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ABSTRACT

This thesis is an effort to explore the cultural relevance of cows within selected tribal
communities in South Sudan and India. The research delves into how the various tribal
communities, such as the Dinka - the most populous tribe of South Sudan, and Maldhari and
Bhil in India, view cows with reverence as the constituent elements of their socio-cultural and
economic spheres. The goal of this research is to provide insight into the role of cows at the
intersections of culture, traditions, livelihood, environmental preservation, and conflict
resolution mechanisms followed by these selected communities. Analysis of these practices
would allow for contributing towards a better understanding of the sustainable resource
management practices in pastoral and agrarian societies along with streamlining the policy
frameworks for supporting cultural preservation and economic development in the tribal

regions.

Drawing upon field-work conducted across South Sudan and India, the research adopted
an ethnographic approach, engaging in in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, and
observational research involving the various stakeholders. The challenges faced in data
collection were due to logistical, language, and security barriers but provided valuable insights

into the resilience of these communities amidst socio-political and environmental pressures.

In South Sudan, the study was carried out in the Western Lakes State, having a
predominantly Dinka population. In Dinka society, the respect for cattle reflects issues of social
identity and relates to kinship bonds, social hierarchy, and economic status. Cattle as a bride
price for marriage, sacrificial practices, and the practice of blood compensation for settling
conflicts reflect the cultural importance of cattle. Nevertheless, the centrality of cattle to Dinka
society has encountered contemporary disruptive armed conflicts and social strife, creating
multiple resource-based crises specific to the region. The research describes how these
ecological pressures have intensified the socio-political importance of cattle, shaping the

inquiry into resource-based crises.

The pastoral Maldhari and agro-pastoral Bhil communities of India also integrate cows
within their socio-cultural lives. In India, this study was carried out in the Kachchh District of
Gujarat which is home to the Maldhari community, and in the Jhabua District of Madhya Pradesh

which is home to the Bhil community.

For the Maldhari of the arid areas of Gujarat, pastoral migration and their sustainable



ecological practices form the bedrock of their peaceful co-existence with the ecosystem. Their
cultural practices involve cattle at all stages of their lives. They have also taken up organized

dairy farming leading to the strengthening of their economic sustainability.

Likewise, the Bhil culture involves a central role of cattle in agricultural activities,
religious beliefs, and in their day-to-day lives. Their traditions for the preservation and
reverence of cows in rituals and festivals speak volumes about their values, and the care
accorded to these animals. Such practices reflect the deep-rooted faith toward ecological
balance and sustainable resource management. Their ritual observances and festival traditions
centered on the protection and veneration of cows form the cultural, economic, and symbolic

significance attributed to cattle within the community.

Despite their different contexts, the three selected communities have a common thread
of having cattle at the center of their lives. This commonality speaks of the fact that cattle hold
a universal significance among pastoral and agrarian societies, but that they also play distinct

cultural roles depending on the context to which they belong.

The research gains significance from the fact that it was carried out in the inaccessible
areas of South Sudan where the people moved with automatic weapons in the open. In South
Sudan, cattle are part of what make up the social skeleton on which the rest of the cultural,
social and economic superstructures are built. Cattle are indicators of their wealth, status and
culture. The limitations of the study were overcome with the help of adequate support garnered
from various sources. The fact that the South Sudanese people hold Indians in high esteem also
added to the smooth conduct of the research. The similar role of cows in the selected
communities across the continents sets the tone for policy makers to evolve appropriate

strategies for a sustainable future of such communities.

The study delves into policy implications as a wider canvas to examine. Appreciating
the cultural, economic, and environmental value attached to cattle in these communities enables
policy-makers to create a more effective and sustainable framework that is culturally
compatible and financially viable, for instance, by making sure that other developmental
interventions geared towards animal health improvement or productivity enhancement
appreciate cultural values with respect to cattle, and align developmental initiatives with local

customs and practices.

The research also paves the way for taking up more detailed studies to serve the ends of

the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for the global community at large.
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