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Debating animal agriculture in contemporary India: Ethics, politics, ecologies 

Krithika Srinivasan 

 

 

Abstract 

This paper investigates social science literatures and public discourse on animal-based food systems 

in India to examine how social, ecological, and animal justice concerns are addressed (or not). The 

Indian livestock sector is estimated to be the largest in the world, with significant implications for 

local and planetary natures and the individual animals that compose the sector. The intensification 

of livestock production in India has unfolded alongside serious, often violent, sectarian conflicts 

around meat and cow protection. In this paper, I discuss how scholarly and public debates have been 

centred on the cultural roots of vegetarianism, the right-wing contours of political bans on cow 

slaughter, beef, and eggs, while issues relating to the more-than-human impacts of animal 

agriculture have remained marginal. The paper brings these analyses together with an examination 

of the intensification of animal agriculture in the country, and the consequent animal, ecological, 

and social vulnerabilities. Through this multi-optic account of animal-based food systems in India, I 

argue that the single-optic focus on cows, consumption (of meat) and related identity politics has 

produced serious lacunae in scholarship and public debate in the form of the overlooking of the 

multiple, intersecting impacts of commercial livestock farming on social, ecological, and animal 

wellbeing. In the backdrop of global worry about animal agriculture, the paper inspects the role of 

the social sciences in creating possibilities for considered engagement with the plural justice 

implications of India’s rapidly intensifying livestock landscapes.  

 

1. Introduction 

In early 2017, one of India’s most prominent environmentalists published an article titled ‘Why I 

would not advocate vegetarianism.’ In this essay, Sunita Narain (2017b) identifies four reasons for 

why she would not critique meat-based diets in India for their environmental impacts: i) to support 

India’s religious and cultural diversity and the different eating habits they entail; ii) meat is crucial for 

the ‘nutritional security’ of India’s people ; iii) livestock farming in India is not as impactful as 

elsewhere because it mainly relies on crop residues and grasses; iv) livestock farming “is the most 

important economic security of farmers”, and is carried out by farmers and not agribusinesses in 

India.  

Narain clarified her position in other essays emphasising the importance of respecting India’s 

secular ideals (and therefore varied dietary choices), and the “symbiotic livestock economy of the 

Indian farmer” (2017a, 2019).  Narain’s essays broke the long silence within the environmental 

movement in India about the socio-ecological consequences of animal farming and animal-source 

foods (ASF). Nonetheless, Narain did so to only reinforce the ideas that animal-based food systems 

(ABFS) in India do not require the critical attention that they have received in other parts of the 

world, and that supporting meat-based diets is core to upholding India’s secularism. This is a position 

which is held not only by Narain but by other social (and environmental) commentators, and more 

crucially, social science scholars in and of India (Rai, 2019; Srinivasan and Rao, 2015).  

In this paper, I examine the socio-political conditions that have shaped this position and 

investigate its implications in the context of transformations in the character of ABFSs in India. The 
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paper develops a ‘multi-optic’ analysis (Kim 2015) of how the violent politics around cows, beef, and 

meat in this country has preoccupied social science scholarship around ABFSs, leading to the 

scholarly overlooking of serious social, ecological and animal justice concerns associated with the 

intensification of animal agriculture. Moving beyond the preoccupation with meat and cows, I 

examine the wider contours of livestock farming in India in conversation with literatures on the 

political ecologies of animal farming (Emel and Neo, 2015), cultural politics and the more-than-

human (Kymlicka and Donaldson, 2014), and the lived realities of farmed animals in India (Dave, 

2017; Narayanan, 2018b). My particular concern is the social sciences of and from India, where work 

on ABFSs has been dominated by ‘single-optic’ analyses of identity politics around cultural 

vegetarianism and cow protectionism (Kim, 2015), generating omissions and gaps in academic 

inquiry (and in civil society conversations). Specifically, the predominant emphasis on cows and 

consumption (of meat) has led to the backgrounding of significant transformations in production, 

and consequent plural impacts on social, ecological and animal wellbeing. I conclude by stressing 

why the social sciences have a special responsibility to create the possibilities for sustained critical 

attention to the intersecting social, ecological and animal vulnerabilities produced by India’s ABFSs. 

The paper deploys a review of critical social science scholarship pertaining to ABFSs in India, 

secondary sources (e.g., scientific research, policy briefings), media coverage, and textual materials 

(e.g., policies, websites, government documents) in order to examine how the social sciences have 

engaged with these matters and contextualise this work against broader transformations in livestock 

agriculture. I also briefly draw on field research (2016-2018) with small and medium-scale dairy and 

poultry farmers near Gudalur town, Tamil Nadu, and in Palakkad district, Kerala to add texture to the 

paper’s primary focus on structural, scholarly and political conditions, and to highlight the need for 

closer scrutiny of their multispecies impacts.  

The paper is informed by more than two decades of engagement with the animal protection 

movement in India, first as a practitioner and then as a scholar, and to a lesser extent, with 

environmental and social scholars and movements in the country. These engagements have 

provided first-hand experience of navigating these complex terrains, and especially of the difficulties 

in doing so as someone from a privileged background (class, religion, caste). The latter automatically 

renders suspect any articulation of concern for animal or ecological wellbeing in ABFSs – such 

concern tends to be read as driven by religious motives. This has made me so far avoid engaging 

with these issues because of the danger of being misinterpreted as advancing sectarian agendas. 

This paper could easily be seen as contentious or invalid on similar grounds, but nonetheless, I have 

tried to address these complicated matters head-on and in as ‘multi-optic’  a manner as possible 

(Kim, 2015), reflecting on the ways in which scholarship itself is shaped by the socio-political context.  

The following terms are used here: animal-source foods (all foods derived from animals including 

meats, dairy, eggs, honey); livestock/animal agriculture/farming (pertaining to production of ASFs); 

animal-based food systems (all processes pertaining to the production and consumption of ASFs, 

including market relations); more-than-human (pertaining to individual animals and nonhuman 

nature/ecologies); ecological/animal justice: justice concerns that emerge from human-nonhuman 

(nature/animal) relations.  

In what follows, I present an overview of recent scholarship on the political ecologies of animal 

farming, concentrating on themes relevant to the investigation of discourse and practice around the 

same in India. I then examine ABFSs in India, bringing its widely theorized meat and cow politics 

together with the trajectories of animal farming in the country, with a particular focus on 

intensifying, high-output modes of production. The next section builds a multi-optic analysis of how 

the socio-political context and commoditisation processes shape the everyday materialities of 
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animal agriculture, producing ecological, animal, and social vulnerabilities. These, I argue, remain 

largely overlooked and delegitimized in social science scholarship and civil society debate because of 

the ‘single-optic’ preoccupation with cultural vegetarianism and cow protectionism. The multi-optic 

lens deployed by the paper identifies the multiple more-than-human issues at stake, and in doing so, 

also draws attention to the social impacts of intensification which have remained under-examined. 

Reflecting on the analyses, the conclusion examines the potential for moving beyond the 

consequent silences and ‘mutual disavowal’ (Kim, 2015), specifying the public importance of the 

social sciences in charting pathways to understanding and addressing the multidimensional 

ramifications of the intensification of animal farming in India.  

