and concentrated on producing more food for itself, not only for 

export, after independence. 

 

The Rise of Anglo-Indian Curry 

A well-known case of colonial contact is curry. Usually a spicy sauce with meat or vegetables, curry in 

India varied by area. The British ran with this concept and made it their own. Though they preferred 

milder Indian tastes, they like Indian flavors. Indian cooks employed by British households modified 

curry recipes, reducing spiciness and including butter or milk. This was a blend of two worlds: Anglo-

Indian curry. Curry powder's introduction improved the situation even more. Easy for British chefs, it 

was a pre-made combination of spices including turmeric and cumin. Before long, it was offered in 

England, thereby popularizing curry. This combination produced dishes such kedgeree and 

mulligatawny soup, which combined rice, fish, or lentils with British sensibilities. Curry spread 

worldwide, evolving in countries like Japan and the Caribbean; it didn't end at India or Britain. This 

illustrates how food can move and change. Starting as Indian, curry evolved into Anglo-Indian before 

spreading globally. It is a sign of how colonialism blended societies, sometimes by force, sometimes by 

choice. 

 

Tea and Coffee: Plantation Power 

Tea and coffee transformed hills and valleys of India. Growing in South India, coffee emerged initially 

in the 1600s. Under the British in the 1800s, however, tea really took off. Wanting their own tea, not 

from China, British people converted Assam and Darjeeling into tea gardens. These were large 

plantations acquired from indigenous people and operated for profit, not tiny farms. Life was difficult 

for those working on these plantations. Many were impoverished and toiled long hours for meagre 

compensation. The British ran the land, driving away ancient farming practices. Tea became a major 

product sold globally, hence India became a tea powerhouse. Though remaining modest, coffee became 

popular in areas like Karnataka where filter coffee became a common beverage. Tea also altered Indian 

life. Originally, only the wealthy consumed it; by the 1900s, everyone did. Tea shops turned into venues 

for conversation and gathering. With its robust flavor and metal cups, coffee formed South Indian 

culture. But these crops harm the earth, monoculture depleted the soil and felled trees. Though they 

provided money, they upset environmental balance. 

 

Analysis: Gains and Losses 

Colonialism introduced fresh ideas and foods to India. Daily living was spiced, made easier, and habit-

forming by chilli, bread, and tea. Curry and cake demonstrated how Indians could transform foreign 

items into their own. Farming expanded, linking India to the globe. The price, however, was steep. Cash 

crops took the role of food grains, so famines claimed millions. While the British and large landowners 

grew wealthy, small farmers lost land and authority. Land suffered as well; soil depleted and woods 

vanished. Socially, food divided individuals. Tea and bread signalled urban living and riches; rural areas 

were left behind. Famine revealed how little the British valued Indian life. Still, Indians adjusted, 

combining flavors to produce something different, using new foods to live. Colonialism in India left a 

mixed legacy of good and evil in terms of food. 

 

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250241082 Volume 7, Issue 2, March-April 2025 4 

 

Conclusion 

This paper looked at how Indian agriculture and cuisine were affected by European colonization. The 

Portuguese added spice and diversity to Indian meals by bringing New World vegetables such potato 

and chili. Pushing cash crops like tea and cotton, bringing bread and cake, and producing Anglo-Indian 

curries, the British mixed societies. Though they brought major challenges, these changes enriched 

Indian cuisine. Ignoring food grains for profit made famines worse. Small farmers suffered, land was 

harmed, and society divided between contemporary urban consumers and suffering rural. The results 

reveal a two sided narrative. On one hand, colonial crops and cuisines brought up new preferences and 

markets. Chilli became the king of spices, tea a daily beverage, and curry a global cuisine. Plantations 

and bakeries generated commerce and employment. Conversely, while British policies valued empire 

more than India, the emphasis on cash crops malnourished people during famines. Indian tenacity stood 

out as people foraged, chefs changed, and fresh customs developed. From hot curries to filter coffee, this 

combination of gain and loss influences Indian cuisine now.  

The wide scope of this study is its drawback. Though it cannot explore every area or dish, it addresses 

numerous crops and variations. Local tales, such as how Punjab embraced potatoes or Bengal accepted 

tea, require more emphasis. The study also depends on broad history rather than personal stories from 

farmers or cooks of that era, which might provide depth. I recommend looking at certain topics for 

future study, such as how Goa combined Indian and Portuguese baking or how Tamil Nadu claimed 

ownership of coffee. Studies should also look at how colonial eating practices influence our health now, 

such as growth of bread over millets. Oral stories from ancient agricultural families could inform us 

more about previous life. This study shows a door to knowing how food past of India links to its present, 

hence revealing persistent colonial influence.  
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