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Thesis Abstract

Dalit Christian Theology emerged as a counter theological movement
in India in the 1980s. As a theology ‘of the Dalits, by the Dalits, for the
Dalits’, Dalit Christian theology sought to counter prevalent trends in Indian
Christian theology which had proved inadequate to reflect the actual
experience of the majority of Christians in India. The emergence of Dalit
Christian theology as a contextual liberation theology thus reflects a polarising
shift in theological discourse within India.

This thesis argues, however, that the theology of M.M. Thomas, a
leading non-Dalit Indian Christian theologian of the twentieth Century,
offered significant theological signposts for the emergence and development
of Dalit Christian theology. While it is clear that he did not, nor could not,
construct a Dalit theology, this thesis argues that Thomas’s theological
reflections in the midst of a rapidly changing and pluralistic religio-secular
Indian context brought to the fore of theological debate essential questions
relating to the concept of salvation, humanisation and justice relevant to the
emergence of Dalit Christian theology. Seeking to relate Christology to the
Indian context dynamically, M.M. Thomas sought a theology which could be
‘challengingly relevant’ to the people of India in the post-Independent search
for a just and equal society.

In order to substantiate the thesis, this study examines the reflections
of two first generation Dalit Christian theologians, Bishop M. Azariah and
Bishop V. Devasahayam. From within a framework of methodological
exclusivism, both theologians appear to reject the theological contribution of
M.M. Thomas, regarding him an Indian Christian theologian with little
relevance to the Dalit theological quest. Closer textual examination, however,
reveals that the theological contribution of M.M. Thomas is discernable within
emerging Dalit theological discourse.

This thesis further investigates the relevance of M.M. Thomas’s
theological contribution for Dalit Christian theology today through the critical
assessment of twelve second generation Dalit theologians studying at United
Theological College, Bangalore. These voices assess the rise of Dalit
Christian theology, and examine the relevance of Thomas’s thoughts for
contemporary Dalit discourse.
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Introduction

1. Introduction

This thesis argues that Indian Christian theologian, M.M. Thomas,
contributed significant theological signposts for the emergence of Dalit Christian
theology. The controversial nature of this thesis is clear given the fact that Dalit
theology emerged in India during the 1980s in “radical discontinuity with the

! As a non-Dalit Indian

Indian Christian Theology of the Brahminical tradition.
Christian thinker, Thomas’s theology was thus considered irrelevant for Dalit
theology. Yet it is argued that Dalit theology did not emerge in a theological
vacuum, but that significant antecedent contributions paved the way for its
emergence. This thesis identifies M.M. Thomas as one such influence critically
discernable within first generation Dalit theological writing. The Chapter begins
with a brief overview of the Indian Christian theological tradition and the
consequent rise of Dalit theology, prior to introducing M.M. Thomas and

outlining the thesis statement and methodological approach adopted for this

research.

1.1 Indian Christian Theology

The question of Jesus Christ has been one of theological and cultural
debate in India throughout the modern era. Certainly Christianity has an oral
tradition in India which is traced back to the alleged missionary work of the
Apostle Thomas from 52A.D. Indeed, the Syrian Orthodox Christian tradition in

India can be traced back to at least the fourth century.” Yet with the increase of

' K.P. Kuruvila, “Dalit Theology: An Indian Christian Attempt to Give Voice to the Voiceless”,
http://www.csichurch.com/article/article.htm. Bishop Devasahayam acknowledges that Dalit
theology existed prior to its emergence as a nominal theological movement in the 1980s.
Devasahayam references the work of Dalit converts to Christianity, including Yerraguntala
Periah and Ditt, who were influential in bringing many Dalits into the Church. See, Shanthi
Sudha Monica, “Biographical Musings II — Yerraguntala Periah”, in V. Devasahayam, ed.
Frontiers in Dalit Theology, Madras: Gurukal Lutheran Theological College and Research
Institute, 1997,pp. 231-248; James Massey, “Dalit Roots of India Christianity”, in V.
Devasahayam, ed. Frontiers in Dalit Theology, pp. 183-205

2 See, Robin Boyd, An Introduction to Indian Christian Theology, Delhi: ISPCK, ond Edition,
1975, pp. 7-11




Western mission activity from the seventeenth century Christianity became all
too easily identified as a “foreign religion imported from the West”, criticized for
failing to find an Indian voice independent of Western influence. > Sebastian
Kappen observes: “Indian Christianity has, largely, retained its imported
character. The Christ of theology and popular devotion still bears the marks of
his origin in the West...Small wonder that neither the Christ of the Church nor
the Church of Christ has made any profound impact on the Indian People.”4
Despite concerted attempts from notable missionary figures, including Robert de
Nobili,5 Father Pierre Johanns® and Swami Abishaktananda,7 who sought to
relate the Christian message through the ancient Vedic text and Vedanta,
Christianity struggled to breach its perceived Western association.

The concern over the foreign nature of Christ and Christianity was raised
by Keshab Chandra Sen in a lecture entitled India Asks-Who is Christ, 1879. As
leader of the Indian theistic movement Brahmo Samaj, founded by Rammohun
Roy in 1828, Sen did not identify himself as a Christian but was deeply
influenced by Jesus Christ.® After acknowledging his gratitude to the Christian
missionaries, for “they have brought unto us Christ”, Sen noted India’s
disappointment that the Christ the missionaries brought was a ‘Western Christ.”’
The image of a foreign Christianity subverting Hindu society would, he believed,
only hinder the progress of the true spirituality of Christianity.'® Rather than
bowing to a ‘foreign prophet’, Sen urged India to look to the ‘rising sun in the

East’ in order to “see Christ in the plenitude of his glory and in the fullness and

3 Bede Griffiths, Christ in India, New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1993, p. 54

* Sebastian Kappen, quoted in, K.P Kuruvila, The Word Became Flesh: A Christological
Paradigm for Doing Theology in India, Delhi: ISPCK, 2002, p. 4

> Robert de Nobili, 17" Century Italian Missionary, was a pioneer in ‘adaptation’, seeking to
relate the Christian message to Brahman Hindus through the Vedic texts. See Wayne Teasedayle,
Bede Griffiths: An Introduction to His Interspiritual Thought, Woodstock: Skylight Paths
Publishing, 2003, pp. 21-24

% Father Pierre J ohanns, Jesuit priest and author of To Christ Through the Vedanta, sought to
rebuild the Catholic philosophical system of St. Thomas on Indian grounds by harmonizing the
different schools of Vedantic thought. See, K.P. Aleaz, Christian Thought through the Vedanta,
Delhi: ISPCK, 1996; Sean Doyle, Synthesizing the Vedanta: the Theology of Pierre Johanns,
Doctoral Thesis, University of Edinburgh, 2005

7 Swami Abishaktananda sought to relate the concept of Christian Trinity to the Hindu concept of
Saccidananda, or ‘Being, Consciousness and Bliss.” See Swami Abishaktananda, Hindu-
Christian Meeting Point: The Cave of the Heart, trans. Sara Grant, Bombay: The Institute of
Indian Culture, 1969

8 Keshab Chandra Sen, India Asks-Who is Christ? Calcutta: The Indian Mirror Press, 1879

% Ibid., p. 3

" Ibid.



freshness of his divine life.”!! In the West, Christ had been formulated into
“lifeless dogmas and antiquated symbols”, but the true Christ, for Sen, was
Asiatic, devoid of western appendages.12 When Sen described Jesus as ‘our
Jesus’, he did not deny Christ to the West, but rather claimed the right for India
to know Jesus without the attachment of Western doctrine."

Thus began the quest to inculturate Christianity into the soil of India."* A
range of Indian Christian voices sought to develop a distinctive Indian theology
which would make use of the “remarkably rich diversity of forms and modes of
thought, related...to the main philosophical schools of the surrounding
culture.”’> What emerged was a new trend in theological endeavour, with Indian
theologians, many of whom were high caste converts from Hinduism, attempting
to translate the Christian message through the Hindu Vedantic tradition. The
diversity in theological reflection of Christianity through the Vedantic tradition,
including significant contributions from Brahmabandhab Upadhyay (1861-
1907),'¢ Vengal Chakkarai (1880-1958), Pandipeddi Chenchiah (1886-1959),
and Bishop A.J. Appassamy (1891-1975)," make it evident that there were many
Indian Christian theologies emerging in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.'®
Indeed, Rev. Dr. O.V. Jathanna argues that while members of the Madras
Rethinking Christianity group were held together by a common vision to relate
the Christian message in the Indian context, there was “ample scope for freedom

of thought and expression. It is an example of unity in diversity in theological

" Ibid., p. 4

"2 Ibid. The concept of the Asiatic Christ is taken up further by P.C. Mozoomdar in, The Oriental
Christ. Boston: Geo. H. Ellis, 1883. Indian spiritual influence in the life of Jesus is also addressed
by S. Radhakrishnan in, Eastern Religions and Western Thought. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1939,
ch.5

" Ibid.

4 K.C. Abraham. Liberative Solidarity: Contemporary Perspectives in Missio, Tiruvalla:
Christava Sahitya Samithi, 1996, p. 15.

' Robin Boyd, op. cit., pp. 2-3

'® Julius J. Lipner, Brahmabandhab Upadhyay: The Life and Thought of a Revolutionary. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999; Timothy Tennent, Building Christianity on Indian Foundations:
The Theolgoical Legacy of Brahmabandhab Updadhyay, Delhi: ISPCK, 2000

' Pandipeddi Chenchiah, Rethinking Christianity in India. Madras: A.N. Sudarisanam, 1938;
Vengal Chakkarai, The Cross and Indian Thought, Madras: CLS, 1932.

'® For a discussion on the diverse theological contributions of the Madras Rethinking Group, see
0.V. Jathanna, “The Madras Rethinking Group and its Contributions to the Development of
Indian Christian Theology”, Religion and Society, Vol. 44, No. 3, September, 1997, pp. 74-98



thinking.”"® While there is methodological necessity in locating theologians in
broad categorical terms, there is a danger that these categories become rigidly

defined, failing to reflect the diversity of thought.

1.2. Dalit Theology

Dalit theology has been labelled a ‘counter theology’, challenging
prevalent trends in Indian Christian theology and opposing all elements of Hindu
tradition which had historically denied Dalit humalnity.20 Dalit theology thus
emerged as a counter-theological movement, seeking to construct an
‘authentically Indian Liberation theology’ on behalf of the Dalits.”!

