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 This lecture is about the politics of religious conversion in India. It will focus especially on the atrocities committed against the Dalit communities particularly after their conversion to Christianity, by Hindu fundamentalists belonging to the Sangh Parivar, which is a wide family of various religious and political organisations which follow an ideology known as the ‘Hindutva’. The Dalit communities are those ‘out-caste’ communities which were previously notoriously known as the ‘untouchables’. They have historically borne the worst brunt of the  caste system in India which is a complex and hierarchical system of ordering social structure based on the notions of purity and pollution. The lecture will pay attention to the massacre of Dalit Christians and other missionaries in Kandhamal District of the central Indian state of Orissa in August 2008. This presentation is informed by my own visits to Kandhamal district - initially in March 2009 with a group of theologians and social activists, and later in April with a group of about 15 of my own students, who, as part of their field education, spent a month in various relief camps and villages with people affected by the Kandhamal massacre.  

Few Indians, who were following Indian politics, would have been shocked by the atrocities committed against Dalit Christians in Kandhamal District of Orissa in August 2008. In my opinion there was nothing much left to be shocked about because the frequency of such incidents against the minorities and the marginalised communities had only escalated in India and especially Orissa in 2007 and 2008.  However shock ought to be expressed over the Kandhamal Killings! And expressed for other reasons… Perhaps the real shock or even anger should be over the question - How long will India which professes to be a secular country, continue to tolerate the hate campaign of the ‘Hindutva’ brigade, against the minorities? Shock and anger should be expressed over the connivance of the ‘law-enforcing’ authorities, the state-machinery like the police and the army, as well as major political parties with the fundamentalist forces, which has ensured that the most vulnerable sections of the society end up as scapegoats in the ‘sacrificial pyre’  of the Hindutva forces. Shock should also be expressed at the seeming impotence of the law-enforcing bodies to ensure that justice is done to the victims of such atrocities. 

The events in Kandhamal, needless to say raise more questions than answers. How long? What next? Will this ever stop? In such a context, today I want to focus on the issue of conversions taking into consideration the perspective of the subaltern Dalit communities in Kandhamal. The attempt in this paper will be to delineate how the underlying ‘nationalist’ ideology of the Hindutva impinges upon the basic human rights of the Dalit Christian communities who were the worst victims of the recent atrocities in Orissa. I will particularly focus on the issue of Dalit conversion to Christianity today because the rhetoric of ‘religious conversion’ has not only been pivotal in fomenting violence against the Christian Dalit communities in India and the violation of their basic human rights, but is also being widely used to justify atrocities against Christians in general and Dalit Christians in particular. A tirade has been launched against Christianity on the grounds of ‘forcible conversions’ and paradoxically this ‘fight’ against conversions has resulted in the forced re-conversion of Dalit Christians to ‘Hinduism’.

 Kandhamal: A Few Clarifications

As we focus on the Kandhamal context  a few things need to be clarified at the very outset. 

a) Firstly, it would be a gross misrepresentation to suggest that Kandhamal is an aftermath of the murder of Swami Lakshmananda Saraswathi, a Hindu fundamentalist leader.   The systematic manner in which the unleash of violence was orchestrated bears much resemblance to the post-Christmas massacre of the Dalit Christians in Kandhamal in December 2007, the Gujarat massacre following the Godhra carnage against the Muslims much earlier, as well as other incidents of violence carried out against the minorities and other marginalised groups by the Hindutva forces. It just suggests that this was almost a pogrom (calculated cleansing) which was premeditated and strategically executed and probably provoked only minimally by the unfortunate killing of Swami Lakshmananda Saraswathi, which has been condemned univocally by all Christians.  The very fact that December 2008 commemorated one decade of the intensification of the violent hate campaign of the Hindutva forces against Christians who became the new-found enemies of the Sangh Parivar in 1998 suggests that this is part of a wider and more concerted campaign - a Hindutva experiment. There have been  comparatively less violent indications of this campaign when the former BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party) government in Delhi declared that since about half an ounce of wine was used to commemorate the Last Supper of Jesus, Churches were to be considered not as  religious houses but as places of entertainment and be taxed as commercial centres.
 Absurd but true! 

