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THE ISSUE S

The twentieth century has seen the emeargence of seversl
independent nation states in Asias and Africs. It io
interesting to examine the basis of nation building in these
states, In most cases, religlon, language or tribes bacame
the unifying factor. Our focus in this study is on religion
as a factor contributing to the maintenance of, or posing
a threat to tha nation state, where does Iniia stand in
such a situation? A look at India's immediate neighbours
demonstrates that India stends out in several ways. In
Pakistan, Islam is the state religion. Nepal iz the only
Hindu Kingdom in the worlds In Bangla Desh, although
officially there is no state religion, in effect, the
Bengali Muslims are dominant, Burma is the land of Thara-
vada Buddhism, which has been proclaimed the religion of
the state. In Sri lanka, the Singhslese Buddhists dominate
the nation,

[ Against the backdrop of these nation states which
pursus policies in favour of one or another religion, Indis
stands cut as a secular state, Indlan religious pluralism
presents a varied and complex picture, Diffarent religious
communities exist sida by side, |Over 80 per cent of the
population is Hindu and this forms the dominant groups



However, spart from this there ars followers of almost
every faith in the world, and these ars accorded the status
of minority religious groups =~ the Musliims, Christieons,
S8ikhs, Parsis, Jains, Buddhists and Jews, Ths growth of
group conscicusness in India's plural society cannot be
aingular.i People identify themselves and play thelir roles
in relation to different groups and become conscious of
the same at different levels.) In the conmtext of Indian
nationalism, many kinds of social groups and relations
become important « religion, region, language, caste apd

80 ONe

] (#when we examine the Indian situation mors closely,
ssveral things become clear, Although Hinduism is not
acceapted as the dominant religion, by very virtue of the
fact that it is the faith of more than 80 per cent of the
population, it is so, This, coupled with the éanerauy
aggressive stand uksn by ths Hindus from the Arya Samaj
movement to the formation of the more recent .Virat. Hindu
Samai and the Vishva Hindu Parishad, has msant that they
are geen as a threat to ths minority groups. In the face
of such a threat, wmﬁ then, is the attitude of minoricy
religious groups towards the dominant Hindus and towards
the nation state?

{The threst to the minority religious groups in Indis
takes two forms depending on the attitide of the Hindu



majority. In the case of the 'indigencus religions',
Hinduism attenmpts to drsw them back into the fold, S&ikh
reaction to this has been to assert its identity in an
aggressive mnmr.] In the case of the Buddhists, because
of the fact that most of its adherents ares from the
untouchable groups, they have taken on tha new identity
of the neo-Buddhist. {In the case of religions viewad as
alien by the Hindua, the threst is of exclusion rather
than assimilation, The Muslims resct by asserting their
distinctiveness and attempting st s political iﬁentny,_']
The Christians on the other hand withdraw £rom political
involvement and remain a marginal group by and large,

e ¢an thus see, that given the fact that Hinduiem is the
religion of the vast majority of Indisns, the religious
mincrity groups are threatencd by assimilation or exclusion,
This makes it sll the more difficult for India to sustain
herself as a secular state. |

Several types of religlous communities exist in India,
The Muslims, Christians, Parsis and Jews are regarded as
followers of alisn faithss However, Islaw and Christianity,
because of thelir assoclation with conguest, colonisation
and proselytisation, are regarded with suspicion by the
Hindus, %ith the pParsls , this has nct besn #c. They
have remeined an ipsular group., At the same time, their



role in Indian economic history has accorded them a specisl
place in Indian society. In the case of the Yews, they are
£ar too faw in number to pose any kind of threat,

The sikhs, Buddhists and the Jains are aseen as followers
of indigenous religionss In fact the Hindus have, time and
again claimed that they Lre only offshoots of Hinduism, &
cleim which has been refuted by each of these comnunities,
While the 8ikhs have bean e militant religious groupy the
Buddhiste and Jains have not really possd such of a problem
to the nation state.

What is it then, that makes a raligiouns cmity a
potential threat to the nation state? Is religlion by itself
a threat? If so, then why is it that the Slkhs poss problems
€0 the nation state while, zay, the Christians 4o note Or
why is it that the Muslims are potentially more of a threat
to the netion state then the Parsis?] In the context of a
Plural society like India, it 1s importent to see how each
religious community raspornds to and is handled in the
context of national integration, It is generally accepted
that the simpler & community the simpler it is in terms of
management at the leval of the nation mu:] Does thise
hold 4n the cage of the religious comumiey in India?

A tremendous amount of work has been done on religious
comnuhities in India, However, by and large, they view



the religious community in question ss & monolithic group,

& homogeneous entity., Such a view is, we balieve, sinmplise
tic, and such studies ignore factors of great importance,

It has been said that India is really & confederation of
minariuu.z f'rh- soecallesd religicus majority and minority
groups are meithar homogeneous nor a monolith, Thay sre
divided along savaral limes. Despite the fact that they
ars refexred to as religious communitiss, some of them

have internsl religious differentistion as woll.) Thus

whan we refer to the Christian ‘community’ for axample,
numerous divisions spring to Mndﬂ We can talk of the
Catholic comunity, the Protastant community the Jacobites
and 0 on. 50 also with the Muslim commanity, which ias
clearly divided into the sShias and the Sunnis. LA second
basis for diffarentiation, ia territory and hmguaqaij Apart
from the Sikhs who are confined to ths Punjsbh and adjoining
areas, and proclaim Punjabi in the Gurumukhi script as
their language, and the Parals whose langquage is a8 Gujarati
dialect, no religious community in India can be territoriaslly
or linguistically defined. Thus, for J.nst;anm?ﬁaltmh
Urdu is associated with the Muslim commnity, for the

mass of Muslims, language divides them £rom their religious
bretheren in other parts of India.’ | anothor basis far
differentiation is sociel, that iz, based on caste, Although
easte is a phenomencn gsnerally sssociated with Hinduism,



it has sesped into ssveral other religious groups as well,
80 that in several cases, caste unity transcends the
religious divide.

It is not endugh, then, to concentrats on inter-reli-
glous problams slons, Nor should the religious community
be viswed as s homogeneous entity., To do so would be to
ignor e series of otherwise mmnt variables, The iden-
tification and analysis of these factors is our aim,

Thrse religious communities have besn selectsd for
tha purposes of thie study. The flrst community under
consideration are the 8ikhs, whose demand for a seporate
state and active political involvenent make them & uniqgue
religious cum linguistic cum political group in the Indian
context, The sscond group to be studied are the Buddhists
who, like the Sikhs are followers of an indigenscus religion,
However, because most of them are recent converts from
untouchable castes, they have an f{dentity as a caste growp
28 well, and this dual {dentity makes them an interssting
group to studye The third group taken up for study sre
the Christians who, as a group have no defined notion of
territory and langusge, and ars characterised by great
internal differentiations The Christians are ragarded as
followers of alien iah:ha and have, in consegquence, slways
been viewsd with a degree of suspicion, Unlike the Sikhs,



and to some extent, the Buddhists, the Christians have
never playedi an active role in the political arena.

The study of religious minorities in India iz partie
cularly significant in the present day contaxt, given the
unrest of the 5ikh community, Hindu=Muslim unrest, the
trouble in ths North-East and 80 on. The quastion of the
nation state becomes even more important, It is then not
sufficient to deal with problems between religlous groups
or evan reslations within groups. It has also become
important to place thesa religious commmities against
the backdrop of the nation state, tO exanine what factors
hinder the unity of the state, anxi what factors help, It
bacomes important to see why some religious comnunities
poas a threat to the nation state and others do not. We
anticipate that questions like these will Me answered in
the course of this study,

Hotess
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CHAPTER 11
THE SIKHS

The first comnunity under consideration are the sSikhs,
who are, in many ways, a unique religious cum linguistic
cum political group in India, They are ths only group in
Indis to have a territorial anchorage, in that they are
mainly concentrated in the state of Punjab., They are the
only religious community in independent Iniiaz to have
claimed ssparate territorial status, The Sikhs also claim
a distinct linguistic identity, having proclaimed Punjabi
in the Guruwukhi script as the language of the communitye
As a religious commnity, the Sikhs have had the advantage
of being able to trace common descent. 7These factors, of
territory, language and descent, should have made for a
great senne of cohesion within the commuidty. wWhat makes
the Sikhs at once a simple and complex focus of study, is
that thase strengthening factors are greatly weakened by
tansions basei on three factots, which have tended to pull
the community apart, HReligious sectarienism, the existence
of caste and, due to the tie-up between religion and
politics in the 5ikh perception, political factionalism,

have worked as divisive faorces.

Given the sxistence of a territorial and linguistic



oneness and a commonality of descent, the Sikhs should have
been adle to press their case for a separate nation, or

at least a separate state with great effect, After all,
while Pakistan was created on similar grounds ss a religious
state, the Sikhs gained nothing, wWithin the new Indian
secular state, tha division of states alang religious lines
was not to bs., On linguistic grounds, however, it was
possible, 5o the gikh struggle acquired a new enphasis,

in the demand ﬁﬁr a linguistic state. Unfortunately, for
the sikhs, due to the divisive forces of social hetaro-
geneity, doctrineire pluralism stmi@ from these social
divisions and a religious doctrine gearsd to political
acmn. the impact of the Sikh movement has not been
great, The tussle betwesn the ¢ohesive variables of
territory, langusge and descent, and the divisive ones of
religious sectarianism, caste and politics i3 reflected

in the turbulent situation in the Punjab today, This
study of the Bikh community is an attempt to analyss each

of these variables.