The charge made by first generation Dalit theologians was that a
‘theological hegemony’ had been created by caste Indian theologians seeking to
relate Christianity through religio-philosophical paradigms of Hinduism, thus
reinforcing the status quo of life in India subject to the religio-social construct of
caste:

The cultural and religious traditions of one dominant group of
Christians were gradually elevated to serve as the framework
within which to do Christian theology...from the caste
communities’ point of view, they were given an opportunity to
configure a normative master-narrative that combined together
the heritage of their Hindu ancestors and the Christian story.*

Dalit theologians claimed that theological attempts to relate Christianity to India
through Hindu Advaitic and Vedantic systems had done little more than
accentuate the marginalized experience of the Dalits.> Indian Christian theology,
Arvind P. Nirmal argued, had been developed on behalf of the minority of elite
caste Christians ‘obsessed” with the Brahminic tradition,** thus excluding the

voice of the Dalits who make up an estimated 75% of the 20 million Christian

' Ibid., p. 92. For a constructive account of the diversity in theological deliberation among Indian
Christian theologians, see Robin Boyd, An Introduction to Indian Christian Theology, ond
Edition, Delhi: ISPCK, 2002

% Arvind P. Nirmal, “Towards a Christian Dalit Theology”, Nirmal, ed. Heuristic Explorations,
Madras: CLS, 1990, p. 144

*! MLE. Prabhakar “The Search for a Dalit Theology”, in James Massey, ed. Indigenous People:
Dalit Issues in Today’s Theological Debate, Delhi: ISPCK, 1994, p. 213

** Sathianathan Clarke, Dalits and Christianity: Subaltern Religion and Liberation Theology in
India, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999, p. 42

3 Ibid., p. 27

2% Arvind P. Nirmal, op. cit., p.141



population in India.” Dalit theologians argued that cosmological and
metaphysical reflection offered little justice to the socio-political and economic
plight of Dalits, those defined by the caste system as ‘outcaste’ and
‘untouchable’.*

The emergence of Dalit theology thus represents a dramatic shift in
theological discourse within the Indian context, described by Nirmal as a shift
from ‘propositions to people’:

In the past we understood theological truths as a series of
propositions which had to be logical, consistent, coherent and
‘systematic’. In liberation theologies, however, we moved
away from the propositional character of classical theologies
and became more concerned with people in their life-life with
all its absurdity, illogicality, inconsistency, incoherence and
unsystematicness.”’

Here Nirmal is critical of Western patterns of theology, as well as of Indian
Christian theology which sought to translate theological propositions through the
philosophical streams of the Hindu tradition. Nirmal criticised confessional
theological claims that fixed doctrinal formulation of the Gospel simply had to be
‘interpreted’ or ‘translated’ into the Indian context, believing that the task of
theology is to ‘re-search’ all doctrinal formulations in the context of
contemporary reality.”® He argued:

We should speak not only in terms of the new Gospel but also
in terms of the newness of the Gospel. The Gospel becomes
and happens. It did not just happen once upon a time. It is these
new Gospel-happenings that need to be theologized.
Theological formulations of these new Gospel happenings
should critically examine the older formulations and if
necessary, discard them.”

» Lancy Lobo, “Dalit Religious Movements and Dalit Identity”, in Walter Fernandes ed. The
Emerging Dalit Identity: The Re-Assertion of the Subalterns, New Delhi: Indian Social Institute,
1996, p. 170
*% Sathianathan Clarke, op. cit., p. 33
7 Arvind Nirmal, “Doing Theology from a Dalit Perspective”, in Nirmal, ed. A Reader in Dalit
Theology, Madras: Gurukul Lutheran Theological College and Research Institute, 1991, p. 140
¥ Arvind Nirmal, “Theological Research: Its Implications for the Nature and Scope of the
;l;heological Task in India”, Heuristic Explorations, p. 25

Ibid.



The Gospel is not, therefore, a once for all occurrence. There is a ‘newness’ to
the Gospel, with God dynamically present in the struggles, aspirations and hopes
of the people.3 0

K.C. Abraham argues: “Theology is not a systematic explication of
timeless truths nor is it a matter of laying a pre-fabricated system of ideas to a
situation. It is a reflection on the articulation of the faith experience of people in

31 The heuristic tools for this articulation of faith are the

a given context.
empirical realities of the people, using metaphors, language, values, and
experiences as the datum for theologising.’> As a theology from ‘below’, Dalit
theology endeavours to be relevant for the Dalit people based on the reality of
their daily existence, concerned with empowering the people in their struggle for
liberation from human indignity, inequality and oppression.3 3

The quest to inculturate the Christian message through the theological
lens of the Hindu tradition was natural for Indian theologians familiar with
aspects of that tradition. Dalits, however, sought to theologise not through the
lens of the Hindu tradition, but rather through their experience of suffering as
‘outcastes’. Dalit Christians were concerned with questions emerging from their
degraded status in society, such as “how to earn their daily bread, how to
overcome their life situation of oppression, poverty, suffering, injustice,

illiteracy, and denial of identity.”**

The experience of suffering, Nirmal argues,
marks a significant epistemological shift in the Dalit approach to theology. While
affirming praxis as a basis for knowledge, Nirmal notes that pathos is the
epistemological starting point for Dalits, prior to any theory or praxis related to

the struggle for liberation.? It is through such pathos that the sufferer comes to

% Franklyn J. Balasundaram, “The Contribution of A.P. Nirmal to Theology and Especially to
Dalit Theology”, Religion and Society, Vol. 45, No. 3, 1998, p. 87

' K.C. Abraham, “Third World Theology: Paradigm Shift and Emerging Concerns”, M.P.
Joseph, ed. Confronting Life: Theology out of Context, Delhi: ISPCK, 1995, p. 207

*2 Franklyn J. Balasundaram, op. cit., p. 85

* Arvind Nirmal, ed. A Reader in Dalit Theology, p. 140

* James Massey, ed. Indigenous People: Dalit Issues in Today’s Theological Debate, p. 153

¥ Arvind P. Nirmal, “Doing Theology from a Dalit Perspective”, Nirmal, ed. A Reader in Dalit
Theology, Chennai: Gurukul Lutheran Theological College and Research Institute, 1991, p. 141;
For a discussion on the epistemological break in theology, see, Per Frostin, “The Hermeneutics of
the Poor — The Epistemological ‘Break’ in Third World Theologies”, Studia Theologica, Vol. 39,
1985, pp. 127-150



know God and to know that God participates in human pain, as characterized by
the passion of Jesus and his crucifixion.”

Dalit theological questions would essentially relate to who Christ was in
the midst of their struggle for human equality, dignity, and liberation from socio-
economic oppression. In other words, Dalits were keen to know whether the
redemptive message of Christ had any significance for them in the worldly
realm. Liberation thus became a central paradigm for Dalit theologians, raising
essential issues of socio-economic justice into the heart of theological reflection
and praxis. K.C. Abraham writes: “The primary objective of theological
reflection...is to help people in their struggle for justice and freedom. It is not
enough to understand and interpret God’s act, that is, to give reason for their
faith, but also to help change their situation in accordance with the utopia of the

vision of the gospel.”’

1.3. Methodological Exclusivism

During his pioneering speech at United Theological College, Bangalore
1981, Arvind Nirmal called upon Dalits to shun their ‘theological passivity’ in
order to confront previous Indian theologies that had failed to bring the liberation
motif into the theological realm.™ In order to protect Dalit theology from being
submerged by hegemonic theologies from outside, Nirmal demanded a
‘methodological exclusivism’ be adopted by Dalit theologians:

This exclusivism is necessary because the tendency of all
dominant traditions — cultural or theological — is to
accommodate, include, assimilate and finally conquer others.
Counter theologies or people’s theologies therefore, need to be
on their guard and need to shut off the influences of the
dominant theological tradition.*

Thus the Dalit Christian theological movement was born, a theology “of the

Dalits, by the Dalits, for the Dalits.”* The Dalit voice needed adequate

% A. P. Nirmal, A Reader in Dalit Theology, p. 141

7 K.C. Abraham, “Third World Theology: Paradigm Shift and Emerging Concerns”, M.P.
Joseph, ed. Confronting Life; Theology out of Context, pp. 207-8

% Sathianathan Clarke, op. cit., p. 45

% Arvind P. Nirmal, ed. Heuristic Explorations, p. 144

“M.E. Prabhakar, “Towards a Christian Dalit Theology”, James Massey, ed. Indigenous People:
Dalit Issues in Today’s Theological Debate, p. 210



theological space in order to effectively articulate the daily realities of pain-
pathos experience.*! This methodological approach has been prevalent among
first generation Dalit theologians, including Bishop Azariah and Bishop
Devasahayam. It is a methodology which essentially polarises Dalit theology
from Indian Christian theology in order to construct a counter theological
movement specifically related to the concerns of Dalits.

Over the last twenty five years Dalit theology has become a significant
theological trend within the Indian context. Yet there have also been concerns
that a methodological exclusivism leads to a position of theological isolation.
K.P. Kuruvila quotes African American theologian, James Cone, reflecting on
his own experience of Black Theology:

Any time a theology only speaks to its own racial or historical
or class oriented group — only to its people, then it gets locked
down in its own concerns and thus becomes much more open to
ideology rather than to theology. The way that you move out of
that ideological determination is always to engage and know
that you speak to people beyond particularity to learn from
them and also teach them.**

Dyanchand Carr refutes the criticism that methodological exclusivism
leads to theological exclusivity which creates divisions and polarisations within

the Christian community.* Carr argues:

Christians bound by traditional attitudes and those Christians
who stand to benefit by those attitudes, are voicing a false
concern. They warn us that Dalit Theology will endanger the
unity of the church, that it will foster division and polarisation.
They refuse to recognise that through their supposed concern to
preserve a non-existing Christian unity they advocate the
worship of a god who endorses domination.**

Carr makes a significant observation. Dalit theology emerged to challenge the
exclusivity already prevalent within Indian Christian theology. The argument that
Dalit theology may disrupt a ‘non-existing Christian unity’ is thus critically

challenged. Yet despite Carr’s observation, the caution against methodological

exclusivism must not be dismissed so easily. Stanley Samartha, while

*! Arvind. P. Nirmal, A Reader in Dalit Theology, p. 142

** K.P. Kuruvila, op. cit., p. 197-8

* Dyanchand Carr, “A Biblical Basis for Dalit Theology”, James Massey, ed. Indigenous People:
Dalits: Dalit Issues in Today’s Theological Debate, p. 231

“ Ibid., p. 235



acknowledging the need for Christologies that respond to the needs of India,
writes:

There is not much point in seeking to free ourselves from

bondage to the West only to be bound to Asian or African or

Latin American Christologies. For Indian Christian

theologians, for example, to reject violently ‘Brahmanical

Christology’ only to be enmeshed in ‘Dalit Christology’ or

‘People’s Theology’ or ‘Liberation Theology’...is to exchange

one bondage for another.*
In this thesis the methodology of first generation theologians will be critically
examined. It is argued that while such a methodology strengthens Dalit theology
in political and strategic terms, it raises critical theological concerns, as
expressed by second generation Dalit theologians.

It is important to note that A.P. Nirmal did not interpret methodological
exclusivism to mean theological exclusivism. Nirmal notes that Indian Christian
theology should not be looked upon as a “separatist movement which has
completely cut itself off from the rest of the theological world”, but rather be
viewed as “continuous with and in dialogue with other theologies in the Christian
world.”*® Consistent with his own theological methodology which sought to ‘re-
search’ theology in light of the contemporary context, Nirmal advocates
theological exploration in order to enrich the character of Christian theology as a
whole.”” A position of methodological exclusivism which encourages and
nurtures the Dalit theological voice does not therefore preclude theological
reflections developed outside the Dalit community. In this light I agree with
James Massey, who suggests that Dalit theology is to be viewed not in absolute
terms as a counter theology, but rather as a theological expression written by
Dalits who are subjects of their own history.48 Massey suggests that other
theologies, including traditional Indian Christian theology, were not intentionally

formulated to deal with the Dalit experience and therefore offer theology from a

different contextual reality. Thus he argues that Dalit theology cannot rightly be

#'S.J. Samartha, One Christ — Many Religions: Towards a Revised Christology. New York: Orbis
Books, 1991, p. 94

% Arvind P. Nirmal, ed. Heuristic Explorations, p. 26

* Ibid.