2. The political ecologies of animal farming 

Literatures in geography and cognate fields have widely discussed the socio-ecological and animal 

welfare consequences of the production and consumption of ASFs (Buller and Roe, 2018; Gillespie, 

2014; Holloway and Morris, 2014; Hovorka, 2012; McGregor and Houston, 2018; Neo and Emel, 

2017; Singer, 1975; Weis, 2013; Wilkie, 2010). These literatures have matched rising public, policy, 

and scientific concern about the impacts of livestock farming on the biophysical systems that sustain 

human and other life  (Bailey et al., 2014; Gerber et al., 2013; PCIFAP, 2008; Poore and Nemecek, 

2018; Tirado et al., 2018).  

Greenhouse gas emissions (methane and nitrous oxide), air and water pollution due to nitrogen 

and phosphorous flows, high levels of water and energy/fossil fuel demand, and land degradation 

are pressing problems caused by livestock agriculture  (Buckwell and Nadeu, 2018). Animal farming 

is the single biggest driver of habitat and biodiversity loss in the world (Machovina et al., 2015). The 

total biomass of humans and livestock animals significantly exceeds the biomass of all wild mammals 

put together (Bar-On et al., 2018). These ecological footprints emanate from on-farm livestock 

husbandry as well as the footprint of animal feed, and processing and marketing (Weis, 2013).   

ABFSs also adversely affect human health because of pollution, anti-microbial resistance, 

zoonotic diseases and non-communicable diseases such as obesity and diabetes (Godfray et al., 

2018; Hinchliffe et al., 2017; Tilman and Clark, 2014), and pose threats to food security because of 

the biological inefficiencies inherent in the conversion of plants into animal flesh, and the diversion 

of cereals and arable lands to livestock feed (Weis, 2010).  

In addition to ecological and health concerns that have direct social (i.e., human) impacts, animal 

agriculture affects the wellbeing of the sentient creatures that are at the centre of livestock 

industries (Wilkie, 2010). Welfare problems can be found in all the life experiences of farmed 

animals – reproduction and genetic selection, weaning and growing, transport, handling, on-farm 

management, and slaughter (Buller and Roe, 2018). In all, it can be said that contemporary ABFSs 

have ramifications for social, ecological, and animal vulnerabilities, and therefore, social, ecological 

and animal justice implications (Celermajer et al., 2020; Matsuoka and Sorenson, 2014).  

The socio-ecological and animal wellbeing impacts of commercial animal farming in today’s world 

are not just matters of nutrient flows or biological responses. Barring some relatively isolated 

indigenous communities, ABFSs in most societies are profoundly different to subsistence systems 

from pre-industrial times (Emel and Neo 2015). A proliferating body of social science scholarship 

highlights three interrelated areas that influence the contours of animal farming, and therefore 

shape ecological outcomes and animal wellbeing: commoditisation; culture; material interactions.  

In commercial farming, animals are not just food or about meeting basic survival needs; they are 

fundamentally entangled in logics and processes of profit-making. Intensified production stems from 
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political-economic processes that commoditise sentient animals, and give precedence to their 

commercial, monetary value over other values and relations (Collard and Dempsey, 2013; Wadiwel, 

2018; Wilkie, 2010). Commoditisation of farmed animals evolves in varying manners and is shaped 

by state, multilateral, and corporate institutions, science, legal and regulatory regimes, and market 

relations, and justified with narratives of food security, livelihoods, economic growth, and global 

trade (MacLachlan, 2015; Twine, 2010; Weis, 2013).  

Commoditisation exacerbates ecological and animal welfare impacts through many pathways, 

including by creating separations between production and consumption, by reducing living beings 

and ecosystems to their trade value, and by disrupting other, perhaps more positive, social relations 

between animals, those who farm and/or eat them, and the landscapes that they inhabit. ABFSs 

have also seen the commoditisation of ecological, social, and animal welfare interventions, with fair 

trade, high welfare, or environmentally certified products marketed as elite consumer goods 

(Goodman and Sage, 2014; Miele, 2011b). 

The lens of commoditisation points to the need to move beyond simplistic explanations about 

demand-led growth in livestock production. Production and consumption in the livestock sector 

interact and reinforce each other in complex ways (MacLachlan, 2015). Increased production led by 

business motives, coupled with marketing infrastructures, can elevate consumption levels, and 

expand the range and reach of animal products. Equally, growth in consumption, especially of 

commercial ASFs (as opposed to subsistence) are tied to not just nutritional needs, but shaped by 

culture: the agglomeration of changing lifestyles, urbanization, access to global markets, habits, 

traditions, and norms (Potts, 2016; Sage, 2014). Spatio-cultural norms can affect what animals are 

eaten, how they are transformed to food, and ideas of welfare and quality (Fischer, 2018; Miele, 

2011a). 

A third set of influences on ABFSs and their impacts on nature and animals are to do with 

everyday materialities - embodied interactions and affective relations between people, animals, 

infrastructures, and biophysical environments in the various sites through which animals are turned 

into food. Embodied interactions are the medium by which cultural and commoditisation processes 

are translated in everyday life, and in turn affect the specific manners in which commercialisation 

and cultural norms are articulated in particular spatio-cultural contexts (Gillespie, 2018; Narayanan, 

2018c; Pachirat, 2011).  

I draw on these themes from scholarship to investigate commercial ABFSs in India, tracing the 

ways in which they have been debated in scholarship, their contemporary contours, and the 

narratives, silences, and lacunae that have emerged as a result of how the cultural politics of 

vegetarianism has shaped social science agendas and public debate. 

3. Debating ABFSs in India  

Scholarly (critical social science/humanities) and public conversation in India on ABFSs has 

revolved primarily around ASFs and culture, or more precisely, around the association between 

vegetarianism and Hindu caste hierarchies, and between cow protection and Hindutva nationalism, 

and to a lesser extent, nutrition and modernity. This section outlines these debates and situates 

them against the expansion and intensification of livestock agriculture.  

3.1. The social place of vegetarianism 

There has been a long-standing identification of vegetarianism as an upper-caste Hindu practice 

that reinforces social (caste) hierarchies and marginalization through logics of purity (vegetarianism) 

and pollution (omnivory/non-vegetarianism) (Ilaiah, 1996). The eschewal of meat and eggs is 

understood as a way of maintaining caste ‘purity’ in upper-caste (Brahmin) Hinduism.  Literatures on 
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the cultural dimensions of meat and vegetarianism in India have shown that the non-consumption of 

meat is shaped by religion and caste as opposed to ethical motivations. Vegetarianism has therefore 

been theorized as politically regressive (Chigateri, 2008; Das, 2015; Desai, 2008; Doniger, 1999; 

Klein, 2008; Roy, 2010; Ruby et al., 2013). This has been accompanied by the promotion of meat 

consumption on political grounds – as a way of renouncing caste, and of displaying solidarity with 

people from marginalized caste and religious (non-Hindu) backgrounds (Srinivasan and Rao, 2015).  