b) One should also be cautious about understanding this as an attack by Sangh Parivar fanatics on Christian ‘Missionaries’ and ‘converts’ on the basis of forcible conversions. The ‘facade’ of ‘forcible conversions’ is being evoked by the Hindutva to justify its campaign against the minorities. One needs to look beyond this veneer.
 It is true that a sustained campaign was launched against Churches and Christian ‘converts’. But it would be a mistake to suppose that the people who were affected in Kandhamal were the stereotypical poor and hapless Dalits. The fact remains that those who were affected were also Dalits who owned houses and businesses in Kandhamal, who were in many ways assertive to the extent of playing a part in the socio-economic configurations of Kandhamal district independently and posed a threat to the continuing domination of the local elite. 

c) Especially when discussing Orissa one also needs to understand the distinctive political matrix in which these atrocities are carried out. The political context in Orissa is one in which competing claims for the benefits of the ‘reservation policies’ offered by the Indian government have caused friction between the Dalits and the tribals. The Sangh Parivar has since 1998 been exploiting this rivalry to get the tribal Khonds to attack the Dalit Panos  exploiting both their traditional rivalry as well as their competition for the opportunities offered by reservation policies.  In the light of these preliminary remarks how then do we understand the interplay between caste and conversions in the recent atrocities in Kandhamal and the wider ideology of Hindutva? 

Caste, Conversions and Kandhamal: A Case of Competing Technologies of the Self

The primary thesis that I want to explore today as is clear from the title of my paper is that Murder of Motivation is the Motivation for Murder. This paper suggests that the wider ideology of Hindutva, as manifested in Kandhamal has to be understood as the ‘Murder of Motivation’. The motivation that is sought to be ‘murdered’ is the motivation of the subaltern communities to assert their identity and renegotiate their social and economic status using the avenues of religious freedom, access to education and economic independence.

One can understand the political matrix of the conversions in Kandhamal using French philosopher Foucault’s language of ‘technologies of the self’. Technologies of the self are one of the four  technologies (along with technologies of production, technologies of sign systems and technologies of power) which determine the conduct and actions of individuals and groups and submit them to certain ends or domination. These technologies of the self, ‘permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection or immortality’.
  We understand the situation in Kandhamal, in particular, as a clash between competing technologies of the self – namely 

 a) the technology of self-perpetuation of the Hindutva forces, and  

 b) the technology of self-assertion of the Subalterns – here the Dalit Christians

The what and why of the Hindutva:

The very ideology of Hindutva advocated by the Sangh Parivar has to be understood as a technology of the self that seeks implicitly and covertly to sustain the caste status quo retaining brahminnical supremacy and dominance.  It is worth examining the Hindutva ideology in detail at this point. Hindutva is a political movement, which sees Hindutva or ‘Hinduness’ as quintessentially defining Indianness. The conceptualisation  of Hindutva can be traced to a book published in 1923 named ‘Hindutva’ by Vinayak  Damodar Savarkar an ideologue of this politics.
 Hindutva fabricates the concept of the Indian nation along the lines of a pan-Hindu identity. It effectively seeks to reduce India to a Hindu nation comprising of Hindus - undermining the pluralistic ethos of the country. One of the chief arguments of Hindutva was the accordance of primary citizenship status to ‘Hindus’ – those who considered India as both Pithrubhumi (father land) and punyabhumi (holy land) - as against adherents of other faiths.  

Hindutva rests on three pillars of ‘geographical unity, racial features and common culture’. It is however with regard to the third pillar that much of the debate on the nationalist ideology of Hindutva has been framed. Hindutva in its definition of Indian culture equates Indian culture with a parochial and selective version of Hindu culture. As such it adopts a ‘narrowly Hindu view of Indian civilization’ separating out the period preceding the Muslim conquest of India.
 It introduces a concept of nationalism defined in terms of culture which conflates Indian culture with the term ‘Hindu’ - a predominantly brahminnical and sanskritised version of Indian culture. This becomes clear if we consider Savarkar’s definition of culture: 

[W]e Hindus are bound together not only by the ties of love we bear to a common fatherland and by the common blood that courses through our veins and keeps our hearts throbbing and our affections warm, but also by the ties of common homage we pay to our great civilization -- our Hindu culture, which could not be better rendered than by the word Sanskriti suggestive as it is of that language Sanskrit, which has been the chosen means of expression and preservation of that culture, of all that was best and worth-preserving in the history of our race. We are one because we are a nation, a race and own a common Sanskriti (civilization).