* James Massey, Downtrodden: The Struggle of India’s Dalits for Identity, Solidarity and
Liberation, Geneva: WCC Publications, 1997, pp. 76-78



called a counter theology but rather a contextual theology.*’ By understanding
Dalit theology as a contextual theology, or more precisely as a range of diverse
Christian theologies within the Dalit population, the door is open for diverse
theological reflection within the wider realm of theological discourse in India.
This is a significant point for this research, allowing for a critical engagement
between Dalit theologians and the theology of M.M. Thomas. Such a critical
dialogical relationship does not seek to discount points of tension and essential
countering of traditionally held perspectives, but rather seeks to enrich
theological creativity and perspective in light of the dynamic nature of

theological enquiry within a given context.

1.4. M.M. Thomas: Quest for a ‘living theology’

Following an evangelical experience as a student in Trivandrum, Kerala
(1931-2), M.M. Thomas became a devoted follower of Jesus Christ.>° Through
the Mar Thoma Youth Union and the Student Christian Movement Thomas
became involved in evangelical and social service activities among students and
neighbourhood villagers of different faith.”' Participating in evangelistic
activities with the Mar Thoma Church in North Travancore, he experienced a
“slow awakening to the social implications of the Gospel.”52 Indeed, Thomas
later rebuked himself for participating in these evangelistic tours, which “made
Christianity a ‘duping drug’ by preaching only the salvation of souls without
touching the pitiable living conditions™ of the people they encountered.” Thus
began a journey in which Thomas would struggle to come to grips with faith in
the midst of the rapidly changing Indian context.>*

This was a significant shift in Thomas’s theological journey, prompting new

questions of the relation between theology, anthropology and ideology in the

* Ibid.

%% This was an experience of Christ as the ‘bearer of Divine forgiveness’. See, M.M. Thomas,
“Faith Seeking Understanding and Responsibility”, Unpublished autobiographical manuscript,
UTC Archives, Bangalore,1972, p. 1

1T, Jacob Thomas, op. cit., p. 29

2 M.M. Thomas, op. cit., p. 5

3T, Jacob Thomas, op. cit., p. 30

*M.M. Thomas, quoted in T. Jacob Thomas, ibid., p. 40
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quest to develop a living theology in a rapidly changing Indian context.” Within
this search Thomas was concerned primarily with the relation between the gospel
of salvation in Christ and the human search for humanity:

The crucial question raised in the theology of mission ...is that
of the relation between the gospel of salvation and the struggles
of men everywhere for their humanity, constituting as this does
the contemporary context of the world in which the gospel has
to be communicated. The question, in other words, is that of the
relation between Mission and Humanisation.”

The revolutionary ‘self-awakening’ of the poor and the oppressed worldwide
for their social liberation and humanity essentially shaped M.M. Thomas’s
theological enquiry.”’ This quest for fullness of humanity he considered
particularly relevant to the Indian context:

Is this concern for the humanum relevant for the Indian
Church? Most certainly, yes. Because the new India is involved
in the task of removing the subhuman condition of living of
traditional solidarities of religion, caste and class, joint family
and village, and of building a new pattern of society and state
which will be sensitive to the fundamental rights of man as a
human person and to the fundamental demand that any human
community should be both just and productive. That is, India is
engaged in all spheres of life with the task of humanisation of
the structures of collective existence, and with helping every
man realize his personhood in society.”

The ‘human’ question Thomas considered a fundamental concern not only for
Christianity but for other religions and secular ideologies in the modern era. For
Thomas, the common concern for humanisation, as opposed to a common
religiosity, provided the most effective basis for spiritually penetrating inter-
religious and ‘quasi-religious’ ideological discourse.”” He writes:

It is argued that a meeting of world faiths can never be at the
deepest dimensions of spiritual reality, because it takes place
on the level of man and his problems, and not on that of his

S M.M. Thomas, The Acknowledged Christ of the Indian Renaissance, London: SCM Press,
1969p. i

°® M.M. Thomas, Salvation and Humanisation: Some Crucial Issues of the Theology of Mission
in Contemporary India, Madras: CLS, 1971p. 2

T MLM. Thomas, “The Open Church”, National Christian Council Review, Vol. XCV, No. 9,
September, 1975, pp. 418-419

¥ M.M. Thomas, “The Significance of the Ecumenical Study on the Humanum for the Church in
India”, National Christian Council Review, Vol. XC, No. 11, November, 1970, pp. 451-452

¥ M.M. Thomas, Man and the Universe of Faiths, Bangalore: CISRS & Madras: CLS, 1975, p.
vi & xi.
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God-consciousness...But the fact is that there is an integral

relationship between the anthropological and theological

concerns which makes it impossible to deal with the structure

and direction of the self-transcendence of man without dealing

in some for with the transcendent reality of ‘God’, even if it is

only to deny its truth or its relevance.®

The renaissance of Hinduism in India and the emergence of secular
ideologies in the context of modern India further shaped Thomas’s theological
quest for a dynamic, living theology relevant to India’s quest for a new society
built upon the goals of humanisation and justice.®' Heilke Wolters correctly
observes that ideological reflection became an essential component of Thomas’s
theology, concerned with essential questions of justice and power in modern
India.®® Indeed, it was precisely within this quest that Thomas believed the
Christian message to be relevant, leading him to urge Indian Christians to
“involve themselves with others in creating and promoting ideologies which are
informed by Christian insights and which can help the people in their struggle for
justice, without giving up the transcendence of Faith over any ideology.”®
M.M. Thomas’s theology sought to take seriously the context in which the

kerygma of the Gospel could be made more intelligible between the ‘cutting
edge’ of the Word and the world,* between the Gospel of Christ and concrete
life situations.®® ‘Living theology’ he considered necessarily situational: “The
truth is that theology is always the explication of the truth of the contemporary
encounter between the Gospel and the situation. Therefore living theology is

always in the situation, and cannot be abstracted from it.”% Elsewhere he writes,

“living theology is the manner in which a Church confesses its faith and

 Ibid., p. xi

' M.M. Thomas, “The Open Church”, National Christian Council Review, Vol. XCV, No. 9,
September, 1975, pp. 418-9

82 Heilke T. Wolters, Theology of Prophetic Participation: M.M. Thomas’s Concept of Salvation
and the Collective Struggle for Fuller Humanity in India, Delhi: ISPCK, 1996, p. 10; M.M.
Thomas, “Dialogue Among Religions and Ideologies on a Post-Modern Humanism”, Andreas
Nehring, Prejudice: Issues in Third World Theologies, Madras: Gurukul Lutheran Theological
College and Research Institute, 1996, p. 328

% M.M. Thomas, Religion and the Revolt of the Oppressed, Delhi: ISPCK, 1981, pp. 52-53
 M.M. Thomas, “The Clergy and the Laity in the Wholeness of the Church “, Student World, 4"
Quarter, 1950, p. 323

% M.M. Thomas, Religion and the Revolt of the Oppressed, p. 56

% M.M. Thomas, The Acknowledged Christ of the Indian Renaissance, p. 298; See also, M.M.
Thomas, “Universalism and the Unchanging Core of the Christian Dogma”, Religion and Society,
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establishes its historical existence in dialogue with its own environment.”®’

Significantly, this definition is accepted by Dalit theologian James Massey."®
Certainly the quest of Dalit theologians has been to understand the Gospel of
Christ in direct relation to their specific existential context. Indeed Dalit theology
emerged to challenge both the Indian Church and Indian Christian theology
which afforded little attention to the injustices and cruelties experienced by the
Dalits.”

M.M. Thomas saw in the dynamic interaction of theology with anthropology
and ideology great creative theological possibility. Theology relates not only to a
static conviction of faith, but rather to a faith “seeking rational understanding of

the truth and meaning of its commitment.””

This search is ongoing, demanding a
willingness to critically examine the contemporary situation so that a “renewed
commitment of faith and a correction of its expressions are continually made
possible.””! Thus theology becomes the servant of the community of faith and
allows this community to renew itself in light of the contemporary situation.
Thomas recognizes that his position is fraught with danger but also with creative
theological possibility, encouraging Christian theology to ‘risk Christ for Christ’s
sake’.”” Here the position of Thomas resonates with Nirmal’s call to re-search
past theological formulations in light of the present, allowing Dalit Christians to
speak about the ‘newness of the Gospel” within the contemporary existential
context.”

Rev. Dr. Joseph Muthuraj emphasised that in its very essence, Dalit theology
is a ‘people’s theology.””* Significantly, Thomas’s living theology refers not
primarily to the clergy or theological academics but essentially to the laity, those
who live in the midst of the world. While not seeking to undermine the role of

the clergy, whom he regards as the servants of Christ to the lay congregants,

7 Robin Boyd, op. cit., Foreword.

8 James Massey, Introducing Dalit Theology, New Delhi: Centre for Dalit Studies, 2004, p. 8
% Dr. K. Rajaratnam, “The Indian Christian Church and the Dalit Liberation: A New Agenda for
the Church in India”, Gurukul Journal of Theological Studies, Chennai: Gurukul Lutheran
Theological College and Research Institute, Vol. XI, No. 1&2, 2001, p. 3

" M.M. Thomas, The Acknowledged Christ of the Indian Renaissance, p. 289

" Ibid., p. 290

"> M.M. Thomas, Risking Christ for Christ’s Sake: Towards an Ecumenical Theology of
Pluralism, Geneva: World Council of Churches Publications, 1987

73 Arvind P. Nirmal, ed. Heuristic Explorations, Madras: CLS, 1990, pp. 25-26

™ Rev. Dr. Muthuraj made this comment during an initial presentation of this thesis abstract,
UTC, Bangalore, January, 2005.
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Thomas observes that “the relevance of the professional ordained ministry is its
relevance to the lay vocation.””” Here Thomas emphasises a living theology for
the people taking place beyond the walls of the Church amidst the context of
every day life in all its diversity. The laity is “called to make decisions in
obedience or disobedience to the Word of God dynamically operative in the
economic, political and social orders of historical living.””®

The seeds of theological resonance between M.M. Thomas and Dalit
theologians become quickly apparent. The search for a living theology which
encourages the people to participate as subjects of theological reflection and
action within the existential realities of the world, and a concern to relate
theology to anthropology and ideology in the pursuit of humanisation, liberation

and justice, highlights key points of theological resonance which warrant further

investigation.

1.5. Thesis Core

M.M. Thomas is classified by Dalit theologians as a caste Indian
Christian theologian, and thus irrelevant for Dalit theology. Arvind P. Nirmal
labelled Thomas as an exponent of Hindu karma marga,”’ effectively
categorising him as a theological foe rather than ally of Dalit theology. Bishop
Azariah describes Thomas as a ‘Bramhminical theologian” who excluded Dalits
from his theological reflections on the process of humanisation.”® Bishop
Devasahayam argues that Indian Christian theologians, including M.M. Thomas,
offered little more than ‘demonologies’ for failing to name caste as the original
sin in India.”

