Ca' Foscari
University
of Venice

Master’s Degree Programme

in Environmental
Humanities

Final Thesis

Milking a Nation
A decolonial intersectional study of
the Indian dairy system

Supervisor
Ch. Prof. Federica Maria Giovanna Timeto

Assistant supervisor
Ch. Prof. Stefano Beggiora

Graduand
Assia Aceto
Matriculation Number 883650

Academic Year
2022 / 2023






INDEX

Introduction

1. Milk consumption in India, a more-than-human history
1.1 The advent of the first and perfect food
1.2 Domestication, or naturalizing power relations with the nonhuman
1.3 Gaushalas: the divine encaged
1.4 Locating the bovine condition across religion, appetite and history
1.5 Consuming food, identities and ontologies: an intersectional analysis
2. Operation Flood: the White Revolution
2.1 Beyond hunger: conscious eating with Mahatma Gandhit
2.2 Chasing progress with milk colonialism
2.3 Patriotic foodways to socioecological failures
2.4 Food for thought: multispecies oppressions and postcolonial reflections
3. Mothering the nation: an Indian paradigm of growth
3.1 Anthropogenically natural: breeding practices on nonhumans
3.2 The mechanical perpetuation of reproductive and sexualised violence in the
dairy industry
3.3 Decoupling a Gandhian heritage on feminine bodies: sociocultural impacts
4. Future perspectives of decolonization
4.1 The resilient transformability of dairy
4.2 Dairy consumption and its sour political after-taste

4.3 Decolonizing and decapitalizing milk through ecofeminism and veganism

Conclusions

Bibliography






TABLE OF FIGURES

VI.

VII.
VIIIL.

Tab. 1.: Cheung, P. C. K., and Mehta B. M., (ed), Handbook of food chemistry, Vol. 11,
Springer Berlin, Heidelberg, 2015, p. 531.

Fig. 1.: Seal with Two-Horned Bull and Inscription, c. 2000 BC, Courtesy Cleveland Museum
of Art http://www.clevelandart.org/art/1973.160.

Fig. 2: Narayanan, Y., "“Cow is a mother, mothers can do anything for their children!”
Gaushalas as landscapes of anthropatriarchy and Hindu patriarchy”, Hypatia, 34.2, 2019, p.
203.

Tab. 2: Cohen, M. and Otomo, Y., Making Milk: The Past, Present and Future of Our Primary
Food, Bloomsbury Publishing, 2019, London, p. 45.

Fig. 3: geographical distribution of the three phases, from Atkins P. J., p. 261.

Fig. 4: Zhou, F., “Historical and Fantastical Landscapes: The Making of Anthropocene
Detonators”, Feral atlas: the more-than-human Anthropocene, Web, Creative Work, 2020.
Fig. 5: Velten, H., Milk: A global history, Reaktion Books, London 2010, p. 132.

Fig. 6: Cheung, P. C. K., and Mehta B. M., (ed), Handbook of food chemistry, Vol. 11,
Springer Berlin, Heidelberg, 2015, p. 514.

Fig. 7: A Mother Dairy milk ad from India emphasizing milk’s contributions to faster growth,
c. early 2000s. From Cohen, M. and Otomo Y., p. 56.

Fig. 8: Geographical distribution of -13910*T in India. From Gallego Romero, 1., et al., 2012,
p. 253.


http://www.clevelandart.org/art/1973.160

4



Introduction

This thesis focuses on the neo-colonialist quality of milk and its transformative power across the
controversial interspecies conjunctures of post-Independence India. The specific socio-historical
context of reference corresponds to the ecological and economic framework of Operation Flood, a
political intervention developed in India during the last decades of the 20th century within the

agrifood system, dictating policies on the domestic management of the natural resource of milk.

Each chapter of this thesis will open with selected words excerpted from different Hindu sacred
scriptures, each of them depicting a distinctive yet complementary feature characterizing the Indian
relationship between human and bovine, to eventually provide the reader with the occasion of
reconstructing the fragmented narrative that confines the cow to the role of Mother of a Nation. The
resulting political provocations that will arise challenge the objectification of nonhuman animals as

mere property, the commercialization of animal lactation, and the exploitation of their body parts?.

Firstly, I will investigate the versatile quality of the white animal protein, a real protagonist of what |
will present as a more-than-human history of the making of a Nation. | will do so by introducing the
cultural, religious and ecological features that are part of the rich historical heritage of today’s largest
dairy producer in the world. Milk will be analysed not only as paramount ingredient to the culinary
traditions of India, but especially as powerful symbol that mirrors the anthropocentric and constructed
dualism of Nature and Culture. The latter will be exposed as alarmingly thriving within the
discriminative narrative of the Indian agrifood system, thus leaving space to a transversal approach
for understanding. The intersectional quality of the topic in fact will be addressed in four sections,
through a cross-analysis of Critical Animal Studies, Environmental Anthropology, Food Studies,

Feminist Studies and Environmental Humanities of India.

My argumentation then retraces the historical facts and the socio-economic consequences related to
the ecological context of 1970s India, submitted to the ambitious plans of the so-called White
Revolution. The unsuccessful environmental transformations and anthropological changes triggered
by Operation Flood will be examined as useful illustrations of the following deterioration in the
management of natural resources, where milk appears as a neo-colonialist vehicle of exploitation of
human and nonhuman lives. A postcolonial lens will be used to unfold the many insights of
interspecies entanglement behind the huge development plan of international scale, questioning the

sustainability of the interference of Western wealthier countries with their controversial food aids and

! Narayanan Y., “Animal ethics and Hinduism’s milking, mothering legends: analysing Krishna the butter thief and the
Ocean of Milk ”, Sophia, 57(1), 2018, p. 147.



agreements. The European footprint left on the Indian soil, fertile to sociocultural persuasion and
economic emulation, will reveal to be a clear piece of evidence when reconstructing the colonizing

practice of dehumanization of oppressed individuals.

Animalization is the appropriate term through which the academia refers to the process of stripping
humans of their rights and subjugate them to anonymous property and discriminated body. A
neglected consequence resulting from the close encounter with the colonialist power of the British
Raj struck the bovines’ existences within the Indian management of natural capital. It is essential to
recognize that nonhuman animals also endure dehumanization, to the extent that their bodies have
been and still are objectified for financial gain within intensive dairy production facilities. Like human
beings, cows are subjected to oppressive systems that prioritize economic profit at the expense of
their well-being and inherent worth. This parallel dehumanization of both humans and nonhuman
animals emphasizes the interconnected nature of justice struggles and underscores the urgency to

confront exploitative systems in their various manifestations?.

Achieved milk production and consumption data then will be addressed as problematic within the
Indian context of speciesist and sexist inequalities. With this aim, | will focus on a specific phase of
the industrial development plan, that involved breeding practices on the genes of domestic Indian
bovines with the ones of more performative Western cows, under the illusion of post-Independence
economic affirmation among wealthier States. The same exploitation of bodies is replicated on the
lives of Indian rural women, employed at the lowest level of the dairy chain production, whose rights
have been ignored by capitalistic ideologies. Milk, symbol of maternity and care, will be proposed as
incarnation of a proper paradigm of growth that opposes its biological nurturing function and instead
gets colonized, capitalized and violated within the sociocultural spheres of Indian societal hierarchies,
still coping with problematic Gandhian beliefs on the profitability of feminine bodies. I will then
discuss how the food policies of Operation Flood keep favouring uneven distribution of goods and
unequal collective growth at the expenses of human and nonhuman female individuals, proceeding
to silence the plurality of voices that, because of their reproductive power, are involved in the project

and experience oppression.

The context in exam will disclose to the eye of the reader as marked by heightened violence against
female nonhuman animals under the pretext of Hindu cow protection. Cattle marginalization will be
object of a feminist vegan analysis, aimed at shedding a different light on the portrayal of cows and

cow milk within the contemporary Indian Nation. Vegan studies delve into the histories of veganism

2 Corman, L., "He (a) rd: Animal cultures and anti-colonial politics", in Colonialism and Animality, pp. 159-180,
Routledge, New York, 2020, p. 165.



as a form of resistance, specifically because its aim is to eliminate animal exploitation from human
existence. Moreover, by relinquishing animal exploitation, there are significant prospects for human
liberation that should not be overlooked. The commitment to abolitionist ethics in vegan studies and
ethics extends beyond the well-being of animals, recognizing the interconnectedness between animal
liberation and the potential for broader human liberation®. Embracing a vegan alimentation means to
unsettle*, to dismantle the problematic aspects of human consumption of animals through aware

engagement in activism.

Lastly, after having examined the contextual interconnections between women and animals, | will
reflect upon existing responsive perspectives to this entanglement, transcending the bodily
vulnerability of both human and nonhuman counterparts. In this light, the conclusion of this thesis
will be based on my personal consideration of ecofeminism and veganism as valuable responses to
dismantle the intricate conjunctures of power delineated by the Indian dairy industry, that intertwine

with dietary and multispecies materialities and systems to this day.

