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ABSTRACT 

While the imposition of neoliberal policies by Western development institutions has been widely criticized, the 

ways in which such policies have found allies in the Third World have not received the same attention. This 

article focuses on India’s cooperative dairying program in order to trace its transformation from an organization 

seeking to protect small-scale dairy producers against foreign dairy interests to current shifts in favor of the 

privatization of the dairy sector. The story of how India averted neocolonial dependence in its (dairy) White 

Revolution merits consideration now, when the global percentage of people in food poverty is again increasing. 

For decades, the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank enforced the Washington consensus demand-

ing that developing countries adopt structural adjustment programs including privatization of state services, sub-

sidy cuts to indigenous farmers and consumers, and the opening of markets to (often subsidized) food imports 

from rich countries. Neoliberal policies are implicated in rural poverty, hunger, and migration to sprawling 

megacities. Given this, it is important to focus on struggles against the possible loss of cooperative institutions 

and thus build a broader understanding of the ways in which neoliberal policies spawn rural conflicts. 

 This article is divided into three main sections. In the first section, the growth of dairy productivity in 

India under the cooperative dairying program is traced from the 1970s onwards, beginning with its ability to 

utilize EEC food aid for the growth of the national dairy sector in a program called Operation Flood. A large 

part of the credit for this creative use of monetized food aid is usually attributed to Verghese Kurien, who has 

been associated with cooperative dairying from its beginnings in the small town of Anand, Gujarat, and whose 

pro-cooperative philosophy guided national dairy development organizations till recently. The second section of 

the article focuses on the institutional politics of dairy development, taking as its point of entry the replacement 

of Kurien by officials who are less likely to be oppositional to the privatization of the dairy sector. The 

departure of Kurien thus marks a key moment in the neoliberalisation of the cooperative dairying sector. 

 The third section focuses on the wider politics of the state of Gujarat within which the ‘Anand pattern’ 

of cooperative dairying was established. Here, the pro-business policies of Chief Minister Narendra Modi have 

been focused on attracting foreign investment to the state, leading to accelerated, but not equitable, economic 

growth. The ways in which agrarian interests have both clashed and intersected with Modi’s vision of develop-

ment provides an understanding of the transformed political economy within which cooperative dairying now 

has to function. Overall, the politics of cooperative dairying in India provides an insight into the place-based 

nature of neoliberal experiences, and can serve as an illustration of impending rural struggles across the world. 
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Introduction 

 By most accounts, the future of agriculture has separated from the future of rural 

populations, as the technologization of agriculture outpaces the ability to sustain small-scale 

livelihoods. Rural despair has surfaced globally, in the city of Wardha in Maharashtra where 

1,200 cotton farmers committed suicide during a period of 18 months in 2005-2006, and at 

the WTO meeting in Cancun when a Korean farmer killed himself in 2003 (Economist 2007; 

Shiva 2004). Prominent scholars articulate the contemporary dispossession of rural 

populations as a new round of primitive accumulation (Patnaik 2008; Harvey 2003). Given 

this scenario, it is worth reflecting on India’s cooperative dairying program as an example of 

alternative development which has for decades empowered small-scale farmers with its 

‘Anand pattern’, a low-input/low-output model appropriate to the environmental and socio-

economic conditions of much of the rural population in India and across the Global South, 

and one which provides a sharp contrast to the Western model of intensive dairying 

dependent on high energy use and confinement of animals. 

 The aim of this article is to trace the history of national dairy development in India 

from its post-independence era resistance to Western hegemony to current challenges by 

neoliberal interests. The extent to which dairy cooperative (aka coop) institutions are facing 

the brunt of privatization is illuminated in the process. More broadly, this article seeks to 

extend understandings of the role of the state in neoliberalisation, and situates the specific 

outcomes of neoliberal agendas not just within institutional politics, but also within the 

regional context of development. In the case of India’s dairy White Revolution, the political 

economy of the state of Gujarat, within which the national model of dairy development is 

located, becomes useful to understanding the specific encounter between dairy development 

and neoliberal expansion. In practical terms, it appears that political meddling in dairy 

cooperatives, which are perceived as vote banks by politicians, weakens coop performance 

and privileges private investment which does not benefit poor producers or consumers to the 

same degree as independent coops. 

 Pierre Bourdieu (1998) has defined neoliberalism as a political ‘program of the 

methodical destruction of collectives… [such as] workers, unions, associations, cooperatives’ 

which impede the laissez-faire economic globalization sought by ‘stockholders, financial 

operators, industrialists’ and their attendant politicians. According to Jamie Peck and Adam 

Tickell (2002: 381), ‘[t]he new religion of neoliberalism combines a commitment to the 

extension of markets and logics of competitiveness with a profound antipathy to all kinds of 

Keynesian and/or collectivist strategies.’ India’s Anand Pattern of coop dairying is currently 

facing such neoliberal pressures, with global implications since plans to replicate it in Africa 

were announced by the World Bank (2008). 