Nutrition has been another dimension to these perspectives, with ASFs such as eggs and meat 

seen as important sources of protein for low-income communities (who tend to be from 

marginalized caste and religious backgrounds). These debates have been especially pronounced with 

reference to the inclusion of eggs in the midday-meals scheme in government-run schools in the 

country, with nutritionists, scholars, and social activists arguing that eggs are an effective way of 

delivering adequate nutrition, and that their exclusion is motivated by Hindu upper-caste values 

(Ahmad, 2005; EPW Editorial, 2015; Sharma and Nair, 2015; Shatrugna, 2012).  

These concerns about the social place of vegetarianism have been heightened by the religious 

(Hindu) right-wing deployment of cow protectionism as a means of enacting violence against caste 

and religious minorities. The cow is considered a sacred animal in Hinduism, with beef being a 

‘forbidden’ food for all ‘caste’ Hindus. As a result, the slaughter and processing of the country’s 

bovines (cattle and buffalo) is carried out predominantly by people from Muslim and Dalit 

backgrounds. Till recently, the main legal articulations of this symbolism were varying regulations on 

cow slaughter in several states in the country (mainly forbidding the slaughter of productive (for 

dairy) cows and/or veterinary certification before slaughter), accompanied by sporadic vigilantism 

against those involved in slaughter and associated transport (Kapoor, 2018; Narayanan, 2019; Parikh 

and Miller, 2019).  

Such events reached a crescendo over the recent years, with the enacting of more stringent cow 

protection laws, including complete bans on the slaughter of cows and the possession and sale of 

beef in some states (under Hindutva-oriented political regimes). Apart from adversely affecting 

livelihoods in farming (by rendering difficult the disposal of unproductive dairy cows) and animal 

processing, this has generated police harassment and vigilantism, including lynching, targeting 

people from Muslim or Dalit backgrounds suspected of slaughtering cows and/or possessing/selling 

beef. This, rightly, has evoked a strong critical response in scholarship and activism. Some of these 

responses have taken the form of beef festivals and the promotion of beef consumption as a 

political statement (Natrajan, 2018; Pathania, 2016).  

Religious norms may have inhibited what Fourat and Lepiller (2017) refer to as the ‘animalisation’ 

of diets in India - overall per capita levels of meat consumption are among the lowest globally. Yet, 

urbanisation, rising incomes, and global norms exert influences in the opposite direction, and many 

people who belong to traditionally vegetarian communities now eat meat, including beef (Jishnu, 

2014; Srinivasan and Rao, 2015). Economic development has reshaped ASF consumption, increasing 

quantity as well as influencing the type of foods (Rampal, 2018). ASFs is associated with modernity 

and prosperity, especially among those from elite (income and urban) backgrounds (Staples, 2020). 

Access to an ever-expanding variety of ASFs from varied regional and international culinary 

traditions (as well as commercial fast foods), has connotations of being a part of an educated, global 

citizenry: meat consumption is cool in India. On the whole, the consumption of meat, eggs and beef 

has become a marker of modernity, and social and political progressiveness in India.  

3.2. The political economy of animal agriculture 

These conflicts around ASF consumption and cow protection in India have unfolded alongside the 

steady expansion of animal agriculture. India has the world’s largest livestock population, with a 
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share of around 13% of the global livestock population in less than 5% of global agricultural land 

(Chhabra et al., 2013; Islam et al., 2016; Sonavale et al., 2020). The Indian livestock sector has a 

concomitant environmental footprint, and is among the top 4 methane emitters in the world (Rojas-

Downing et al., 2017). The sector also directly affects the lives of a conservatively estimated 536 

million mammals, 852 million birds, and 11.6 million tonnes of captured and farmed fish (FAO, 2019; 

Government of India, 2019).  

Agriculture, both plant and animal, is the biggest source of livelihoods in India, and the majority 

of farming livelihoods (82%) belong to the small and marginal sectors (FAO, 2018). At the same time, 

the overall trajectory of agricultural development in the country is in the direction of high-tech and 

increasingly, corporatized production, underpinned by profit motivations and high-end markets 

(Jakobsen and Hansen, 2020).  

For instance, India’s National Livestock Mission seeks to improve productivity in the livestock 

sector, enhance its market competitiveness, and maximize its export potential (Government of India, 

2018b). While food security and farming livelihoods were the focus of post-independence 

interventions in livestock (& arable) agriculture, since the 1990s, the unrolling of market 

liberalisation and privatisation has shifted the character of ABFSs.   

The bovine (dairy) sector’s Operation Flood programme was lauded internationally for its 

successful cooperative model and techno-scientific interventions that boosted dairy production and 

enhanced farmer livelihoods (Wiley, 2017). India does not have a separate beef sector; beef is 

sourced from dairy buffalo and cattle, making the country among the top three beef exporting 

nations globally (Cook, 2021; Kasturirangan et al., 2014).  Post-liberalisation, the dairy sector is 

populated with national and transnational processing corporations that operate alongside, and often 

with small/medium scale farmers (through procurement arrangements). Operation Flood 

cooperatives increasingly act like corporations in order to remain competitive, and the range of 

products has expanded from milk to processed items to create the world’s largest dairy industry 

(Government of India, 2018a; Ramdas, 2015). These changes, coupled with the opening of the dairy 

sector to export markets, has resulted in surplus production and a sharp fall in dairy prices in line 

with trends in global markets, with documented impacts on livelihoods (Ghosh et al., 2015).  

The poultry sector is equally commercialised. Chickens dominate this sector, and India is the 

world’s third largest egg producer, and the fourth-largest chicken meat producer  (Government of 

India, 2017; Netherlands Business Support Office, India, 2017).  The sector has transitioned in less 

than three decades from backyard farming to highly organized and vertically integrated systems, 

with around 80% of the market share belonging to a small number of corporations that control 

breed stock production, hatcheries, feed mills, processing facilities, veterinary care, and farmer 

credit and extension (Chandrakumarmangala and Vetrivel, 2011; Chatterjee and Rajkumar, 2015). 

While the poultry sector is yet to saturate the domestic market, it has a major export dimension 

(Government of India, 2018c).  

When it comes to aquaculture, India is a world leader (after China), with around 88% of farmed 

fish sourced from inland aquaculture (FAO, 2019). Indian aquaculture targets export markets, 

especially for shrimp and prawns  (de Jong, 2017). Aquaculture has attracted controversy because of 

social displacement, environmental degradation, and antibiotic use (Flaherty et al., 2009; Jayanthi et 

al., 2018; Okocha et al., 2018). This, however, has not hindered governmental and private sector 

efforts to grow farmed fisheries in the country, especially in the context of the plateauing of capture 

fisheries because of over-exploitation (FAO, 2019).  

Small ruminants (goats and sheep) compose another important part of ABFSs in India, 

constituting around 15% of total annual meat production (Dixit et al., 2017; Government of India, 
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2019; Padmakumar et al., 2016). Goat and sheep farming are dependent on a steadily diminishing 

and degrading common property resource base (Kumar and Roy, 2013). This sector is beginning to 

experience intensification, with some corporations developing integrated systems and contract 

farming, mainly for export markets (Padmakumar et al., 2016).   