3 Hertweck, T., Vegetarian and vegan histories, The Routledge Handbook of Vegan Studies, Routledge, 31 Mar 2021,
last accessed: 08/06/2023, p. 36.
4 Hertweck, T., Vegetarian and vegan histories, The Routledge Handbook of Vegan Studies, Routledge, 31 Mar 2021,
last accessed: 08/06/2023, p. 28.
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1. Milk consumption in India, a more-than-human history

The mother was harnessed to the yoke-pole of the sacrificial reward;
her child stood up amid the penned cows.
The calf bellowed and looked toward the cow of every color,

three wagon-treks (in the distance).®

A young creature is watching his mother from afar, unaware of her upcoming departure; it is not an
intimate goodbye he is bellowing, but a helpless farewell exposed to intrusive eyes, belonging to
human and nonhuman beings, all standing together to assist to the ritual of Mahavrata. The Vedic
ceremony in question includes the recitation of the verses quoted above, whose narration of the
distress behind a child and a mother’s separation is part of the Vaisvadevasastra, a composition to be

enounced during the midday offerings typical of the religious service.

The request of providing an animal tribute for the Hindu deity of Prajapati is imposed by the
Mahavrata and praised throughout the recitation, scheduling the performance on the penultimate day
of the Gavamayana sacrifice. Together with the nonhuman death, a cup of soma® juice must also be
offered, a plant-based inebriating substance sometimes mixed with milk or curds. According to
Professor Yamini Narayanan, expert in the multidisciplinary field of South Asian Studies, the
presence of dairy products in Hindu rituals is to be considered central, especially for religious beliefs
that envision cow milk as essential to the birthing, purifying and sustaining of the Universal order
itself’. Hindu mythologies in fact, similarly to the one mentioned, revolve around a proper concept
of “Mother Cow” «as nurturing and sustaining the universe [...] willingly diverting her lactation from

her infant calf for her “human progeny” »° of India.

The latter, belonging to one of the most ancient civilizations ever discovered on the planet,
undoubtedly thrived thanks to the mammals and their products, harnessing the multi-dimensional

relevance of milk in India. One can surmise, indeed, that milk has a controversial yet intriguing

5 Rigveda, 1.164.9 - Dirghatamas Aucathya.

6 Leonti, M., & Casu, L., “Soma, food of the immortals according to the Bower Manuscript (Kashmir, 6th century AD)”,
Journal of ethnopharmacology, 155(1), pp. 373-386, 2014.

" Narayanan Y., “Animal ethics and Hinduism’s milking, mothering legends: analysing Krishna the butter thief and the
Ocean of Milk”, Sophia, 57(1), Springer Nature, Melbourne, 2018, p. 134.

8 1bid., p. 141.


https://www.hindupedia.com/en/Praj%C4%81pati

quality, that allows it to be found among sacred verses of holy hymns but also in traditional culinary

recipes, governmental plans of actions and activists’ statements.

Often described as “Nature’s Perfect Food”, milk is the foundation of life for all newborn
mammals. It is an opaque liquid, which is synthesized and stored in, and ejected from,
the mammary glands of female mammals, solely for the purpose of nourishing their
newborns. It is the first food of mammals, providing all the necessary nutrients for

survival and initial growth until weaning?®.

Then how come do humans keep consuming it throughout their life? What is the ecological impact
of its ingestion? Nowadays the everyday gesture of bringing our human lips to a glass of milk may
be taken for granted, but those sips hide long-standing dairy cultures that outdistance geographical
borders and intersect with more-than-human stories, dwarfing the many concerning queries distilled
in the white fluid of religious disputes, environmental injustice cases, unconscious eating habits,

feminist issues and nonhuman domestication and violence.

° Velten, H., Milk: A global history, Reaktion Books, London 2010, p. 10.



1.1 The advent of the first and perfect food

During the second millennium BCE, a period of societal fragmentation and interspecies migrations,
groups of agropastoralists settled within the Gangetic Plain, bringing cows with them©. «They
produced an oral literature called the Vedas (~1500 BCE and 500 BCE) that was eventually
transcribed into Sanskrit and forms the foundational texts of Hinduism. The oldest Veda, the Rigveda,
contains over 700 references to cows, who symbolize endless bounty or blessings. Cows were
kamadugha, meaning “milking desires” or “yielding objects of desire like milk” »'!. The palatable
commodity elevates the human perception of cows to the status of desirable and, hence, respectable.
One could define milk as a heterogeneous mixture or a complex chemical substance in which a
percentage of water is combined with fat, that gets emulsified as «globules, major milk protein
(casein), and some mineral matters in the colloidal state and lactose together with some minerals and
soluble whey proteins in the form of true solution»*?. The energetic and high-protein liquid though is
characterized by these nutrients in different quantities among species and breeds of mammals,
depending on the nonhuman animal’s health, diet, exposition to the environment, genetic factors,
general emotional state and stage of lactation®. Further factors that contribute to the wide variation
in milk compositions are listed below.

Table 1: Cheung, P. C. K., and Mehta B. M., (ed), Handbook of food chemistry, Vol. 11, Springer Berlin, Heidelberg, 2015, p. 531.

Factors affecting the composition of milk

1. Species of animal 10. Infection of the udder

2. Breed of animal 11. Intervals between milking

3. Individual variation within a breed 12. Variations during milking

4. Breeding and crossbreeding 13. Variability of milk from different quarters of
udder

5. Yield of milk 14. Excitement (frightening)

6. Age and number of lactations 15. Administration of drugs and or hormones

7. Stage of lactation 16. Feeds and nutrition

8. Heat or estrum 17. Season and weather conditions

9. Gestation 18. Exercise

10 Cohen, M. and Otomo, Y., Making Milk: The Past, Present and Future of Our Primary Food, Bloomsbury
Publishing, London, 2019, p. 42.

1 bid., p. 42.

12 Mehta, Bhavbhuti M., "Chemical composition of milk and milk products”, Handbook of food chemistry, Springer,
Berlin, Heidelberg, 2015.

13 Velten, H., Milk, cit., p. 10.

10



The fact that milk was available to our prehistoric predecessors may perhaps be one of the reasons
why humans are still the only species among all living beings that ingest milk beyond their weaning
phase. It is crucial to point out that most of the world's population cannot digest raw cow's milk,
despite its commercial demand is constantly increasing nowadays; this is most likely due to the
contemporary taste of milk, nearly unreal if compared to the one experienced by our ancestors. The
white liquid that is currently requested and appreciated by more than 6 billion people worldwide, of
which the majority lives in developing countries', is a thoroughly processed product that is very
different from its original state. Pasteurization, homogenization, and standardization are the key
procedures to which raw milk gets exposed to, with the aim of creating a safe, clean beverage that is
very different from actual milk straight from the cow. Historical and scientific evidence though
demonstrates that right before these processes were put into force during the seventeenth century,
milk was labelled as “white poison™?®, as it was contaminated with germs, combined with chemical
artificial additives and was often watered down. Previously, «based on the properties of milk, aside
from the risk of disease transmission, the experience for humans of drinking fresh milk straight from
an animal would have caused rather uncomfortable and embarrassing reactions in our ancestors, such
as diarrhoea, bloating, flatulence and stomach cramps»*®. These unpleasant consequences are linked
to the fact that, after the age of six, humans stop producing the lactase enzyme, which breaks down
the milk sugar lactose and renders it digestible to the organism. This biological shift, parallel to the
growth of the milk consumer, could have evolved to stop adults and young children from consuming
milk intended for infants, but this is not the case. «Until its sterilization or pasteurization in the 1920s,
milk was one of the major public health issues of the latter nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
transmitting infections of various types, along with epidemic diseases such as scarlet fever, typhoid,
and tuberculosis»'’. If, before the introduction of aforementioned scientific procedures, the human
inability to digest lactose may have discouraged early civilizations to consume milk, others were the
expedients found by precursor populations to assure a safe ingestion. Some populations, in fact,
discovered methods to get around the intolerance: the Indians were pioneering them by beginning to
boil and ferment their milk to naturally break down the lactose, preferring soured milk drinks, cheeses

and/or butter to the raw substance?®,

14 «Milk and milk products”, Gateway to dairy production and products, FAO, https://www.fao.org/dairy-production-
products/products/en/#:~:text=More%20than%206%20billion%20people,people%20live%20in%20developing%20cou
ntries, last accessed 12/04/2023.

15 Velten, H., Milk, cit., p. 55.

18 Velten, H., Milk, cit., p. 21.

17 Gaard, G., "Toward a feminist postcolonial milk studies", American Quarterly, 65.3, pp. 595-618, 2013, p. 608.
Ibid., p. 596.