 The story of how India averted neocolonial dependence in its White Revolution merits 

consideration now, when the global percentage of people in food poverty is again increasing 

(Magdoff 2008; Yoon 2006). Reasons for reversals in food security include price inflation, 

spawned by demand for meat in emerging economies and the biofuel boom in developed 

countries. For decades, the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank have enforced 

the Washington Consensus demanding structural adjustment programs in developing 

countries that privatized state services, cut subsidies to indigenous farmers and consumers, 

and opened markets to heavily subsidized food imports from rich countries. Neoliberal 

policies are also implicated in countryside poverty, hunger, and rural-to-urban migration to 
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sprawling megacities. By contrast cooperatives have often helped rectify inequalities and 

stabilized rural societies (Basu 2003). 

 This article is divided into three main sections. In the first section, data is offered on 

the macroeconomic success of dairy development in India, with the crucial decisions on 

pricing and technology that thwarted failure in the country’s dairy history through 

cooperative led Operation Flood (aka OF or Flood, 1970-1996). The second section focuses 

on the liberalization of the dairy sector, which began around 1991. Here, the voluntary 

retirement of Dr. Verghese Kurien from longtime OF and National Dairy Development Board 

(NDDB) leadership in 1998, and especially his dramatic dismissal from other posts in 

cooperative marketing and in rural development in 2006, serve as key events. Thus, the 

political implications of the departure of Kurien and the consequent decisions made by the 

NDDB are examined here, and this section also raises questions about new policies which 

contradict the farmer-centered ethos of rural dairying in the Operation Flood era. The third 

section details the social and political economy of dairying in the state of Gujarat building a 

picture of the wider context in which neoliberal policies intersect with the politics of dairy 

development. Finally, conclusions are drawn about the value of focusing on cooperative 

dairying for understanding both the future of rural India and the consequences of 

neoliberalization for rural places across the world. 

 

The Growth of India’s Dairy Sector under Operation Flood 
 In the 1960s, India’s dairy sector was moribund. Milk production of 20 million metric 

tons (MMT) in 1950 rose to just 22 MMT in 1970 while per capita availability of milk 

actually fell from 124 grams in 1950 to 114 grams in 1970 (FAO 1990; FAO 1994; Dairy 

India 1997; Dairy India 2007). The ‘milk famine’ as it was called was of great concern in a 

country where products such as ghee (clarified butter) and buttermilk are valued dietary 

items. State and national governments tried to satisfy urban demand by sporadic sourcing of 

surplus EEC (later EU) dairy aid, in the form of skimmed milk powder and butter oil 

donations, which were recombined as milk products. But a glut of such dairy aid could stifle 

production, so debate seethed on how to raise milk production without dependence on foreign 

imports. 

 In her book Operation Flood (1985), Shanti George has shown that under the 

management of Dr. Verghese Kurien, cooperative dairying thrived in Kheda (aka Kaira) 

district of the state of Gujarat. In 1965, Prime Minister Shastri, ‘requested that an attempt be 

made to help rural dairymen elsewhere in India … As a result, the National Dairy 

Development Board (NDDB) was established in 1965 with Dr. Kurien as chairman’ (George 

1985: 6-7). Today, the NDDB (2009) declares: ‘[f]rom the outset, Operation Flood was 

conceived and implemented as much more than a dairy program.’ Thus, cooperative dairying 

was seen as an instrument of development, generating employment and regular incomes for 

millions of rural people. But George warned that the program could repeat mistakes of the 

Green Revolution if inappropriate technology lured India into neocolonial dependence on 

European aid and worked against locally robust systems of agro-dairying. She wryly 

suggested renaming NDDB as the National Dairy Plant Development Board since the Anand-

based entity collected a 5% royalty from construction of processing plants elsewhere. In her 

words, ‘[i]t is in the context of food aid as trap that India has been warned to look EEC gift 

horses long and hard in the mouth, as they may well turn out to be Trojan horses’ (291), since 

‘EEC donations, accepted with cries of gratitude and euphoria, can destroy India’s already 

precarious dairy economy from within and render it forever dependent on imports (249). 

 George was one of a group of scholars at the Institute of Social Studies, The Hague, 

who were providing intensive and critical analyses of cooperative dairying in India. They 

found that Anand-centrism marked ‘strong regional variation in overall performance’, and 
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negatively assessed ‘OF’s impact on: India’s dependency on foreign (EEC) deliveries of skim 

milk powder; India’s domestic dairy production; the incomes of the participating farmers; the 

existing ‘unorganized’, or informal, dairy production and marketing; the nutritional levels in 

rural areas; and the position of rural women’ (Doornbos et al. 1987: 377, 383; Doornbos and 

Mitra 1985). Peter Atkins agreed with Doornbos et al. that changes were needed on ‘exotic 

cattle genes, the transfer pricing of [milk powder] in favor of urban consumers, and… 

geographical awareness of the implications of policy alternatives’ but predicted that ‘OF will 

prove a great boon to both urban consumers and rural producers’ (Atkins 1988: 312). 