In all these livestock sectors, the shift from subsistence farming to high output systems is 

underpinned by commoditisation and commercialisation (Ghotge, 2017b). The justifications for and 

targets of expansion and intensification are higher-income, urban, and export markets, with 

economic value lying in both ASF products and inputs such as pharmaceuticals and feed 

(Government of India, 2017; Karaky et al., 2011). Science and technology have been indispensable 

with a range of specialist institutions under the aegis of the Indian Council for Agricultural Research 

spearheading interventions for selective breeding (to achieve high yield and high feed conversion 

ratios), artificial insemination, semen farms, disease control and prophylaxis, development of feed, 

and tailoring of husbandry to enhance intensification. While the organised sector occupies growing 

sections of animal agriculture, the informal sector plays crucial roles, including in transport, 

slaughter, and retailing (Chatterjee and Rajkumar, 2015; Padmakumar et al., 2016). 

The commoditisation of India’s ‘livestock landscapes’ (Ghotge, 2017a) has led to social science 

research on how these political-economic shifts can be captured to promote livelihoods (Birthal and 

Negi, 2012; Ghotge, 2011; Köhler-Rollefson, 2021). Another line of inquiry has examined the impacts 

of the commoditisation, development, and conservation on the husbandry practices and lifestyles of 

pastoral communities (Ghotge and Kishore, 2016; Mehta and Srivastava, 2019; Siripurapu et al., 

2020). There has been work on socio-ecological implications of aquaculture (Jayanthi et al., 2018; 

Senthil Babu, 2011), and more recently, the use of antibiotics in husbandry (Chacko et al., 2008; Cole 

and Desphande, 2019; Doron and Broom, 2021; Kumari et al., 2018). The impacts of 

commercialisation and intensification on multiscalar ecologies (for e.g., relating to pollution or 

footprint of feed) and individual animals remain under-investigated in social science scholarship and, 

as illustrated by Narain’s position, side-lined in public debate (some exceptions Ghotge, 2017a; 

Narayanan, 2018c; Rai, 2019; Scholtens et al., 2020). 

3.3. Farming materialities 

Political-economic transformations in animal agriculture are mediated through embodied 

interactions, everyday technologies, experiential knowledge, and affective relations between 

people, animals, and nature.  Studying the specificities of on-site interactions is key to gaining a 

fuller understanding of how social, animal and ecological vulnerabilities are produced in ABFSs 

(Buller, 2013; Holloway et al., 2014; Singh and Dave, 2015).  

For example, Pachirat’s (2011) ethnography of an American slaughterhouse demonstrates how 

spatial, discursive, and visual division of labour creates a politics of (partial) sight that enables the 

everyday violence that is integral to slaughter. Pachirat’s work also highlights that risky, tedious, and 

low-status tasks are usually carried out by socially marginal communities, whether migrant labour in 

places like the US and Europe, or in the case of India, by historically marginalized religious and caste 

groups (Parikh and Miller, 2019). This in turn generates multiple vulnerabilities across species 

boundaries - Hovorka’s (2012) research in Tanzania demonstrates how chicken farming offer 

economic opportunities for women but at the same time fixes their social position vis-à-vis men, and 

adversely impacts chicken lives.  

Everyday practices intersect with commoditisation in complex ways. Commercialisation changes 

husbandry cultures and practices: commercial animal agriculture with its high-output goals, involves 

techniques of breeding, rearing, feeding, health management, transport and slaughter that are 

different to what is seen in subsistence agriculture. For instance, in India, Margulies and Karanth 
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(2018) show how the commercialisation of dairy farming through the introduction of hybrid breeds 

has changed grazing and feeding practices, in turn affecting local ecologies and livelihoods. 

However, research on material practices in commercial livestock farming in India aimed at 

understanding more-than-human dimensions is scarce. There is work on smallholder and pastoral 

farming (Ghotge, 2017a; Govindarajan, 2018; Mehta and Srivastava, 2019; Siripurapu et al., 2020), 

breeding and transport (Narayanan, 2018c), and slaughter (Dave, 2014) that indicate the value of 

carrying out comprehensive research into what happens on the ground. Some works have examined 

the livelihood, ecological, and cultural displacement wrought by marketisation and intensification 

(Ghotge and Ramdas, 2010; Ramdas, 2015; Thorat, 2017). Others, mostly focusing on bovine 

farming, illustrate how husbandry, even if characterised by kinship relationships between people 

and animals, is equally shaped by techno-scientific and market relations geared towards productivity 

(Daftary, 2018; Murray, 2018; Staples, 2019).  

Research into everyday interactions between people, animals, infrastructures and ecologies is 

necessary to understand ecological and animal wellbeing implications that are not readily visible 

through research that is focused on understanding productivity, economies or livelihoods. The 

question of how political-economic shifts towards commercialisation and intensification reshape 

ground-level farming in India of not only bovines but also other animals needs investigation. And yet, 

this layer of materiality remains under-explored and hidden under narratives about the small-scale 

and therefore benign (ecologically and with respect to animal wellbeing) character of animal 

farming.    

 

 

4. Commoditisation, culture and materialities: Intersections and justice implications 

I have so far have laid out three overlapping dimensions of ABFSs in India. The first, and the most 

visible, debated and theorized, are social conflicts and identity politics around meat consumption 

and cow protectionism. Of the 127 social science texts reviewed1, 44 (34.6%) dealt with cow 

protection and cultural vegetarianism (47.8% when sources dealing with fisheries are removed – 

these dealt primarily with questions of community dynamics, livelihoods, conservation conflicts and 

governance in capture fisheries, and not with debates on farming and/or food systems).  

The second is the scale and character of livestock production – India’s livestock sector is the 

world’s largest, composed of more than a billion animals (not including fish), and significantly shaped 

by commercial drivers and technological inputs. The third is the everyday materiality of livestock 

production under the current social context, and political economic and techno-scientific trajectories 

of animal agriculture. These dimensions and their constituent aspects – political-economic, legal, 

socio-cultural, affective, embodied – operate and interact at multiple scales, and through discursive 

 
1 The social science review involved a search of Google Scholar and Scopus (2010 – February 2020) as 

well as within key Geography and India-based social science journals using search strings made of 

the following keywords: meat, animal agriculture, cow protection, animal welfare, animal rights, 

eggs, climate change, methane emissions, poultry, dairy, right-wing, Hindutva, crossbred, cattle, fish, 

buffalo, pig, bovine, chicken, diet, vegetarianism, aquaculture, milch, nation, methane, slaughter, 

aquaculture, goat, ghee, porcine, protein, climate change,  livestock, nutrition, protein, veganism, 

breed, right-wing.  Key older references from the articles identified through this search were also 

reviewed.  
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and material processes, to shape ABFSs and their more-than-human and social impacts in particular 

ways as explained below.  

In India, per capita ASF consumption in India remains among the lowest globally, even if the 

majority of the country’s people consume meat, and almost all consume ASFs  in some form or the 

other (Godfray et al., 2018; Natrajan and Jacob, 2018). At the same time, livestock production levels 

are among the highest in the world because of the large dairy and egg sectors, and because of 

commercialisation directed at export markets. Religious barriers to the consumption of meat or beef 

have not inhibited the commoditisation, intensification, and expansion of animal agriculture – which 

targets high-value in-country and international markets, and not just the nutritional and livelihood 

needs of India’s socio-economically marginalized people.  