18 Velten, H., Milk, cit., p. 22.
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Therefore, an important turning point in human civilization was reached along with the expertise and
mastery of breeding milch bovines and handling of their natural products. Even if archaeological
sciences struggle to find well-conserved remains of past animals that lived in the Indus Valley because
of the past climate, that was much more humid that today, important «evidence of milking was
primarily derived from the research of animal bones», states former agricultural journalist Hannah
Velten, revealing that «female stock were being held beyond customary meat slaughtering ages,
indicating that they were being kept alive longer for other uses, such as milking»*°. In fact, compared
to today’s standards of milk provisions, much more meagre supply of milk proved to be enough and
essential to the survival of human civilizations of the past, such as the ones developed in the sub-
Indian continent. Milk «provided sustenance in times of food and water scarcity [...]; provided
additional nutrients to a limited cereal-based diet (especially calcium and lysine); was an alternative
to strong sunlight as a source of vitamin D, [...] and was free from parasites, unlike water»?. It is
probable though that milk would have contained plenty of bacteria, because of the milking processes
that would involve a direct and bare contact between human and nonhuman.

The Brahamanas?®!, commentaries on the Vedic literature, do confirm the existence and usage of milk
and dairy products along the development of the civilization in support of the Vedic or Aryan
populations, whose agricultural settlements and city-states kept flourishing into the Indian
subcontinent. Their urban structures and relationships with the territory and landscape saw them
engaging in human-nonhuman interactions. Right from the early Vedic period, corresponding to the
1500 BCE, «the lactating, fecund, mothering cow and her generous outpouring of milk symbolised
fertility and material abundance»??. Yamini Narayanan further explains that in Hinduism, «the cow
mother-goddess is exalted as not only the mother of the nation, but of the Hindu universe itself. In
the Bhagavad Gita, one of the central texts of Hinduism, Lord Krishna equates the cow to the entirety
of the Universe»: the portrayal of the cow in this historical period converged with the totality and
genesis of the known universe?®. A proper conception of holiness of the cow has always been unique
only to Hinduism, and specifically to higher caste of Hindus?*. The latter also dedicated particular

veneration to dairy products, since «milk, curd, and ghee constituted three of the five sacred products

19 Velten, H., Milk, cit., p. 15.

2 1bid., p. 13.

21 Cohen, M. and Otomo, Y., Making Milk: The Past, Present and Future of Our Primary Food, Bloomsbury Publishing,
London, 2019, p. 43.

22 Narayanan Y., “Animal ethics and Hinduism’s milking, mothering legends: analysing Krishna the butter thief and the
Ocean of Milk”, Sophia, 57(1), Springer Nature, Melbourne, 2018, p. 135.

B Narayanan, Y., "“Cow is a mother, mothers can do anything for their children!” Gaushalas as landscapes of
anthropatriarchy and Hindu patriarchy"”, Hypatia, 34.2, 2019, p. 202.

24 Ahuja, N., et al., Messy eating: Conversations on animals as food, Fordham University Press, New York, 2019, p. 71.
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of the cow for Hindus (urine and dung being the other two) »%. English Professor of Religious Studies
and Social Anthropology Anna S. King analysed the wide usage in puja (worship) practices, penance
and life crisis rituals of the five products (panchagavya)? of the cow, underlining how these are
believed to have purification and cleansing properties so strong that their absence would compromise
any ritual offering in Hinduism.

An illustration to the entity of this visceral devotion is the protagonist of the aforementioned hymn
and recurrent pick for Hindu ritual sacrifices, namely the Zebu cattle, or Bos indicus, a bovine species
very dear to the extensive pastoral history of India, whose traces first appear in Northwest India
around 2500 BCE and got firstly domesticated by communities within the Indus Valley. Not
competing with the prestige nor the affection that the cow would receive, the Harappan empire would
also domesticate buffalos typical of the territory, such as the Water Buffalo, or Asian or Domestic
Buffalo, Bubalus bubalis, and the Wild Buffalo, Bubalus arnee, nowadays endangered species, and
that is deductible from the many archaeological artistic and religious representations of bovines in
that period. Useful historical evidence to distinguish the various breeds of domesticated animals in
the Indus Valley civilization are in fact the steatite seals and terracotta sculptures of everyday life

interactions between the humans and domesticated nonhumans.

Fig. 1: Seal with Two-Horned Bull and Inscription, c¢. 2000 BC, Courtesy Cleveland Museum of Art
http://www.clevelandart.org/art/1973.160

25 Cohen, M. and Otomo, Y., Making Milk: The Past, Present and Future of Our Primary Food, Bloomsbury Publishing,
London, 2019, p. 43.
%6 King, A. S., “Krishna’s cows: ISKON’s animal theology and practice”, Journal of Animal Ethics, 2(2), 2012, p.182.
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1.2 Domestication, or naturalizing power relations with the nonhuman

To better tackle the Indian heritage regarding milking practices and cow domestication, it is necessary
to address the metaphysical dualism of Culture and Nature, while briefly reflecting upon the
commonly shared anthropogenic, speciesist and patriarchal perceptions upon which human agency
and identities are constructed. Human beings, creatures that foreground biological bodies and cultural
mindsets, are believed to differ from their nonhuman counterparts as they are the only living beings
able to conduct a split-level life, one conceived within the ontological infrastructure of Nature and
one outside of it.?” Existing only within the natural dimension is a distinctive yet ordinary feature of
nonhuman animals. Any qualitative change in environmental relations within a given civilization
throughout history, namely contacts between the two mutually exclusive domains of humanity and
nature, is likely to have analogue manifestations in human-animal relationships as well as in
interpersonal bonds. Regardless of all animals, human and nonhuman, being part of the world of
nature, the human creature stands out as sole exceptional one being able to transcend nature right
because of its humanity. Nevertheless, “human animality” leaks throughout people’s existences but
gets contextualized and handled as unnatural, exceptional, deviant behaviours within social and
cultural organizations®®, One could state, paradoxically, that the animality dwelling in human beings
also undergoes a variety of domestication or domination experiences, to guarantee civil wellness and
peace is said, but causing consequent hierarchical inequalities and social injustice for more vulnerable
categories of people. Similar, if not worse, forms of oppression are perpetuated by such human
cultural infrastructures on nonhuman animals, often leading to their subjugation.

In support of this widely investigated scholarly debate on metaphysical discrepancies, philosophers
«Marx and Engels argued that production was the essential criterion that set mankind apart from other
animals. Men, they said, “begin to distinguish themselves from animals as soon as they begin to
produce their means of subsistence” »%°. As a matter of fact, then, if considering the practices of food
production, domestication and animal husbandry as human interventions in nature, it is possible to
observe that their development has and still manifests the presupposed human transcendence on the
natural world and its resources.

Nonetheless, it is imperative to recognize how other animals beside the human animal have
contributed to the construction of such world which can be defined as modern, that is actually not
entirely “man-made”, but actually “made for the man”. Considering the history of this planet one of

multispecies entanglements, one should acknowledge that nonhuman animals are, in all respects,

27 Ingold, T., "From trust to domination: an alternative history of human-animal relations", Animals and human society,
pp. 1-22, Routledge, New York, 2002, p. 4.

28 |bid., p. 4.

2 |bid., p. 3.



collaborators whose cooperation with human communities evolved in important result for historical
achievements: nonhumans were employed in this process as much as human resources. It is for these
reasons that everyday tasks performed by domesticated nonhuman animals can be recognized as
devolved to specific productive goals, turning them into authentic workers.

Karl Marx however, argued that although men would proceed to domesticate other animals for the
purpose of labour, that would not imply a change in their perception, let alone them being regarded
and treated as labourers: according to the German philosopher, because of their employment in human
productive activities, nonhuman animals would rather «became the ‘material substratum’—the layers
of foundation upon which the human superstructure was built. Animals were used as motive power
or instruments of labour in a process of production guided by humans. Animals became commodities
and forms of capital»*°. American Professor Nicole Shukin, whose remarkable publications have been
focused on biopower, animal studies and the politics of nature, aptly speaks of “animal capital”. The
definition she provides stresses the paradoxical juxtaposition of the two terms, interpreting it as an
«anthropocentric order of capitalism whose means and effects can be all too posthuman, that is, one
that ideologically grants and materially invests in a world in which species boundaries can be radically
crossed (as well as reinscribed) in the genetic and aesthetic pursuit of new markets»®!, and | will later
explain how post-Independence India fulfilled this picture.