Certainly M.M. Thomas was not Dalit, and thus did not and could not
reflect theologically from a Dalit perspective. Neither did he set about to write a

theology specifically related to the Dalit context or experience. Indeed Dalit

” M.M. Thomas, “The Clergy and the Laity in the Wholeness of the Church”, in M.M. Thomas,
Towards a Theology of Contemporary Ecumenism, Madras: CLS, 1978, pp. 23 & 24

" Ibid., p. 25

" Arvind Nirmal, ed Heuristic Explorations, pp. 139-140. karma marga, or ‘path of action’
within the Hindu tradition. See, Sarvepalli Radakrishnan & Charles A. Moore, Ed. A Sourcebook
in Indian Philosophy, Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1989, pp. 143-145.

78 Interview, Bishop Azariah, Gurukul Lutheran Theological College, Chennai, 19" November,
2005.

7 Interview, Bishop Devasahayam, CSI Diocesan Office, Chennai, 21% November, 2005.
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theology as a named movement emerged in the twilight of Thomas’s life. If we
accept Nirmal’s position that the epistemological starting point for Dalit
theological reflection is that of pain-pathos experience, then certainly M.M.
Thomas’s theology cannot simply be transposed into the Dalit theological
context. Certainly the attempt to force, as it were, a square peg into a round hole
will prove fruitless.

As noted above, the emergence of Dalit theology in the 1980s marked the
beginnings of a diachronic movement which sought to establish an authentic
theology of liberation, focussing on key issues of human identity and dignity,
justice and humanisation of oppressed Dalits. Despite the call for ‘radical
discontinuity’ with Indian Christian theology, however, this thesis argues that
M.M. Thomas contributed significant theological signposts for the emergence of
Dalit theology.™

M.M. Thomas has been described by Dr. Abraham Stephen as an ‘Asian
liberation theologian’, a theologian deeply concerned with the struggles of the
suffering Asian people.®' Indeed, Thomas’s attempts to articulate the integral
relation between salvation and humanisation demonstrate a deep theological
concern for human equality, dignity, justice and the liberation of the oppressed.
In the midst of a rapidly changing religio-secular context, Thomas sought to
make theology relevant to the vision of a transformed Indian society, concerned
with the struggle of the poor and oppressed for justice, dignity, and the power to
participate in the decision making structures of India. His interpretation of the
life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ within the broader framework of
creation-fall-redemption-consummation, allowed Thomas to envision a new
Indian society centred on the Cross as the divine forgiveness of sin. The
paradigm of New Humanity in Christ would be the foundation for a creative
vision of transformed society, transcending divisive communal identity and
structures, allowing the people to live in freedom, dignity, and responsibility as
persons-in-community. Locating M.M. Thomas as a liberation theologian

opposed to caste communalism, class injustice and human indignity, and as a

%0 The initial stirrings of this thesis were articulated in my work entitled “M.M. Thomas:
Theological Signposts for the Emergence of Dalit Theology”, in Godwin Shiri, ed.
Contextualisation: A Re-reading of M.M. Thomas, Bangalore: CSS & CISRS, pp. 42-76

81 Abraham Stephen, Christ in the Cultural Context: An Exploration of Dr. M.M. Thomas's
Theology of Religions. Bangalore Theological Forum, Vol. XXXVI, No. 2, 2004, p. 38
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man searching for a dynamic theological foundation adequate to the quest for a
full, liberating and just Indian society, it is argued that his theological
contribution was significant for the emergence of Dalit theology, and remains

relevant for present day Dalit theological discourse.

1.6. Definition of terms

Dalit: Various terms were introduced by the British to categorise the Dalits of
India, including the ‘Depressed Classes’ and later ‘Scheduled Castes’, a term
which remains definitive for Dalits in determining legibility for Government
reservation benefits through the Constitutional (Scheduled Castes) Order.*? Other
titles, imposed from within India, include untouchables, harijans,83 paﬁcamas,84
and avarnas.® Rejecting these terms, intellectual ‘outcaste’ Indians appropriated
the term ‘Dalit’ as an expression of self-identity.* The etymology of the term
can be traced to the Sanskrit root dal, meaning ‘downtrodden’, ‘crushed’,
‘destroyed’.87 Today the term is used by Dalits to assert a common identity with
those who have historically suffered under the religious and social norms of

India.®® Initially coined in the nineteenth century by Marathi social reformer,

Mahatma Jyotirao Phule, the term Dalit was adopted in the 1970s by the Dalit

%2 This is particularly significant for Dalit Christians, who are excluded from the Scheduled Caste
list. James Massey, “Dalits: Historical Roots”, ed. Indigenous People: Dalit Issues in Today’s
Theological Debate, pp. 35-39

% Harijan = “People of God” was the popular term given to the Dalits by Mahatma Gandhi. It
was originally used as a term of abuse by Narsi Mehta in the 1920s to describe the offspring of
the system of temple prostitution. Within the Hindu Devadasi system, notes M.C. Raj: “Since the
Dalit children are born out of the sexual act that takes place in the temple and since they do not
know to which caste they belong and since they do not have a caste they must be called the
children of god, Hari Jan, Harijan.” M.C. & Jyothi Raj, Dalitology: The Book of The Dalit
People, Tumkur: Ambedkar Resource Centre, 2001

¥ paficamas = Fifth Caste/Colour’. See Lancy Lobo, “Dalit Religious Movements and Dalit
Identity”, in Walter Fernandes ed. The Emerging Dalit Identity: The Re-Assertion of the
Subalterns, New Delhi: Indian Social Institute, 1996, p. 167

% avarnas = outside the varnas.

% Samuel Jayakumar argues that the term is another ‘imposed identity’ from elite intellectuals,
and thus rejected by the poor and oppressed in many parts of the country. See Jayakumar, Dalit
Consciousness and Christian Conversion: Historical Resources for a Contemporary Debate,
Delhi: ISPCK, 1999, p. 15

%7 James Massey, Downtrodden: The Struggle of India’s Dalits for Identity, Solidarity and
Liberation, Geneva: WCC Publications, 1997, p. 11

% Ibid., p. 11
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Panther Movement in Maharashtra, and is today widely accepted by Dalit
theologians.®

The Dalit Freedom Network estimates that there are 250 million Dalits in
India today.” Although there is no definitive consensus among Dalit theologians
as to who constitutes ‘Dalit’, invariably the term is used in reference to the
Scheduled Castes. Samuel Jayakumar writes:

Though most Dalit liberation theologians restrict their use of

the term to Scheduled Castes, a few leaders of the Dalit

movement say that the term Dalit is comprehensive and

includes all oppressed peoples except the upper-caste Hindus.

But the word is not widely used to refer to all the poor and the

oppressed. It usually refers to one particular group of castes,

the SCs, that is those castes admitted to the special schedule by

the government of India.”’
The question of Dalit identity is central to the Dalit theological movement, and
thus a source of continued debate. Jayakumar further notes that the disagreement
over who is included in the category ‘Dalit’ leads to inevitable difficulties in
bringing all Dalits under ‘one umbrella for a united struggle’ %2 This becomes
problematic, as will become apparent in this thesis, when boundaries are marked

to include as well as exclude people from the Dalit community.”

Dalit theology: The term ‘Dalit theology’ is used in this thesis to refer
specifically to Dalit Christian theology, in line with common usage among Dalit
theologians. While it is misleading to suggest that there is a single Dalit
theology, the singular term is used to reflect the Dalit theological quest to
maintain a common identity among all Dalits. Discussing Dalit religion,
Sathianathan Clarke acknowledges the need to use singular terminology despite
the fact that Dalit religion has many context-specific variations.”* He notes: “I

opt for the singular mainly to reflect the history of solidarity that is emerging

% James Massey, ed. Indigenous People: Dalit Issues in Today’s Theological Debate, p. 6.

% See, http://www.dalitnetwork.org/. See also, Mary Grey, The Unheard Scream: The Struggles
of Dalit Women in India, New Delhi: Centre for Dalit/Subaltern Studies (Theology), 2004, p. 5

°! Samuel Jayakumar, Dalit Consciousness and Christian Conversion: Historical Resources for a
Contemporary Debate, pp. 12-13

2 Ibid., p. 14

% Ibid.

% Sathianathan Clarke, “Dalit Religion as a Resourceful Symbolic Domain: A Critical Review of
Theories of Religions and a Constructive Proposition to Glean the Richness of Dalit
Subjectivity”, Religion and Society; Dalit Concerns, Vol. 49, Nos. 2&3, 2004, op. cit., p. 32
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from among Dalit communities. In the end, Dalit scholarship finds strategic
rather than essential reasons to project a common identity for the differing
strands of Dalit communities in India.”” Opting for the singular to maintain
Dalit solidarity thus has a strategic significance in the quest for liberation from
‘dalitness’. Yet the significance is not merely strategic but also theological. In
developing a Dalit theology, Dalit Christians seek a theological and
Christological paradigm which does not sever but rather embraces unity with
Dalits of other religious or secular identity. Dalit identity therefore becomes a
key term of reference for theological praxis, reflection and discourse. Aware of
this position, Dr. John Mohan Razu proclaims the need for Dalit theologians to
move beyond the narrow and exclusive confines of ‘Dalit Christian’ in order to
theologise in reference to Dalit commonalities.”® The term Dalit theology is used

to reflect this concern.

1.7. Previous Research

The theology of M.M. Thomas has generated widespread interest, as
evidenced by the array of scholarly publications and theses devoted to Thomas’s
thought. The Rev. Dr. T.M. Philip, author of The Encounter Between Theology
and Ideology: An Exploration into the Communicative Theology of M.M.
Thomas, examines Thomas’s theological anthropology and the encounter with
secular ideologies emerging in India. This work identifies three major shifts in
Thomas’s theology, namely the ‘Liberal Phase’, the ‘Neo-Orthodox’ phase and a
‘Post-Kraemer’ phase, helpful in identifying both the continuity and evolution of
Thomas’s thought.”” T. Jacob Thomas’s work, Ethics of a World Community:
Contribution of M.M. Thomas, examines the theological ethics of M.M. Thomas
in the context of renascent religious and secular ideological shifts in India. This
study investigates the theological concept of Koinonia-in-Christ as a basis for
Indian society. Heilke T. Wolters offers an extensive chronological study of

Thomas’s theology in his book, Theology of Prophetic Participation: M.M.

% Ibid.

% John Mohan Razu, “Dalit Theology”, in James Massey & Fr. S. Lourduswamy, A Theology
from Dalit Perspective, New Delhi: Centre of Dalit Studies, 2001, p. 36

7T M. Philip, “The Encounter Between Theology and Ideology: An Exploration into the
Communicative Theology of M.M. Thomas”, Madras: CLS, 1986
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Thomas’s Concept of Salvation and the Collective Struggle for Fuller Humanity
in India.”® These works offer significant insight into M.M. Thomas’s theological
reflections, providing essential resources for understanding his theology.

Yet Thomas’s theology has not been studied in relation to Dalit theology,
a movement established to lay theological foundations for the Dalit quest for
liberation, equality, dignity and justice in the midst of the caste-class-power
nexus of India. K.P. Kuruvila’s important doctoral study, The Word Became
Flesh: A Christological Paradigm for Doing Theology in India, provides a
theological overview of the concept of Christian ‘inculturation’ and ‘liberation’
in India, including the theology of M.M. Thomas and Dalit theology.”
Identifying Thomas as a theologian of karma marga, however, emphasises the
distinction Kuruvila makes between Thomas and the Dalit theological
movement. This study attempts to go further than Kuruvila, arguing that
Thomas’s theology, while essentially distinct from Dalit theology, contributed
significant theological signposts for the emergence and development of Dalit
theology. Thus it brings Thomas’s theology into critical discourse with first and
second generation Dalit theologians in a bid to assess the significance of
Thomas’s thought within the diachronic movement of Dalit theology.