Territory and 1a L4

The sikhs cahsti%:utu legs than 2 par cent of the
population of Indla, numbering 10,378,797. Of thie
nunber, some 78 per cant live in the Punjab, asnd the
largest concentrations elsswhere are found in Uttar
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Pradesh, Rajasthan and Delhi, Pollowing the large scale
migrations that were necessitated during and after partition
in 1947, the demographic composition in terms of religious
communities in the Punjab changed, Prior to partition,

the Muslims weres a majority in the state after the Hindus,
The aituation changed after 1947, with tha sikhs emerging

2 tn terms of

as the second largest group in the state,.
lingutistic areas, the Punjabl speaking area comprises 56,3
per cent of the stats, and ﬁru 8ikhs constitute 52,3 per
cent of this area. Of the 43,3 par cent of the state

that constitutes the Hindl speaking ares, tha sikxhs form
only 8,0 per cent bﬁ the papulamama The Sikhs ¢an thus
be seen to have both a territorial anchorage and a linguise

tic identity.

The transformation of ths Sikhs from a pacifist group
to a highly organised military group dates back to the
time of the tenth Guru, Gobind 8ingh. At the time of the
fourxier of Sikhism Guru Nanak, tho 8ikhs were s pacifist
group, but thanks to recurrent conflicts with the Mughals,
the Sikhs undar Hargohind. gingh, the sixth Guru, turnad
themselves into 2 military group, Gobind Singh, in order
to emphasise their importance as a separate cohesive
group, conducted a baptismal ceremony, which changed the

-
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face and direction of the Sikh community, From that time
omvard, the Sikhs have striven to maintain a distinctive
1dont1ty.

Thras major stages have besn gensrally sccepted as
far as the evolution of the Sikh community is concumnd."
Guru Nanak is universally accepted as having been the
founder of the faith, having propounded original teachings
and gathared around him peopla drawn from both Hindus sand
msum.s This basic stage, which tock plecs in tho first
half of the 16th cantury was followed in the lifatime of
‘the sixth Guru Hargobind in the early 17th century. Pollow-
ing the death of his father Amar Singh, while in the hands
of the Mughals, Hargobind wvas persuvaded that for the
defence of his following, he would heve to ropdrt. to arms,
The final stage in the svolution of the community s also
attributed to the evil designe of the Mushals, In 1699,
Curu Gobind singh, reslising the weaknesses of his £0lloe
wers, as well as the hostilivy of the Mughals, reachead s
momentéus dccisi.om) This decision resulted in the
formation of the Khalas, the order of the pure. The
Xhalsa is perhaps best described as a socisty possessing
a religious £o§mrlation and a miiitary diacip.une;ﬁ The
religious foundation was already Iin existence, 58 almso
the beginnings of militery discipline, but Gobind Singh
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transformed it into something stronger = a community dedi-
cated to the preservation of righteousness by tha use of
the sword, an invincible army of saint soldiers destined
to withstand the flercest of persecutions, and destined

to usher in, under !mharaja Ranjit Singh, the moat glorious
period in the history of the Punjab,

Internsl cleavages with the Communitys
neup:it:e' the cohesive bonde of territory, language

and common dascent, the history of the Sikha has besn one

of interrsl differences and factionselisme The Sikhs are

beset by divisions based on religious differentiation,
caste differences and political differences, The result
has been that in the absence of a direct threat from
outaide, the conflicts hetwsan the varicus parts of the
group have been made manifest in one form or another,
Thiz kind of infighting goss ek to the time of Mahsrsja
Ranjit singh, who, in the forty ysars or so that he ruled,
tried to bring warring Sikh factions undsr the umbrella
of a single state, Dagpite the fact that, very broadly
spaaking, the sSikhs are & cohasive group, there are
several internal differences bhetween them thst prevent
them from making @n impact as a groups On the tace of
it, the sikhs asppear to bo one of the more cohesive
religious groups in India, However, whan this community
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is examined closely, a differsnt picture emerges, and thres
major cleavages become apparent. These are cleavages based
on caste, religious sectarianism and political differences,

Ae Caste in the Sikh Communitys
The religious dogma of the Sikhs was bhrought into

sxistence to 4o away with the Hindu caste mm.’ The
faith explicitly denies the religious sanctions of the
Hindu caste system, Howsver, as many at.udine have shown,
thers are Sikh castes, While the various groups are
regarded as squal for religious purposes, they function
az castes in day to day life,

All the ten Gurus of sSikhism ware Xhatris, members |
of a trading caste accorded Xshatriya status in the Hindu
caste hierarchy, However, most of their followers were
Jats, an agricultural caste ranked as Sudras in the Hindu
hiererchy. 7Ths Jats form the bulk of the Sikh community.
The other caste groups constituting the Panth are, apart
from the two agrarian castes (the Jats and Kamboh), the
two mercantile castas (Khatris and Aroras), four artisan
castes (‘x‘ar)dwnsgg Lohar, Nai and Chimba) and the two
outcaste groups (Chamar and Chuhra) .10

The interesting thing about the existence of caste
practices within the 8ikh community is that it existed
in & hierarchy different from tlat of the Hindus, The
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struggle for supremacy within the community between the
higher caste kKhatris and the lower caste Jats ended in
Jat dominance, The period of political supremacy underx
Msharajs Ranjit singh raised Jat Sikhs to the highsst
level of the newly designed hs.ammhy.u

Two major cleavages along caste lines exist in the
commnitys (8) the division between the landowning
agriculcural castes, the Jats and the non=Jat castes,
especially the Khatris and Aroras, and (b) the division
between the untouchable 8ikh groups and the other castes.

(a) Jats Vs, Non-Jatss
The Jats are the most dominent group within the

8ikh commanity. As has been mentioned sarlier, all

ten of the Sikh Guxus were Khatri, and during the early
17th century, the Khatria enjoyed & position of pre-
dominance within ths grotm.” The symbols which came

to be ssen aa distinctly Sikh were evolved during
Gobind Singh's time, and coincided with the influx of

4 large number of Jats into the community, Gobind Singh's
attenpts to turn 2 small band of religious believers .
into a political community coincided with & large
pumber of Jat conversions, The rise of military sikhisa
in the Punjab was, i.n fact, the rise of the Juu.n
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During tha latter part of the 17th century and the
i8th century, the Jats cane to aecquire increasing predomie
nance, with increasing nuwobers of them joining the Khalsa,
This situation persisted, and the 1881 census revealed
that the Jats formed Gﬁ'por cant of those who were rsturned
as Kha.tua.“ The Jat supremacy attained a new high during
the reign of Ranjit singh, Himaelf a Jat, be had no

compunction-. &bout recruiting into his army and adminise
tration, menbers of this caste group.

The Jats benefited greatly from the British annexation
of the Punjab. They were regarded by the British as the
foremost agricultural c¢aste in the Punjab and were generally
the recipients of favoursd treatment in terms of educational
facilities and 50 on, 18 Due to the advanteges accnuing
to 8ikhs, there was a resurgence in conversions to the
faith, and the bulk of these converta were Jats, |

By the 20th century, the Jats had consclidated theiy
position at the top of the S5ikh hierarchy. Kot only were
they regarded as the finest agricultural community by the
British, but, by the time of partition, they werae also
one of the most literate groups, The Jats also dominated
the community economicallys

The land Alienation Act of 190016 wag designed to
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protect the agriculturist from the clutches of the money-
lender, and it succeeded somewhat, Yet, because the
question of who was or was not an agriculturist was deterw
mined by caste and not by occupationt)all Jats were classie
fied as agriculturists, while all Xhatrls and Aroras were
not:. The community most adversely affected were the
'Sikhs. Simeable numbers of Khatris and Aroras becsuse
they ware in agricultuxe had developadi an identity of
intersts with their Jet co-religionists, The Act severed
the ties betweven Jat Sikh fermers amdl non-Jdat Sikh farmers,
-and at the same time hyought Jats of the Hindu, Muslism
gnd Sikh faiths closer together.17 so that the economic
tie cut across the religious divide;is Common economic
interest were reflected in political life as well with
Jats aligning with other Jats against non-Jat 8ikha.
According €5 Khushwant Stngh, 1 thess economic and poli-
tical differences ultiﬁataly affocted social life am well,
Jat Sikhs often preferring to marry into Hindu Jat famtlies
rather than nopwJat Sikh families, Finally, the third
group, the untouchable, found that thoy had more in common
with Hindu untouchables than higher caste Sikhs, and sought
statutory privileges accorded to schediuled castes, 8o the
8ikxhs cams to be split into three divisions based on caste,

Jats, non-Jats and the untauchables.zo
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The Jats and Khatris were the major groups in the
race for power in the Sikh community. The Khatris occupied
a hkgher position in the Hindu caste hierarchy than the
Jats, Therefors, unlike the Jats, the Khatri never showed
an interest in Sikh identity as a means of enhancing their
status, For this reazon, a significant degree of Khatri
adherence has been Sahajdhari raﬁher than baptised Khalaa;zl
This also expleins why in contrast to steady incroase in
Jat mamborship over tho period 1881-19331, Xhaotri adhsrence
actually declined bstwesn 1911 and 1031.%2

The Jats still ocoupy a dominant position within the
communitys The ét-.atus they enjoy does not derive exclusively
from economic success as agricultur;sta, but from political
success os wells The voice 0f the Jats is a decizive one
in FPunjab poiitics. Although factmnaum persistently
divides the Jats, effective leadership has never been far
from their grasp. 7The Jats have, by end large, backed the
Akali Das, while the Khatxis arxd artisans have gone with

the Gangress-sza

Haster Tera Singh, who came to be the
leader of the Akali Dal, was a rars example of a Khatri
who came to power, In the post partition vears, thanks
to0 the Greaen Revolution, the Jats could outmatch the rich