Pertinently, speaking of domesticated animals within the Indian environment, cattle is an excellent
example of nonhuman stakeholder that participated in building and shaping India’s cultural, religious
and culinary heritage but also provided for economic advantages; even so, cows were not spared from
exploitation and the label of “labouring servants”32. American historian and anthropologist Jason
Hribal reaches for the etymology of what he defines as “economic animal” to disclose a deeper
meaning behind the bovines’ status within human economies and social hierarchies. On

sociolinguistic terms, the definition of “cattle” should be understood as:

a mixture of the Latin capitale, Old French and chatel, Middle English catel, the word
during the feudal period described movable property or wealth. This wealth could include
goods, personal property, or living stock such as cattle. Over time, the word came to be
identified, in a more narrow sense, with just beasts held in possession; and, by the turn of
the eighteenth century, spelling variances, notably catel, cattel, or cattell, became unified

under the modern cattle.?

30 Hribal, J., "Animals are part of the working class reviewed", borderlands, 11.2, 2012, p. 3.

31 Shukin, N., Animal Capital:Rendering Life in Biopolitical Times, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 2009,
p. 11.

32 Smith, A., The wealth of nations, Thrifty Books, Blacksburg, 2009, p. 25.

3 Hribal, J., "Animals are part of the working class reviewed", borderlands, 11.2, 2012, p. 5.
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Adam Smith, Scottish economist and philosopher, retraced the creation of wealth right to the process
of cattle domestication, but identified in it the origin of inequality as a simultaneous phenomenon. In
the following chapters, I will delve into the productive economic system of which cattle are part, that
functions under extraction principles for human profit: the context of reference will reveal in fact that
what cows produce is conceived and used as a commodity, in the case of dairy, and that eventually,
even their bodies become commodities as well, for scientific research and experiments. Evidence of
cattle being part of an unrecognized unwaged working class emerges right from them being
«superexploited living commodities»** under the dominion of humans.

According to Marx then, only humans could have been labourers, and hence the evolutive progress
should only be owed to humans, as the human being «modifies and manufactures with a vision and
creativity that other animals do not have», and even in their chores, nonhuman animals’ effort is not
comparable to humans’: «labour is “an exclusively human characteristic’»%.

This philosophical realization, insofar as it stands as touchstone of speciesist hierarchies, can be
interpreted as the reason for which a determined portion of humankind felt the need of demarking a
line of separation between the pristine and the man-made. British social anthropologist Tim Ingold
also contemplates on the concept, suggesting that a utilitarian and essentialist vision of Nature exists
and depicts it as mere raw material available to invasive transformations exactly as practical
expressions of human intellect and creative talent. The interventions of humankind on the
environment and other living beings considered part of it explain how anthropological attempts to
decipher the entity of human engagement with the environment bring to the imposition of power.
Ingold argues that such division of humanity and nature is to be regarded as «implicit in the definition
of domestication», and it should be thought of as a «process of artificial selection reappears in a
competing definition which emphasizes its social (or cultural) rather than its biological aspect»*°.
Accordingly, to make nonhuman animals objects of domestication means to make them subject to
Culture. Following Ingold’s discussion, the advent of domestication weaved humanity through the
“cultivation of nature”, hence the logic outcome following the prior cultivation of the human itself,
namely becoming aware of one’s powers and ethics®’. Needless to say, these forms of human and
nonhuman interactions, as they are known today, only evolved into being based upon power, and
often cruelty, once the human species started to gather in societies where law and forms of

governmental control were instituted, in order to foster social order and elevate their biocultural status

% Torres, B., Making a killing: the political economy of animal rights, AK Press, Oakland, 2007, p. 39.
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to entities free from the constraints of the natural world®8, Revealingly, the historical breakthrough of
domesticating plants and animals marks the inception of food production.

The one involving milking activities is a relationship between men and milch animals, cows in
particularly, that can definitely be defined of pastoral nature. In the context of India, the human-
nonhuman interaction embodies the intertwining of longstanding domestication traditions, that do not
involve, however, companionship. A companionship can be described as a voluntary relationship,
«freely terminable, [that] involves the preservation of the personal autonomy of both parties»; this
connection is in contrast with the kind «that is involuntary, non-terminable and places the parties
under obligation»®®, typical of breeding activities whose aim is accumulating milk.

Neglected nonhuman workers indeed demonstrated to be historically relevant “passive” actors whose
role brought them to be mostly involved in farming and agricultural environments. What will later
transform into a real industrial system, is the cradle for the economic concept of surplus, referring to
the human habit of taking milk from female mammals. «This taking has always been about turning
reproduction—the natural function of pregnancy and lactation—into a form of labour from which a
surplus of milk can be extracted for other purposes, whether for use or for exchange»*°.

This the case of the Indian cow, domesticated to benefit from her precious products since the advent
and the settlement of ancient civilizations in the sub-Indian continent, and even though the mammal
has never been considered a “wild animal”, the docility and peacefulness that characterize her
herbivorous breed did not prevent her to experience the objectification and exploitation of her body.
In Ingold’s analysis, a wild nonhuman animal in fact is one that retains full control over their own
destiny. The establishment of early human societies coincided with the evolution of pastoralism, a
form of animal husbandry through which the so-called livestock relinquished the existential status of
being in charge of their own life*!.

Even inside the complex Hindu theological framework there is a remarkable distinction between
tamed and untamed living beings, that is somehow detached by the anthropological dualism of Nature
and Culture. The notion of pasu, domesticated and educated, and myga, feral or wild, are conceived
as polar extremities within the manifestation of the world, similarly to the opposition between male
and female, that likewise categorizes the existence and mansions of living beings based on their
taming condition. Human and nonhuman entities are divided in wild ones, that represent the chaos,

the dynamism of the world that can be creative or destructive, and in domesticated ones, educated
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beings that belong to a structured system of rules and norms that govern their civil life. Curiously,
human beings are considered pasu creatures, namely subject to the law, norms, that have allowed
their intellectual to thrive in knowledge and prosperous civilization over the nonhuman realm. The
latter is perceived as surrounding the human, but as interactive agent, conceived at an even level of
domestication, to the point of almost sharing a familial bond with the human counterpart. It is also
interesting to argument that, according to this Hindu classification of the natural world, every living
species that is considered pasu presents, in parallel, a symbolic myga correspondent*?, to highlight
the constant cosmic equilibrium that governs the universe.

Pastoralism is one of the various human approaches to the environment, whose essence reveal a main
difference in human-nonhuman relationships; in Ingold’s research, these can be either based on trust
or domination*®. In the attempt of contextualizing this theoretical thesis within the agropastoral
framework of early Indian civilizations, it is useful to make reference to Ingold’s description of the
different roles assumed in this kind of interspecies interaction, where the speciesist hierarchy that

divide the herdsman and the bovine is rooted:

It is the herdsman who takes life-or-death decisions concerning what are now “his”
animals, and who controls every other aspect of their welfare, acting as he does as
protector, guardian and executioner. He sacrifices them; they do not sacrifice themselves
to him. They are cared for, but they are not themselves empowered to care. Like
dependants in the household of a patriarch, their status is that of jural minors, subject to

the authority of their human master.

Otherwise stated, these relational principles are mutually exclusive; imposing one's will on another
creature—whether through physical coercion or alternative forms of manipulation—will result in
them becoming obedient and compliant yet, submissive. Thereby, according to Ingold’s theoretical
opposition of trust and domination as primary foundations of human-nonhuman relationships, 1
would agree on the violation of trust being the principal affinitive phenomenon that characterizes the
contradictory bond between owner and owned. Pastoralism is hence a type of interspecies relation
that emphasize this paradox, since it does not recognize the autonomy, free will and living necessities

of the nonhuman on which the human depends, it rather denies them*®.

“2 For instance, the pasu Water Buffalo has his myga counterpart in the Wild Buffalo. From Beggiora, S., LMHO070,
Personal Notes, A.A. 2021/2022, Ca’ Foscari University, Venice.
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Nonhuman animals, cattle in this case, whose breed has been historically domesticated for human
survival and benefits, have been occupying the lowest position of a speciesist hierarchical system that
humans based on dominance since then. This is why they are frequently perceived more like property
than as sentient beings with their own needs, regardless of their symbolic and cultural value within
the society. Willing to give a definition to domestication, Tim Ingold argues that this process can be
«said to exist when living animals are integrated as objects into the socio-economic organisation of
the human group», slowly becoming objects of property that «can be owned, inherited and
exchanged»*®. Referencing the research of English zooarchaeologist and curator, Juliet Clutton-
Brock, specialized in domesticated mammals, it is possible to identify a domesticated nhonhuman
animal as one whose existence has been characterized by life in captivity, through which the human
community could retain total authority upon the nonhuman breeding, special organization and food
supply*'.

A proper appropriation process hence emerges from these taming practices; a relation based upon
ownership occurs within the Natural world, that conceives human beings, social individuals, as
capable of owning, while animals, namely natural objects, are exclusively ownable. Therefore, « the
concept of appropriation, just as the concept of intervention, sets humanity, the world of persons, on
a pedestal above the natural world of things»“®.