 A few years later, FAO 1994 data showed that EEC dairy aid had dwindled to nothing 

in the 1990s, and policy changes already underway put India on the path of dairy autonomy. 

Thus, the dangers of dependence that were inherent in the food aid regimes of the mid-20th 

century were successfully sidestepped by Operation Flood (Scholten forthcoming 2010). 

While Western European countries maintained large donations for a long period, when its 

farmers and commercial groups lobbied for indefinite extension of dairy aid in order to ease 

the political strife and storage costs of the EEC ‘butter mountain’ and ‘milk lake’, the 

European Parliament eventually rejected them. 

 India used dairy aid to foster agricultural development, and Prime Minister Shastri 

took the unusual step of locating the headquarters of the parastatal NDDB far from Delhi, in 

Anand where farmers’ dairy cooperatives were strong enough to resist attempts to install 

political appointees as managers. A National Milk Grid System (NMGS) was built linking 

four Mother Dairies in the cities of Chennai, Delhi, Kolkata, and Mumbai. Critics portrayed 

such infrastructure as benefitting exporting countries more than India, but by the 1980s as 

much as 98% of such equipment was manufactured domestically (Kamath 1989: 388). 

Although most milk still remains outside the formal sector, the NMGS scaled India’s dairy 

sector from a regional to a national system. Early assumptions that European genetics were 

easily transferable to South Asian environments were altered in favor of resilient hybrid 

cows; accordingly the production share of indigenous buffaloes increased to 55.3% in 2003-4 

(Dairy India 2007: 102). 

 But the top priority in preventing neo-colonialist dependence was to manage the 

disincentive effects of food aid. World Food Programme policy analyst Bruce Crawshaw 

(1989) warned of the danger of ignoring market signals: ‘[e]xperience with WFP-assisted 

dairy development projects has clearly shown that without sound pricing and import policies, 

dairy development is fraught with problems.’ A pivotal moment came in 1984 when the Jha 

Report mandated that processors pay more for European dairy commodities than domestic 

milk (Scholten 1997, 1998, 1999). This policy tweak incentivized supplies from village 

farmers. Consequently, profits from monetised aid were reinvested in infrastructure which 

helped increase production from about 20 million metric tons (MMT) in 1961 to 100 MMT in 

2008 – past the output of even that perennial world dairy champion, the U.S. Thus, FAO 

1990 and 1994 data reveal a reversal of the dairy droughts of the 1960s. In exponential 

growth of total milk production 1972-93, India (5.2%) outpaced Bangladesh (1.9%) and 

Pakistan (3.9%) against slow world growth (1.4%). In exponential growth of per capita intake 

of butter and ghee 1972-92 India improved (+1.9%) as Bangladesh worsened (-4.6%) and 

Pakistan improved slightly (0.7%) compared to negative world growth (-1.1%). Dairy India 

2007 noted that milk passed rice, oilseeds, and wheat in terms of commodity value in 1994-

95. Dairy’s percentage of GDP rose as that of the overall farm sector declined, even as the 

national economy shifted to industry and services. 

 In a study for the World Bank, Candler and Kumar (1998: 59, 12, 60-62) found that 

Operation Flood had ‘a strong impact on employment; support of membership NGOs; 

increased leadership opportunities for women; education [especially girls]’ and ‘nutrition and 

poverty reduction’; they concluded that ‘the impact of the Bank’s dairy assistance to India 
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has been large and positive’. However the Bank’s 1996 Livestock Sector Review had 

signaled the end of funding for cooperative dairying in India, triggered ‘by a belief that the 

private sector might be more efficient than the cooperative sector and by a serious misreading 

of the cost of Operation Flood [at] $5.06 billion in 1996 dollars… versus a re-estimate by 

[Candler & Kumar’s] study of $2.98 billion in 1996 dollars’ (Candler and Kumar 1998: 12). 

According to a Bank memorandum quoted by Candler and Kumar,  ‘the key argument is that 

the project is not consistent with the present GOI and Bank strategy of leveling the playing 

field for agro-industrial development between cooperatives and private entrepreneurs’ (12). 

The withdrawal of World Bank funding in 1996 (the World Bank had been a major funder of 

Operation Flood from 1974), thus, pointed towards the liberalization of India’s dairy sector in 

1992. As the next section argues, the meanings of this liberalization can be clarified by way 

of changes in leadership within dairy coop institutions. 

 

Institutional Politics of Post-Liberalization Cooperative Dairying 

 The two main protagonists in the struggle over the future of dairy cooperatives are Dr. 