Khatri Sikhs who provided the backbone to Tara Singh's
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leadership, When Tara Singh eventually fell from power
in 1962, it was a Jat, Bant Fateh Singh who overthrew
hime All the major political leaders of thes Punjad have
boen Jats with the exception of Glani zail 8ingh, from the
Tarkhan caste, who waa the first non-Jat chief minister
of the Punjab,

The Jats have thus occupied top position in the Sikh
hiererchy, Further, over tha last three centuries, they
have consolidated thic position economically and politically
a5 walls

{b) gikh Untouchablens

More interssting than cases of high caste conversion
from Hinduism to other faiths, are perhaps, conversions
of the so-called untouchables, The interest lies not 80
mach in the conversion {tsslf, for that is hardly swrpri-
sing, given the sttractive ‘egalitarianiesm® of faiths
1ike sikhism, Christianity etc, The point to ponder is
whether the comverslons do in fact meke for a difference
in the lives of the erstwhile untouchables, in the reliw
glous faiths to which they convert, Undeniably, some
benefits have accrusd to such outcastes, but in many ways
things have not really changed,

&ikh outesstes f0ll into tyo categories according
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to their origins. Those who come from a Chuhra background
(sweeper) are known as Mazhabi Sikhs, 24 inile those from
& Chamar (leasther worker) background are known as Ramdasia
S5ikhs.

In 1881, the Chuhra Sikhs took the pahul and were
generally strict in their observance of orthodox or Keshaw
dhari Sikhism, But they were still kept at bay by the
other Sikhs, " Por the Chuhra 5ikhs, the great Guru was
Teg Behadur, whose mukilated body was brought from Delhi
by Chuhras, who were then admitted into the fold,

Highsr in the hisrarchy than the Chuhra was the
Chamar, called 'mochi' wiwn converted €o Islam and Rame
dasis when convertad to sikhism. The name Randasis was
teken from the fourth Guru Ramdas, who was the £irst to
accept them into the Sikh fold. Although their position
was higher than that of tha Maghabis, they ware still not
admitted to religious equality with the other sikhs.

In 1691, sikhism was advancing among the Jats, Khatris,
Aroras and Chuhras, Between 1681 and 1891, the most
remarkable increases by conversion had beon among the Sikh
Chuhrass A substantiasl proportion of both Mazhabis and
masiaa. tdday represent the result of an influx into
the Panth during the early decades of this contury.zs
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There can be ro doubt that the reason behind this movemsnt
was a desire €O expurge the traditional taint of the out-
caste status, |

The Mazhabi 8ikhs reached the poeition they did
through the corporate type of caste mbintmza This group
fared undoubf.oﬂly bct.tur than other untouchable groups as
a result of their special favour with tim British, on
whoee 81 they fought during the Sepoy Mutiny.>! They,
along with the Chamar Sikha carried on a good deal of
agricultural labour, As a result of t:heii: having given
up their traditional occupation of scavenging and leather
work, thay wore ranked higher than their Hindu counterpartse
At the s=ame tims, they vere often barred centry into guruw
dwaras alorg with high ceaste Sikhs,

The 8ikh untouchables are socially and economically
under the dominant Jats. It is for this reason that all
through the somewhst stormy course that Punjabts history
has teken since independence, they have not supported the
Jat dominated Akall Dsl, ) They fear aven greater Jat
damination in the svent of Akall leadarship of the state,
since a S8ikh Punjedb would necessarily be a Jat Punjab,

In the 5ikh caste hierarchy, there is reference to
the all encompassing brotherhocd of the Sikhs, whether
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convarted from higher or lower castes, Nevertheless, they
are arranged in a hierarchical order with the Jats at the
top and the untouchables at the bottoms The persistence
of this caste structure has often preventsd the Sikhs from
functioning and acting as & community, Apart from social
divisions, political alignments have alsc been along caste
lines as we shall saé presently, For the present, suffice
to say that caste is a majbr source of differentiation
within the Sikh community, despite the fact that the faith
is a self profaessedly egulitarian one.

Bs Reliqious rianism:

The major achism among the Sikhs was a religiocus
one, Subsequently, divisions bassd on caste and politics
becane more and more visible.

Guru Gobind Singh initiated his followers into & new
fraternity called the Khalsa., They swore to observa ths
£ive K*8%° and committed themselves to the defence of the
Xhalsa, Gobind singh also declersd that he was the last
of the tenth Gurus, Hs thus mleted the religious facet
of Sikhimm, comnanding his followars to be armed crusaders
rather than paeiﬂam.zg Thoss who accepted the new idea
of the Khalsa and theo sgymbols that went along with it were

called Xeshadharis or orthodox sikr;aqu” who did not

)"Q‘S ) . _5*:;} ,,«\»i;\ x:"
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were called thes Sahajdharis, This was the first major
religiocus cleavage within the cormunity,

After this, a number of sscts developed with time.
John Clark Archar’C says that in the 16th century, the
8ikh religion was a conglomeration of sscts, Among the
major ones mentioned is the Ranakpanthi sect which was
f£airly nmumerous but never closely organisad. In 1909,
Max Arthur Mocaulif£e > attempted a breakdown of the
sects within s8ikhisnm in terms of the Keshadhari and
Sshajdhart branches, Under Keshadheri ho listed the
Nirmales and Nihanga, The Nenakpanthis he 1isted as a

major sect of the Sshajdharis,

An interesting nspect of the Khalsa-Sshajdhart
cleavage wes its caste basis. Followers of Gobind sSingh
lergely Sikh Jate, vhile fshajdharis were mainly £rom the
Hindu high castaes like the Fhatrie and Aroras.

In sdditdon to the numerous sects, thers were also
sects which bagan movenents for religious reform, directed
at keeplny Sikhisn free f£rom Hindu slements, Two important
wovements heve besn thoge of the Hamdhsris and Nirsnkaris,

(1) The Remidhariss
The Namihari sect was founded by Balak 8ingh (1792
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1862), who exhorted his followers to live aimply and to
practice no other religious ritual other thap repeating
God's name (nam), hence the name Namdhari. His successor
Ram S8ingh introduced some changes in forms of worship,
appearance and forms of address which distinguishad them
from othar Sikhs, Ram 8Singh was from the Tarkhan casta
{carpentar)., His beliefs were accepted largsly by the
meimbers of his caste slone and other poorar castes, showing
once again how religious sectz polarised along caste lines,
Ram 84ngh had separste guruiwaras bhuilt for his followers.
The sact, alac called Kukas, 32
a S8i%xh resurgenaa, In making an fmsue, thay claghed with

wers fad on prophecies of

Muslim butchers on the cow slaughter imsue, and murdered
ssveral in the 1870'as. Several Kukas were hangsd on
sccount of this and were hailed as hearces by the sect,
Kuka passions were inflamed and thoy sttacked Malerkotls,
a Maslim state whare cow slaughter was permitted, Ram
Singh and ssveral followvers ware arrested and jailed.
The Namdharis lost the little support their movement had
with the Sikhs on account of this kind of violence. The
Kukas have at present two centres, one at Bhaim and the
other in Hissar digtrict. They maintain little contact
with the parent comnunity and are largely an insular

subsact,
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(11) The Nirsnlariss
The Nirankaris are of great intarest in terms of ths

current political troublas of Punjab, AkalleNirankari
tensions form one facet of the Punjab pmbxam today.

During Ranjit Singh's time, & number of people ware
beptissd andi joined the Khalsa fraternity. st others,
though still describing themeelves as Hindus, switched
over f£rom the worship of Hindy Gods to reading the Uranth
and going to gurudwaras, There developed &2 custom among
Hindus of tringing up at lsast one son as &8 Keshadhari
g8ikhe. Thess half-Hindu half-8ikh peopls bhelonged to the
Fhatri, Bania and Arora families,>>

One menber of this community, Dyal Das (1783=-1888)
condemned idcl wership and peying obeisance ¢c holy men,
snd preached instead that God was formless, ‘nirsnkart,
and conssquantly described himeelf &p a liranksaris He
soon acjuired the status of s guru and gathersd geveral
disciplines arpund nhim, Howaver, he had to face the
epbosition Of Hindu Brahming as wall as Sikhe, and was
forced to bulld separnte places Gf worshipe 34 The
differences botwesn orthodox Sikha and the Nirankaris are
linited to the latter's worsidp of Curus other than tha

ten recognisad by the Khalms.ss
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¥huslwant singh, writing in 1966, said 'the Nirankaris
are fast losing their separate identity and may, within a
few decades merge back into the Hindu or Sikh parent body! 3'6
Howaver, post 1966 events hsve proved him wrongs. Incroass
ing £rﬁ.¢tion between the Akalis and Hirankaris reached
alarming propextions on Baisakhi day in April 1979 at
Amritsare 37 &iitations against the Nirankari Ssmmelan,
and clashes which resulted in the death of aightesn
Nirankaris, took place under akali leadership of the state,
8ikh was now pitted against Sikh.