The gradual introduction of the language of productivity could be hence simultaneous to the
emergence of early cultural assets that relied on the contribution of milch animals to the sustainment
of Indian human populations, as if their interspecies entanglement was founding on mutual exchange
and cooperation. Instead, along with domestication and first knowledge upon animal husbandry and
milking practices, forms of what Professor and Environmental Humanities enthusiast Rob Nixon
defines “slow violence” were implemented in the cultural substrate of the societies.

The concept is to be intended as «a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of
delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically not
viewed as violence at all»*. The reason for which Nixon’s theory appears to be perfectly suitable to
the situation in exam is because the type of violence that is exacerbated within the dairy system, from
its agropastoral advent to the following evolutions that will later progress into an actual industrial

sector, is one that is neither dramatic nor immediate, but whose repercussions perpetuate throughout
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timescales of different range. The inherent violence of pastoralism and milch mammals husbandry is
not tellingly explicit, but rather disguised as mere herding practices of human survival and primary
economic activity of poorer societies, that rely indeed on the so-called “livestock”.

Effects of human agency that epitomize the themes of domestication and bodily profit of the milch
nonhuman are hence the consequences of incremental violence. It is for their longevity, parallel to
the evolution of human societies, that these echoes are reverbed through several sociocultural
magnitudes, such as the religious, dietary and political ones, and are embedded in people’s memories
and minds through traditions and myths, thus distorting critical thinking and questioning individual
epistemological thoughts that could undermine such exploitative practices.

To acknowledge the ecological traces of domestication and address the impacts on nonhuman and
human communities and ecosystems, Nixon suggests in fact to engage with the «representational,
narrative, and strategic challenges posed by the relative invisibility of slow violence»®°. Invisibility
is a key term here, also appropriate to describe the human act of obscuring the identity, labour and
independence of nonhuman animals who can be considered victims of slow violence. It is through
the progressive yet abusive introduction to domestication that the cow, her body and soul were
brought into the discourse of commodification, enforced to leave the charge of her final products to
men. The value of life and labour productivity started to evolve into parallel notions of reciprocal
genesis, namely the subtle normalization of nonhuman exploitation and slavery.

Invisible is also the perception of oppressive domestication behaviours whose repercussions are
diluted in litres of milk extracted across secular temporal dimensions and hidden within the perimeter

of actual sites of nonhuman taming, like gaushalas.

%0 Nixon, R., Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor, Harvard University Press, 2011, p. 2.
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1.3 Gaushalas: the divine encaged

Overall, to preserve the nutritional safety and great quality of dairies on which the Indian population
thrived, much care was needed, at least speculatively, to protect nonhumans’ health; prioritizing the
safeguarding of cattle well-being was encouraged under the theoretical input of religious faith and
culinary relevance, gradually transforming from farming practices to internationally popular ethical

theories of Cow Protection.

On this topic, Yamini Narayanan conducted a powerful and impactful ethnographic research on the
physical spaces that are theoretically meant to welcome, protect, nurture and guard cows as for their
unique status. The topology of care extends throughout the Indian sub-continent across the so-called
gaushalas, frequently thought of as cow sanctuaries for unproductive and underutilized "dairy" cows,
where they are ostensibly allowed to live out the rest of their natural lives rather than being put to
death through slaughter®. Narayanan’s research, which took place in Calcutta and ended in 2019, has
been carried out by visiting both sites of bovine production and protection, locating the nonhuman

condition through the “ethnographic approach of participant observation”>?

in “multispecies contact
zones™3, Gaushalas, she learned, were mostly managed by «temples devoted to the cow-loving god
Krishna and his various forms, Hindu political parties, state municipal corporations, private owners,

or Hindu trusts»®*.

Krishna, the beloved avatar of Vishnu, is for the Hindu devotees an important holy figure that
seamlessly blends the physical and the metaphysical realms through the presence of cows. As the
sacred Scriptures demark, he spends most of his early life in a picturesque bucolic environment named
Braj, that geographically locates within the region of Uttar Pradesh, depicted as a sort of idyllic
paradise where he was surrounded by shepherds and cattle. The interaction between the sacred and
the bovine is emphasized also in the promised paradise of Vishnu, the Gauloka, where cows are divine
entities that herd freely, setting the inspiration model for the creation of modern gaushalas®®. The

ambiguous nature of these areas, and the intersectional conflicts surrounding them, emerge already
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from their management; gaushalas are in fact famous for being «sacred and political Hindu spaces

where cows can be worshipped as living gods — and used as instruments of nation-building»°®.

In line with the etymological meaning of the term, Go/Gau- that stands for cow, and -shala as for
shelter, within these spaces humane treatments are encouraged, to oppose the exploitive system of
farming with no slaughter, no forced impregnation, no removal of colostrum and breastmilk from the
calves and no mother-infant separation®’, that are known practices of violence in modern animal-
husbandry. However, according to Narayanan research, gaushalas nowadays have been
instrumentalized with xenophobic significance by Hindu fundamentalists to function as landscapes
of nonhuman exploitation, incarceration and gendered abuse, often masked as places where,
fundamentally, the cow is protected by her elevated status of fertility, being a fecund and nursing
mother to the Hindus. The position and sufferance of bovines rescued and guarded inside the national

structure of gaushalas appears to be instead analogous to “common dairy” cows>®.

English Professor Samantha Hurn, passionate about researching on human-nonhuman interaction and
its symbolism, discusses how, in contrast to gaushalas, where they are autonomous self-determining
beings that choose to breed and procreate, cows on dairy farms experience the denial of their rights
and wills. Based on the constructed and human-made narrative of gaushala cows being treated
differently from their doomed sisters, their privileged position allows them to be perceived as
voluntary providers of surplus milk for human consumers®®. Unfortunately, the truth is that even
sacred cows are considered «symbolic entities whose physiological or behavioural characteristics are
consumed by human imaginations»®.

The biological, cultural and material qualities determining the identity of the nonhuman figure of the
cow are hence blended in the significant spaces that are gaushalas. More specifically, being them
areas where the complementary ideologies of ethnonationalism and Hindu patriarchy thrive,
gaushalas represent a distinctive framework within the Indian dairy system, as they can be understood
as actual (re)production topologies, because there the cow is a religious, commercial and political
capital to splurge on. This is a nodal point that I will not miss to come back to in the following
chapters.

In fact, «the material and the maternal are interlinked in the indistinguishably blurred reverential and

production activity, where production sites of farming the breast milk of the infants of other animals,
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are reconceptualized as spaces of warm and protective mothering»®. In gaushalas, supposedly
consensual familial bonds are enacted through the human consumption of breastmilk destined to
calves: since milk extraction and breeding constitute the primary production operations, in the
gaushala the «notion of sacrificing motherhood is an exceptional resource to naturalize, and even
sentimentalize, the inherent harms in these acts. Milk sourced from cows is not merely food, but
prasad or sanctified food. When milk is elevated to an exceptional, sacred status, its consumption

becomes an act of worship itself»°2.

Fig. 2: Narayanan, Y., "*“Cow is a mother, mothers can do anything for their children!” Gaushalas as landscapes of
anthropatriarchy and Hindu patriarchy", Hypatia, 34.2, 2019, p. 203.

Indian cultural anthropologist and ethnographer Naisargi N. Dave commented on the bovine

condition of imprisonment and suffering inside gaushalas:

I had seen . . . cow shelters in which a cow will spend her entire life tied on a short rope
to a stake in the ground in the darkness of a shed, periodically milked. Of all the things I
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have seen, the one thing | wish I could unsee was that. Saved from slaughter, yes, but

for what? For life itself. For profit. To perform one’s humanity.%®

The concrete results of Narayanan’s research in Calcutta in fact depict an outrageous situation that
does not confluence with the theoretical structure of gaushalas. For instance, she reports that, after
having interviewed several temple managers and operators, it was made clear that cows rescued from
butchers, slaughterhouses and sickness were put into gaushalas, in debatable hygienic and sanitary
conditions, and often left starving to death. This happens because, «when slaughter is prohibited, the
number of abandoned ex-dairying animals needing rehabilitation far exceeds the limited capacity of
gaushalas to house and feed them»®*. Regardless being considered as «one of the oldest spaces of
animal welfarism» in India, gaushalas are indeed closed areas overcrowded with cows, where
ostensible discourses of humane animal production legitimize violence upon feminine bodies. The
anthropatriarchal paradigm that will be further analysed in the following chapters of this thesis,
reflects on the intersectionality that transpires from these places, that synthesises the human-
nonhuman relationship into one of gendered, sexualized and reproductive abuse®. Cows, in contrast
with their supposed holiness, are victims of “patriotic motherhood”.