The writings of M.M. Thomas are both prolific and diverse. In a doctoral
thesis relating to the theology of M.M. Thomas presented by Sunand Sumithra,
Thomas notes that “Sumithra has attempted an almost impossible job - to
systemise an unsystematic body of writings”.'® Recognizing the peril in such a
task, it is not my attempt to systematize Thomas’s writings, but rather to identify
significant theological elements in his work which can be acknowledged as
contributing to the emergence of Dalit theology. It is argued that M.M. Thomas’s
quest for a living theology relevant to the context of the Indian people within
their specific life situation provided a new space for theological enquiry,

demanding new theological analysis and new questions to be asked within the

% Heilke T. Wolters, Theology of Prophetic Participation: M.M. Thomas’s Concept of Salvation
and the Collective Struggle for Fuller Humanity in India, Delhi: ISPCK, 1996

% Kuruvila, K.P. The Word Became Flesh: A Christological Paradigm for Doing Theology in
India, Delhi: ISPCK, 2002

'% Handwritten comments made by M.M. Thomas in the dissertation of Sumithra. Stanley
Sumithra, “Theology of Mission in Indian Context; A Study of Madathilaparamil Mammen
Thomas”, Doctoral Thesis submitted to Eberhard Karls University, Tubingen, 1981. UTC
Archives, Bangalore.
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caste-class-power nexus of a changing Indian context. Such a shift in theological
enquiry paved the way for the oppressed voices to emerge and demand a voice in
the theological realm.

It is in the spirit of ‘enriching theological creativity’, noted above, that a
study of M.M. Thomas’s significance for emerging Dalit theology is undertaken.
While it is clear that M.M. Thomas did not write a theology for Dalits, the
theological signposts he laid for the emerging Dalit theology are certainly worthy

of investigation.

1.8. Research Questions

The research questions assist in substantiating the thesis that M.M. Thomas
contributed significant theological signposts for the emergence and development
of Dalit theology. The following questions will be addressed during the course of

this research:

¢ s a dichotomous methodology, which sets Dalit theology against Indian
Christian theology, adequate for locating the theology of M.M. Thomas?

e Liberation from dehumanisation, existential pathos, injustice and
indignity are primary theological goals of Dalit theology. How may M.M.
Thomas’s theology of New Humanity in Christ, set within the broader
paradigm of Creation-Fall-Redemption-Consummation, be considered
relevant to the Dalit theological quest?

e Dalit theologians seeks to maintain an essential link between Christian
and non-Christian Dalits in the quest for Dalit liberation. How are M.M.
Thomas’s reflections of koinonia-in-Christ amidst the pluralistic religio-
secular context relevant for emerging Dalit theology?

* How do Bisop Azariah and Bishop Devasahayam, as first generation
Dalit theologians, assess the theological contribution of M.M. Thomas?

e C(ritically evaluating the diachronic movement of Dalit theology, how do

second generation Dalit theologians assess the theological contribution of
M.M. Thomas as relevant for Dalit theological discourse today?
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1.9. Methodology

The methodology adopted for this thesis incorporates three component
phases:
A) The first phase involves a close textual study of M.M. Thomas’s theology
from both published and unpublished books, articles and sermons written by
Thomas. Primary sources were gathered during a five month research visit to
South India, collected from a variety of locations, including United Theological
College library archives, Bangalore; Gurukul Lutheran Theological College and
Research Centre, Chennai; and Pennamma Bhavanan, former residence of M.M.
Thomas, Tiruvalla. Further archive material was obtained through a close
confidant of Thomas, Dr. Jesudas Athyal, Professor at Gurukul Lutheran
Theological College. Primary source material was also obtained from New

College library and CSCNWW Andrew Walls library, University of Edinburgh.

B) The second phase critically assesses the theological contribution of M.M.
Thomas through the eyes of two first generation Dalit theologians, former Bishop
of the CSI Madras Diocese, Masilamani Azalrialh,lo1 and current Bishop
Vedanayagam Devalsalhalyalm.102 This phase of the thesis involved textual
research and personal interview technique. The decision to include Bishop
Azariah and Bishop Devasahayam was made in discussion with Principle Rev.
Dr. O.V. Jathanna, Dr. J. Mohan Razu, Rev. Dr. K. Sebastian and Rev. Dr.
Muthuraj of United Theological College, Bangalore, as well as Professor Duncan
Forrester and Dr. Elizabeth. Koepping, University of Edinburgh. Four main
factors determined this decision. 1) George Oommen lists both theologians as
‘prominent persons’ within the early movement of Dalit theology in the 1980s,

thus locating Azariah and Devasahayam as key representatives of emerging Dalit

' Bishop M. Azariah served as Bishop of the Chennai Diocese of the Church of South India
from 1990-2000. He has served as the General Secretary of the Synod of the CSI, and contributed
widely to Dalit theological discourse.

192 V. Devasahayam has been serving as Bishop of the Chennai Diocese of the Church of South
India since 2000. Prior to his appointment as Bishop, V. Devasahayam was Professor of
Systematic Theology and Head of Dalit Theology at the Gurukul Lutheran Theological College,
Chennai. He was the Convener of the Gurukul Summer Institute in 1996, and both contributor
and editor of the subsequent work Frontiers of Dalit Theology. He has been a significant
contributor to the Dalit theological movement since its inception.
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theology.'™ 2) Azariah and Devasahayam contributed extensively to primary
early Dalit theological texts, including the seminal work, Reader in Dalit
Theology, 1991. Given the limitation of language, these texts, written in English,
provide essential source material for critical reflection during the research thesis.
3) Both Azariah and Devasahayam continue to play a dominant role in Dalit
theological discourse today, affording me the privilege of meeting with and
discussing the theology of M.M. Thomas. 4) Both theologians were familiar with
M.M. Thomas’s theology, providing an invaluable source of knowledge
concerning the thesis subject.

Primary sources for Bishop Azariah and Bishop Devasahayam were
collected from UTC library, Gurukul Lutheran Theological College and Research
Centre library, as well as New College and CSCNWW library, University of
Edinburgh. Extensive sources on Dalit theology were also collected, including
the foundational works, Heuristic Explomtions;104 Towards a Dalit Theology;lo5
A Reader in Dalit Theology;'® Frontiers of Dalit Theology,"” Indigenous
People: Dalit Issues in Today’s Theological Debate.'®

C) The final methodological phase assesses the theological contribution of M.M.
Thomas through the eyes of twelve ‘second generation” Dalit theologians
currently studying at United Theological College, Bangalore. Student
participation comprised a two hour large group gathering to discuss three of
M.M. Thomas’s sermons, and included the opportunity to reflect in small groups.
The sermons, ‘The New Creation in Christ’, “The Dynamics of the Kingdom in
History’, and ‘The Cross and the Kingdom of God’, were selected to capture a
glimpse of Thomas’s theology, taken from a collection of published sermons
entitled New Creation in Christ.'” Following the group meeting, personal

interviews were conducted with the students in order to continue the discussion

19 George Oommen, “The Emerging Dalit Theology: A Historical Appraisal”, at
http://www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=1121

"% Arvind P. Nirmal, ed. Heuristic Explorations, Madras: CLS, 1991

"% Nirmal, ed. Towards a Dalit Theology, New Delhi: ISPCK, 1988

'% Nirmal, ed. A Reader in Dalit Theology, Chennai: Gurukul Lutheran Theological College and
Research Institute, 1991

"7y . Devasahayam, ed. Frontiers of Dalit Theology, Delhi: ISPCK, 1997

1% James Massey, ed. Indigenous People: Dalit Issues in Today’s Theological Debate, Delhi:
ISPCK, 1994

'% M.M. Thomas, New Creation in Christ, Delhi: ISPCK, 1976
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on Thomas’s theology, and to evaluate critically the Dalit theological movement
over the past three decades. The interviews were conducted as ‘purposeful
conversations’,''? allowing informality and flexibility during the interview. The
student contribution is invaluable in critically reflecting upon the emergence and
development of Dalit theology in order to assess the thesis that M.M. Thomas’s
theology remains relevant to present day Dalit theological discourse.

Of the twelve students taking part in the study, eight were studying for a
Bachelor of Divinity degree, four for a Masters of Theology; two were women.
The majority had only limited prior knowledge of M.M. Thomas’s theology. One
student, Solomon, had a more comprehensive knowledge of Thomas’s theology
as a result of his research for a Masters of Theology degree.

Life in community with the students of UTC during my research visit
provided many invaluable opportunities for conversation relating to this thesis.
These conversations took place following daily worship, during mealtimes, tea
breaks and informal walks. This community provided a source of fellowship,
encouragement and critical theological engagement essential in building the

thesis argument.

1.10. Outline of Chapters

In Chapter I, the historical context in which Dalit theology emerged is
examined, including the development of Dalit and Dalit Christian identity within
the caste-class-power nexus of India. This allows us to identify the roots of Dalit
theological protest which shape the vision and goals of Dalit liberation theology.
The Chapter further seeks to identify how Dalit theologians have interpreted the
life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ as a paradigmatic principle for Dalit
liberation. This will provide the basis on which the theological contribution of
M.M. Thomas will be assessed.

I begin Chapter II by examining the Dalit theological assertion of M.M.
Thomas as a proponent of karma marga, a position which effectively identifies
Thomas as an elite Christian theologian irrelevant for Dalit discourse. In this

chapter a summary of M.M. Thomas’s theology is outlined, including reflection

"9 Robert C. Bogden & Sari Knopp Biklen, Qualitative Research for Education: An Introduction
to Theory and Methods, Boston: Ally and Bacon, Inc. 1982, p. 135
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upon the Cross and New Humanity in Christ, set within the broader framework
of creation-fall-redemption-consummation. This is necessary in providing the
theological framework for assessing the contribution of Thomas to Dalit
theology.

In Chapter III key points of theological resonance in the theology of
M.M. Thomas and Dalit theologian, Bishop M. Azariah, will be identified.
Examining Thomas’s theology within the caste-class-power nexus of India, it is
argued that Thomas’s reflections on humanisation, liberation and
conscientisation, were significantly relevant for emerging Dalit theology from
the perspective of Bishop Azariah.

In Chapter IV the theology of M.M. Thomas is examined through critical
discourse with Bishop V. Devasahayam. Through this discourse, key theological
points of resonance will be identified. In particular, Thomas’s theological
reflections upon humanisation, dignity and justice will be examined.

In Chapter V M.M. Thomas’s theological reflections upon the paradigm
of New Humanity in Christ will be assessed through further critical discourse
with Bishop Azariah and Bishop Devasahayam. This Chapter also identifies
significant theological differences between Thomas and first generation Dalit
theologians, including the concept of sin and God’s ‘direct option’ for the Dalits.

In Chapter VI the contribution of second generation Dalit theologians will
be critically applied to the theological discourse generated in this thesis between
M.M. Thomas, Azariah and Devasahayam. In this Chapter Dalit students assess
three sermons delivered by M.M. Thomas, determining the relevance of
Thomas’s theology for present day Dalit discourse in light of their critical
assessment of first generation Dalit theology.