Commoditisation processes work in tandem with the socio-cultural context. This is evident in the 

sectors of livestock agriculture which have experienced the greatest growth and hold positions of 

global leadership in production and export - dairy, poultry, and fisheries. These are sectors that are 

focused on ASFs (dairy, chicken, fish) that are not subject to religious prohibitions in multicultural 

India (unlike beef and pork). At the same time, the Hindu taboo on beef sourced from cows is 

circumvented via the mechanism of export (of meat from dairy buffalo and cattle), making India a 

world leader in beef exports.  

The commoditisation of animal farming, coupled with the socio-political context, produces 

distinctive animal and ecological vulnerabilities in addition to social impacts. 

  

4.1. Animal and ecological vulnerabilities 

Religious norms relating to vegetarianism or cow protection are no guarantor of enhanced 

welfare or environmentally/animal welfare oriented attitudes (Anderson and Tyler, 2018; 

Narayanan, 2018a).  In fact, cultural vegetarianism and cow protection in India have worked to 

produce distinctively adverse life experiences for the country’s bovine population.  

The dairy industry in India is built on high productivity technologies similar to those described by 

Gillespie (2018) in her work on cows in the United States: repeated pregnancy through artificial 

insemination; early separation of calves from their mothers; use of chemical and pharmaceutical 

inputs to increase productivity and manage disease caused by over-milking and poor living 

conditions; the exploitation of select males for their semen; and the regular disposal of male, 

unproductive and spent animals (Kasturirangan et al., 2014; Murray, 2018; Narayanan, 2018b, 

2018c; Staples, 2019).  

From the perspective of individual animals, these adverse life circumstances are experienced 

much before the point of slaughter (which is what religious cow protection discourses are centred 

on). And this is seen across the board, whether in smallholder operations, including those I engaged 

with in Gudalur, or that operate in urban settings, or in the emerging mega-dairies (FIAPO, 2012, 

2017; Murray, 2018; Narayanan, 2018b). Similarly, the varying cow protection regulations across 

states mean that ‘spent’ or ‘unproductive’ cows and male calves are either transported across the 

country to states where their slaughter is permitted, or let out loose to starve, both outcomes which 

have serious negative consequences for the animals (Narayanan, 2019).  

In all these cases, affective bonds and even a sense of kinship between people and animals co-

exist with husbandry practices that, being oriented towards production and commerce, entail 

exploitation of and violence towards farmed animals. At the most, they temper harmful practices, 

such as through decisions to sell animals through a middleman instead of directly for slaughter/ 

further use, or to not feed cattle urea molasses (Daftary, 2018; Staples, 2019). As Govindarajan’s 
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(2018) work shows, it is precisely the kinship bonds, i.e., close affective relations, between people 

and their livestock that allows for the substitution of animals (for humans) in religious sacrifice.   

Insert Figure 1 

While the mechanics of dairy farming offers a window to the often-unseen life-experiences of 

individual animals, the sector’s ecological hoofprint has been even more under-debated, partly 

because of the narrative that smallholder dairy farming is by default, low-footprint in character. This 

is an assumption that need revisiting in contemporary India.  

The success of India’s Operation Flood has resulted in the displacement of indigenous breeds of 

cattle by hybrid varieties (mainly crosses of Jersey and Holstein) that have higher yields but also 

require more by way of pharmaceutical and feed inputs (Ghosh et al., 2015; Ghotge, 2017b; Sainath, 

2012). The enclosure of common lands across the country has meant that grazing is increasingly 

difficult, resulting in greater tethering and reliance on cultivated fodder and concentrated feed as 

well as an overall deficit of fodder and feed in the country (Ghosh, 2019; Margulies and Karanth, 

2018; Rangarajan and Sivaramakrishnan, 2014; Roy et al., 2019; Sharma, 2020). The cooperative 

model established by Operation Flood requires the use of technologies such as pasteurisation, 

processing for value-addition (conversion to high-value products such as butter, ice-cream, milk 

powder, ghee, cheese), and refrigeration and transport to convey the milk aggregated from 

smallholders to urban and export markets (Ghotge, 2017b; Ramdas, 2015). Older, more extensive 

and low-output livestock systems, such as nomadic pastoralism, have been noted to enable 

ecological flourishing (Ghotge and Ramdas, 2010). However, India’s contemporary dairy sector is 

productivity-oriented and therefore becoming resource intensive (barring threatened pastoral 

systems) even if composed primarily of smallholders – who use some of the milk at home but sell 

the rest. 

Another major sector of India’s livestock economies, poultry (broiler and layer), is almost entirely 

industrial in character in its production techniques as well as organisational set-up. A handful of 

corporations dominate the sector in the country and manage all aspects from research and breeding 

to retail supply through vertically integrated systems (Chandrakumarmangala and Vetrivel, 2011; 

Sharma and Balaram, 2008). Contract farming is common wherein chicks are contracted out by the 

parent company to individual farmers (often via intermediaries) for the growing or laying stages. 

While broilers are reared in sheds (because cages damage flesh and reduce sale value), layers are 

kept in tiered cages in large facilities (the quality of flesh is unimportant because layers are used 

primarily for eggs).  

Parent companies manage all aspects of rearing operations, including supply of feed, biosecurity, 

guidance and supervision of husbandry, and slaughter, processing and marketing (e.g., Suguna 

Foods, 2021; VH Group, 2021). Both broiler and layer farming are technology and resource intensive 

– in the use of specialized feed supplied by the parent company; management of water acidity 

levels, maintenance of artificial lighting in the case of layers to induce laying, chemical and 

pharmaceutical inputs for disease prevention, growth promotion, and biosecurity, and of course, 

energy, water and chemical inputs used in processing, transport and marketing (e.g., Venkateshwara 

B V Biocorp, 2021).  The below extract from my fieldnotes on a field visit to a broiler growing facility 

in the Kerala-Tamil Nadu border offers a snapshot of what the industry entails in terms of impacts on 

socio-ecologies and animal lives.  
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On the 7th August 2018, we visit a broiler (grower) farm in Palakkad in Kerala. This farm has a 
house where the owner, Gopi2, lives whenever he has a batch in place. Each batch involves the 
growing of day-old chicks until they are ready for slaughter at around 2.7 kilos and 40 days of age. 
The farm processes 6 batches a year, with 28,000 birds per batch, housed in sheds with 4000-8000 
birds each.  

 
My first thought when we reach the poultry sheds filled with 14-day old chicks is that it is not as 

bad as I had expected. They are not crammed against each other, and there is space to move around. 
It is cleaner than many of the animal shelters in India that I have visited. It was not smelly, at least, 
not enough to bother my nostrils. There are food and drinking water containers dotted around the 
shed. The floor is lined with litter made from rice husk, which is removed after every batch and used 
or sold as manure.  

