My Next Campaign

Free from the Tyrannies of the Cattle

According to the Cattle Census of India [2003], the country is home to 485 million cattle – buffalo, cow, bullock, goat, sheep, pig, camel etc. This obviously excludes country chicken, which are not ‘cattle,’ and poorer Indians in the countryside raise them, often about half a dozen per house. In a village of hundred houses, on an average, over a two dozen families may be raising chicken.

In other words, almost every second Indian has either a domestic animal or a chicken to rear. Remember that cattle as mentioned above are not raised on farm. With the exception of formal poultry, the cattle-rearing, and also ‘chicken husbandry,’ is a household phenomenon.

India has 193 million households, of which 120 million are rural. Cattle-rearing being a rural phenomenon, on an average, every rural household has at least four animals. By tradition, the Dwijas/Upper Castes don’t rear goat, sheep, pig, and not many would grow buffalo and cow as well. There is no caste-wise possession of cattle, on and average, a Dalit household may have a minimum of five cattle. A greater number of Dalit households might be in rearing of goats, and pigs. Rearing of buffalos and cows can be a predominantly Shudra/OBC phenomenon. Shepherds are an OBC caste who rely on rearing sheep and goat. But, they are small in numbers.

The economics of cattle-rearing is ‘peculiar.’ Some grow cattle [buffalo/cow] for family/caste pride [mostly OBCs]. Some grow buffalo/cow for ‘pure’ milk [mostly upper castes]. Dalits grow goat/pig/hen to supplement their income or for consumption. No study, no official data though, but a family grown goat can fetch Rs 1500/ [USD 31.25] on a single goat within six months. A family grown pig can fetch similar amount or little more. A couple of family grown buffaloes/cows can get Rs 100 a day. The life goes on.

A household with five cattle can never face hunger. Their social life too will be OK. The cattle growing households are least likely to face any economic distress. That sounds well. And that’s why the Government of India has a liberal credit flow to Dalits who want to rear cattle.

But there is a problem. First, for most households the cattle-rearing is rarely the prime source of income. Cattle just add to the family income. Since cattle in India are not reared on farm, all household members have to contribute in the wellbeing of the cattle. Children and women end up bearing the burden of cattle rearing.

When I look around my relatives, I find families with cattle doing terribly bad in education. When I ask my Dalit friends, they too admit that the family members/relatives around them raising cattle are bad in education. More often than not, Dalit kids with cattle in the family either don’t enter schools, if hey did so, they are the likely drop-outs. Those who somehow continue, fail in their Matric examination. Those still braving the cattle menace, tend to under perform. They become non-competitive even within Dalits. They thus grow outside the knowledge economy. Most of them remain in the countryside to bear the brunt of the Caste feudalism. Their fortunes are sealed in the very childhood. They live and die with cattle.

I want to end that. How can the community grow without alphabets and numbers? How can Dalits claim equality if millions of their kids grow outside College and University campuses?
I plan a massive campaign in the near future asking Dalits to free themselves from the tyrannies of cattle, and instead, enter the world of education- and new Caste neutral occupations. That can happen when Dalits abandon cattle as the supplementary sources of livelihood.  In the beginning, there will be some problems as the cattle rearing families will loose one of the sources of livelihood. But, once free from cattle, some family members can migrate to cities and fund education of the Dalit generation next. XXX