The Hindutva forces aggressively pursue a broad goal of establishing a ‘Hindu Rashtra’ and their version of Indian nationalism seeks to be a tool in this endeavour. However, implicit in this broader goal of the Hindutva is a self-seeking goal, which is the goal of self-perpetuation of the brahminnical dominance. Inextricably interlinked with the perpetuation of this brahminnical dominance is the maintenance of the caste-structure.  Conversion to other religions frees the Dalits from the obligations imposed by the caste system and is counterproductive for the perpetuation of brahminnical dominance. Thus there is a direct need to subsume and retain the Dalits under the Hindu caste-order by co-opting them under a ‘Hindu’ identity. 

One needs to recognise at this point that the Hindutva’s brahminnical ideology of benefitting from the caste-structure and imposing a Hindu Rashtra is severely deterred by the Indian constitution, which has always remained an anathema for the Sangh Parivar for the way in which it replaces the legal codes of the manu dharmashastra. Because of the stability of the constitutional validated electoral processes, the goal of the Hindutva project of establishing a Ram Rajya can only be achieved through the venue of electoral politics. The electoral process, inspite of all its flaws, nevertheless functions as an effective surrogate space which accords equality to all Indians in contrast to other social and economic structures. The electoral process functions on the premise of ‘one person one vote’. It thus achieves equality in according the power to people to choose their political representatives. In such a context it is important for the Hindutva to contain the Dalits and the Adivasis under its tutelage and secure their vote-bank. 

Hindutva’s technology of self-perpetuation negotiates this terrain of ensuing that both its aspirations for social dominance as well as political power are achieved, predominantly through the two particular actions, namely: 

a) Striving towards the curtailing of conversions, which is most obvious in Hindutva’s continued denunciation of Dalit conversions as forcible and resorting to ‘re-conversions’.

b) Consolidating, either overtly or covertly, a homogenised version of a pan-Hindu identity through the tactics of co-option of Dalits and Adivasis into the Hindu fold and fragmenting the solidarity that exists between the minority and marginal identities through insinuation and innuendo.

  Why Target Conversions?  - The Conundrum of Conversion

 Delving into the issue of conversions it is important to locate the Hindutva’s constant invocation of the rhetoric of debate on conversions at this juncture.  We need to recognise that the question of conversions is the necessary foundation to sustain an anti-Christian campaign in India, because Hindu-Christian relations do not have other issues - like the memories of communal violence  or partition  or ‘go-korbani’ (cow slaughter) - which have affected Hindu-Muslim relationships.  It needs to be mentioned that the issue of conversions has actually forged an unlikely marriage between Gandhi and the Hindu nationalists who, inspite of having played a role in the murder of Gandhi for his supposedly anti-national soft-corner to Muslims, have surprisingly ‘heralded him as the voice of reason when he opposed Christian proselytisation’.
 

 The Hindu fundamentalist’s apprehension of conversions has a history which extends at least to the formation of post-Independent India having figured quite prominently in the discussions of the constituent assembly in the framing of the constitution. However, it was the report of the Niyogi commission, which was ‘generated in a climate of chauvinism and ultra-nationalism’ which introduced a new argument in the discussion on conversions and contributed to a distortion and demonising of conversions as, ‘a form of exploitation threatening the integrity of the Indian state’.
 The report introduced the argument that weakness, ignorance and poverty were reasons which made the poor lose control over free will. It hence rendered the deprived sections of the community as being ‘vulnerable to the inducements of converting to another religion.’
 It achieved this by essentialising India’s economically weaker sections as ‘essentially disabled, incapable of distinguishing motives and inexperienced in the exercise of their own judgement’.
  The implications of this report for the current context are succinctly brought out by Gauri Viswanathan as follows:

The Niyogi commission landmark report set the lines of an argument that have continued to the present day, blurring the boundaries between force and consent and giving very little credence both to the possibility that converts change over to another religion because they choose to. Interestingly in charging that Christian missionaries took advantage of the weakened will of the poor and disenfranchised, the report confirmed an elitist view of freewill and autonomy as the privileges of the economically advantaged classes. 

