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A CHALLENGE TO
DALIT LIBERATION

Dalits and Caste System :

“ Caste system. is a system of separation, a form
{ of apartheid. In India the Caste system is the
|'. original sin or the mother of all sins.”

V. DEVASHAYAM.

Caste system deprives one’s fundamental right,
robs his basic diginity and violates the image of God 1n
him. Caste is based on birth. It brings power, prestige,
privilege and produces wealth, comfort and status to some;
for others it brings shame, deprivation, destitution,
dislocation, poverty and inequality. Hindus have vested
interest in caste system. If caste goes, Hinduism will die.
For Dalits, it is just opposite. Caste is the greatest obstacle

i their progress.
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1he |wup|¢' who have bheen ltﬂﬂ‘ i Inda ’F“
very carly period, before the arrival o the Aryans are called
"Dalus”, They shared a common language, WC,M
and were known 1o be grncrzlly pr_mcrﬁd and prowmu
with their own administrative set up and practised yim
family sysvem. The Aryans invaded India from the Norh
West around 1500 BC, and conquered them, bylua‘thir
superior military technology. The Aryans introduced 2 sew
religious system which created divisions among the natives,
And their scripture made them inferior, They stared 1o

treat them as religiously unclean,

Over 3000 years and more the untouchability

and the caste system spread its wings all over the Indian
sub continent. The attack and threat on the lives of Dalits
and Women, violation of human rights, exploitation of
women occurred almost everyday. Dr, M E. Prabakar
draws a list of these atrocities in his article “Mission in 2

Dalit Perspective”,

“Enslavement in their own country, denial of the
image of God, opposition against their endeavors for self
identity and self determination, persecution by the Land
Lords, violations of their human and cultural rights,
cxploitation of women, illiteracy, unemployment, poverty
etc.” The Sons of the soil lost everything, (including) their
dignity, respect, wealth, power and fundamental rights. The
rigidities of the Brahmanical religious system of Varnas
(colours) and the cycle of rebirth pushed them from
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edom to Slavery.

The first awakening among Dalits:

The first fight against the Brahmanical religion in
‘he Indian sub continent was started by Gautama Buddha.
Some 2500 years ago, the great king attained knowledge
inder the Bo tree. The knowledge with a vision of freedom
~ompelled him to participate in the caste struggle of the
qatives. Though he was a King, he was not from the
Kshatria Caste. He was the original inhabitant of India.
Bishop Azariah writes that “the movement of Buddha was
» movement of Liberation”. Only at the time of Buddha,
‘he natives vehemently opposed the Aryans. The message
of hope and happiness taught by Buddha made people to
embrace Buddhism. But the Brahmanical-leaders
systematically and cunningly crushed the movement and
brought it under the fold of hinduism.

The Missionary movements among Dalits:

The Indian history had a new beginning with the
inauguration of East India company in 1599 A.D; Robert
clive, the great warrior and administrator of East India
company allowed the adi people to be part of the British
army, which was originally dominated by the caste people.
The devilish caste system brought a major revolt in the
army in 1857. At the sametime, the Portugese started their
missionary work and many embraced Christianity, but
problem arose in incorporating Dalits into the fellowship
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ot the church, The Missionaries of the protestant churches
landed in South India around 18" Century, The first
protestant missionary work started in Tranguebar in 1706.
The Protestant missionaries were very strong in their
mission to bring the dalits into the church. Dr. John C.B.
Webster in his book, “the Dalit Christians, A history”
writes-the modern Dalit movement began with what
Christian Missionaries called the mass movements, These
were localized grass roots somewhat simultaneous,
conversion movements, initiated and led by Dalits.”
Duncan Forrester and G.A Oddie have published
important studies of the protestant Missionary attitude
towards caste system and both indicated that the
missionaries condemned caste and also tried to eliminate
caste system within the church. William Goudie and
Andrew Abraham had sacrificed their lives for the
upliftment of Dalits in chingleput district. The Missionaries
opened schools, hostels and hospitals and built churches in
Dalit villages.

Babasaheb B.R. Ambedkar.

The third great awakening among dalits was
created by none other than the champion of the Dalits,
Babasaheb B.R. Ambedkar. He identified that the primary
sources of the dalit slavery were caste system and
untouchability. He himself was victimized by the caste
system and experienced slavery under the caste system.
After experiencing the devilish activities of the caste system
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+ hinduism, he proclaimed “ I was born a Hindu, but I
i1l never die a Hindu”. His writings and speeches opened
‘he eyes of many dalits and a great revolt happened in the
.ub continent 1n 1920 which made the Dalits aware of
‘heir rights as citizens of free India.

)0 century awakening among Dalits.

The church leaders of the last century have created
- landmark in the history of Dalit Christians. The leaders’
“oncern, care, comittment and interest for the upliftment
of dalits brought a radical change in the lives of dalits. Dr.
K. Rajaratnam, the former president of NCCI and the
Director of Gurukul theological College and Research
[nstitute started the very first department of Dalit thelogy.
The former Moderator of CSI Bishop. Victor premsagar
2nd former Bishop of Madras Diocese, M. Azariah raised
‘heir voices for dalits in the World Council of Churches,
which assembled at vancovar, Canada. Rev. G.
Dyvasirvatham, the General Secretary of the CSI Synod
boldly started the Dalit and Advasi department in the synod.
Bishop Devasahayam’s Scholarly writings and bible studies
on Dalit issues, Dr. James Massey’s and Dr. K. Wilson’s
contributions have all created inspiration and challenge in

the minds of young dalits.