Verghese Kurien, mentioned above, and Dr. Amrita Patel, his former protégé. Associated 

with cooperative dairying in Anand from its beginnings in the late 1940s as Amul (the brand 

of Anand Milk Union Limited, owned by GCMMF or Gujarat Cooperative Milk Marketing 

Federation) which went on to become the model for rural cooperative dairying in India, 

Kurien was chairman of the National Dairy Development Board (NDDB) from its 

establishment in 1965 till 1996, and has always been partial to the farmer-led ethos of the 

program. In recent articles, he elaborates his position: ‘[i]t is my firm and unshakable belief 

that the entire value chain from procurement to marketing is the sole and exclusive domain of 

the farmer. The moment the farmer loses… it, being a small producer, he becomes nothing 

more than a contract laborer (Kurien 2007a: 8).’ This statement exudes Kurien’s hostility to 

interference by politicians or private actors in coops, and he articulated the benefits of 

cooperative dairying even more emphatically while rejecting the neoliberal case for special 

economic zones (SEZs). According to him, ‘Wherever farmers have had cooperatives, there 

have been no cases of suicides’ (Kurien 2007b). 

 Amrita Patel, chairperson of NDDB since 1998, comes from a distinguished political 

lineage, being the daughter of H. M. Patel, who was Finance Minister in the Janata Party 

government from 1977-79. Today’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is an offshoot of the Janata 

Party. It is widely regarded that Amrita Patel was chosen by Kurien to succeed him in 1998. 

Yet, by 2003 they had fallen out due to disagreements over the formation of joint ventures 

between the NDDB and state-level dairy federations. Like Kurien, Patel’s rhetoric is devoted 

to the cause of small farmers. But unlike him, she may not support Anand pattern 

cooperatives as the only model for dairy development in India. Addressing a 2003 workshop 

on ‘Livestocks and Livelihoods,’ Patel voices strong support for smallholder dairying, but 

also adds that, ‘[even as t]here are elements in the [cooperative structure] which continue to 

be relevant but the structure in its entirety does not appear to be so’ (Patel 2003: 8-9). In other 

forums, she has argued that while dairy productivity is not an issue, dairy marketing 

continues to stagnate, so that new institutional arrangements are required for marketing. Patel 

(1997) also stresses the need for cooperatives to match the competition unleashed by 

neoliberalization, and hence seems to support the need for cooperatives to coexist with 

private dairy entities, instead of taking a more politically aggressive position. It is likely that 

this is one of the main differences between her and Kurien. 

 Disagreements between Kurien and Patel became especially visible in terms of the 

plan put forward by Patel in 2002 to form joint ventures between the NDDB and state-level 

marketing federations (Katakam 2003). Through this, the NDDB sought to invigorate state-

level cooperatives through joint ventures in which its Mother Dairy brand divested coop 
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farmers of their control of the marketing of milk and milk products to consumers, the only 

revenue earning part of the dairy chain. With the NDDB’s Patel ‘locking horns’ with Kurien, 

Krishnakumar (2004) noted that: 

‘[t]he grand dispute was about the dangers of a government-owned statutory 

body like the NDDB potentially bound to follow government policies in an era 

of globalization and liberalization, entering as a majority stake-holder in joint 

ventures with dairy cooperatives and threatening the core principles of equity, 

democratic control and equality within cooperative institutions and perhaps 

deflecting them from their orientation towards the welfare of dairy farmers.’ 

 

 Amrita Patel’s counterargument was that, except in Gujarat, farmers rarely elect the 

head of the state dairy cooperative federation, so the loss of farmer control was a moot point. 

Moroever, state-run cooperatives were languishing due to lack of marketing expertise, so the 

joint ventures would actually be beneficial to them. In her words: 

We simply cannot ignore the growing competition that could threaten 

livelihoods of millions of households dependent on dairy farming. Steady 

growth in procurement has not been matched by a commensurate growth in 

marketing. This has paved way for MNCs and private brands marketing liquid 

milk. JVs (joint ventures) can ensure a shift from distribution-centered to 

market oriented business culture’ (Times of India 2003a). 

In another interview, Patel points out that Kurien himself had promoted joint ventures for 

marketing milk in West Bengal and Mumbai. She also adds that profits from joint ventures 

will still flow to farmers, and that joint ventures are voluntary and will be withdrawn when 

the state dairy federation can run efficiently on its own (Times of India 2003b). 

 As it turned out, the first such joint venture between NDDB and Milma-Mother Dairy 

in Kerala resulted in failure in 2004, since farmer-members deeply resented losing control of 

dairy marketing to the NDDB-Mother Dairy which took a 51% stake (Krishnakumar 2004). 

Meanwhile, disagreements between Kurien and Patel became the center of a media storm 

when he was removed from his remaining posts at the Gujarat Cooperative Milk Marketing 

Federation (GCMMF) and the Institute of Rural Management Anand (IRMA) in 2006. 