The biological power that arises from the status of mother indeed, is not the only of which the cow is
characterized, as she is also assigned the role of guardian of a “pure” Hindu civilization. To further
investigate and perceive the sociocultural relevance of milk, it is necessary to address the historical
development that brought to the political instrumentalization of the cow as the Hindu mother, to the
creation of a Hindurashtra, or an upper-caste Hindu Indian nation at risk from Muslim believers, and
to the consequent institution of the gaushalas as physical representations of the illustrious Hindu
civilisation.

Cow sacrifice was hypothesized, yet debated due to lack of sufficient evidence, to be a popular ritual
during the Vedic period (2000-500 BCE), where Hinduism was the main faith recognized by Aryian
and nomadic populations, but with the advent of Buddhism and Jainism (around 600-400 BCE) and
their emphasis on 4himsa (doing no harm), the practice of killing cows for consumption and sacrifice
declined®. This is further supported by the literary heritage of the Upanisad, diffusing in the same
period, in which this concept is well explained®’. After the transition to the spiritual principles of

Ahimsa, also approved and promulgated by Hindus but as political fundaments to cling to for
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nationalistic purposes, pragmatic commitment into providing protection, shelters and safety to cows
was reclaimed with more emphasis during the 17" century, namely during the occupation period
where, under the British empire, Cow Protection «was conceived as an anticolonial endeavour and

thus emerged in an unequal encounter with the foreign»%8.

% Dave, N.N., “WITNESS: Human, Animals, and the Politics of Becoming”, Cultural Anthropology, by the American
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1.4 Locating the bovine condition across religion, appetite and history

The five elements of panchagavya embed centuries of refined animal husbandry at its finest,
oscillating between being examples of motherly and representative rendering and opportunities of
profit carried out as cultural habits of nonhuman bodily extorsion through domestication.

In Nicole Shukin’s words, «it is the capacity of animal life to be taken both literally and figuratively,
as a material and symbolic resource of the nation, that constitutes its fetishistic potency»®°. The cow’s
omnipresence throughout Indian religion, cuisine and history certainly demonstrates the bovine’s
cultural and ecological relevance for the Indian population, but also premises the nonhuman animal’s
complete availability to human desires and timings. She refers to the “ambivalence of animals signs”,
as a nonhuman peculiarity that is instrumentalized through anthropogenic ontologies as «a pivotal
means of depoliticizing volatile contradictions between species and speculative currencies of capital
and between capitalism’s material and symbolic modes of production».

The metaphorical rendering of the animal’s identity and life is obtained through actual physical
violence; the latter might be considered a pillar of the so-called "question of the animal""*, which
holds that animal existence is culturally and carnally represented as capital at particular historical
junctures, leading to the metaphorical representation of the animal's identity and life 2. The
sociopolitical, economic and environmental context of Post-Independent India will set the foundation
for a controversial historical turning point in which the cattle will emerge as fetish for human grandeur
and biopower.

It is right across the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries that specific cultural frameworks and
material logistics have rendered the image, narrative and bodies of animals as French sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu’s forms of capital. « “Animal capital” simultaneously notates the semiotic currency
of animal signs and the carnal traffic in animal substances across this period»"%; Nicole Shukin argues
that such recognition in animals as concrete profitable resources, «signals a tangle of biopolitical
relations within which the economic and symbolic capital of animal life can no longer be sorted into

binary distinction» 4, of corporeal and figurative, fleshy and ideal. Bourdieu speaks in fact of
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“interconvertibility”’® of symbolic and economic forms of capital, of which the nonhuman animal is
a protagonist whose bodily and cultural features get condensed through the anthropocentric process
of giving fetishistic values to animal life. It was French philosopher and sociologist Michel Foucault
to pioneer intriguing observations on this topic; via animal speciesist fetishism and biological
commaodification, the human being consumes nonhuman life to the extent of abstracting and rendering
invisible its living functions’®. On this concept, Foucault remarked how the representation of the
animal achieved new meanings, at the expense of others, «at the “threshold of biological modernity,”
marking a shift to “untamed ontology” or “life itself” as the new object of power»’’.

Control over human and nonhuman individuals is surely exerted through cultural heritage, religious
ideologies, but also through emphasis on bodies and bodily experiences, correspondingly objectified
lives and normalized acts of exploitation and nonhuman consumption; this is how speaking of
biopolitics will become uttermost significant in the future capitalistic society and largest dairy
producer that will be India, thriving on biological, somatic and corporeal capital® of cattle.

The most prolific segment of Indian dairy industry is constituted by the production of ghee and curd,
as their popularity benefits of their taste but also of their supposed holiness.

The chemical structure of panchagavya mainly revolves around them being fat resourced from animal
bodies, that used in foods, are believed to be healthy for human sustenance, as they provide calories,
vitamin E and favour the absorption of other fat-soluble vitamins. Moreover, «in addition to their
nutritional properties, fats and oils carry flavours in foods and provide textural properties that enhance
the sensory experience and enjoyment of foods»'®.

An up-close analysis of the fat-rich dairy products is made possible starting from the biological fluid
of milk and reducing its complex composition of more than 100 substances that are either in emulsion,
suspension, or solution in water® to simple raw material ready for anthropogenic processing. As for
curd, the process of fermentation serves as base to the manufacturing of this dairy product, whose
taste resembles the acidic one of commonly known yoghurts. The non-fatty components of
buttermilk, such as casein, albumin, and milk sugar, as well as a minimal amount of minerals (that do

not exceed 1.0%)8!, are what make up this dairy product. One of the crucial processes for bringing
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the pH down, characteristic of this food, is the development of lactic acid, which also has an impact
on the body and texture of the fermented dairy product, rendering its consumption experience unique.
Ghee instead is a butter fat concentrate that has less than 0.3% moisture and more than 99% milk fat,
whose shelf life corresponds to 6 to 8 months at normal tropical temperatures. Its manufacturing
includes «direct heating of cream or butter churned from fresh or ripened cream or dahi obtained by
fermentation of milk with bacteria native to milk or selected starter cultures»®2. Many are the methods
to realize ghee, such as the desi or traditional or indigenous way, the creamery butter method, the
direct cream method, and the pre-stratification method; all result in one of the most appreciated dairy
products on the Indian market. Last components of panchagavya are nonedible substances, namely
urine and dung. These can be used externally, such as washing hands with cow urine, cleaning utensils
with cow dung, or applying caste marks with cow dung ashes; and can also be ingested, either by
drinking directly from a urinating cow, as her urine is considered sacred like Ganges’ water, or by
consuming a mixture of the "five products" to remove impurities associated with traveling abroad®.
If in Western cultures these would be considered as organic waste, Hindu religion and civilization
still harness their sacred power and involves the two substances in rituals and practices of devotion,
on the wave of making good use of the milch body in its integrity, against a wasting attitude that is
more akin to Western and nonreligious cultures. An ecocritical analysis of the passage of the Rigveda
1.164.9 may demonstrate that, together with the panchagavya, the extent of cow’s veneration as a
lactating mother is expressed by the objectification of parts of her body, especially her udder, that is
« “pure” (231) and “heavenly” (605), and it swells with “lordly nectar” (223), and the cow’s milk is
“nutritious, brightly shining, all-sustaining” (234) »%.

It is hence evident, as demonstrated by the poetic images extracted from the Rigveda, the oldest
document of Indian Literature and Civilization, that both the feminine bovine body and her biological
power are subject to the cultural human infrastructure that is Religion. Yamini Narayanan in fact
reflects on the transversal value of cow’s milk, as it «attains significance in Hindu thought well
beyond its role in providing nourishment to her infant; its greatest consequence in fact is its capacity

to provide material and spiritual nourishment to humans»®.
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Dismantling the metaphoric and enigmatic language of Hinduism is an enthralling starting point to
better understand the ecological and intersectional context of interest in this thesis. On this topic, the
work of American Religious Studies scholar Catherine Albanese highlights a difference between the
human cultural perception of nature, distinguished in “sacred” and “sacred resource”. Upon this
statement | want to underline how, considering nature as a sacred resource, its commodification
involves forms of domination and domestication® in the Indian context. The global tendency of
humans to achieve the mastery and objectification of nature emerges in this case through the exploit
of the nonhuman figure and products of the cow, developed along the intrinsic history of religions in
the Sub-Indian continent that experienced the juxtaposing of Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam and other
faiths.

As transpired though, the bond between human and nonhumans was not restrained to pure religious
purposes. Indeed, despite the changes in spiritual, social and political governance of the territory, the
edible constituents of panchagavya were surely considered paramount blessings for ceremonial
rituals, but their status also enclosed them as vital ingredients of South Asian cuisine. Milch mammals
were essential to past agricultural societies and, imagining to sit at the many tables of families around
the Indian subcontinent described by historian Om Prakash®’, it is easy to understand how milk
represented a central part in past country lifestyle, religion and human nutrition and, consequently,
the reasons behind its contemporary sociocultural value.