 
I quickly realise though that the scene will look very different at full growth, by day 40. These 

chicks are very young. We are told that the recommended bird:space ratio is 1 bird to 1.2 square feet. 
The birds have patchy feathers, with red skin showing through here and there. I realise later in the 
week that they are remarkably silent. Their silence becomes apparent only in relation to the noisier 
country bird (indigenous breeds) breeding farm we visited later.  

  
Gopi describes the process. It is full integration, he tells us. Venky’s (the parent company) followed 

by Srinivasa (an intermediary) followed by growers such as Gopi who are linked to traders by 
Srinivasa. One-day-old chicks are delivered and kept in ‘rounds’ under a bulb for warmth. These 
rounds are metal sheets that can be folded into circles and are used to confine chickens, whether as 
young ones, or when medication is needed, or, as I soon discovered, during weeding.  

 
At the hatchery, the chickens are vaccinated against Marek’s disease. On arrival at the grower 

farm, the chickens are administered vaccines against Ranikhet and infectious bursal disease. A liver 
tonic is given once to every batch. They are also given a dose of enrofloxacin (an antibiotic) as a 
prophylactic on the first three days. The feed (composed of maize, soya, vegetable oil and nutritional 
supplements), medicines, and disinfectants for the water are all delivered by the same company that 
supplies the chicks. They also arrange to buy back the grown birds for a fixed price.  

 
Gopi explains that the main losses are from mortality, which is around 3% per batch. Mortality 

before sale and slaughter, that is.  
 
Mortality occurs not just because the chickens die before slaughter, but also because they are 

weeded out and culled. I see a round with around 22 chicks in various states of debilitation. A couple 
of them are dead. Someone else asks him why they have been segregated, and he says that they are 
unwell in some way or the other – some of them have enlarged livers, others are injured with broken 
bones or dislocated hips that mean that they cannot walk properly, yet others have congenital 
problems. Or they are simply not eating enough. No matter what the problem, these animals have to 
be culled as they will eat, but not reach slaughter weight. He doesn’t want to waste food on them, 
and so weeds them out from the larger population every day to cull them. Before we realise what’s 
happening, he demonstrates the culling.  

 
Insert Figure 2 
 
He picks up one chick by her/his legs and with a deft flick of his wrist, bashes her/his head against 

the metal round and throws her/him on the ground. The other chicks rush to huddle in a corner of the 

 
2 Pseudonym 
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round (about 1.5 feet in diameter), as far away from this as possible. The chick lies twitching, 
gasping, eyes rolling for around 10 minutes before s/he finally dies. At some point later in the tour, 
Gopi repeats the demonstration with another chick in the round. I shut my eyes both times, so that I 
don’t see the actual blow against the round but force myself to bear witness to the slow dying of the 
bashed chicks. All along, we (visitors) try to maintain a casual atmosphere, making small talk, asking 
questions about husbandry. 

 
The conversations continue. Gopi is very knowledgeable, and says he knows as much as a 

veterinary doctor because he has been doing this for more than 30 years. He talks about feed 
conversion ratios, and explains that if there is any disease, they treat with gentamicin (an antibiotic). 
Around 25% of batches need this. At a later point, he takes me to the medicine room to show the 
disinfectant, Amprolium, that is added to the drinking water. Bio-buster, another disinfectant, is 
sprayed on the birds if conditions are particularly humid. He explains that humidity control is key - 
when it gets dry and hot, they spray the room with water to keep moisture levels right.  

 
Gopi takes pride in the care he delivers to his flock. He says that they are lazy birds, that will just 

huddle together if left to themselves. So they need to be disturbed every 30 minutes or so to get them 
to go to the feeder and eat. Eating is key, for they need to eat to be ready in time for sale for meat. 
He says that he can spot a sick bird by sight, from years of experience, and that he often even does 
post-mortems to identify the cause of a problem that seems likely to spread. He offers to do one for 
us, we refuse politely. He knows his birds, this man. 

 
The above overviews of the dairy and poultry sectors in India show that animal agriculture in the 

country is not the ecologically safe and benign space that it is assumed to be in dominant narratives. 

Political-economic drivers, i.e., commoditisation and the science that underpins it, have reconfigured 

everyday farming practices, including smallholder ones, with implications for ecological and animal 

vulnerabilities – and also for social justice. 

 

4.2. Social vulnerabilities 

Animal agriculture in India is a key source of livelihoods for small farmers. But at the same time, it 

is increasingly dominated by corporate players (either industrial houses who contract out to small 

farmers or cooperatives that have adopted corporate modes of functioning), market logics, and 

husbandry techniques that are directed at achieving profit – with resultant social impacts.  

Both the poultry and dairy sectors in the country have been linked to adverse (human) health 

impacts due to the use of pharmaceuticals and chemicals: hormones, urea, detergents and oxytocin 

in the case of dairy, and anti-microbials in the case of poultry, leading to the emergence of markets 

for antibiotic-free chicken and eggs, and organic milk products free of various contaminants (Madras 

Milk, 2021; Pandey, 2017; Sahoo, 2020). 

Insert Figure 3 

The livelihood displacement caused by corporatisation in animal agriculture has already been 

under discussion, especially with reference to dairy, where research shows that the combination of 

rising input costs, entry of corporate players, and exposure to international markets have made dairy 

agriculture increasingly unviable as a source of income for small farmers (Ghosh et al., 2015; 

Ramdas, 2015). In the poultry industry, while many contract farmers do make profits, farmers and 

veterinary doctors in Gudalur and Palakkad spoke of others, especially small-scale farmers, who had 

been displaced because of the financial investment needed to set up the facilities required to enter 

contract farming, or who had become caught up in debt traps because of loans taken to meet the 

set-up costs, all issues that have been seen in Green Revolution agriculture (Pritchard et al., 2014).  
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This is corroborated by research that shows that both fixed and variable costs of broiler 

production are highest and profitability lowest in small-scale operations (compared to medium and 

large-scale ones) (Balamurugan and Manoharan, 2014). The health impacts (antimicrobial 

resistance) of antibiotic use have also been the subject of concern (Cole and Desphande, 2019; 

Pandey, 2017; Walia et al., 2019).  Less examined are environmental justice impacts even though it is 

well-established that pollution and resource degradation from animal farming disproportionately 

affects socio-economically marginalized people (Edwards and Ladd, 2000; Neo and Emel, 2017; 

Walker et al., 2005). Conversations in Gudalur and Palakkad on this revolved around layer facilities 

which were described as creating zones of extreme pollution in the surrounding areas, and as being 

protected by high levels of security which make (non-covert) access next to impossible.  