During the announcement of his departure, Kurien continued to level serious allegations 

against Patel’s drive to corporatize the dairy sector (Economic Times 2006a&b). 

 Parthibhai Bhatol, a little known chairman of the Banaskantha Milk Producers’ Union 

and a member of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), replaced Kurien as GCMMF chief 

(Telegraph 2006). Meanwhile, Vipul Chaudhary, chairman of Mehsana Dairy and a Congress 

supporter, offered Kurien a symbolic post as Honorary Advisor, and Kurien’s longtime 

personal assistant, Joseph Purathur, was put on the payroll. In a few months, the Registrar of 

Cooperatives sacked Chaudhary, who was reinstated only after he joined the BJP. A 

newspaper asked: ‘Is the Rs.3,600-crore GCMMF losing its autonomy to the Gujarat  

Government? After having its man at the helm post-Kurien, is the Modi government taking 

complete control of GCMMF?’ (Economic Times 2006a). More recently, the Times of India 

(2008) has declared: ‘[i]n Gujarat’s dairy sector, it’s “M” for Modi and not milk.’ More 

recently, in 2006, it was reported that Mehsana dairy is seeking to build marketing links with 

Reliance, one of India’s largest corporations (Economic Times 2006b). The future of 

cooperative control over dairying becomes murkier in this case. 

 Another big battle in the counter-revolution against cooperative control is being 

fought over the brand Mother Dairy. The NDDB uses Mother Dairy as a brand owned by 

itself although other Mother Dairies exist in India owned by state dairy cooperative 

federations. A challenge against NDDB’s use of the Mother Dairy brand was filed by the 

GCMMF when Kurien was chairman, but little has been heard about it since his exit. Mother 
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Dairy has also come into conflict with the Anand Milk Union (Amul) due to the latter’s entry 

into what were exclusively Mother Dairy markets in Delhi leading to Mother Dairy launching 

its products in other states (Katakam 2003; Raghu 2007). Neoliberalization has thus 

engendered fierce competition between NDDB Mother Dairy and cooperatives. 

 Meanwhile, the entry of multinationals in India’s dairy sector has had equivocal 

outcomes. Over 35 private competitors have risen in Kerala since the liberalization of the 

dairy sector (Krishnakumar 2003). The state of Gujarat has a reputation as a safe haven for 

external investment, and it was reported that an Israeli firm is building a megadairy whose 

10,000 imported cows will supply supermarkets for the burgeoning middle class (Economist 

2008). But critics question the footprint of intensive dairying on local ecologies, fearing they 

could encroach on crops for humans, and increase prices for inputs such as cattle cake needed 

by small scale coop farmers. Such concerns are fanned by reports that overuse of water by 

Coca Cola deprived farmers and consumers in Kerala (Havilland 2003). According to 

projections made by R. S. Khanna (Dairy India 2007: 34-35), of the total organized milk 

sector volume in 2005, coop and government sources handled 8.5 million metric tons (9% of 

total volume) with similar figures for private entities; however by 2011 the balance will tip 

toward private entities, with coop and government milk handling just 12 MMT (10% of 

supply) against private volumes of 24 MMT. It can also be argued that if cooperatives begin 

to lag behind the private sector, it is because the NDDB is not using its resources to develop 

them. For instance, it is government programs that have supported cooperative dairying in 

backward and hilly regions of India, not the NDDB. 

 It is useful at this point to more clearly introduce the third significant actor in the 

current saga of dairy development: Gujarat’s Chief Minister, Narendra Modi. The challenges 

faced by the NDDB thus can be linked not only to the national context of neoliberalization, 

but also to the regional context of neoliberalization in Gujarat 
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Politics in Gujarat: Foreign Direct Investment and Religious Fundamentalism 

 The struggle within the National Dairy Development Board and its associated 

institutions concerns a transfer of power from those who were linked with its foundational 

ideologies to those who are geared towards the new economy of India, and this 

transformation is linked with the changing political climate in Gujarat, one of India’s most 

developed states. The current government of Gujarat has been very supportive of big 

business. Thus, Chief Minister Narendra Modi of the Bharatiya Janata Party is strongly 

supported by prominent business entities in India, including the Ambani family of Reliance 

Industries, who are originally from the region of Saurashtra in north Gujarat (Girdharadas 

2008). Reliance is currently seeking to enter the dairy sector in Gujarat, and has already set 

up grocery stores, ‘Reliance Fresh’ which buy fresh produce directly from farmers (Reliance 

Industries Limited 2009). Reliance Fresh has been under attack because it undercuts local 

vegetable vendors and stores as well as existing wholesale markets for vegetables and fruits, 

and the company has faced obstacles in establishing itself within the state of Uttar Pradesh 

(BBC News 2007). In this context, the company’s ability to depend on Modi’s political 

support in Gujarat has been especially useful. Modi’s ability to draw foreign direct 

investment to Gujarat has also been much lauded, as well as Gujarat’s rise to the top in terms 

of the amount of FDI attracted among states in India (Rediff India Abroad 2008). 