It is this argument floated by the Niyogi commission report that has become a tool in the hands of the Hindutva forces which refer to conversions as a diversionary tactic, to draw attention to a non-issue. The rhetoric of conversions functions as a double-edged  political sword which can be used to both attack Christian mission agencies working among the downtrodden sections of the community as well as restrain subaltern groups to achieve upward social mobility through adopting a venue which is not sponsored by the Hindutva (eg. through education). It needs to be mentioned that the conversion rhetoric has also been used by the Hindutva forces to attack the educational work of Christian missionaries at a wider all India level.  The fact that Hindutva targets educational institutions by accusing them of forced conversions is actually an attempt to suppress the threat that literacy of the poor could pose to people with a vested interest in poverty.
 Walter Fernandes points out as to how in UP for example dominant castes make it a point to send their own children to school while ensuring that no schools are built in the villages, ‘lest their labourers gain access to it and then leave either the village or demand better wages and working conditions’.
 Therefore, on the whole the Hindutva strategy of conversions needs to be seen as the murder of motivation as it seeks to ensure the perpetuation of the caste-structure and thus curtails the upward mobility of the Dalits in a way which ensures that they are obligated to the caste hierarchy. It is true then that Hindutva politics aims to ‘strait-jacket and to chain the potential assertion of the subalterns’.

One should not buy into this rhetoric of inducement perpetuated by the Hindutva forces, which renders the Dalits as placid and inarticulate in the whole process of conversions.  We need to recognise that ‘the whole emphasis placed on such popular discourse on conversions falls into the  Orientalist’s pitfall, which accentuates the agency of the western agents, whether colonial or missionary, and devalues the instrumentality of the native subjects themselves in such historical events’.
  In such a context arguments such as those made by the Hindutva merely seek self-perpetuation of their self-identity through the tacit invocation of binaries which constructs the other as a placid, weak and inarticulate object and reduces the other to a controllable, unthinking self, perpetuating new patterns of sustaining the asymmetries in the relations between them. These arguments obfuscate the real framework of meaning in which conversions have to be understood, which Sathianathan Clarke brings out perceptively:  

Religious conversion (thus) can be interpreted to be one strategy whereby Dalits seek to pursue and secure release from the cosmically engendered, and, more importantly, comprehensively and concretely actualized world vision of caste communities. Religious conversion to another symbolic world vision, in this case Christianity, was an effort at community-initiated bailing out from the constructs of the brahmanic symbolic world vision and contracting of newer pictures of the world. In a sense this cumulative and comprehensive discriminatory treatment at the hand of the brahmanic caste communities that surrounded them for many centuries must have been responsible for the stirring in Dalit communities to seek another symbolic world vision.

In this context one needs to understand conversions as the articulation of the technology of self-assertion by the Dalits. It functions as a mode of upward mobility for the Dalits in their search for equality and dignity. 

Conversion as a technology of self-assertion of the subalterns is also counter-intuitive to the Hindutva’s agenda of cultural nationalism which thrives on the perpetuation of binaristic notions of identity as the ‘Hindu’ and the ‘non-Hindu’. It contests nationalism’s recourse to water tight conceptualisations of identity by demonstrating how porous these reifications of identity are. Conversions also demonstrate that identity can be formulated and reformulated at will, which makes it particularly threatening to cultural nationalism which resorts to positivist ways of conceptualising difference through such essentialising markers as race, religion, colour, ethnicity and nationality. As Viswanathan states:

When identity is destabilised by boundaries that are so porous that movement from one world view to another take place with the regularity of actual border-crossings, a challenge is posed to the fixed categories that act as an empirical grid for interpreting human behaviour and action. 
 

The problem that confronts the secular fabric of India in the form of the ideology of Hindutva  is a particularly complex and serious one because, as the cultural critic Homi Bhabha has perceptively pointed out, the enemies of secularism are today waging a war not simply in opposition to secularism but within secularism and in fact in and through secularism!
  This attack against secularism from within is blatant with regard to the issue of conversions, because here the Hindutva forces use the argument about the equality of all religions to protest against the attempts of Christians and Muslims to convert people from other religions, effectively threatening the fundamental right of these communities to propagate one’s religion. That is the feature of Hindutva’s technology of the self – the technology of self-perpetuation. Against this the technology of self-assertion of the subalterns is subversive and thus threatening to the Hindutva forces.  