Equally, the impacts of the diversion of food crops (and land used for food crops) to animal feed 

(which generates higher-value end products), i.e., the food versus feed conflict, on the nutritional 

requirements of the country’s vulnerable people have been overlooked. The bulk of the poultry 

sector is built on the use of specially formulated feed and supplements; other sectors, especially 

dairy, are moving in that direction for reasons of productivity and loss of grazing lands, with feed and 

cultivated fodder becoming high-cost inputs (Ghosh, 2019; Roy et al., 2019; Sharma, 2020; TNAU, 

2020). Research conducted for unrelated objectives indicates the seriousness of this problem  – 

Bansil (2012) shows that rising feed, seed and wastage rates are linked to the use of grains for 

livestock feed; Kumar’s (2016) research in Madhya Pradesh examines the socio-ecological 

implications of the active promotion and spread of the cash crop cultivation of soybean (for livestock 

feed), while Scholtens et al (2020) discuss the diversion of fish from human food systems to the 

livestock feed sectors; Jakobsen’s (2020) work establishes the country’s poultry sector as driving the 

expansion of maize cultivation, with 50% of India’s maize production going into poultry feed, with a 

large portion exported to Southeast Asia. In Jakobsen’s research site in Karnataka, maize had 

displaced finger-millet (used as human food and livestock feed) and was grown by farmers primarily 

for use as livestock feed, both locally and externally.  

  The debate around nutrition in the context of animal agriculture has centred around how right-

wing religious discourse and initiatives deprive marginalized communities of access to ASFs such as 

eggs and beef. The unidimensional focus on this has meant that the far-reaching problem of the 

food versus feed conflict has remained almost entirely unexamined. Narratives about ASFs being a 

key answer to malnutrition in India, in addition to ignoring the latest understandings of the adverse 

health impacts of ASFs in today’s societies (Godfray et al., 2018; Willett et al., 2019), rely on overly 

simplistic understandings of contemporary market economies. They disregard Drèze and Sen’s 

(1990) insights about how markets respond to effective demand, i.e., the (financial) capacity to 

procure a commodity, and not need (in this case, nutritional or livelihood needs).  These insights are 

applicable to India’s ABFSs in two ways: first, commercial animal agriculture makes food crops 

(grains, soy) more inaccessible to socio-economically poor communities by diverting them (and 

arable and ecologically sensitive lands) to the livestock feed industry; second, current trends in 

animal agriculture in the country are oriented towards high-value products, and not towards 

meeting the nutritional needs of India’s economically poor people. 

 

5. India’s livestock landscapes: (Scholarly) silences, deflections, and disavowal 

Animal agriculture in contemporary India, despite being composed largely of smallholders, 

contains several features of intensification, and related more-than-human and social problems seen 

in other parts of the world. The enmeshment of corporate and techno-scientific logics and practices 

with smallholder operations has been noted in the context of the agri-food system as a whole in 
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India (Frödin, 2013).  However, cultural conflicts and identity politics around meat and vegetarianism 

and attendant social justice concerns have deflected social science attention from these 

transformations in animal agriculture and from the ensuing more-than-human impacts. While there 

is ongoing global discussion about the urgent need for dietary shifts towards plant-based foods for 

social, ecological and animal wellbeing reasons (Buckwell and Nadeu, 2018), in India, the emphasis is 

on eating meat in order to be socially progressive and to resist majoritarian upper-caste Hindu 

norms (Anand, 2005; Natrajan, 2018). 

As a consequence, the ecological and animal wellbeing impacts of India’s vast and growing 

livestock sector have remained relegated to the margins, with such concerns dismissed or 

condemned as founded on regressive right-wing motivations, or at best, misplaced bourgeois 

worries (Srinivasan and Rao, 2015). This is evident in critical social science scholarship on animal 

agriculture in India: only 15 sources in the social science dataset of 126 works dealt seriously 

(beyond passing references) with animal wellbeing (of which 5 are by the same author) and 3 with 

ecological issues. A review of coverage in the year 2019 across three major Indian news outlets (The 

Hindu, Indian Express, and The Wire) presents a similar picture3: out of 285 articles, only 14 were on 

ecological issues, 8 on animal welfare, and 9 on both social and more-than-human concerns.  

As discussed in the previous section, the reluctance to be critical of ABFSs has also meant that 

their social impacts have not been adequately investigated. This is compounded by the likelihood 

that the social vulnerabilities engendered by commercial and intensifying ABFSs are dispersed 

spatially and temporally, much like the impacts of Green Revolution agriculture (Pritchard et al., 

2014) . The farmers who profit are unlikely to be the same as those whose livelihoods are displaced 

or whose capacity to procure food grains have been adversely affected or whose lands have been 

degraded by pollution or water scarcity. This arguably makes these impacts harder to trace and 

connect to livestock farming, and thereby easier to overlook. For instance, studies focusing on the 

income generation potential of poultry farming or aquaculture in Tamil Nadu are unlikely to capture 

the impacts of soy bean cultivation in central India for such feed (Kumar, 2016) or of the knock-on 

food security impacts of fishmeal (Scholtens et al., 2020) .  

Cultural vegetarianism and cow protectionism have equally diverted attention from the shifting 

contours and ramifications of animal agriculture in a different manner – by creating a sense of 

complacency about India’s high animal welfare credentials among many parts (but not all) of the 

animal protection movement. By concentrating attention on meat and cow slaughter, they have 

hidden the vast and more pernicious dairy industry from animal protection scrutiny (there are 

exceptions (e.g., FIAPO, 2017)).  

This situation mirrors how differing cultural norms about ASFs and farmed animals are commonly 

debated in multicultural societies (Deckha, 2010; Kim, 2015; Miele, 2013; Montford and Taylor, 

2020). For the most part, it tends to be the practices of social or cultural minorities (e.g., 

kosher/halal slaughter), or the practices of a spatio-culturally different society (e.g., whale or dolphin 

hunting), that become politicized as problematic for animal welfare and ecological reasons.  

This is because, as Donaldson and Kymlicka (2014) have pointed out, animal welfare tends to 

become an issue of public controversy mainly when the human practices that have welfare impacts 

on animals are not considered socially acceptable. Social acceptability is frequently linked to the 

perceptions and practices of social majorities. For example, in Europe, it is considered legally and 

socially acceptable to subject a dog in a medical laboratory to much more suffering than a dog that is 

used for meat. This is because medical research on animals has a degree of mainstream acceptability 

 
3 Search terms:  meat, agriculture, livestock, dairy, eggs.  
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that the culinary traditions of minority groups (who consume dog meat) do not have. In India, 

similarly, dairy and non-bovine meats have more (traditional) acceptability than does beef, the latter 

being seen as part of the culinary traditions of religious and caste minorities. As a result, the more-

than-human ramifications of the country’s dairy, poultry, and fisheries sectors remain obscured.  

Indeed, much of institutional animal protection work in India is centred either on animals outside 

of food systems – such as dogs and cats – or on the rescue of individual farmed animals, usually 

because of accidents or illegal transport/slaughter. Only a handful of organisations (e.g., Federation 

of Indian Animal Protection Organisations, Humane Society International, India, People for the 

Ethical Treatment of Animals, India, People for Animals Public Policy Foundation) in the country’s 

substantial animal protection sector (2784 registered groups in 2012 (AWBI, 2012)) are involved in 

sustained advocacy on animals in food systems.  