Despite sarlier comments of abservéra that cleavages
within the Sikh community had not erupted into violence
since 1849, and were unlikely to do 30.38 thaere 13 now
overt conflict, A new bhrand of Sikh extremiasm surfaced in
the wake of incidents that marked the confrontation between
the Nirankaris and the followers of Jarnail Singh Bhindran-

3%
»

vale & sworn ensmy of the Nirankaris,

Religious differentistion has thus constituted an
important cleavage in the sikh community, and the clash
between the dominant Akalis, most of whom are Jats, and
the Hirankaris has, over tha last five years erupted into
overt conflict. The polarisation of religious sects
along social divisions, that is, alonyg caste lines, 1is
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also a point to be noted, We shall see later how caste
division and religious differentiation have worked their
way into the tangled web of Sikh politics.

Ce Political Cleavsgess

Perhaps the most important cleavage that the 5ikh
‘community faces is that of political division, This is
so bacsuse of two reasons. One is the fact that in the
8ikh perception, religion and politics are inextricably
linked. This i3 clear from ths well«known slogan of the
8ikhe, ‘raj karega Khalsa', the vision of a Punjab where
the Khalss rules, 7Two, the fact that caste differences
and religious ones make themselves manifest in the poli-
tical conflicts, adds to the complexity of the situation,
This has msant that on the one hand, political alignments
are based more or less on caste loyalties, On the other
it has meant in the Sikh case that leadarahip of the Akali
Dal, the politicsl organ of the sikh'(,hoen closely linked
with the comnittee for ths mansgement of the Sikh gurue-
dwarass This in itself demonstrates the intimate relation
between the religious and political spheres within the
8ikh community.

| The major oppositicon party in tha Punjadb is the Akalil
Dal, an organisation which is not only confined to Punjab;
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but whose mambership is open only to members of the Sikh
community, It thus stands for the inextricable mix of
religion and politics that niakes the S8ikh community so
distinctive, The Akall Dal claims to be the sols represen=
tative body of the Sikhs, and stands for the protection

of the &ikh religion, and ths furtherance of the interests
of the comminity. However, on account of the deep rooted
fectionalism feith 4in the Akali Dal it has not been able
to make & major impact, The history of this organisation
is sufficient to demonstrats this,

(a) Akali %

The management of the Golden Temple has always been
of specisl interest to the cmunityv. The gurudwaras were
run by hereditary mahants who, by the early 1900's had
changed them £rom places of worship to daens of corruption
ard vice, In 1920, as a result of the Surudwara reforms,
a comittee was formed called the Shiromani Gurudwara
Prabandhak Committee (B.0,PsCa)e It consisted of 175
members and was sat up for the management of Sikh gurudwaras,

The more radical elements organiged a semi-military
corps of volunteers Xnown as the Akal.i Dal, the army of
immortals. The 8,G.P.C, became a sort of parlisment of
the sikhs, The disbursament of gurudwara income in
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managemant of shrines, patronage of teachers and professors
atc, made the S8,G.P«.Ces & government within the government,
Its contreol became the focal point of Sikh poutica.m

The gurudwara reform movement of the esarly 1920's
was spearheaded by Sikhs, mainly westernised nonwJats.
The prominent leaders were Sardar Mehtab Singh, an arora,
Baba Kharak Singh, an Ahluwalia, Master Tara Singh, &
Khatri, Mr, Bhagat Singh, s Ramgarhia and Mr, Bhushan
Singh Samundari, a Jat.“ Thease leaders could not have
been succesaful without the unstinted support they recaived
from the large, illiterate Jat Bikh masses, At the height
of the agitation, however, the leaders bacied down and
approved the Gurudweras Raform Bill ¢of the Btit&.shy But:
the 8ikhs carried on the struggle under kKharak Singh, Tara
Singh anl others and won & resounding victory in 1925.42
These lesders condemned Mshtab Singh and his paxty as
collaboratorn and ousted it from control of the S5.G4PeCe
Akxli unity was shattered. This split marked s watershed
in the history of the commmnity,.

The second mplit occurred in 1929 on the issue of
- whether Kehru's report on constitutions)l reforms should
b acceptad, Baba Kharak S8ingh and his group wanted total
rejection of it and severance of tiaes with the National



Congress. Tara Singh and his group favoured continued
cooperation with the Congress, though critical of the
geport, Kharak Singh was pushed cut of power and Tara
singh began to dominate the party. He anjoyed the confie
dence of the moneyed Sikhs as well as the poor and
illiterate or@a. Yor two decades, he hed considerable
influence over the £,C,F.C, &3 well and was the undisputed
leader of the Sikhs,.

(b} partition Ats aftermaths

In the Punjab, aver since the days of the earliest
Islamic invasicon, communal tension developed between
invaders and tholr supporters on the one hand and indie
genous inhabitants on the othar. Some enlightoned rulers
tried to minimise the diffarences, and o Zow lika Ranjit
singh succeeded. The 1520's and 30's wvoro particularly
bad decades of communal blttarness in the Punjab.“ The
communal riots of 194547 were in every way different
from those that had taken place sarlier,) Up till then,
the riots had been minor sffairs, in contrast what took
plece in 1946 and 1947 was & generasl massacre.

The Sikhs wera in a paculiar position in the Hindue
Maslim conflicts: They professed a noutral craeed, bhut
wers a part of the Hindu social system, They wera the
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moat prospercus saction of the punjab psasantrys. The
8ikhs often tried to play the rols of pesacemakers, but
since their sympathies wers manifestly Hindu, they were
felt to be aggressively anti-Muslim. In any case, the
Muslims felt that {f Pakistan was to bring prosperity
to their people, Sikhs who owned the best wheatlania

of the Funjab would have to be dispossexsed.?d In the
riots of Merch 1946, the largest number of wictims were
§ikho, 33
The fear that thelr vame had at one time aroused had

evoporatad, and thelr telk of martial provess was dismissed
46

Tha riots ware a rude swakening of the Sikhs.

n aéoount of the
humiilation they had suffered, the mood of the s8ikhs was

of aggression and not compromise. On Baisakhi day of

1947, Master Tara singh and 280 jathedars vowsd to sacrifice
their lives for the community. From then onward, the

8ikhs bagan to reorganise their defunct jathas in towns

and villages, to arm them with swords and, if possible

a8 the bombast of a decadent racsy

guns,

as the nationalist agitation moved toveards indeperdence,
the Sikhs were gpurraed on by ths Muslim demand for Pakistan
to demand & separate Sikh homelands The Sikh poaition in

the Punjab at the time was a precarious one. On the ona
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hand, the majority of Muslims supported Jinnah's demand
for Pakistan, On the other the Hindus espoused a complete
break with the British and were, by tha 1940's at any
rate, willing to grant concessions to the Muslims., Being
in a coplete minority, ths 8ikhs, on the principle of
sauve qui peut, made their own declaration of auvtonomy,

and s0 the Akall Dal began its agitation for Agad Punjab,®’
The firat official demand for a Sikhistan was made on
March 22, 1946 by the Akall Dal,

Once the partition of the country becams imminent,
it was inevitable that the partition of the Punjab would
divide the Sikhs, divided as they were through the state,
The 8ikhs had hopes that the Boundary Commission appointed
would help in salvaging sSikh shrines, homes and land in
western Punjsb, Howsver, this was not to be, and the
8ikhs as a community suffered with their richest lands,
over 150 shrines and half their population left on tha
Pakistan sids of the border,

Partition brought about reavolutionary changes in the
social, economic and political structure of the Punjab,
From having been the most prospercus comnunity, the sikhs
were reduced to the level of other Indian communities,

This applied both to the agriculturist as well as the
trading classes, &ikh farmers of western Punjab who
owvned large estates were reduced in ths process of rasettle~
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mant. Those of Eastern Punjab were levelled by legislation
£ixing 30 acves as tha maximum holding of land.?®

The changa in the political complexion of the state
was also significant. It was clear that the community,
scattered as it was could easily losg inmpect am a3 political
force, The sxodus aéattnmsd the £ollowing of the leaders
of western Punjab and weakened their position. Mastex
Taras Singh retained his hold over the masses somshow, but
other urbanite noneJats weres compelled to seture their
future with the ruling party. In contrast the Akaldl
lsaders of sastern Punjab who were mainly Jats began to
assert themselves.

A mignificant effect of the migration was to create

' 8ikh concentrations in cartain areas of East Punjab, Thiws,
alony with other factors revived the damand for & Bikh
state. The most vociferous demand for the reorgsnisation
of the state has been mads by the Akall Dal in the form
of its demand for & Punjabl Suba, as s Punjabl gpeaking
state, The exact territorial limits of Punjabi Suba have
undergone many changes since the demand was originally
articulated, but in recent yesrs, the Akali has asked for
the conversion of the Punjabl spsaking region into Punjabi
Subs. The demand for the Suba was presented as being
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based on language but Akall leaders have, from time to
time, made explicit their aim of establishing a state

in which the sikhs as a religious comminity would be

%9 prom the time of Master Tara Singh,
whoss leaderszhip of the aAkali Dal left an indelible mark
on the Sikh movement, and Sant Fateh Bingh, to leaders
like Harcharan Singh Longowal and Bhindrapwale, one thing
has become clear, There iz a myth propagacsd by the
Akali Dal that the Punjeb trouble is about river waters

able to hold power,

and territory. There have been many disputes over river
waters and territory in other states, but never have they
led to the kind of sitvustion Punjad faces todays The

real problem in the Punjab is the rise of Sikh fundamene
talism partly as a backlash against the modern life style
brought in by prosperity, and partly in response to demo-
graphic changes which threaten t0 make the Sikhs a minority
in the stata,>®