Conversion contests the essentialising of identity to serve interests in a way in which it is more dynamic than either the concept of hybridity or syncretism. Conversion conveys a dynamism of movement of identity-crossings which is different from hybridity. Unlike hybridity, conversion conveys the remaking of the very categories that constitute identity and does not view border-crossings as exchange or fusion. It is more concrete than syncretism which is more a blurring of differences than a negotiation of differences. 
  As such it contests the very agenda of Hindu nationalism. 

Hindutva also constructs a technology of self-perpetuation through the construction of a concept of homogenised pan-Hindu identity which seeks to subsume the Dalits and the Adivasis under the category ‘Hindu’. It is not surprising to see today how through a subtle ‘updating of subordination’ Hindutva forces seek to assimiliate and subsume Dalits and Adivasis under the Hindu fold whilst ensuing that the hierarchy is subtly reasserted. In their co-optive strategies the Hindutva forces even seek to humanise those versions of traditions which have been detrimental to the upward mobility of the subalterns.  One mild example is the modification and glamourisation of the Ekalavya episode of the Mahabharatha.
 ‘(I)n the TV version of Ekalavya’s episode Pandava brothers are shown as protesting against the ‘injustice’ of the demand for Ekalavya’s thumb while Dronacharya is shown as saying it was only because Ekalavya ‘stole’ the education’. This is an attempt at humanising the story while ensuring that the rigidity of the varna hierarchy remains uncontested. 
 There is no focus on why Drona refused to teach Ekalavya who is a tribal boy. 

The same can be said of the various inroads that the Hindutva forces are making to co-opt the Dalits and Adivasis under the Hindu fold.  It is also important to pay attention to the way in which Hindutva exploits the subalterns’ technology of self-assertion to suit its own ideology, by diverting the subalterns’ quest for a new identity into a form of hostility against the traditional ‘enemies’ of the Hindutva namely the Muslims and Christians. Hindutva is reincarnating itself as the new space for the articulation of the identity-affirmation strategies of the subaltern groups, and seeks to displace the traditional space that conversions and education allowed for the Dalits and Adivasis. Hindutva is now keen on co-opting the Dalits and the Adivasis into its Hindu fold which has had dangerous consequences for the secular fabric of the country. 

S. Anandi’s Contending Identities: Dalits and Secular Politics in Madras Slums,
  clearly brings out the co-optive mechanisms of the Hindutva in assimilating the various attempts by  the Dalit communities to articulate appropriate technologies of the self.  Not only does the Hindutva seek to co-opt the struggle for self-assertion of the Dalits rather it reconfigures this quest into a tool to fight against another minority group the Muslims.  In a  survey of four Dalit slums in Madras city, Anandi points out how Hindutva  capitalises on the  Dalits’ quest for ‘new and broader identities that transcend caste’ and assimilates them into a pan-Hindu identity, cultivating in them hatred against Muslims.  The tactics employed by the Hindutva forces include conducting night schools, bhajan sessions and shakhas  for young dalits,  indoctrination that the noted Dalit leader Dr. Bhim Rao Ambedkar was a Hindu fundamentalist RSS activist,  funding the Hindu Vinayaka Chaturthi festival celebrations in Dalit slums and according the ‘leadership’ initiative for such celebrations to local Dalit leaders and above all feeding the Dalits  with rumors to create  anti-Muslim riots to split Hindu-Muslim bonds .  According to Anandi:

A dialectical process of inclusion and exclusion  thus sets deeper in the dalit common sense through communal pro-paganda, institution-building and riots directed by the Sangh Parivar. On the one hand, the dalits feels integral part of a pan-Hindu, identity/ honour and, on the other hand, they develop an anti-Muslim consciousness.
 

Analysing the present predicament of the co-option of the dalits and adivasis in the perpetuation of violence against minorities across India Dipankar Gupta points out: ‘If the bhils and dalits are involved in the riots today it is because such participation links them with a wider supra-local community which they find extremely appealing. This is especially so now when the crumbling natural economy of the village can no longer determine their horizons as it could in the past. Into this breach the BJP and the VHP have stepped in, and in the absence of a better alternative, the Dalits and Tribals have joined them in order to get a sense of collective purpose and a project for the future’.
 The filteration of a communal ideology into the Dalit common sense poses a particular problem because it threatens the possibility of a subaltern solidarity between the minorities and the marginal groups, which can provide a formidable  counter-force to the Hindutva’s cultural nationalist strategy.  It is in this context that the Indian Church’s mission has to focus on how to create a sense of community and overcome the barrier of being  a caste-ridden church. 

