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The Sacred Cow and the Buffalo: Symbolic Appropriation in Hindu Nationalism and
Reconstruction of Dalit Resistance
Zhiyu Zhou

Xi'an International Studies University

Abstract: The symbolic differentiation between the sacred cow and the buffalo in the Hindi context is

one of the key manifestations of caste politics in India. However, existing studies mostly focus on the

symbolic construction of the sacred cow,

and seldom analyze the formation process of such

differentiation or explore the caste connotation and resistance value of the buffalo symbol. From the

perspective of symbolic politics and drawing on Kancha Ilaiah’

s theory of "Buffalo Nationalism", this

paper examines how the symbolic differentiation between the sacred cow and the buffalo is deployed in

mainstream Hindu discourse and Dalit narratives respectively. The study finds that this differentiation is

appropriated in mainstream discourse as a political tool to consolidate the caste order, while in Dalit

narratives, it is transformed into a resource for cultural resistance through the construction of a

productive value system. The tension between these two modes of usage indicates that the core of the

issue does not lie in the inherent superiority or inferiority of the "sacred cow" and "buffalo" symbols

themselves, but in who holds the power to define "value".
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