The demand for a separate state must be seen in terms
of the effect of partition on the Sikhs, The tremendous
insecurity facad by the cmity in the wake of their
yprootment from west Punjab and the subsejuent feeling
of unaettladmsﬁ. the fear of Hindu revivalism, and the
dissatisfaction of knowing that the Muslims gained Pakistan,
huve contributed in no small way, to the aggressive, extremist
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and separatist stand taken by some of the Sikhs today. t

Jat rise to power after \e ny

After partition and the subsaquent migraticn of
businegs groups of the Sikh community, the Jats began to
challarnge Tara Singh'a leadership. Thay atarted a carpaign
against him during the 194E elections for offica bearers
to the BeGePyCep axthorting his followers to throw off
~ the yoka of non-Jot, aducsted Bikh leadershipe The
shratagy succeeded and they won a resounding victory in
the eledtions, However, Tara Singh would not give up the
leadarzhip of the Panth and by outwitting his opponents,
remained in power for apother twenty yvears,

After gaining control of the 5,G,P.Ce, Mowaver, the
Jathedars began to use this essentially religicus organie
sation to capture leadership of the Panth, supported by
national leadars like Pratep Singh Kedron, mxbua Singh
end Giani Zail Singh, Tars Singh adopted increasingly
axtremist popitions. He agitated for a soverelgn state
and whan that falled he undertook a fast unto death, but
£inally withdrer it, This failure tc coerce the govern-
ment led to divisions within Akali leaderships In 1962,
sant Pateh singh, a Jat, set up a rival Akall Dal group,
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It bullt up a new coslition among the rkalis, defested

the Tara Singh group in the general electicns of 1965,

In the realignment of power, the Aksali Das effactively
became a strong voice of the intarests of the Jat community.

At the best of times, tho Akali Dal has bsen a faction
ridden sntity, when in the seat of government, differonces
betwveen extremists and moderates were controllable as
during Prakash Singh Badal's ténura as chief minister,
but no sconer were the Akalie out of power than the agita~
tion .tartadasz

In 1980 when the Akali Dal wss voted out of power,
it split again into one group led by Jasdev Singh Talwandi,
successor to Fateh Singh, and one led by former chief
minister Badal., By the end of 1982, ths central governmant
hed begun negotiating with a five member Akali Del committee,
in the face of the mumerous Akalid demards, ranging from ths
blatantly separatist to the mersly mmoncﬁ? The Akali
camp is, however, baset by tensions betwsen moderates like
Badal and Longowal, and extremists like Talwandi, Tohra
and Bhindrarwale.

In Sikhism the revial of fundamentalisn has come
in the person of Bhindranwale, He has managed to push
the moderate Akalis to take a hardline, He has also
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converted older extremists to his line of thought. Bhindrane
ware's fapatical defence of his faith is based upon his
convtcti?h that any powar that opposes it should be axter
me}.‘s" Since he conmidérs the Kirankaris ons such
opmsi% arxl given his pbs;ttidn of strergth in sikh
politics today, it is not surprising that the brand of

Eikh ex&emimn he has comn to represent, involvéa attacks
against the Nirankarls as walls |

In the present comtext, the religious frengy was also
the result of a deeper uncavtainty of praesent 8ikh politics,
and schiems within the commmnitys. Although the f£alth
prohibits caste, 1t is the caste factor that is responsible
for the widespread factionalism in the Akall Dele. This is
becauss while differences bem;naan extremista and moderates
have slways exigted, the leadership of the akali Dalis
drawn meinly €rom the Jet conmmunity.

Three major variables axist, then, within the 8ikxh
commanity, which make for cleavages. One, the strained
relations between two casie groups, the dominant Jats and
the soclinlly, but sven more, 2concmically subservient
untouchabless This tension has largely been manifest in
the lack of support the Jat dominated Akali Da)l has had
from the untouchables, Two, the tension giving way to
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open conflict, between the Akalis and the mrankaria. This
tension has been strikingly manifest since 1979, and is
also associated with the rise of the 5ikh firebrand
Bhindranwale. Three, the tensions between various factions
within the Sikh political party, ths Akali Dal, Differences
on religicus issues, political issues and perxsonal rivalries,
have made for pesriodic splite within the crganisation,

The Akali Dal claims to be the sole spokesmah for the Sikh
community. Since they command the support of the Jat
community alone, by and large, this is not really so,
However, since the Jats are in dominance, they wield
considerabls influence. Because the Akall Dal is beget

by so many internal contradictions and differences, it has
been unable to push forward the S5ikh case with great effect.

- Conclusions , .

Thus we have sean that the Sikhs have a territorial
anchorage, a linguistic identity, and are able to trace
common descent, This strength is, however, offset by the
fact that it 1_s & socially heterogenous community. The |
situation is compounded by religious sectarianism stemming
from the social complexity of the community. Last, but: nm:

least, the religious doctrine of the sikhs is geared towards
political action, and the resulting political cleavage



have diffused the marked impact the Sikh community and
movement would otherwise have had, We may venturs to
suggest at this stage that the existence of religlous
sectarianism along with & religious doctrine oriented to
political action may provide the basis for overt manifes-
tation of internal conflict, At this ptage it iz enough
to say that a religious community which is united by
territory and language, but divided along religious and
political lines is likely to be & community, like the
8ikh, in which the bonds of cohasion ars not very strong.
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Source, New Déh, 19 on theze three stages of
refugmaism. (1) the actual £light. (2) Reaching
deatination amxi the subacyuent horror of life ag
refuges camps and the gratitixie for what is given

to them by the local authorities, (3) Once ressttlee
ment takaes place, a number of developments take placs
which endure long aftaer the refugee has reastablished
himself, One ia a sanse of invalnerabilityv that
grows with the realization he has come through the

trauma safely. This is manifestad in,g_ul_.%h_gg_g
WW In an economy of Scarcity,
sra ot

=4 don't ghare risk takinq sentiments, this

g@x laad tc: ;gg.gvidmz gain an %mé% wide economic
avci. This s clearly evidence

pam on pmsperity 0f +he Punjabh in gemral and the
Sikh commnity, Another effect of £light and the
associated trauma, Kaller says, iz ¢milt, which may
rssule from having sarvived where others have not,

and for not living upto ideals of ones religion, The
guilt is seen =ms anger directed inward and can underw
go those trangiormations which normal anger may,
inciuding 8 chenge towards sggreasion which may be
ogtward or :.nwa'?a The suggestion that guilt feelings
account £for subsequent aggression might well be true,

- Perhaps, however, ths strugole for resettlement in

the land of destination compounded by the competition
for resources with the locsl inhabitants, contributes
in some way to the instinctive aggression on the part
of the Punjab and Sikh refugees,
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CHAPTER 11
THE BUDDHISTS

In some \Qfays, the Buddhist and Sikh religions have
points of convergence, DBoth had thelr roots in protest
movenents against Hinduism, the dominant religion, Both
are indigeneous religious doctrines, Here, however, the
similarity ends, Buddhism originasted in India about the
sixth century B.Cs, but it 4id not survive long in this
countrys. Instead it spread to various parts of Asd.c.l
some of which are Buddhist majority states today, The
twentieth century saw a revival of Buddhism in Indis under

the charismatic leadership of Drs BeRe Ambedkar,

While the unity of territory, language snd descent
have given the Sikhs a certain strength of purpose and a
degree of cohesion, this has not been possible with the
Buddhistss Unlike the S8ikhs, the Buddhists in present day
Indie have no territorial anchorage. They are also divided
Mingutstically., As was observed in the last chapter, Sikh
unity on territorial and uriquiatic grounds notwithstanding,
the community is beset by clsavages of verious kinds, and
conflict haé been overtly manifest in several cases. This
has not happened with the Buddhists, Does this indicate
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that despite the gulf of region and language separating
them, the Buddhists are still a cohesive group? An
exXamination of the Buddhist community will, we anticipate,

provide soms answers,

Like the other religious communities in India, the
Buddhists have multiple identities. They have, f£irst
and foremost, an identity as a distinct religious group,
However, because ¢of the formation of a large part of the
compunity through low caste conversion, the group also
has & caste identity, which has become very significant,
The interesting thing about the Buddiists has been, that
while unlike the Sikis, their religious doctrins is not
gearsd to political action, Buddhism and politics have
been t:omplamntwf in twentieth captury Indis, This
‘4p also because the Buddhist community in India consists
largely of the o0ld scheduled castes, Neo-Buddnists as thay
are now callad. Conscquently, political action hes been
specifically in the name of scheduled caste interests,
Buddhiast and non-Buddhist, It can thus bae seen, even
at this stage that the sslient identity in the case of
the Buddhist community is that of caste,

The ideology ankd the act of conversion demanded a
new identity of the NeowBuddhista, This idantity has
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two imagas, religious and political, The search for a

new identity was provided by Ambedkar, through the fusion
of the religious identity of Buddhism with that of politics,
ln the establishment of the gepu.hucan Party of Irsiia,

Its members atre mainly Mahars, members of an untouchable
caste, who form the bulk of the Neo-Buddhists today. The
political image and the religious one overlap, with tha
Mahars becoming Republicans politically, and Hw-‘m:ihists.
sociowreligiously. Caste, politics and religion mingled
in the Neo-Buddhist mmmhuz We shall now study tha
Buddhi st community in tama of these variables,

Terxitory end Languages

There are nearly four million Buddhists in Indla,
and they form sbout 0,2 per gant of the populations Of
thesze, the largest group, of over three million, is found
in Maharashtrda, 7The reat of India's Buddhists are to be