Furthermore, some animal protection groups, even if based on secular values about animal 

wellbeing, form alliances of convenience with religious (and right-wing) initiatives on cow protection 

and vegetarianism, such as by supporting beef bans4, or through the (counterproductive) promotion 

of vegetarianism (Rao, 2011; Srinivasan, 2010, 2016). This renders ethically motivated animal 

protection activism susceptible to conflation with and co-option by right-wing agendas, and also 

hides the violent links between dairy and beef which become visible only through attention to the 

realities of production. This is not specific to ABFSs in India. Ecological and animal protection 

discourses more widely have been criticised for setting aside the social justice implications of the 

issues that they intervene in (Brockington, 2002; Radhakrishna, 2007).  

In sum, the intersections between cultural violence, commoditisation processes, and everyday 

animal farming produce what Kim (2015) refers to as ‘mutual disavowal’ stemming from ‘single-optic 

vision’ that foregrounds one set of impacted beings or injustices and results in the backgrounding, 

dismissal, or negation of other affected beings and injustices.  

It is in the backdrop of this socio-political context and related mutual disavowal, that Narain 

articulated her position on animal agriculture in the country. This is a position that is espoused by 

not only social science scholars, but also social justice and environmental groups – either explicitly 

through the active promotion of meat consumption and beef festivals or implicitly, as reflected in 

their silence on these matters.  For example, Greenpeace India’s sustainable agriculture programme 

has no mention of the livestock sector (Greenpeace India, 2021) while the Centre for Science and 

Environment’s magazine’s recent article on the carbon footprints of diets - spurred by the EAT-

Lancet report (Willett et al., 2019) - does not discuss implications for India (Varshney, 2020). In fact, 

in a recent, first-of-its-kind, discussion on the potential for alliances between animal and human 

rights movements in India, representatives from the latter argued that ABFSs should remain outside 

of any attempt to develop intersectional animal protection campaigns because of the links between 

cultural vegetarianism, cow protection and right-wing repression (Animal Left, 2020).  

This is not to say that these issues have gone completely unnoticed (Ganesan, 2020; Hari, 2020; 

Kumar, 2019; Narayanan, 2021). However, these remain isolated strands of debate.  

 

6.  Conclusion 

India contains two separate but intersecting strands of phenomena relating to ABFSs. The first is 

cultural vegetarianism and cow protectionism which have been deployed by right-wing religious 

(Hindu) forces to enact oppression and violence on religious and caste minorities. In this strand, 

 
4 E.g., PETA India’s former CEO published a piece titled ‘Why forward thinking liberals should support the beef 
ban’ in Huff Post India in 2015 (HuffPost India, 2015) 



Preprint 
Environment and Planning E 

16 
 

cows are simultaneously sacralized and exploited directly (for dairy and labour), and the symbolic 

value attributed to them (and other farmed animals) is weaponised – they are used as pawns to 

uphold as well as resist social hierarchies (Narayanan, 2018b, 2021). The second is the steady 

expansion of high-productivity commercial animal farming, which even if not always displaying the 

large-scale forms seen in other parts of the world, is increasingly characterized by other features of 

intensification, including corporate logics, techno-scientific husbandry aimed at ever-rising 

productivity, and geared towards high-value markets. 

This paper’s multi-optic analyses show that both strands of phenomena have adverse material 

impacts on individual animals. The social upheaval created by the first strand has meant that the 

ecological and animal wellbeing impacts of contemporary animal farming have remained under-

debated and under-investigated in the social sciences despite its sheer scale and progressively 

intensified character, even in smallholder operations. It has also led to the conflation of animal 

protection and ecological discourse with religious and right-wing discourse.  

This state of affairs indicates short-sightedness in at least three areas: 1) on the part of animal 

protection groups that often fail to see how the idea of animal wellbeing has been co-opted and 

misused by religious, right-wing formations, and how alliances of convenience with sectarian forces 

damage the credibility and reach of the movement, with long-lasting consequences for the animals 

themselves; 2) on the part of social justice and environmental groups, that adopt the easy path of 

dismissing and disavowing animal and ecological vulnerability (in and related to ABFSs) because of 

the danger of conflation with sectarian narratives, thereby ignoring the nutritional, health and socio-

ecological threats posed by commercial animal agriculture; and most crucially, 3) on the part of 

social science and humanities scholarship that has predominantly taken the route of either 

celebrating ABFSs as a way of contesting sectarian forces and enabling livelihoods or of avoiding the 

subject of their adverse impacts, instead of engaging more carefully with the multispecies 

vulnerabilities at stake.  

The challenge is whether and how scholarship and various justice movements can develop more 

nuanced approaches on these matters, something akin to what Kim (2015: 19–20, emphasis as in 

original) calls multi-optic vision: “a way of seeing that takes disparate justice claims seriously without 

privileging any one presumptively […] multi-optic vision encourages a reorientation towards an 

ethics of mutual avowal, or open and active acknowledgement of connection with other struggles.” 

 A first step would be to disentangle, i.e., make clear distinctions between: a) discourses of 

vegetarianism and cow protection that target socially marginalized communities, and b) ethically 

motivated narratives that focus on animal wellbeing and ecological impacts. This is a task to be 

particularly taken up within scholarly circles, which continue to conflate the two (e.g., Govindarajan, 

2018) . This would set the ground for the closer examination of the intricate and varied impacts of 

commercial, high-productivity animal agriculture, and their interconnected implications for human, 

ecological and animal vulnerabilities.   

Another question is how to advance the debates on India’s ABFSs from the current impasse of 

silences, mutual disavowal and the focus on cows, consumption and related identity politics. To 

frame it differently, who will assume responsibility and take the initiative to move things forward 

and in more helpful directions? This is where the social sciences, which have a key role to play in 

public life and social change in India and elsewhere, become vital in taking the conversation beyond 

the status quo (Baviskar, 2008; Brewer, 2013). 

Advocacy and activist groups may not have the time and resources for sustained reflection on the 

long-term and knock-on impacts of assumptions, strategies and actions. Within academia, the 

(relative) distance from having to deal with the everyday complexities and contingencies of practice 



Preprint 
Environment and Planning E 

17 
 

offers the space and opportunity to critically explore and initiate ways of understanding and 

addressing interlinked concerns (human, ecological, animal) in manners that do not dismiss or 

overlook any one set (see Perumāḷmurukan̲, 2019 for an example from fiction). One set of issues 

that need deeper social science inquiry revolve around critically examining narratives about the 

benign character of livestock farming in India and understanding how the interplay between 

everyday farming and the political-economic and socio-political contexts shapes material relations 

on the farm, with consequences for animals, ecologies and people. This entails the need for a shift 

away from the focus on consumption and cows to spaces of production and their political-economic 

as well as ground-level correlates. 

Such multi-optic social science analyses of animal agriculture specific to India’s socio-cultural, 

political and more-than-human contexts (this paper is an experiment in undertaking such an 

analysis) would not only shed light on under-examined animal, ecological, and social vulnerabilities, 

but also form foundations for conversations among practitioners. The latter entails conversations 

within as well as across social, ecological and animal justice movements: within movements to 

consider the ramifications of alliances of convenience or of dismissal and disavowal; across 

movements to explore the possibilities and potential for common ground, and to develop fuller 

understandings of each other’s perspectives and concerns. It might be that there is no common 

ground, but such a conclusion is better arrived at after in-depth examination of the range of 

concerns at stake, instead of by foreclosing inquiry and reflection.  
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