Reflection on the text. (John 4 : 4 - 42)

Omri, the Seventh king of Israel ruled the
country between 885 - 874 B.C. Omri bought a hill from

79



shemer for two talents of silver. He built his capital on the

hill and named it as Samaria after shemer, the owner of the

hill (I kings 16 : 24). In 725 B.C, Shalmaneser, the King of
Assyria invaded Israel and carried the Israelites to Assyria.
Again in 722 B.C, Sargon II captured Samaria and brought

people from Babylon and placed them in the cities of

Samaria. The settlers followed the law of the land, practiced
their religious customs and mixed with the Israelites through

marital life. Now these people came to be known as
Samaritans (1T Kings 16:17), The Jews hated the Samaritans
because of their polluted religious practices and their
intermarriages with the Jews. During the time of Ezra and
Jesus (LK:9:51) the Jews treated Samaritans as outcastes.

The usual route from Judea to Galilee lay through
Samaria. But the pilgrims usually avoided Samaria and
prefered a longer route to Galilee. Jesus chose to travel via
samaria for a particular purpose. The disciples were also
with him. Jesus came to a town called “ Sychar”. Originally
the name of the town was “Shechem”. The town was bought
by Jacob, from the children of Hemor for one hundred
pteces of silver ( Gn:33:19). He erected an altar there and
called “El, Elohe Israel” which means “God, the God of
Israel”. Jacob wasa man of problems. He was greatly afraid
and distressed to meet Esau, his brother. God showed
kindness to him and Esau treated him gracefully. Jesus
wanted to show that the God is the God of the oppressed
and always merciful and kind to the people who are in

suffering.
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(he Samaritan woman, the Dalit of the Dalits

“Dalit women are the Dalit among Dalits”
Gail Omwvedt.

Hindu Caste system is a Pyramid of
carthernware pots, Shudras and the
untouchables at the bottom. within each
carthenware pot, men are at the top and women
of that caste are at the bottom, like crushed and
wasted powder. And at the very bottom are
the Dalits and below them are the suppressed
Dalit women.

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar

The Samaritan woman was a Dalit. She was a
Dalit among Dalits. she was oppressed and victimized not
once but four times.

1. The male dominated Society pushed her from
centre to the bottom of the layer.

2. Religiously, she was inferior and unclean
3, Politically, an outcaste
4, Sexually, exploited.

Jesus and Dalit woman:

Jesus came to sychar and sat near the well. He sat
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down on the ground. The Greek word ‘Ge’ is used here, It
means sat on the ground. There is another word in Greek

Pege’, means * on the top’. Jesus the son of God threw
away his authority, holiness and sonship and sat on the
gl‘mlm{. He Hmlpiy identified himself with the outcaste
people. Jesus followed the example of the prophet Ezekiel.

God commussioned Ezekiel, as a prophet (originally he was

a priest), to carry out the work with the people in exile.
Fzekiel sat with them and shared their sorrows and

sutferings. He consoled them and reassured them of their

(reedom (Eze :3:15). Here Jesus has played the role of
zckiel the prophet; He enquired the Samaritan woman
about herself, her sufferings and her oppressed life in the
hands of the male dominated society. He shared the message
of Goodnews and offered her the living water and the
eternal life.

The Dalit woman became the first missionary:

The woman did not understand the real meaning
of living water. So she argued with Jesus. She lamented
her family tradition and boasted about their religious
practice at Mt. Gerezem . Jesus slowly explained to her
about the meaning of true worship and eternal life. Also
he revealed the secrets of her sinful life. All these made her
to accept him as Messaiah. She confessed her sins and ran
to her village and proclaimed the good news to all her
brothers and sisters. The experience and taste of Salvation
pushed her into action. She was the first dalit missionary
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he Dalits. She was the true disciple of Jesus Christ and
sroclaimed the good news to the suffering Community.

( hristian response to the Dalit struggle:

“Christian leadership seeks to serve rather than
to dominate, It encourages, inspires, and
respects rather than exploit other personalities.
It veflects, prays and acts on Jesus christs words
Mat : 20:27%

Dr. Anthony D. Sonza

Generally, leadership means power, authority
honour and prestige, But Christian leadership is different
{rom secular leadership. Before responding to the Dalit
issue, first of all we must see the Church with an open
mind. Of the total of about twenty million Christians of
.1l denominations in India today about 60% are scheduled
castes. But unfortunately they have no place in the church.
A handful of higher caste Christians rule the church. The
sutcaste Christians actually suffer double injustice (T'wice
Alienated by Dr. K. Wilson). The government
discriminates them on one side and the higher caste
Christians oppress them on the otherside. This is the
condition of Dalit Christians. What is our response and
how are we going to solve this issue? The Nazereth
Manifesto of the Lord (Lk: 4:16-19). clearly indicates the
real mission of the Church; The same Lord reiterated this
again in the parable of the last judgement and asked his
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disciples to have concern about the least of these brothers

and sisters (Mat :25:40). Jesus is our role model. Jesus spent
three full years with the marginalized, oppressed and
downtrodden people. He sat with them, ate with them,

slept with them and finally he gave his life for them. Like

Jesus, the christian leader must have the mind of sacrifice,

committment and concern towards the people in suffering,
struggle and oppression, The leader must create awareness
among the oppressed, so that the Dalit realises that his
slavery is not something destined by God, but that he has
everyright to live a normal life like every other human
being. Only such an awareness education can help him to
lead a normal life. This normalcy will bring self diginity
and self confidence in them. The self understanding and
education will help them in reconstructing and redoing
the image of God. Let us go forward and identify ourselves
with the people of God and participate fully in their.
emancipation and empowerment. ' 1

(This Bible Study was presented at the CSI
Synod Rural Youth Leadership Training
Programme. on 27 July 02)
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