3

found cn the fringes of Indiso in ¢we main arens, along

the northesast frontler, containing about 35C,000 Buddhists,
and the northewsat frontler, containing about 93,000
Buddhists, in what is now Kost Bengal, Assam, Tripurs

end Jammi and Kashmir, Another 100,000 or so are scattered
widely, but unevenly through the rest of the country, =0
that Buddhists can ba found in Punjzb, U.Pe, Bengal, Tamil
Nadu and Karnataks as well.
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It is easy to see, then that language is not 8 binding
factor in the case of the Buidhists, With the linguistic
division of Indlsn states, the Buddhists have become encap-
sulated 4in thelr own cultural milieu,

Orjgins of the Communitys
In modern Indias, both the streams of Huidhiem, tha
Theravada or Hinsyana, and the Mahayana traditions are

4

prevalent. The Buddhists omn be further divided into

four groups according 0 thelr orlgios,

i. The survivals from the Buddhist pariod, This typse
is mainly represented by the Buddihists of Bengal,
Tripura, anram,' Ladakh, Himachal ér:aaeah and
Arunachal Pradesh,

1. The ethnic overlaps from Nepal, Thailand and Burma,
such as the Tamangs and Sherpas, who are settled
mainly in the Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri districts
of Bengala

1il, Those who were attracted to Buddhism ap & result
of missionary activity spoarheaded by the Mahabodhi
society.

ive The followers of D.R. arbedkar, who aigpted tha
Buddhi et felth An 1955, These Heo=Buddhigts form
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as much as 92 per cent of the Buddhist population
- in India, and the majority of these Budidhists are
0 ba found in Maharashtras

Budihism emerged ae a protest movement against
Hinduism, challenging as it did the authority of the
Brahmins. It was & faith orionted to the cause of the
common people, stressing the equality of all men, compasgion
and lovae for all living things, and rejection of Brahnanis
ral auﬁhorit:y, Despite the fact that it was an indigensous
religion, =uddhism 4id not aurvive long in the countsy
of its origin, and sproad instead sll over the Indian sube
continents In Indis, Buddhism survived longest in Bengal
and Assam until its very rapid decline from about the
1ith century onwerd.s' What exists on the fringes of India
today, represents a residua of what was oncs a thriving,

living tradition,

In Calcutta, however, there is an Indian Buddhist
sociaty which derives from an early effort in the late 15th
century to reestablish Budihism in Indis, and was founded
by an original monk from Chittago.ng.s Later, in May of
1891, ths Maha Bodhi BSocliety of India was formed by
Angarita dharmapala of Ceylon, with its headquarters in
Calcutta from 1904 onwards, It had centres in various
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parts of Indis, and though its initial purpose was the
restoration of the Mahs Bodhi temple at Bodh Gaya, and
other Buddhist shrines, it undertook missionary work as
weall, | |

The Neso-Buddhist Movement:

In the period 1951~61, the percentage increase in the
nunber of Muddhists was 1671 per cent, This phenomenal
increase in the size of the Buddhist cm_mmity was the
result of Ambedkar's influence and took place primarily
in Maharashtra, For the greater part, the growth and
varying size of religious communities in India have been
the result of conversiones Conversion to another religion
as a way to escaps the disebilities of untouchability is
not new in Indian history, Islam and Christianity grew
in large part by low gaste conversions, But the Neoe
Buddhi st conversion movement, like earlier conversions
to Sikhism, differed from conversions to Xslam and
Christianity. Apart from the fact that both Buddhism
and Sikhism were born on Indian soil, neither of them
had any connection with any outside missionary body.
However, while Sikhism attracted people from various
Hindu castes )like the Xhatris, Aroras and Jats, as well
as untouchsbles ths converts to Buddhism were only from
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the untouchable castaes, and from one touchable caste in
particular, the 'fdahara of the Maharashtra region, Another
distinct feature of the conversion to Buddhism was the
fact that it resulted from the influence of one leader
from within the caste, namely Ir, Anbedkar. ita post-
independence timing also places it apart from the Sikh
conversions which took place over four centuries beginning
from the mid=17th centu:y;’

Himself a member of the untouchable Mahar cam.a
Anmbsdkar was the catalyst of aggressive forces within

the community and a symbol of achisvement for mcvy Ul
touchables, BSefore Ambeikar, Mahar attempts to elevate
their sccial and economic status wars made through cleims
to recognition of worth within Hinduiam itself, Ambedkar's
criticism of Hinduism becams total rajection when, in 1955,
he resolved that he would not die a Hindu, even though “
he had been born one, Religions like Christianity, Islam
and Sikhism were quick to open their doors to Amnbedkar

and his followers, After rejecting Islam and Christianity,
and toying with the idea of covering to Sikhism, Ambedkar
finally decided to adopt the Buddhist faith,

It is interesting to analyse the Hindu reaction to
this conversion. It was critical as is only to be expected
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from a religious community whose members begin to leave
the fold, However, this resction would have been much
stronger and harsher had Ambedkar and his followers
converted to Islam or Christianity instead of Buddhlsm,
The Hindu attitude to other religious communities in India
has been quite clesr. The attitude towards the religions
of alien origin has two aspects, The Parsis who have
long eaxisted as sn insular, generally non=proselytising
group, are tolerastesd by the Hindus. The Christians are
regarded with a greater deogrse of suspicion, because of
thair extensive missionary activny and relative success
as a proselytising groups But the attitude towards the
Muglims hasg, perhaps baen the most comprising of all,
Strained relations over centuries since the Muslim invasion
of Inlia, eggravated at the events following partition,
have made Hindu-~Muslim relstions a sesnuitive subject. On
the other hand, these religions which stemmed from protast
against dominant Hindulsmgy /Sikhiam, Jainism and Buddhism,
are regarded by Hindus as part of the larger family of
Hinduism and are in consequence trested with a groest
degree of tolerance. The feeling is not mutuals Waile
the Buddhists and Jains have remained passive groups by
and large, the 3ikhs have made no bones about the fact
that they consider thamselves totally separate from the
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Hindus, Given the Hindu attitude to the othar religious
commnities in Ind_ia. it is not surprising that when, on
the occasion of the 25th anniversary of W's conver=
sion in 1981, lakhs of schedulsed castes converted to
Buddh,ian.” Hindu resction was not very stronge 'mswe:,
whan about two hundred Harijans converted to Islam in
Mesenakshipuram in Tamil Nadu in 31981, the Hindu dominated
public was cutraged.

Ambadkar founded the Bharatiya BSouddha Mahasabha,
the Buddhist socliety of Indis 4in 1955, It had attained
littleo formal organisation at the time of his death, Although
branches of the socisty appeared elsewhare in India, its
membership was concentrated in Maharashtra, While in
theory it was ssparate from the Republican Party, in
practice its lexders were usually involved in political
activity,

On October 6, 1956, Ambedkar took diksha at the hands
of the oldest Buddhist monk in India, He then administered
a conversion ceremony to a crowd of between 300,000 o
800,000, The Buddhist conversion movement spread to
Madhya Pradesh, Punjab and Uttar Pradesh where Ambedkar's
personal influence was strongs 1In U,P, most untouchables
of the Jatav group followed Ambadkar into Buddhism, As
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Buddhists they clsim to be the original residents of Indie
who ware forced into servitude by the Brshmins and the

instrumsnt of their oppression, the caste system, 10

Pour elements ware involved in the choosing of Buddhism
as the new mligian-u Apart from tha fact that Buddhism
was an indigeneous roligion, it was also strongly antie
caste and presented an altexnative to the Hindu caste
system, Because Buddhisn axisted outslide Indla as well,
it was sxpected that none-Indian 'amsam;m #ould take up
the cause of the depressed ani persecuted Buddhists of |
Indias Their claim to baing the original residents of
India gave an ideoclogital and moral justification, Lynch
says, to Jatav politiczl demands for giving land to the
tillexr abd governnment back toO the people.

Convarsion to Buddhism has mads the mﬁ-mdhist, the
exstwhile Mshar, make the last break with any symbols that
defined their earlier low status. It has also removed
any vestige of & feeling of insecurity from thems The
Budahists often say that they experiencsd a sudden sense
of ralease, a psychological t:wdnm.m

The social significance of Neo-Budinism 1s that it
was the culmination of the process begun yaars agé of
denying and sttempting to ramove the doctrine of untouchabilitw
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Xoption of the Buddhist religion has not really been an
escape for the untouchablezy the term NeowBuddhist has
'hecame synonymous with Mahar, The major change has been
in terms of the gonse of freedom and progress it hes ﬁivan
him,

Caste Identit Neo-Buddhistss
It {8 significant that the call for religious conversion

did not cross the frontier of csstes 0Original Buddhist
appeals were to ell the castes, Ambedkar could only rely
on caste loyaltias. The very structure he wanted to
demolish inhibited the scope of his actiop.t?
uitimate arnalysis, conversion was mainly restricted to

in the

the Mahars, Becmuse 0f the cloge correlation batween the
Mahars and Neo-Buiddhists, the caste glement has besen perw
patuated even after conversion, The dream of escaping
cacte by a2 return to the origiral Buddhism still possesses
the followers of Ambedkar, but it has not becn fulfilled,
If there had been members from other Harijan fastes, the
idontity of the Reow=Buddhists with the lMahars alone would
not have occurred. Convarsion has brought about the
realignment of casta, with caste associations operating

in differrnt contaexts, 7The formal activities of the Mahars

are to be sean in thelir political movement, The Republican
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Party, the political voice of the Buddhists consists only
of the Mahars, and it exhibits caste like features, atti-
tudes and group iﬁantity.“ Conatitutional and legal
attampts to eliminate untouchability have done little to
remedy the situation, Buddhimn {s actuaily a handicap in
regard to legal rights of untouchables, Rsjection of casta
has leas of an exterior, that is socisl, economic siucae
tional etc,, than internal, psychological breaking free,
which 48 its chief mengtmls

Dual Identity of the dhist s

The new Budidhists are mainly converts from the down
trodden and underprivileged untouchables, These low caste
converts are referrsl to as Neo-Buddhists to distinguish
them from tha handful of old Buddhists, Thus they have a
dual identity because of the fact that the term Neo-
Buddhi st has become synonymous with the term Mahar, This
dual identity is of tremendous significance in understanding
the position of the Neo=-Bukddhist today.