 But Narendra Modi’s hospitability to business interests is only one part of the politics 

of Gujarat. A more dangerous facet of his government has been its fomenting of a Hindu-

Muslim divide in the state (Sud 2008; Bhatt 2007). Revealed in most bloody fashion in the 

communal riots of 2002 (Varadarajan 2002) ― Modi first became Chief Minister in 2001, 

and victory in the 2002 elections cemented his power (Bunsha 2002) ― the rise of Hindu 

fundamentalism in Gujarat is especially troubling because Gujarati culture itself has been 

produced through a mix of various religions (Argade 2002; Mayaram 2002). The extraction 

of a purportedly pure form of Hinduism from this mix is thus an outcome that can only be 

achieved through intense violence. Modi’s political strategies are very clearly drawn from the 

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a militant Hindu organization for whom Modi has 

worked, and the fundamentalist outlook of the RSS also forms the ideological foundation of 

the Hindu right-wing BJP. Modi’s value to the BJP has been heightened by the party’s 

defeats at the national level and in various states across India, which makes Modi’s ability to 

stay in power especially remarkable (Bunsha 2004). When business interests align with 

Modi’s government, they are therefore disregarding his culpability for violence in Gujarat 

and aiding in Modi’s promotion of himself as a well-respected leader. The entry of such 

religious conflicts into the dairy development program has the potential to undermine the 

broader membership of village dairy cooperatives. 

 Identity politics however have been part of dairy development from the very 

beginning, so that Modi’s presence merely signals a new kind of politicization. In fact, the 

politics of dairy development can be traced back to the beginnings of Amul in Gujarat, 

whereby the anti-colonial orientation of farmer-controlled cooperative dairying soon became 

part of two kinds of political struggles in the state. The first was the struggle between the 

Congress Party and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) at the national level, the former 

associated with India’s independence movement and the latter a right-wing political 

formation that emerged as the Janata Party in the 1970s, partly from a split in the Congress as 

well as a wider dissatisfaction with its policies. This political split was reflected in the politics 

of Gujarat. To return to our initial protagonists, Amrita Patel’s family has long been 

prominent in national and regional politics, with her father, H. M. Patel being Finance 

Minister during the tenure of Prime Minister Morarji Desai of the Janata Party during the late 

1970s. Desai had been a prominent leader of the Congress-led struggle to form cooperatives 

in Anand in 1946, so the shift in his political loyalties to the Janata party is noteworthy. H. M. 
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Patel was also widely recognized as a critic of the policies of the Congress, and before the 

Janata party had been a member of the pro-business Swatantra party. While Amrita Patel’s 

political ideologies should not be simply read off her father’s politics, it has to be noted that 

in bringing her in Kurien was also attempting an alliance with the family of a recognized 

political figure in Anand district. 

 Partly mapping onto the Congress-BJP struggle, is the struggle between the Patidar 

and Kshatriya castes in Gujarat (S. Patel 1990). Dairy development has been strongly 

associated with the Patidars because of its origins in Anand, part of the Charotar region which 

is a stronghold of Patidars in central Gujarat. The rise of the Patidars (who use the last name 

Patel) as a cohesive caste identity has been documented in some detail (Charlesworth 1985; 

Clark 1979), and their association with cooperative dairying is reflected in the domination of 

cooperative leadership by members of the Patidar caste. Thus, the first chairman of Amul, the 

person who hired Kurien as a young dairy engineer newly returned from the U.S., was 

Tribhuvandas Patel, himself aligned to ‘Sardar’ Vallabhbhai Patel, a prominent leader of 

India’s anti-colonial struggle and a prominent politician in independent India. 

 Political differences between Gujarat’s Patidar and Kshatriya castes came to the fore 

when land reforms were instituted in the 1950s (Sud 2007). The Patidars, being landowners, 

opposed the reforms, while the Kshatriyas welcomed them (Kothari and Maru 1970). Patidar 

dissatisfaction with the Congress party was heightened in the 1960s by the fact that the 

Congress initially did not support the division of Bombay into the two separate states of 

Maharashtra and Gujarat. Patidars believed that Anand’s cooperatives would receive greater 

support within a separate state of Gujarat than they were currently receiving in Bombay state 

(S. Patel 1990). In the 1980s, however, the Congress won the election, largely due to support 

from the KHAM (Kshatriya – Harijan – Adivasi – Muslim) alliance. As the Congress began 

to be seen as a party of lower caste and minority constituencies, the search for a new political 

niche for the Patidars led them to move towards the BJP (Sud 2007). 