Despite the success of the Buddhist ideology of Ahimsa in reducing the number of cattle killings for
consumption, no law was put into force regarding the prohibiting the consumption of cows after a
natural death. «Prohibitions on the consumption of cows gradually emerged [only] during the early
Common Era, but these were not specific to cows, as they encompassed meat consumption and animal
slaughter in general»®,

The bovine body demonstrated to be fundamental for milk and meat supply to Indian communities,
rendering cows as primary, yet sacred, resources in animal husbandry. Practices put in place during
ancient India saw cows being treated as domestic animals whose sacrality mentioned in the religious
scriptures categorized them as worthy of safeguard and inviolable; they «were considered so sacred
that if they did not get fodder one day students did not study on that day»%, cow slaughter was
considered a crime and those who would try to steal the bovine were to go through severe

punishments. «For the protection of animals detailed rules are given in the Manusmriti. [...] Animals

8 Albanese, C. L., Nature religion in America: From the Algonkian Indians to the new age, University of Chicago Press,
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were kept with great care in India but at the time of famines and epidemics many animals were
Killed»%.

Because of their ambivalent condition, it is important to premise that the relationship with milch
nonhumans concerning human nutritional sustenance gradually got restricted to the mere
consumption of their dairy products as eating habit of the perfect Hindu devotee, while the
consumption of meat remained a practice related to poorer and less faithful Hindus and other
religions’ believers.

The work of Mary Douglas, British anthropologist whose interests converged in symbolism, religion
and society, points out how not only milk, but many other types of foods are eaten by some members
of the society and specific devout followers, but other counterparts and faiths may classify the same

food as polluting, unholy or filthy. Douglas argues that:

these cultural variations in cuisine are a product of the way different societies order the
universe and assign value and status to people, animals, plants and insects. Potential
sources of food which are compatible with a culture’s taxonomy will be classified pure

and edible®?,

and that may give rise to discernment within the society. What may appear as a mere ancient
difference in appetites, nutritional needs and religious beliefs, is instead an embryonal phase of
contemporary hierarchization of Indian society, whose sociocultural discrimination of members

started as religious choices but hid severe poverty and unequal accessibility to food resources.

Human evaluations on if, how and where to chew dairy products or drink liquid milk are part of what
Pierre Bourdieu defines as “cultural capital”, namely practices of the self, including the act of eating,
that betray people’s origins or habitus (intended as internalised form of class conditioning). Bourdieu
argued in fact that «the body is the most indisputable materialization of class taste»®, a topic that will
be at the centre of 1980s Indian economic and marketing strategies on milk consumption, inheriting
this sociocultural structure from this earlier period.

«There is unambiguous evidence of milk being widely consumed as a beverage», from the Vedic
period and on, «whether fresh, boiled, or as buttermilk, whey, or with curd or spices of various kinds
added»®. Such use of dairy products was featured more prominently in northern and north-western

regions of the subcontinent, in comparison to eastern or southern areas where fish, rice and coconut

% Prakash, O., Economy and Food in Ancient India, Bharatiya Vidya Prakashan, Delhi, 1987, p. 21.
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milk dominated the diets. It is for these reasons that both Chinese Buddhist monk Xuan Zang and
Italian Catholic missionary John of Montecorvino observed in their travel chronicles of India that
milk, butter and cream were among “the most usual foods”, and that «people of India were
scrupulously clean, feeding on milk and rice»®. Thanks to their contributes, it is known that during
Medieval eras, poorer people used to subsist on «rice and pulses with butter, chapatis (flatbreads
made from wheat), suggesting greater usage of ghee than fluid milk or curds among the broader
populace»®. In the same period, mentions are to be found also in Marco Polo’s travel reports, in
which he confesses his amazement at the Indian sanitary production and handling of milk and its
products, reported as triumphs of modern hygiene.%

Extraneous to the right behavioural, intellectual and eating beliefs was also the community of Muslim
people that kept on consuming cows’ meat and milk since the advent of the Islamic sultanates in the
sub-continent, back into the 8" century. « During the British colonial period (“The Raj,” 1858—1947),
there is little mention in administrative documents of dairy as an important indigenous food until the
twentieth century»®’; evidence to this statement is the first dairy animal census performed by colonial
officials in 1916%. The international curiosity related to the survey started to burgeon in forms of
increased production and commercialization of milk, since those businesses were highly popular to
dairy consumers back to the colonialist motherland. Nonetheless, the registered data on low
productivity of Indian dairy animals, especially cows, and the low intake of milk consumption of the
colonized local population were recurrent complaint and obstacles to the development of the dairy
industrial system in South Asia. Estimates of this piece of information accounted during the late
colonial period are to be found in the "Wright Report,” a deeply extensive document written by
Norman Wright (1937) in which details about milk production and consumption in India are
disclosed. « Based solely on what would have been available based on per capita production, Wright
estimated a per capita intake of 7 ounces [190 g] per day, inclusive of all dairy products, the lowest
of all of the major milk-producing countries at the time»*°. Although he felt that this was insufficient

and nutritionally inadequate for the needs of the population, estimates from dietary surveys revealed
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significant some socioeconomic and regional variation in terms of intakes, ranging from higher levels
(400 to 500 g) to almost no regular consumption.

Table 2: Cohen, M. and Otomo, Y., Making Milk: The Past, Present and Future of Our Primary Food, Bloomsbury Publishing, 2019, London, p. 45

Table 3.1 Wright’s (1937) estimates of national milk production and consumption
in selected countries

Country Milk production,  Population Daily per capita  Daily per capita
1930-34 (million  (thousands) production consumption
gallons) (ounces) (ounces)

New Zealand 870 1559 244 56

Denmark 1200 3551 148 40

Australia 1049 6630 69 45

Canada 1580 10377 66 35

Switzerland 607 4066 65 49

Netherlands 970 7935 54 35

USA 10380 122775 37 35

France 3150 41835 33 30

Great Britain 1474 45266 14 39

Italy 1050 41177 11 10

South Asia/India 6400 352838 8 7

The question of whether the apparent modest milk consumption was depending on poverty, location,
animal husbandry methods, or cultural prejudices, as, paradoxically, the quantitative data on milch
mammals domesticated in India, and possible potential supplier of dairy products, exposed an
abundant number. As a consequence, Wright strongly suggested a raise in milk production as an
agricultural priority in India to compensate the country's low consumption levels in comparison to
those of wealthier nations with longstanding dairy histories and elevated levels of intake of proteins
of animal origin. «The importance of milk to this recommendation was emphasized in relation to the
high prevalence of vegetarianism and overall low meat intake in India, in contrast to Europe where
animal protein was more commonly available and consumed»*%.

The nature of the data referenced by Wright was undoubtedly influenced by social and religious
factors that had been consolidating throughout the then-colonized Indian population; the reported

100 Cohen, M. and Otomo, Y., Making Milk: The Past, Present and Future of Our Primary Food, Bloomsbury
Publishing, 2019, London, p. 45.



spread of vegetarianism among the Indigenous people, for example, revealed a dietary tradition with

deeper significance and goals.

One of the most highly acclaimed studies on the sacredness of cows and gaushalas, “Sacred Cows,
Sacred Places” by Asian Studies researcher Deryck O. Lodrick, reports that the “Muslim Invasion”
and the following British colonial rule were catalyst events for the development of cattle protection!®*
and intervention against their violent consumption as food, practices of other religious devotee and
oblivious colonizers.

The intrusive quality of colonialism in India highly directed the development of the contemporary
Nation and the consolidation of Indian reliance on dairy, providing purposes for an ecosystemic
feeling of patriotism along cultural and economic revolutions: protecting and giving new value to
humans, their talents and their needs, including nonhuman resources was a historical and identitarian
priority. The experience of coexisting with the foreigner impacted the already established social
hierarchies, gave emphasis to the caste system, outrun the cultural, religious and eating habits of local
people, but also influenced the relationship of colonized populations with their domesticated animal
capital.

In fact, neither the Indigenous nor the Hindu perspectives, converging on the vital importance of milk
as a natural sacred resource to preserve, were really taken into account within the colonized society.
The number of cows indicated by Wright’s census demonstrated, after its publishing, to be impacted
by Muslims' traditions of sacrificing cows for Bakr 'ld and British preference for beef'%2, jeopardizing
the lives of cattle, their provision of milk and the fulfilment of Wright’s advice on appropriate dairy
consumption.

The humane disappointment in the mistreatment of the holy motherhood of the cow and her blessings
resulted in extreme trust in social movements arising from spaces of peaceful coexistence with the
nonhuman. Accordingly, the spread throughout north India of agreement with the Cow Protection
movement gave more authority and reliability to those who would adhere to the movement as political
opposition to the Muslims and English colonizers. A renewed patriotic sentiment and political role
was hence assigned to milk and dairy products, even by the conservatory extra-parliamentary
organization, such as Vishwa Hindu Parishad®®®, that strongly encouraged the expansion of gaushalas

in India. The latter was actually conceived as form of promotion of Hindu revivalism, only solution
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against the dietary depredations of the foreigner against the nonhuman. Cow protection reached its
peak right during the social agitations that led to India’s Independence in 1947 and embraced a
paramount symbolism to oppose the British imperial government, that allowed cow slaughter.