Each Chapter serves to offer a further piece of the collective picture
being drawn concerning M.M. Thomas’s theology. Read as a whole, the picture
becomes clearer, substantiating the thesis that M.M. Thomas contributed
significant theological signposts for the emergence and continued development

of Dalit theology.
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Chapter I: Dalit Identity and the Emergence of
Dalit Theology

1. Introduction

In this chapter I examine the rise of Dalit theology, locating the historical
development of Dalit and Dalit Christian identity within the caste-class-power
context of India. This overview provides an essential foundation for the research
thesis, establishing key theological elements of Dalit theology on which the
contribution of M.M. Thomas may be assessed, including the Dalit quest for
humanisation, justice and dignity within the Indian context. In the second part of
this chapter I examine how Dalit Christian theologians interpret the life, death

and resurrection of Jesus Christ as a paradigmatic principle for Dalit liberation.

2. Dalit Identity

It is self-evident that untouchability, a most venomous evil of
Hindu society, has dehumanised a sizeable section of humanity,
called untouchables."

M.E. Prabhakar describes the Dalit condition as one of ‘destitution and
dehumanisation’.? Dalits have been “excluded from the caste system, hence

Outcastes; declared ritually unclean, hence Untouchables; and pushed out of fear

”3

of pollution to live on the outskirts of villages, hence Segregated.”” Dalits are

considered ‘non-persons’ as a result of caste system.* K.P. Kuruvila comments:

Dalits have been the most degraded, downtrodden, exploited
and the least educated in our society. They have been socially
and culturally, economically and politically subjugated and
marginalized through three thousand years of our history. It is
through centuries of serfdom that the Dalits have been reduced
to the state of no people.”

'RK. Kshirsagar, Dalit Movement in India and Its Leaders (1857-1956), New Delhi: M.D.
Publications, 1994, p. 9
> MLE. Prabhakar, “The Search for a Dalit Theology”, James Massey, ed. Indigenous People:
3Dalit Issues in Today’s Theological Debate, Delhi: ISPCK, 1994, p. 206

Ibid.
* K.P. Kuruvila, The Word Became Flesh: A Christological Paradigm for Doing Theology in
India, Delhi: ISPCK, 2002, p. 25
> Ibid. p. 171
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As an outcaste community within Hindu society, Dalits have been perceived as
‘ontologically separate’ from all other humans,® excluded from relationship with
the divine.” The Dalit struggle is the struggle of an untouchable, dehumanised
people made strangers in their native soil, deprived of personal dignity and basic
human rights.® This is the context in which Dalit theology emerged in 1980s
India.

Use of the term Dalit, notes Fr. Dionysius Rasquinha, represents a
rejection of the Brahminic theory of caste hierarchy, including karma and the
Hindu concept of purity and pollution:

In my understanding , the term dalit (a) identifies the upper
caste and upper class oppressors and the structures they have
created as the causes of the oppression of the dalits rather than
the fate or the karma of their past actions and so, expresses the
dalit striving for liberation, (b) stands for the affirmation of the
human dignity of people in their dalitness challenging the
brahminic decision to grade their humanity and structure a
society on the basis of the values of purity and pollution.’

Brahminic theory is thus rejected by Dalits affirming their equality, dignity and
humanity. Indeed, argues James Massey, acceptance of ‘dalitness’ is the first step

towards transformation into ‘full and liberated human beings.” '

2.1 The Religio-Philosophical roots of the Caste System

The highly complex nature of India’s caste system is evidenced by the

widespread and controversial debate and diversity generated by interpreters.11

® Sathianathan Clarke, Dalits and Christianity: Subaltern Religion and Liberation Theology in
India, Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999, p. 33

" Interview, Dr. James Massey, UTC, Bangalore, 25 January, 2006

¥ M. Azariah, “Doing Dalit Theology in India Today”, R.S. Sugirtharaj & Cecil Hargreaves, ed.
Readings in Indian Christian Theology, Delhi: ISPCK, Vol. 1, 2003, p. 39

? Fr. Dionysius Rasquintha, “Reflections on Dalit Christian Theology”, James Massey & S.
Lourduswamy, ed., Dalit Issue in Today’s Theological Debate, New Delhi: Centre for Dalit
Studies/Subaltern (Theology), 2003, p. 51

' James Massey, Downtrodden: The Struggle of India’s Dalits for Identity, Solidarity and
Liberation, p. 13

'See K.L. Sharma, Social Stratification in India, New Delhi: Sage Publications, 1997; C.J.
Fuller, ed. Caste Today, Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1996; Susan Bayly, “Caste, Society and
Politics in India from the Eighteenth Century to the Modern Age”, The New Cambridge History
of India, vol. IV, no. 3, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999; M.N. Srinivas, ed. Caste:
Its Twentieth Century Avatar, New Delhi: Penguin Books, 1997; Brian K. Smith, Classifying the
Universe: The Ancient Indian Varna System and the Origins of Caste, Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1994; Ursula Sharma, Caste, Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1999. For a study of
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The origin of the caste system can traced to the ancient Vedic texts of the Hindu
tradition. While there has been disagreement over the relationship of Hinduism to
caste, as demonstrated in the polarity of thought in F.G. Bailey and Louis
Dumont,'? the position taken here is that the origin and development of caste is
integrally related to the emergence of Hindu religiosity in India. M.E. Prabhakar
argues that the practice and principles of caste are rooted in the religio-
philosophical traditions of the Hindu tradition, providing the doctrinal basis for
caste discrimination and the concept of Dalit ‘impurity’."> Duncan Forrester
notes that the caste system has been understood as a “hierarchy based on
religiously sanctioned concepts of ‘purity and pollution.”'*

Although the caste system evolved and was gradually systematized over
the course of time, the Rg Veda, composed between 1500—1200B.C.,15 mentions
the existence of the four castes when it says of Purusa, the ‘original man’:
“When they divided the Purusa, into how many parts did they arrange him? What
was his mouth? What his two arms? What are his thighs and feet called? The
brahmin was his mouth, his two arms were made the rajanya [kshatriya], his two
thighs the vaisyas, from his feet the $iidra was born.”'® Indian castes are thus
grounded in a social theory which posits four principal hierarchical varnas, or
‘classes’; the brahmins, the most pure, charged with religious and priestly tasks;
the ksatriyas, or ‘warriors’, charged with defence and political rule; the Vaisyas,
charged with agriculture and trade; and the $iidras, charged with servitude.'’

Although in the contemporary setting there is great diversity, with up to 6400

Christianity’s encounter with caste see Duncan Forrester, Caste and Christianity, London:
Curzon Press Ltd, 1979

"2 F.G. Bailey observes that caste may be understood without reference to any ideological factors
or connectedness to Hinduism. In direct opposition to this thought, Louis Dumont interprets caste
as being integrally connected to Hinduism, and therefore inconceivable outside the Hindu
context. Duncan Forrester, op. cit., pp. 1-8.

"> MLE. Prabhakar, op. cit., p. 203

“ Duncan Forrester, op. cit., p. 4

'* John Brockington, The Sacred Thread, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996, p. 7

16 Rg Veda, X, 90. 11-12. See, S. Radhakrishnan & C.A. Moore, ed. A Sourcebook in Indian
Philosophy. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989, p. 19. This section comes from the
Purusasukta, and is later in origin to the original composition of the Rg Veda. See K.P. Kuruvila,
op. cit., p. 21

' Brian K. Smith, Classifying the Universe: The Ancient Indian Varna System and the Origins of
Caste, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994, p. 9
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castes and sub—castes,18 each is theoretically reducible to one of the four vamas.19

Those who do not fall into one of these categories are considered outcaste.

Reference to the divine body is critical, suggests Massey, in
understanding the Dalit condition outside the caste structure. All those who fall
within the varnas are deemed to be in relationship with the divine by virtue of
birth within the divine body. The Dalits however, “did not have any right to call
themselves human, because they did not have any relationship with the divine.”?
Dalits were thus perceived as ‘non-human’, grounded in religio-philosophical
interpretations of humanity based on relationship to the divine.

Over the centuries the systematization of the caste system reinforced the
dehumanized status of the Dalits. In the Chandogya Upanisad human destiny is

determined by conduct:

[t]Those who are of pleasant conduct here- the prospect is,
indeed, that they will enter a pleasant womb, either the womb
of a brahmin, or the womb of a ksatriya, or the womb of a
vaisya. But those who are of stinking conduct here- the
prospect is, indeed, that they will enter a stinking womb, either
the womb of a dog, or the womb of a swine, or the womb of an
outcast.”’

The encounter between Lord Rama and Samvuka in the great epic, the
Ramayana (5" Century B.C.) further reinforced the ideology of caste hierarchy.
Although a $iidra, a low caste disallowed to partake in tapasya, Samvuka sought
to attain divinity through meditation and penance. Lord Rama, on hearing that
Samvuka had been blamed for the death of a brahmin boy, drew his sword and
decapitated Samvuka, an action which resulted in the gods restoring the life of
the brahmin boy.22 Such references, notes Massey, reinforced over time the
entrenched notion of low caste and outcaste degraldation.23

By the time of the composition of the Manusmyrti (200-700 A.D.), Massey

argues, the depraved identity of the Dalit reached its climax.** These ‘Laws of

'® Andreas D’Souza, “Theology of Relationship”, from The Canadian Churches’ Forum for
Global Ministries, No. 14, 2002/3, p. 2

' Brian K. Smith, op. cit., p. 9

0 Interview, James Massey, 25" January, 2006

*! Chandogya Upanisad (V.X. verse 7) S. Radhakrishnan & C.A. Moore, op. cit., pp. 66-67
** James Massey, Dalits in India: Religion as a Source of Bondage or Liberation with Special
Reference to Christians, New Delhi: Manohar Publishers, 1995, pp. 40-41

= Ibid., p. 40

* Ibid., p. 43
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Manu’ became a codified social dharma, acknowledging the non-human state of
the outcaste, those born from a union between inter-caste marriages: ‘“The
dwelling of the Chandalas and Cavpacas [outcaste] (should be) outside the
village...Their clothes should be the garments of the dead, and their ornaments
(should be) of iron, and their food in broken dishes; and they must constantly
wander about.”” The laws of Manu effectively sanctioned and codified the
concept of pollution into a daily living reality for Dalits, whose social
conditioning was directly related to birth-ascribed caste status.”®

It is clear that the system of caste emerged over a significant period of
time within the Indian historical context. Through sacred text, story and written
social codification, the caste system became entrenched in the social fabric of
Indian religious and cultural life, encompassing all inhabitants of the nation,
including the Dalits themselves.?’ This is the context in which Dalit identity has

been historically shaped, and the context in which Dalit theology is located.