 There are two positions taken on whether such caste-based political conflicts are 

reflected within the dairy development program. These criticisms are organized around the 

binary of technology and politics, representing the power of dairy development officials 

versus the political control of farmers over the program respectively. According to S. Patel 

(1990), the dairy development program has been dominated by Patidars. Yet increases in 

milk processing capacity in Amul’s dairy plants meant that Kshatriya membership was 

crucial for the economic growth of cooperative dairying. The Patidars thus promoted the 

notion of Amul as an organization led by technocrats, and remained silent on their own 

dominance in order to ensure that dairy development did not become a site of caste-based 

political conflict. 

 Baviskar (1985) however disagrees with S. Patel, and argues that the lack of political 

conflict within cooperative dairy institutions is due to the fact that dairy cooperatives are not 

key to political power in Gujarat, and because technocrats actually gained the upper hand 

within the dairy program. According to Baviskar, there is a ‘disjunctive’ relationship between 

milk cooperatives and politics in Gujarat (19), and he contrasts this with sugar cooperatives 

in Maharashtra, whose members are prominent players in state-level politics. In Baviskar’s 

(1985: 13) words, ‘…if Baraiyas (lower caste Kshatriyas) have not come into conflict with 

Patidars for control of Amul, it is because membership in the board of directors of Amul is 

not viewed as a ‘[position of] great ... prestige, power, and patronage.’ Baviskar contrasts this 

with the ‘symbiotic’ relationship between sugar cooperatives and politics in Maharashtra 

(19). In an earlier article (1971), he suggests that the Maratha caste provides 

‘dynamic leadership [in sugar cooperatives] ... facilitated by the fact that they 

enjoy a decisive dominance in the social, economic and political fields. They 

control not only the cooperatives, but also the panchayat bodies, the ruling 
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party, and through it the state government. Their position of power in wider 

politics has helped them to take a successful lead in cooperatives’ (290). 

Baviskar is thus suggesting that the control of Patidars over milk cooperatives in Kheda 

(unlike the control of Marathas over sugar cooperatives in Maharashtra) is at best a local 

control and does not carry weight in the wider politics of Gujarat, or even that the power of 

technocrat-managers over farmers has been conclusively established in the formation of the 

NDDB. Overall, Baviskar argues that dairy cooperatives have not proved to be a stepping 

stone to prominence in the politics of Gujarat, and Amul has also proved to be less powerful 

when compared to the NDDB. 

 This notion of dairy development as either hiding caste-based politics behind a 

technical veneer, or marking a shift in the balance of power away from farmers towards 

development officials needs to be reconsidered given that struggles between officials 

themselves have come out in the open in the Kurien-Patel struggle. For the most part, the 

struggle has been represented as one between Kurien’s pro-farmer sensibilities and Patel’s 

pro-profit leanings. Yet, Patidar farmers themselves have now moved from a dependence on 

agriculture to agro-industrial opportunities (Damodaran 2008a&b; Sud 2007; Rutten 1995). 

The implication of this for dairy development is that, especially among large farmers, 

dairying is no longer prized due to its links with agriculture, but rather is valued as a business 

opportunity in its own right. Profits are part of the Anand model ethos, but not if a few 

intensive farmers are privileged to the detriment of the marginal, small and landless farmers 

who comprise 60% of the beneficiaries of Operation Flood (Candler and Kumar 1998: xxi).  

 Narendra Modi participates in this struggle as a politician who draws support not from 

agricultural constituencies but from urban areas (Bunsha 2008). This is displayed by his 

antagonistic attitude towards the Bharatiya Kisan Sangh (BKS) within Gujarat, despite it 

being the farmers’ wing of his own party (Bhatt 2007). The BKS has been a vocal critic of 

liberalization, so that the appeal of Modi’s communal agenda has been overshadowed in this 

instance by his inability to improve the economic condition of the small-scale agricultural 

sector. One of the policies which has drawn most opposition is the rise of electricity rates 

within Gujarat (Sharma 2004), and Modi has handled this opposition by the BKS through 

compromises with its leaders (Shah 2003, 2004). It is likely that the cooperative dairying 

program can also become a site of resistance to neoliberal policies, especially given its 

political origins, but since current dairy officials stress a need for cooperatives to coexist with 

private sector entities, it is also likely that political protests will not be encouraged. 

 Modi’s focus on attracting foreign direct investment is exemplified by the Vibrant 

Gujarat Global Investors’ Summit (2009) organized every two years since 2003. While this 

investment is being promoted as the reason for Gujarat’s prosperity, two criticisms have been 

made of such economic development. First, the benefits of growth have not spread evenly 

through Gujarat’s population, so that high levels of economic development do not translate 

into equitable distribution of economic benefits. Second, the social and environmental costs 

of Gujarat’s industrialization are also high, with laborers working in unprotected conditions, 

and the much touted ‘Golden Corridor’ of industrial growth suffering deterioration of air and 

water quality (Mazgaonkar 2001; Bruno 1995). One of the authors of Gujarat’s Human 

Development Report (GHDR 2004), Darshini Mahadevia, has in this vein argued that the 

‘distortions’ of Gujarat’s growth are reflected in the ‘divergence between the manufacturing 

and agriculture sectors, between urban and rural Gujarat, and between economic growth and 

people’s well-being.’ 