Yt means that while the NeoeBuddhist rejects the ides
of untouchability, he does not reject the benefits conferraed
on him by the government, He feels that ambadkar won these
benefits for him and they are recompenss Eoi‘ the 11l treat=

16

mant of the untouchables, Thus there _mns an
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ambivalence because of this dual identity. #hile religiously
and socially they are Buddhists, they utilise all privileges
as scheduled castes,l’

This dual identity has also meant that relations
between the NeowBuddhists and the Hindu community of which
they were till so recently & part, becomas important{ at two
levels, hetwean the Neo~Buddhists and the rest of the
Harijans, anid betwean Neow-Buddhists and high caste Hindus,

There has bheen a growing distance between Neo-Buddhists
and other Harljans. By becoming Buddhists as a group, they
alienated their sister communities wvith whom they had shared
a low ritual ststus in society., Although Ambedkar®s viaion
waa of & party, the Republican Party, that would represent
the interests of all scheduled castes, this has not happened, |
The Republican Party's activities have been largely confined
to the interests of the Mahars alone, The Neo-Buddhists
have no involvement with the larger Harlijan community, and
this 15 one source of tension, The other Harijans are also
bitter about the doublae role played by the Neow-Buddhists, in
proclaiming themselves Buddhist on the one hand, and utilie
sing scheduled caste privileges on the other,.

Relations between the Neo-Buddhists and ths high
caste Hindus, whose domination they suffered for centuries,
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has been evan more strained. The problem has bean parti=
cularly acute in the rural arecas, where the Mahars gave
up their traditional occupations, bringing them in direct
conflict with the dominant castes’® Another aspect of
this tension was the feeling of pride and aggression on
the part of ths Neo-Buddhist which did not permit them to
brook any 1rx§ign1ty, and made them assert theilr right to
the use of constitutional privileges, This brought them
up against the high caste Hindus. As a result from 19358
onwards, reports of bovoott of ReoeBuddhists, burning of
Heo-Buddhists*® houses obstruction of Buddhist ceremonies
and community prayer and so on began to trickle in. 19
Thue we see that the dual identity of tho ﬂee»mddhmt

has created prahlemg for the community. They are still
identified os the 0ld untouchables end face the opposition
of high caste Hindus as well as other Harijan: groups,
Change and a new status among the Keo-Buddhists has been
mainly of a ﬁsychologiaal natures In terms of the practical
problems of daywtowday life, they avail of the opportunities
accorded to scheduled castes, a¢ that while they are
Buddhists in thought and faith, effectively they are stil)
scheduled castes.

The Buddhists as a Religig;mutg_c_lg_l'amgu
The interesting thing eabout conversions to Buddhism,
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20 is that it took place among a
people who ware already involved in an independent political
party, the Independent Labour Party 4in opposition to the
cCongress, The Mahars alone among the Harijana of Maharashe

according to Zelliott,

tra have taken succsssfully to political means f£or enhancing
their status, By discariing Hinduism for Buddhism, the
Mahar community can be said t0o have achisved social mobility.
This iz s¢, not begavss converaion per se leads to upward
mobility, but becsuse of the complex character of the Neow
Buddhist movemant in being politicow-religlous and a group

movement on a large scale.

In 1936, whean the Mahar conference decided to abandon
Hindulsm, Ambedkar founded the Independent Labour Party
(ILP) to fight Congrese in the 1937 elections, The ILP
programme was quite broad in scope mildly socislistic with
only an incidental mention of the depresssd classes, It
anjoyed conesiderable success in the elctions, With
increasing preassure for geparste slectorstes, Axbedkar
turned the ILP into the All India Scheduled Casgte Federation
{AISCP) in 1942, thus appealing to scheduled caste loyslties
directlyr exhorting them to gain power through united
action, This resulted in a loss of caste Hindu support
for Ambaikar in Bombays. The objective of the AISCP in
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its party constitution was securing for the scheduled
castes, & status as a distinct and separate elemsnt and
obtaining for them the political, sconomic and social
rights they were entitled ¢£o on account of their needs,
nunmbers and importance. The scheduled caste Jatavs of
Agra who were already under ths influence of ambedkar and
were, later to convert to Buddhism with him formed the
Scheditlaod Caste Federstion of Agra in 1944 an an organie
sation affiliated to the AISCE,

ublican Party of 3

Plans for the Republican Party of India (RPI), which
wag formed in 1957, were not completely formulated at the
time of Ambedkar's deaths Az a successor to the AISCE
which was disbanded after Ambedkar's death, its interest
vas laid down in its manifesto as cooperation with the
organisations of the backward classes arxi scheduled tribes
which it considered lacking in political mm&mmezs.u
The name itself suggests that Ambedkar had hopes of it
becoming an sfiective political party of nationsl character
in opposition to the Congress, Tha overall goal of the
RPI andd its leaders was to organise the interests of all
the scheduled castes and defeat the Brahmin dominated

comm”.zz
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The search for a new identity for the Mahars was
supplied by ambedkar in bringing together the religious
identity of Buddhism and political identity with the
establishment of the RPX. With the conversion end formaw
tion of the RPX, the Mshar movement was no longer purely
religious or political, it became religio~political. The
act of conversion, its institutionsl axpression as well
as tha formation of the RPI, gova the movament a new

character 0-23

Nep-Buddhist became not just a syobol of
realisation of cortain fundamental veluas, hut a means
to thae achisgvoment of walledefinesd soclio-economic and

poelitical 2ndsn,

Neo-Buddhi st ~ Republican Identitys
The identity of Neo-Suddhists with the Republican

party is significant, For all practical purposcs, the

24 In
sharashtra, RPI members ar: Buddhists, and Buddhists
are Republicans. Although an effort is being made to
create a nsw religious culture unrelated to the politicsal
field, the lesders of the RPI are _tha leaders of the Reoe
Buddhist movement as wall, This Neo-Buddhist-Republican

RPY is an adaptetion of caste organisationa,

identity has meant that the party is, by and large, the
voice of Mahar/Buddhist interests, Although it claimp
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€0 act on behalf of all scheduled castes, the fact remains
that most of the scheduled castes themselves do not support
the RPI, owing allegiance instead to the Congress. In fact
the general movement even within the RPI seems to be '
towards merger with the Congress, The splinter group within
the RPI led by Gatkwed has already joined the Congress.2>

Ambadkarts hope that the RPI would be a more broadly
based political group than the AISCF has not been fulfilled,
This is becauses the same factor which sccounts for its
strength, that is, the s0lid suyppart of the Mahars, inposes
corresponding limitations, Support is limited by the small
number of Buddhists, since the identification of the party
with the Neo-Buddhists defined 1ts constitution, The result
has been that the RPI and its predecessor, the AISCF, have
bean releted in one way or another with almost every other
political group on either the national or local scenn.za
Alliances have been formed with the socialist parties, the
communi stic Samyukta Maharashtra Samiti and even the
Muslimg of U.P,, with whom the RPI has had the most
effective alume;n

mgtidal pdvisionss
In sddition to the problem of limited constituency

and unsatisfactory electoral alliances, the RPI has been
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sorely troubled by splits within the organisations These
have stemned primerily from the lack of effectiva leaderw
ship of the comnunity after Ambedkasrs There is, in spite
of a general unity and cohesion, much querrelling over
leadership and much local factionalisme According to
zalziott.ze'two factors affect the leadership éz the
partys {a) the temptation to a man of lower econonmic status
to make sacure his position at the axpense of a larger
ideal, and (b) the fact that the way up for a Buddhist

is through gbvernment service removing most educated and

concarned Buddhistes from direct political activity.

The RPI has, even after its inception in 1957, seen
spiits in the organisation largely on acoount of political
ambitions and personal rivalries, Beginning with the
split which occurred in 1959 over the issus of whether the
RPI ghould have a continued alliance with the communists
or not, to the 1970 split of the organisation the RPI has
been beset by internal divisions. In 1972, a group of
young Mahars calling themselves Buddhists, formed themselves
into an activist group, the Dalit Panthers, spearheading
a movement to liberate the oppressed groups in Irkdidia, The
existence of splits at the political level has brought
about a loosening of group cohesion,
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We can thus see that the Buddhist situation is some-
vhat more complex than that of the Sikhs in that, unlike
them they have no territorial of linguistic identity.
This very fact however randers them a more managesble
group in the national integration terms. However, as a
caste group they 4o have a degree of cohesion which means
that they are effective as a pressure groups In the case
of the Sikhs, caste made for divisive forces, while in
the cese of the Bulddhists it has been a unifying factor.