The sustenance and motherly duty of cows within the society was suddenly instrumentalized and
invested of political and nationalistic power; milch mammals were focal stakeholders of an
exceptional yet delusional case of human-nonhuman alliance against the external colonial strengths
that imposed over internal hierarchies. The relevance of milk was highly enhanced by the anti-
colonialist spirit of the time, crowning the cow, sacred milk supplier, as provider of a pan-religious
nationalist food, uniting the different religions in India with the common goal'®* of freedom. The
desire to achieve national independence outran the social and religious discriminations that had
concerned the occupied area for centuries and generated much antagonism, particularly towards the
Muslim community.

Despite being admirable though, the popular movement of Cow Protection did not really contribute
to the implementation of animal welfare policies but was fundamental to the achievement of political
Independence and reinforcing of the cultural imaginary of the bovine animal. «From 1946, gaushalas
started to be formalized from religious spaces and quasi-sanctuaries as part of the economic growth
program for dairying when the Indian Council for Agronomic Research, Ministry of Agriculture,
recognized their potential as breeding centers for high yielding “dairy” cows»%®. The Central
Gaushalas Development Board was then founded in 1949, aiming at managing financial assistance
for breeding and dairying, whose functions were improved during India's second and third Five-Year
Plans, between 1955 and 1966,

In order to comprehend historical milk consumption habits, a cross-species conversation is needed in
support of a brief historical premise of dairying in India. The specific meanings of milk | have
examined have proved to be influential to the development of Indian social, political and economic
domains throughout each historical event. Questioning the daily, intimate, visceral practices of food
preparation and consumption is therefore crucial to adopt epistemological and constructive prospects

on multispecies relationships.
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1.5 Consuming food, identities and ontologies: an intersectional analysis

The production, performance, and interpretation of speciesist, sexist, racist and colonial subjectivities
and hierarchies appear to be largely mediated by food, drinking and eating.

Human interactions with the nonhuman reveal embodied experiences, paradoxes, and complexity that
are also replicated in the provocative ways in which food is extorted and consumed, not only as source
of sustenance. In the context in exam, it is fundamental to analyse milk, the high-protein liquid
produced by cows, through its controversial narrative, which unfolds interspecies entanglements in
which sense, history, religion and territory convey: «human history must be [...] understood as
interconnected with the history of animals. The links between cattle and capitalism run deep»*%’.
The cow is a nonhuman entity whose contemporary status of commodified being intersects themes
of exploited motherhood, industrial animal husbandry and alienating human-nonhuman relationships,
that foster dominion and violence on objectified nonhuman bodies in all of their forms. The
capitalistic quality that has been assigned to the animal protein of milk throughout the evolution of
human societies perfectly functions as an introspective lens through which one can read the
complexity of the Anthropocene!®,

The concept, born in 2000 by the academic collaboration of Dutch atmospheric chemist Paul J.
Crutzen and American biologist Eugene F. Stoermer, argues for new, more comprehensive
understandings of humans' role in shaping natural systems and nonhuman communities. Following
the steps of the research carried out by Italian geologist Antonio Stoppani (1873), French catholic
palaeontologist Teilhard de Chardin (1925) and Russian geochemist Vladimir I. Vernadskij (1926),
the Anthropocene!® is an elaborate geological theory. It revolves around the agency of mankind,
which, thanks to great technological and medical evolution and wider access to plentiful natural
resources, has expanded in numbers and per capita exploitation of Earth’s resources'?. An astounding
example of how human societies have impacted the environment and its ecosystems to the point of
being theorized as significant geological forces can be found right in the development of
contemporary agriculture and intense animal farming for human nutrition. The latter has
demonstrated to be outcompeting natural cycles, putting the survival of all living beings directly and

indirectly involved at risk.
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Exploring the qualities of milk compiles information about the Anthropocene, while stressing the
importance of acknowledging and talking about bovines as nonhuman agents of powerful
transformative force. Puerto Rican PhD researcher Rosa E. Ficek, expert in environmental historical
intersections with capitalism and colonialism, defines cattle as “creatures of the Anthropocene”:
through their employment as a proper working class within the modern dairy industry, « they are
implicated in the creation of massive environmental disasters, from the clearing of huge extensions
of tropical forest to the large-scale emission of methane and other greenhouse gases» !!.
Environmental consequences of disproportioned human exploitation of cattle, conceived as profitable
natural resource in a capitalistic and expansionist logic, are to be included in this discussion and
represent a flagrant reason for which I choose to investigate the transformative power of milk and its
nonhuman provider.

The Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations celebrates the biggest contributor to
global heating, livestock, during the World Milk Day; since 2001, eating and cultural habits related
to the precious dairy resource are exalted as examples of constructive and honest multispecies
encounters. The World Milk Day was founded to recognize the importance of milk as a worldwide
food, to market the health benefits of dairy products on a global scale and to underline how milk and
dairy manufacturing, distribution and consumption supports the livelihoods of one billion of people.
To honour and preserve the dairy industry’s contemporary accomplishments, many reports get
published in this occasion, exploring the vulnerability of milk and its supply in such challenging
times. FAO’s statements on World Milk Day claim that «climate change increases the chances of
drought, floods and disease threats, which can affect the dairy sector in several ways (price volatility,
milk yield, cow inventory adjustments) » 2. The Organisation, that accurately describes the
peculiarity of each dairy system per big economic nation involved in the markets as stakeholders in
a global perspective, also worries about how «dairy trade flows could be substantially altered by
changes in the trade environment. To date, the big dairy consuming countries, [among which] India
[...], are not integrated into the international dairy market as domestic production is projected to
expand fast to respond to demand»*'3, Concerns are spread, regarding climatic and economic risks,
but anything is said about dairy suppliers, whose sacrifices and suffering are drowned into the white
liquid.

Suffice to say, a hybrid academic combination of disciplines is key to reveal the most authentic

urgencies out of the argument, or to use Nicole Shukin’s words, the juxtaposition of two terms,
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“animal” and “capital”, has been rarely theorized in convergence that it inevitably «signals a double
-edged intervention into two subjects whose dangerously universal appeal necessarily situates this
study within the broader field of transnational cultural studies»*'4. It is for these reasons that, to
address the plurality of voices involved in the context of analysis with dignity and transversal
competence, | will investigate the intersectional quality of the topic through a cross-analysis of
Feminist Animal Studies, Environmental Anthropology, Food Studies and Environmental

Humanities of India.

After having introduced the cultural, religious and ecological features that are part of the rich
historical heritage of today’s first dairy producer in the world, my research will address milk not only
for being a paramount ingredient to the culinary traditions of India, but especially because of its
powerful symbolism that mirrors the anthropocentric and artificial dualism of Nature and Culture

inhabiting the Nation and its human population.

The ontological opposition emerges as alarmingly thriving within the discriminative narrative of the
Indian agrifood system, largely examined by posthumanist, multispecies and animal studies
literatures, thus highlighting the urgency to discuss about what we ingest. Food must be interpreted
not only as a mean of survival and nutrition, but also as the primary site through which interspecies
interactions unfold in the contemporary world, and that is the human consumption of nonhuman
animals!®. One has to resonate on the «desirability and practicability of universal codes of ethics in
relation to animals and foods»*¢, mainly to discover that there are indeed differences between our

ethical theories and our eating habits.

Who determines what is to be eaten, what is good to ingest? Can an atlas of taste be mapped? How
do different cultures at different latitudes meet daily decisions on what meals to consume? Is the
consumption of animal products influenced in any way by the place in which one is born? Everywhere
in the world the ability of recognizing “good” food is a genetic given, it is innate, albeit preference in
taste can be obviously subjective!’. A proper culinary maturity is developed through one’s personal
growth, which is though part of collective heritage, memory, history: significant outcomes are
produced by individual choices and reproduced at intergenerational scales.
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To this topic, Critical Animal Studies (CAS) represent a unique vehicle of comprehension that
encourage a new lecture of human-animal relationships, starting from questioning the convergence
of axes of power and exploitation that characterize the multispecies bond. It is because of perpetuated
paradigms of gender, race, class and above all, species, that such connection with the nonhuman is
recognized as alienating and fragmented by this discipline. The academic interdisciplinarity of CAS
will set the basis of my methodological and theoretical framework, that mostly refers to the realm of
Feminist Animal Studies (FAS), similarly identified by relational ontology and intersectionality. In
particular, this field of study addresses themes of empathy, care and justice from a nonhuman animal
standpoint, inherited by CAS, and allows for innovative critical thinking related to human-nonhu