 The entry of private investment in the dairy sector is thus likely to result in a 

continuing emphasis on commercialization, which in the long-run will undermine the small-

scale basis of dairy cooperatives. Modi himself supports an agro-industrial policy as 

evidenced by his government’s support for contract farming and agri-exports. It should also 
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be noted that Modi’s strategy includes the utilization of religious differences to obscure the 

class character of his policies. Whether the meanings of cooperative dairying can be 

politicized to counter this neoliberal agenda is a question for the future. Given that the shift 

towards neoliberal privatization is apparent in national planning in India, Gujarat serves not 

as an aberration but a portent of the kinds of conflicts that are likely to characterize 

cooperative dairying and the agricultural sector in general across India. 

 

Conclusion 

 The case of India’s White Revolution reveals the contested nature of 

neoliberalization. This article began by presenting data on the success of cooperative dairying 

and recounted the viewpoints of a range of observers. Cooperative proponents have stressed 

the ability of coops to spread welfare benefits among even landless farmers with just one or 

two cattle. Development experts have fixated on the potential bad effects of food aid and 

warned that a flood of food aid could be very bad. Economists have stressed the need to get 

prices right to stimulate production and satisfy demand. Altogether, it can be concluded that 

European dairy aid in Operation Flood was successful only after these viewpoints were 

arranged in a political constellation that minimized the disincentive effects of food aid on 

indigenous farmers, and maximized its benefits in income generation among the rural poor in 

cooperatives. The second section of this article focused on the key points of disagreement 

within institutions of dairy development, detailing how recent realignments in national and 

state-level politics have shifted the National Dairy Development Board toward policies of 

neoliberal capital accumulation, away from its espoused goal of dairying ‘as an instrument of 

development’ (NDDB 2009). The third section showed how political and socio-economic 

networks in Gujarat were conducive to cooperative dairy development in the post-

independence period, adding the dimension of regional politics to the institutional politics of 

dairy development. Criticisms posed by Bourdieu, Peck, and Tickell raise the specter of 

monolithic neoliberal capital as the nemesis of cooperative movements. But the reality in 

India appears less global cabal than local networks of caste and patronage systems. Thus, the 

World Bank ended funding to Operation Flood after 1996 not due to hostility to coops per se, 

but because it determined that, in the context of liberalizations it had encouraged, politicians 

would stymie cooperative objectives. In 2008, World Bank President Robert Zoellick 

declared that the Bank would try to replicate the low-input/low-output ‘Anand pattern’ in 

Africa, and Bank Group Managing Director Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala extolled the new South-

South Experience Exchange Facility which can apply India’s lessons in Africa (World Bank 

2008). An NDDB team of specialists has already met with dairy counterparts in Tanzania and 

Uganda (Hindu Business Line 2009). These announcements are welcomed by researchers 

who believe the environmentally sustainable Anand model averted neocolonial addiction to 

surplus European dairy commodities, while improving the welfare of millions of cooperative 

producer families. But it is important to distinguish between the lessons of the farmer coop-

led White Revolution of Kurien’s day, compared to the accommodations with private capital 

in Patel’s tenure that threaten a White Counter-Revolution. This article has been critical of 

neoliberal policies adopted by NDDB, but adherence to one tenet of neoliberalism would 

radically improve the economic sustainability of dairy development: coops should be 

shielded from political meddling. 

 It should be recognized that replication of the Anand pattern across India is an 

unfinished dream in the words of Kurien (1997). The inefficiencies that beset dairying in the 

1960s milk droughts still inhibit many state-linked cooperatives. Kurien identifies such 

political interference as a problem that can be overcome by allowing cooperatives more of the 

same flexibility enjoyed by private companies since 1991. Setting up even a small coop 

office sometimes requires consultation with government officials, so Kurien had proposed a 
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national change in the Companies Act allowing cooperatives freedom from such restraints. If 

this echoes recent NDDB proposals to turn coops into Producer Companies, the big 

difference is that Kurien ruled out Joint Ventures in which coop farmers were minority 

partners (Damodaran 2006).  

 

Kurien (2007b) has remarked that ‘50 Kuriens a year’ are graduated by rural management 

institutes in India. If these ‘Little Kuriens’ learned their lessons well, they know that if the 

White Revolution is to achieve maximum development benefits in India – or Africa - the role 

of farmer control in cooperatives throughout the value chain, from procurement through 

processing, and especially marketing to consumers, must not be neglected. In the context of 

neoliberalism, it is these lessons that need to be remembered. 
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