In a context characterised by continual renegotiation of identity claims, the Hindutva  forces seek to engender a culture of Hindutva-sponsored-mobility as against the mobility of education offered by Christian missionary education and religious conversions. Underlying this ideology is the fragmenting of subaltern solidarity and the ‘cleansing’ of the dissenting subaltern or the traditional ‘other’ of the Hindutva – namely the Muslims and the Christians.  It needs to be mentioned that this whole process of engendering hostility between the minorities and the marginal identities is done so that the latter can be used against the former. It is highly deplorable that the ‘social passion’ that is evoked in this whole process helps create a terrorising atmosphere which serves as, ‘the best way to suppress the liberalism and the accompanying social space necessary for the struggles of the oppressed groups’.
 It is a well devised strategy whereby in the competition between the various technologies of the self the Hindutva’s technology of self-perpetuation can prevail over the subaltern technology of self-assertion by assimilating it.  The rhetoric of conversions can function well for achieving this cause because it can target the Christian missionaries, who, through providing basic access to education to people from the subaltern backgrounds are fostering the formation of an independent and autonomous subaltern technology of self-assertion, that is free from Hindutva sponsorship. It can also target the assertive subalterns who seek to dismantle the caste-structure by seeking a new religious identity under a non-Hindu religion. 

` (In)’conclusion: Converting to Dalit Conversions

Having analysed the interplay of the competing technologies of the self of both the Hindutva forces as well as the subaltern groups, it is appropriate to reflect upon the challenges that this poses for the church in India. 

The challenge that this particular issue raises for the Indian Church along with the traditional call for inter-religious dialogue (which in this case has to be radically redefined) would be to imagine the contours of an effective resistance to the Hindutva forces and trace its location within Christian mission in the Indian context today. With regard to the issue of inter-faith dialogue, it needs to be stressed that a critical approach to interfaith relations is needed in a context where there is a growing recognition of the nexus between dominance, power and religion. In such a context it is the task of Christian theologising and social thinking to bring a socio-political lens to the various attempts at interfaith dialogue. Shantha Premawardhana brings such a corrective lens appropriate for the Indian context when he points out that ‘where caste is legitimated by Brahmannic religion, it is right to question whether we should be in dialogue with them’.
 Out of such ‘political consciousness’ emerges the affirmation that ‘(T)oday our partners in dialogue are not necessarily those religious leaders who are a part of the exploitative structures, but those who suffer from exploitation’. Such a view subverts the traditional and popular views of interfaith dialogue.
 Recognizing that those affected by exploitative structures are ‘overwhelmingly the poor,’ Shanthawardhana indentifies these people as the ‘partners in dialogue, to build alliances and to challenge the power structures of government, corporations and indeed religions that exploit and destroy our communities’.
  It is this counterintuitive mode of dialogue which we need to embark upon in a context of rising religious fundamentalism so that inter-religious dialogue becomes a viable means of furthering the flourishing of relationships. 
Dalit conversions to Christianity also are signposts which point to ways in which alternative version of nationalisms can be affirmed or articulated because they are attempts to create a nation with justice and equality. They are to be seen as prophetic attempts towards exposing how Hindutva politics has distorted the face of Indian nationalism in the third millennium by being overtly or covertly involved in a barbaric and aggressive effort to facilitate a shift from the ‘secular-territorial’ version of nationalism of 1950’s. Dalit conversions in a way affirm and strengthen the ‘secular-territorial’ version of nationalism which refused to make the nation co-terminus with a particular religion.
 This secular-territorial version of nationalism of the 1950’s recognised ‘the dangers inherent in the religious and fascist varieties of aggressive nationalism’ and did not accord general approbation to ‘nationalism not tempered with morality’.
 Such nationalism ‘was a humane nationalism, comprehending within it political freedom, economic justice, and social solidarity’ and today ‘given the resurgence of a communal politics that conflates religion and culture’, such a version of nationalism is under threat.
 