2.2. Purity-Pollution

Louis Dumont’s pivotal work Homo Hierarchicus, offered a unified and
structured framework for understanding the caste system based on the “single
true principle, namely the opposition of the pure and the impure.”*® Influenced
by Celestin Bouglé,” Dumont held that the opposition of pure and the impure
created the holistic social principle of ‘hierarchy’, determining the gradation of
status, rules of separation, and division of labour between caste groups.*® For
Dumont, the “preoccupation with the pure and the impure is the constant in
Hindu life.”*' Within this system the brahman, due to his priestly function, is

‘above all, purity.”*” In his structural interpretation of caste, Dumont notes that

> Ibid., p. 42

%y, Devasahayam, “Pollution, Poverty and Powerlessness: A Dalit Perspective”, in Arvind P.
Nirmal, ed. A Reader in Dalit Theology, Chennai: Gurukul Lutheran Theological College and
Research Institute, 1991, p. 4

*7 Editorial, Religion and Society, Vol. 45, No. 3, p. 3

21 ouis Dumont, Homo Hierarchicus: The Caste System and its Implications, trans. Mark
Sainsbury, Louis Dumont & Basai Gulati, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970, p. 43. For
initial responses to Dumont’s work see, Contributions to Indian Sociology, No. V, Delhi: Vikas
Publications, December, 1971

* Celestin Bouglé, “The Essence of Reality of Caste System”, Louis Dumont & D. Pocock, eds.
Contributions to Indian Sociology, Paris & The Hague: Mouton and Co., 1958

391 ouis Dumont op. cit., p. 44

! Ibid., p. 45

2 Ibid., p. 70
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the conception of impurity of the Untouchable is “conceptually inseparable from
the purity of the Brahman”; thus the impure and the pure mutually reinforce one
another.” For Dumont, ‘untouchability’ would not truly disappear “until the
purity of the Brahman is itself radically devalued.”**

The deep-rooted historical axis of purity and pollution runs at the heart of
the Indian context in which Dalits identity has been construed, constituted and
reinforced over generations, determining all facets of Dalit life including
location, education, worship, occupation and marriage. The Dalits have
traditionally lived outside the village in separate hamlets. In temple-centred
village systems, Dalits were banned from entering the temple and their gods
considered inferior to the pure Brahminical gods. Dalits were banned from
schools and access to village roads and public wells. Dalits traditionally had
birth-ascribed occupations considered intrinsically polluting, such as scavenging
or working with leather.” Based on the structural interpretation of Dumont the
‘pure’ groups depend on the ‘impure’ groups in order to “protect themselves
from contamination.”*® Dalits therefore “become a polluting people for keeping
other people clean. We [Dalits] are doing the scavenging to keep other people
clean and in the process we become polluting people.””’

Avoiding the co-mingling of pure and impure, the caste system becomes
rigidly endogamous, ensuring little opportunity for co-mingling of upper and
lower caste persons. The system perpetuates through the closure of one group to
another in this regard, although we may agree with Jonathan Parry that, “the real
objection is to miscegeny with inferiors and not to unions with superiors.”3 ® Here
Parry agrees with Dumont’s assertion: “The separation or closure of one group
with respect to those above results fundamentally from the closure of other
groups with respect to those below.”*’

Dalit theology emerged in response to the degradation of the social

stratification based on the identity of polluting untouchability. Parry notes in his

3 Ibid., p. 54

* Ibid.

By, Devasahayam, “Pollution, Poverty and Powerlessness; A Dalit Perspective”, op. cit., p. 5
By, Devasahayam, “Dimensions of Dalit Dilemma”, Andreas Nehring, ed. Prejudice: Issues in
Third World Theologies, Chennai: Gurukul Lutheran College and Research Institute, 1996, p. 279
37 Interview, Bishop V. Devasahayam, CSI Diocesan Office, Chennai, 21* November, 2005

38 Jonathan Parry, Caste and Kinship in Kangra, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979, p. 86
39 Ibid.; Louis Dumont, op. cit., p. 123
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work, Caste and Kinship in Kangra, that when people rank the castes of their
local area on a ladder of relative prestige, they make a number of discriminations
which have no apparent material basis, such as resources, power or wealth,
suggesting that analysis of caste cannot be detached from the realm of its

underpinning ideology.*

3. Caste-Class-Power Nexus

Bishop Devasahayam identifies the caste system as the Original sin in
India.*' Indeed he argues that caste becomes the paradigmatic principle for Dalit
protest and Dalit theology.** Indian Christian theologians, including M.M.
Thomas, are rejected by first generation Dalit theologians for failing to
adequately name caste as the evil in Indian society. If we can demonstrate,
however, that Dalit theology is essentially located in a broader ‘caste-class-
power’ nexus, a wider foundation is established for assessing the theological
contribution of M.M. Thomas. This is not an attempt to dilute the reality of caste,
but rather to recognise the significance of class and power present within Dalit
theological scholarship.

While acknowledging that the caste system is rooted in the Vedic texts,
Mendelsohn and Vicziany argue that these texts also represent the attempt of the
invading Ayrans to create a social order in order to assert ‘moral, political and
economic superiority’ over the original inhabitants of the land.** Dumont’s
structural rigidity in interpreting caste offers little scope for reflection on issues
such as class and power. Fr. Dionysius Rasquinha suggests the study of Indian
history by Indian Christians demonstrates the inter-dependence and
connectedness of several factors, including economic, political, social and
religio-cultural elements, which have contributed to the perpetuation of
cumulative domination faced by the Dalits.** There is a need therefore, to move
beyond a narrow focus on caste if we are to understand more comprehensively

the context in which Dalit theology emerged. Rasquinha suggests the need to

“0 Jonathan Parry, op. cit, p. 84

4 Interview, Bishop Devasahayam, CSI Diocesan Office, Chennai, 21* November, 2005

V. Devasahayam, “Turn to God, rejoice in Hope: A Dalit Perspective”, The South Indian
Churchman, Chennai: CSI Synod, November, 1998, p. 9

3 Oliver Mendelsohn & Marika Vicziany, The Untouchables: Subordination, Poverty and the
State in Modern India, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998, p. 7

* Fr. Dionysius Rasquintha, “Reflections on Dalit Christian Theology”, op. cit., pp. 62-63
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adopt a ‘class-caste’ framework in order to understand the multifaceted and
interconnected reality of Indian context.*> Here we go one step further and argue

that Dalit theology is most adequately located in a caste-class-power nexus.

3.1. Class

M.E. Prabhakar suggests that caste and class are inseparably bound
together to form a caste-class nexus which “undergirds, permeates through and
prevails upon all socio-cultural and politico-economic life relationships of social
institutions and communities.”*°It is argued that while class in the Indian context
cannot be effectively understood without reference to caste, it is beneficial to
understand caste in reference to class, particularly in the post-Independence era.
The issue of class analysis has been one of continued debate within Dalit circles.
The use of Marxist analysis predominant in the context of Latin American
liberation theology has been criticized by Indian theologians such as Saral
Chatterji and Arvind Nirmal, who argue that such analysis fails to appreciate the
reality and uniqueness of the caste factor within the Indian context.*’ Chatterji
notes that it is not sufficient to pursue Marxist patterns of analysis which
examine cultural or economic factors in isolation, but rather to discover the
“linkages, the nexus, the inter-dependence or interaction between different
dimensions of...reality.”*® Abraham Ayrookuzhiel is also critical of the Marxian
class approach attempted by Leftist movements in India, for failing to see the
intrinsic relationship between religio-cultural values and concepts and the socio-
economic and political structures of India.*

André Béteille notes that within traditional Indian society there was great
consistency between the class system and the caste structure, commenting: “One

can even say, with some risk of oversimplification, that the class system was

® Ibid., p. 63

4 MLE. Prabhakar, “Developing a Common Ideology for Dalits of Christian and Other Faiths™,
Arvind P. Nirmal, ed. Towards a Common Ideology, Madras: Gurukul Lutheran Theological
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largely subsumed under the caste structure.” Yet today, he argues, the class
system cannot be seen to be neatly categorized as an aspect of the caste system.
The traditional structure of land ownership and production of goods, which had
previously been constructed on caste lines, no longer follows such rigid caste
patterns.”’ Technological advancement and globalised economic developments,
as well as shifts in land ownership and production of goods, have given rise to
greater opportunities for economic mobilization and the creation of a new Middle
class in India. While such economic mobility has not benefited the vast majority
of Dalits, the shift in the economic landscape is a factor which must be
acknowledged in reference to the question of Dalit identity. The 1973 Dalit
Panther Manifesto states:

The dalit is no longer merely an untouchable outside the village

walls and the scriptures. He is an Untouchable, and he is a

Dalit, but he is also a worker, a landless labourer, a

proletarian...Panthers will paralyzingly attack untouchability,

casteism and economic exploitation.
Certainly, notes Fr. Rasquinha, the question of economic injustice and
overwhelming poverty of the vast majority of people in India place the issue of
class as a central concern within the framework of caste analysis.”

Another primary concern for Dalit theology is the existential reality of

Dalit poverty and hunger. Sister Shalini Mulackal observes: “For the women |
met in Tiruvetriyur, the basic requirement is of hunger. They, together with their
children and other family members experience endemic hunger...This lack of
food indeed is one of the major sufferings of the dalits.”* Given this reality the
importance of the complex and integral relation between caste and class is

apparent. Thus while agreeing with Dr. Mohan Razu that caste still plays the

3 André Bétaille, Caste, Class and Power: Changing Patterns of Stratification in a Tranjore
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major role in the social and economic life of India,” such developments warrant
a broadening of the research framework of enquiry in relation to caste-class

dynamics. Indeed it is in this framework that Dalit theology may be located.

3.2. Power

Scott and Marshall define power as an issue which lies at “the heart of the
subject of social stratification.”® Thus it is deemed necessary to include power
as an essential component of analysis. Although no one theory of power will be
sufficient for a study of the Dalits in the Indian context, the following points are
considered relevant to this enquiry.

Max Weber was primarily concerned with understanding power as it
relates to situations of conflicting interests. He defined power as, “the chance
of...men to realize their own will in a communal action even against the
resistance of others who are participating in the action.”’ Here the notion of
conflict is significant, with an individual or group attaining their will regardless
of resistance. Weber’s theory is relevant for Dalits in a situation where they seek
to consciously resist the power of hegemonic forces. Despite resistance, the
power of the oppressor enforces and reinforces Dalit oppression, indignity and
rights.

The concept of power as understood by Robert Dahl, whereby, “A has
power over B to do something that B would not otherwise do”,”® while limited by
its reliance of observable outcomes of success or defeat, also becomes applicable
to the Indian context. Dr. Evangeline Anderson-Rajkumar narrates the story of
Irulan Subban, a Dalit who dared to stand for a local election in order to gain a
seat reserved for Dalits. In light of his application a dominant caste leader set up
his Dalit servant, Thanikodi, to run in opposition to Subban. During the election,

Thanikodi was elected, only to relinquish his position the following day in favour
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of his master. Subban fled the village in fear.”® Here we witness a blend in the
Weberian and Dahlian concept of power at work in a local context.
A further understanding of power has been suggested by Peter Bachrach
and Morton Baratz, who argue:
Power is also exercised when A devotes his energies to creating
or reinforcing social and political values and institutional
practices that limit the scope of the political process...B is
prevented, for all practical purposes, from bringing to the fore
any issues that might in their resolution be seriously
detrimental to A’s set of preferences.®
Certainly the historical subjugation of the Dalits in India has limited their social
and political voice, restricting the power to challenge systems of oppression. Yet
the political space afforded to Dalits in post-Independent India has been a
significant, if limited, development, shaping the strategic objectives of Dalit
movements, including Dalit theology. Here, ‘non-decision-making’ power
becomes a struggle to obtain ‘decision-making power’.
A further dimension of power is suggested by Steven Lukes, who
recognizes that power does not necessitate the presence of conflict. For Lukes,
power is most effectively used when conflict is prevented in the first place.’’