Dalit conversions should be seen today as attempts to recover a humane nationalism. They should be seen as a continuum of the liberative project of ‘oppressor conversion’, whereby oppressors are challenged to give up religion validated forms of control which stifle freedom, autonomy and social mobility. These conversions are challenges to the oppressor to recover explicitly humane versions of nationalism in which the defining category is not adherence to a particular ‘religious world view’ but concern for our neighbours. Dalit conversions take up the challenge of enabling the oppressors to rethink the notion of loyalty to the nation. Catholic theologian Ambrose Pinto’s in his critique of the misguided notion of loyalty to the nation that is expected by the Hindutvavadis and the rightists says, ‘If burning of SCs/STs, discrimination on the basis of caste against BC’s, and hatred towards minorities is considered as a sign of loyalty to national culture and heritage, one needs to redefine loyalty in terms of a concern for the poor, compassion for the suffering and integrity and rectitude. None of these social qualities is highlighted by the Hindutva right as loyalty.

This proposal for a humane nationalism should also be accompanied or complemented by a radical rethinking of the concept of secularism. We need to realise that a secular ideology by itself is inadequate in the present context. We need to consider seriously Dipankar Gupta’s call for rethinking the notion of tolerance as a hallmark of secularism. 
   It is crucial that the rhetoric of secularism today needs to be recast in the language of intolerance, which emphasises that certain actions are just intolerable.
 Only an insistence on certain inflexible principles, and that these principles relate to matters of law, can strengthen the secular ethic of India.  Only through an intolerant secularism that insists on the inalienable rights of citizens and in the due process of the law can we mount ‘public pressure against minority hunters and sectarian killers’.
  Only through the reaffirmation of a humane nationalism and an intolerant secularism can we be able to handle the invective of the Hindutva forces against minorities and other marginal identities. 

It also needs to be recognised that there is need for an ‘active citizenry’ in situations of inequality where the needs and interests of the minority are likely to be sidelined.
  Recognising the importance of an active citizenry in the transformation of society along egalitarian lines Duncan Forrester writes:

A democracy needs an active citizenry that is willing to put the common good before sectional and individual interests, and sometimes make sacrifices for the benefit of others, and for a greater good.  Usually this is only possible when many people are gripped by a vision, and feel a sense of solidarity, shared destiny and mutual accountability.  But it also depends on visionary leadership, for political leaders who have convictions which they can share and a vision, a dream, of the future of the society that is infectious.

The challenge today is to see the conversion attempts of the Dalit communities as participation in such active citizenry and as offering glimpses of such visionary leadership. Conversions should be seen as the attempts that take up seriously the challenge of creatively imagining the shape of the future of India. Usually Dalit conversions are considered to be merely ‘social’ and lacking a religious or spiritual dimension. However dividing conversions in terms of binaristic notions of social and the spiritual hardly does any justice. One can affirm that it is precisely the political nature of Dalit conversions which make them religious given the ‘polity’ of Jesus who came so that life can be lived in abundance and affirmed that the key to salvation is in responding to human predicament (Matthew 25:31-46) . 

We need to understand Dalit conversions not only as ‘speaking truth to power’ – the power of religious fanaticism, but also as the carving out of visions of equality and the creation of alternative or surrogate spaces where justice and freedom thrive.  Dalit conversions are the active and concrete pursuit of the dreams of visionaries who envision modes of living which are radically and subversively life-affirming and transformative not only for them but also for those who actively suppress them.   We are all aware that dreams have in them the potential to challenge and change history. The Dalit Christian converts of Kandhamal through the pursuit of their dream for equality, freedom and justice, also invite others to participate in new forms of living. They challenge the wider Church and society to pursue visions which will alter the very future of the modes of human living. Attempts to stifle Dalit conversions are to be understood as a refusal to partake of this gift of hospitality. It is important that at this point of history the wider Indian Church partners the dreaming visionaries of Kandhamal in dreaming the un-dreamable.  If not the price that India may have to pay may be costly. Failure to dream today  may even mean that for the Dalits there would never be a tomorrow to dream at all! Given the precarious situation of the contemporary context it is heartening that the dreamers of Kandhamal are undeterred in the pursuit of their dreams.  In this pursuit of dreams lies the hope of life in all its fullness because it is not only an act of carving out  a life-affirming ‘tomorrow’ in the dreams of ‘today’ but also an act of making sure that a life-denying ‘yesterday’, with its gruesome murdering of motivations, is actively prevented from  repeating itself! 
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