Lukes asks:

[1]s not the supreme and most insidious exercise of power to

prevent people, to whatever degree, from having grievances by

shaping their perceptions, cognitions and preferences in such a

way that they accept their role in the existing order of things,

either because they see it as natural and unchangeable, or

because they value it as divinely ordained and beneficial?*
Bishop M. Azariah argues that belief in the Hindu doctrines of karma ensures
Dalits accept their station in life as determined by fate resulting from the good or
bad deeds of a previous birth.” As victims of this belief system the Dalits were,
“rendered incapable of taking any initiative to change, alter or improve their own

life situation — controlled by apathy and inertia, self-pity, self-negation and self-
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hatred.”® Here Lukes’s reflections on power become relevant. In the
aforementioned story, Anderson-Rajkumar notes that the village priest informed
Thanikodi that God was angry for contesting the election. This prompted
Thanikodi to relinquish his newly elected status to his master. The following year
when a second Dalit contesting the election fell ill with Tuberculosis, Dalits
believed that God was unhappy with their quest to attain a position they had not
been born for.”” Indeed, the majority of the village Dalits believe it unthinkable
that one of them might become a panchayat president,’® demonstrating the power
of hegemonic caste ideology. As the Mandal Commission Report states: “The
real triumph of the caste system lies not in upholding the supremacy of the
Brahmin, but in conditioning the consciousness of the Lower castes in accepting
their inferior status in the ritual hierarchy as part of the natural order of things.”67
Lukes’s definition of power is thus particularly relevant to a study of Dalit
theology which seeks to overcome Dalit acceptance of inferiority resulting from
hegemonic caste ideology.

While no single dimension of power may be applicable to all situations in
our enquiry, the issue of power remains essentially significant, suggesting a point
of departure from Dumont. While Dumont acknowledged the category of power
in the relationship of the priest to the king, namely between the Brahmins and the
Ksatriyas, he differentiated between power and status, emphasizing the
subordination of the king to the priest. Thus for Dumont, “power is ultimately
subordinate to priesthood.”®® Gerald D. Berreman is critical of Dumont’s notion
that power, economic and political factors are epiphenomenal to caste, claiming
that the power-status dichotomy is a false one.%’ Rather, Berreman states that
power and status must go together, as ‘two sides of the same coin.”’’ For
Berreman, Dumont’s holistic interpretation suggests a Brahminical view of caste.
Avoiding the reality of power in relation to the Indian context, he suggests, fails

to recognize that caste, empirically, means:
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[i]nstitutional inequality, guaranteed differential access to the

valued things in life...The human meaning of caste for those

who live it is power and vulnerability, privilege and oppression,

honour and denigration, plenty and want, reward and

deprivation, security and anxiety. As an anthropological

document, a description of caste which fails to convey this is a

travesty in the world today; as much so as would be an account

of colonialism which ignored its costs to the colonized in

glorifying the benefits to the colonizers.”"
While we agree with Susan Bayly that there is greater benefit in taking seriously
Dumont’s formulations than dismissing them altogether, * particularly in
bringing to the forefront of the debate the issue of purity and pollution so
relevant to the Dalit theological discourse, we must move beyond such rigid
formulations if we are to understand the shifting and dynamic realities of caste
for Dalits in India.

André Béteille identifies significant changes in the patterns of power
accumulation and distribution in the Indian context, making the relationship
between caste and power much more complex than had traditionally been the
case. Béteille observes that since Independence, “traditional social status was no
longer the supreme basis of power.””* Traditionally, he notes, Brahmins enjoyed
a great proportion of power and authority within the village context based on
ownership of land, high social and ritual status as well as superior education.”*
Yet Béteille identifies a shift in the loci of power developing independently of
caste as a result of political adjustments through Government representational
requirements at local and regional level, including shifts in patterns of land
ownership and economic organization, and the rise of popular leaders gaining
numerical support.”

On a recent research visit to the Tumkur district of Karnataka these shifts
in power were evident. Here, through the work of the Rural Education for
Development Society, Dalit village communities have formed Dalit panchayats

rather than adhering to the traditional panchayat of the caste village. Dalits in the

village have thus come to represent a unified body, prompting a shift in political
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and social relations with the caste community. Although Dalit representation is
obliged by law on political councils, including the village and regional
panchayats, Dalit candidates have been controlled by the upper-caste, ensuring
little change in local and regional status quo under the control of traditional
hegemonic forces. In Tumkur villages, however, Dalits now stand together as a
unified body of voters, affording them negotiating power with caste leaders.
Dalits in the village have the potential to offer support for caste leaders
depending on the assurance of reciprocal support for their nominated Dalit
candidate. Such negotiating power in the political realm has resulted in greater
representation on local and regional panchayats, bringing greater benefits to
Dalits in this region.76

Significantly, the shift in power relations at the political level has altered
the dynamics of relationships within the Tumkur region. The number of atrocities
committed against Dalits in this region has been significantly reduced, relations
within the village have improved, and Dalit children have been attending local
schools in greater numbers. The power shift has also been witnessed through the
response of the police, who now deal with Dalit issues with greater
professionalism than had previously been the case.”” As K.C. Abraham observes,
power is now recognized as a significant factor in the Dalit struggle: “The dalits
and other marginalized groups are using for the first time their group identity to
gain a new self-consciousness and a source of power in their struggle for justice
and participation.””®

Power thus becomes an essential component of our framework of
enquiry, relevant to discourse on Dalit identity, consciousness and Dalit
theology. It is relevant when considering the relationship of Dalits to non-Dalits,
but also, significantly, relations between Dalits. Here we must heed the caution
of Dr. J. Jayakiran Sebastian, who argues against a simplistic understanding of

power in binary terms of the powerful and the powerless:

"® These findings resulted from a visit to villages in the Tumkur district with working
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and guidance of M.C. & Jyothi Raj.

7 Interview with Jobi, M.C. and Jyothi Raj, Tumkur, 9-10" November, 2005.

8 Dr. K.C. Abraham, “Oppression: An Asian Theological Perspective”, Gurukul Journal of
Theological Studies: Issue on Dalit Theology, Chennai: Gurukul Lutheran Theological College
and Research Institute, Vol. XVI, No. 1&2, 2005, p. 41

38



[o]ne has to recognize that however one is positioned in the
social hierarchy, the possibility that one not only has access to
power, but that power is wielded, can be used or abused in
relation to those in juxtaposition to us, cannot be
underes}gimated or denied in any simplistic claim of not having
power.

Here Sebastian moves beyond the scope of Béteille’s study to acknowledge the
complexity of power within individual relationships. It is important to realise that
power dynamics are present not merely at a structural level, but within
interpersonal relations both beyond and within the Dalit community. This
concern is particularly pertinent to the issue of gender relations within a given
community, a factor which will be addressed further in Chapter VI.

In light of the above, and in our quest at this stage to locate the broader
context in which the Dalit theological movement emerged and exists, it is argued
that the caste-class-power nexus is the most appropriate for framing our enquiry.
Such a framework demonstrates the dynamic and fluid nature of the Indian

contextual reality within which Dalit theology emerged and continues today.

3.3. The changing context of Independent India

The years after Independence were marked by a ‘certain optimism’ with
regard to the ‘Untouchables’, particularly in light of modernism.*® Led by the
socialist-minded Jawaharlal Nehru, caste was being regarded politically as an
enemy of national unity and Untouchability as the ‘darkest side’ of Indian
culture.® Dramatic shifts in political, legal and economic language through
Secular Democratic Governance prompted a shift in the relationship between
caste, class and power. As C.J. Fuller observes, “caste hierarchy can no longer be

9582

legitimately defended in public.””” Within the public arena, notes Béteille,

“anyone who speaks against equality in public is bound to lose his audience.”®’
The Constitution of India was acclaimed as going “further than most

modern Constitutions, including the American, in inscribing the commitment to
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equality”,*® denoting the shift taking place within Indian public discourse. Article

17 of the Constitution declared: “‘Untouchability’ is abolished and its practice in
any form is forbidden. The enforcement of any disability out of ‘Untouchability’
shall be an offence punishable in accordance with law.”® Article 14 granted
equality for all before the law and Article 15 prohibited discrimination on the
grounds of religion, race, caste, sex or birth. Article 16 provided for equality of
opportunity relating to public employment, while Article 45 asserted provision of
free education for all children below fourteen years of age. Article 46 specifically
promoted educational and economic interests of the weaker sections of the
people, including Scheduled Castes and Tribes, protecting them from ‘social
injustice and all forms of exploitation.”*® Government initiatives ranging from
land reform, 5-year economic development plans, and compensatory
discrimination for Scheduled Castes, sought to ease the plight and condition of
Dalits. The Protection of Civil Rights Act (1955) and the Prevention of Atrocities
Act (1989) served to add legal authority and protection for Dalits. As a result of
such efforts popular perception, suggest Mendelsohn and Vicziany, is that while
discrimination against Dalits still exists, this is nothing more than ‘anachronistic
residue’ that will dry up as the economic conditions of the Dalits improve.*’
Beyond legislative efforts, however, caste has continued to influence the
attitudes and customs of India, proving itself a “mighty instrument for shaping
social behaviour. ..despite government legislation towards its destruction.”*®
Indeed, Massey notes that India’s political freedom has “only perpetuated the
slavery of the Dalits instead of assisting them to get out of it.”® The 1980 Report
of the Backward Classes Commission set up to investigate matters relating to the
safeguards provided for the Scheduled Castes and Tribes under the Constitution,
declared: “...what caste has lost in the ritual front, it has more than gained on the

political front.”® While a small minority of Dalits have benefited from quotas in
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education and employment, economic measures implemented by the government
have essentially failed the majority of Dalits, who remain in conditions of abject
poverty.”! Despite legislation that would say otherwise, Dalits have been denied
equal access to education, medical facilities and employment.”> Although many
Dalits do not pursue occupations that have traditionally been the polluting mark
of their caste, with many seeking employment in the rapidly growing urban
centres, Dalits remain an ‘overwhelmingly poor people’, merely exchanging ‘one
form of misery for another.”*

There can be little doubt, notes N. Jayaram, that caste has undergone
considerable change, but this should not lead us to believe that caste is
disappearing. Indeed Jayaram argues that through the Government’s
implementation of Mandal Commission recommendations, caste-consciousness
and caste-aggrandizement have been strongly abetted, demonstrating the
extraordinary capacity of caste to adapt itself to the changing political and socio-
economic climate.” Although in the public arena, particularly in the urban
setting, many of the barriers against Dalits are less visible, Mendelsohn and
Vicziany observe that it is impossible to deny the existence of a ‘fault line’
within Indian society that divides the Dalits from others.” This, they note,
remains inextricably linked to the traditional notions of purity and pollution.
Although in public spaces, for example on the buses or within schools, there is
less evidence of discrimination in both the urban and rural areas, in the private

sphere the incidence of discrimination remains a vivid reality.”®

I Dr. I. John Mohan Razu, “Equality & Social Exclusion Polar Opposites: Issues Faced by
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demonstrate that while Dalits represent significant proportions of Class 