In talking about the Buddhists as a political group,
one importent point must be taken note of. In the case
of the 5ikhs, no demarcation batween the ecclesiatical
order and the political one 18 porceived. In the Buddhist |
case this is not =0, The acclesiatical order is clearly
separzate from the political one, and the only way in which
the religiocus body is linked with the political one ic
as a prassure ygroup. This is true oven in those countries
whare Buddhist is the state religion. The attitudes of
these two communities in India today, the violence of
8ikh politica and the general nonwvioclence of the Buddhists
may perhaps be studied in this light as well,

clusions

We have thus seen that, unlike the sikhs, the Buddhists
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have neither a territorial anchorage nor a linguistic
identity, In addition they do not have the unity of
religious descent, The existence of these factors among
the sikhes has mede for strengthening of the bonds of
cchesion between theme However, bacause the NeowBuddhists
are scheduled caste converts, they are part of a larger
cause, a union along caste lines which is a strengthening
one, Secause of the fact that the religious doctrine is
not oriented to politicsl action, as is the case with

the sSikhs, an overt manifestation of internal conflict
has not taken place., We may then say that a religious
community, which 48 not united by territory or language,
and in which the religious doctrine is not goared o
political action, 18 a community which is complex, but
which, by very virtue of its complexity, is & more easily
manageable one from the point of view of the nation state
than 2 commmnity in which the aford@mentioned factors exist,
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CHAPTER IV

THE CHRISTIANS

The Christian community stands spart from the other
two communities studied, primarily because of its standing
as an alien religion, which, along with Islam, was associa-
ted in the minds of the dominant Hindus with centuries of
conquest, colonisation and proselytisation. It has, as a
result, been viewed with a degree of suspicion by the
Hindus, Yet, in terms of coexistence with the other
conmunities, the Christians, have been far less problematic
than, say, the Sikhs, whom the Hindus see as belonging to
thelr fold,

The Christians are the largest minority among the
three groups being studied, much larger than the Buddhists
and larger than the S5ikhs as well. Yet despite the fact
that the Sikhs are a smaller body, their impact as a group
has been much greater., This is8, we believe, because the
Sikhs are the only religious community in India to have a
linguistic and territoriasl identity. Unlike the Sikhs, the
Christians have no religious or territorial identity, Their
social origins are even more varied than those of the

Buddhists. It was seen in the second chapter that the Sikh
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religion prescribes a tie~<up between the faith and politics, '
In the third chapter it was seen that in the Buddhist case
the ecclesiastical order and the political one are clearly
separate, and yet, because of the circumstances of their
origin, a certain religio-political identity is seen. The
Christian case as we shall see, shows that in India they
are not a political force at all,  Unlike the Neo~Buddhists,
who attempted a political grouping in the formation of the
Republican Party of India, the Christians in India have

not even tried to converge on a political platform. These
factors, the lack of a territorial and linguistic anchorage,
the differences in origin, and the absepce of political
organisation makes the Christians a difficult group to

analyse while at the same time making them a more manageable

group in the context of the nation state,

Territory and lLanguages

The Census of 1971 lists the Christian population
at 14,223,382 or 2,60 per cent of India's pOpulatLOn.1
Compared with the Muslims who form 11 per cent of the popu-
lation, their number is relatively insignificant, However,
they are the largest group among those being studied by
~us8e The Christians in Indias are widely scattered. The

southern region of Indis, particularly the states of Andhra
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Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and Kerala, account for more than

60 per cent of the populaticn. In fact, in Rerala, they
form 21 per cent of the state’s population. Apart from
this there are the smaller states and union territories
where Christians are present in large numbers. In Nagaland,
they are in a majority, forming 67 per cent of the popula-
tion, in Meghsaijlaya, they form 47 per cent of the population
and in Goa, Daman and Diu 32 per cent. The third major
area in which the Christians are to be found is in the
tribal belt of Central India,

It is clear then, that the Christian.community,
scattered a5 it is, does not have a tarritorial anchoraga,
Consequently, they have no linguistic base either and are
bound by regional variacions in language, tradition and

culture,

Origigs'of the Communitys

It is difficult to refer to the Christians in Indis
as a community. At a very broad level, we may use the term
to tie them up as a group, but in actual fact they form
collectivities in terms of their denominations and in
terms of their origins, Catholics, Anglo-Indians, tribal
Christians and 50 on. Christianity in the.world today

is characterised by great denominationalism, and many of
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these divisions were transplanted in India. Dealing with
the-denominations within Christianity in India would not
be very fruitful. More rewarding would, perhaps, be_an
examination of the group in India in termgs of broad
categories in which we may plate them. We can deal with
christians in India under three categories, very broadly
speakinge

i+ Pre~colonial Christians,
ii. Colonial Christians, and
114, Offshoots of Colonial Rule,

i Bre~Colonial Christianss

The earliest evidence of Christian presence in India
was about the first century A.D., when, it is said, st,.
Thomas, one of the apostles of Jesus, converted a small
group of high caste members to Christianity in Malabar in
north Keralas The historicity of these events is doubted
by some scholars, but at any rate, by the fourth century
A«De, there was a colony of Syrian Christians, so called
because of the allegiance they owed to the Bishop of antioch
in syria. ‘dth the arrival in India of the Portuguese in
the 16th century, Roman Catholicism made its entry into
India. The Portuguese in Goa, converted as they conquered,

and when they confronted the orthodox Syrien Church, they
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attempted to pressurise them into taking an oath of alle-
giance to the Church of Rome, This led to a split within
the Syrian orthodox church, and paved the way for a series
of splits in later years; Thus the Church in Kerala today
consists of various denominations like the Mar Thoma Church,
the Jacobites the Syrian Catholics, the Roman Catholics
etc, With the arrival of the British, Protesgtantism made
its presence felt in India and the period saw the converw
sion of several members of low castes to Christianity.
Although attempts have been made to unite!the various
Christian groups in Kerala, this has not been possible.
However, in Kerala, perhaps, more than anywhere else
because of its existence over several centuries, the
Christians have been assimilated into the culturel milieu
and have, in fact, been accorded an unofficial standing in

the caste hierarchy there,

ii, Colonial Christianss

With the establishment of the East Indis Company,
Protestantism entered Indis through the chaplains of the
companys. During the late 18th century, wWilliam Carey,
the founder of the Baptist Missionary Society, began to
work in Bengal. People like him, however, made few

converts, primarily because the East India Company as a
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policy decision, discouraged inroads made by missionaries.z
Wwith public demands by evahgalical groups in England to
allow missionary activity in India, Parliament nullified
Company restrictions on missionary entry in 1813, Following
this, Christian missionaries began to arrive in India in
ever increasing numbers, and missionary activity took on

" an organised character, The British encouraged missionary
activity everywhere, but particularly in two areas, the |
North-East border and the tribal belt in Central India,

{2) christianity and the Tribalss North-Bast Indias

Christianity £irst ceme to the North-East about 1812
with the arrival in the Xhasi hills of Krishna Chandra

Pal, an early convert of william Caray.3

At this stage,
proselytisation work continued in £its and starts, with
the translation of the Bible into Khasi using the Bengalil
sceript, and the establishment of schools. Sustained
missionary activity began in 1841 with Thomas Jones of
the Welsh Presbyterian Mission., He advocated the use of
Roman characters for the script of tribal langusages,

Under his influence, the Khasis slowly began to accept
the falths Once the task of evangelisation was entrusted
to native preachers, the success of missionary work became
spectacular. Wwith the emphasis that the missionary placed

on literacy, and the resultant educational, economic and
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social advantages to the adherents of the new religion,
éhristianity began to forge ahead, The result of such
missionsry work, conducted by British, Buropean and
American missionaries has made Christianity the dominant
religion in most parts of North-East India, particulaﬁly

Nagaland.

Christianity and the Tribals: Central India:

The missionary movement was strong in the tribal belt
of Central India as well, among the Mundas, Oraons,
Kharias, Santals, Bhils, and others who have contributed

thousands of converts to Christianity.4

Missions in this
area began in 1845, later thaen in the North~East. They
used as their main lever, the economic subservience of
the tribal cultivators tolthe landiords. The establishment
of the German Evangelical Lutheran'Mission in Ranchi in
1857 created an educated section among the tribals and
mahy later leaders of tribal movements received their
education in missionary schoola.s The fact that the
missionaries encouraged tribal resistance to exploitation
by landlord, angered the Hindu zamindars, so much so that
during the Mutiny of 1857, the missions were advised by
the govermnment to leave Ranchi. Much church property

was destroyed in their absence, but they returned and
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the mission continued to flourish. During the mass movement
during the late 1880's when Father lLievens arrived, hundreds
of thousands were converted to Christianityas

i

(b) Christianity and the Backward Castes:

~ In ﬁhe 1860%'s and 1870%s, the Christian missions
particularly protestant missions became aware of an un-
expected and dramatic movement. In various parts of India,
churches which had remained static for decades began to
grow at a rapid pace through group conversions among une
touchable castes.7 It took the Protestant missionaries
a while to grasp the impact of such & movement and handle
it. In any case, it made them willing to fight the cause
of the dowmtrodden sections in the early 19th century
in many controversies about equal access to public faci=

lities,®

These conversion movements leant towards Protestantism
rather than Roman Catholicism. This was primaxrily because
the Catholics were more tolerant of caste, and conversion
to Catholicism probably seemed a8 less plausible escape
from the ills of that system, The ccnversion-movements
occﬁxred in variocus patts of the country. The onrush of
adherents was so great that there were even times when

missions tried to stem the tide of conversion where it
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seemed artificial.9 In the Punjab, various missionary
bodies attracted converts from the Chuhra untouchables.lo
The Protestant community in the Punjadb increased from
3,823 in 1881 to 493,081 in 1947.1% Combined with Chuhra
conversions to Sikhism, the result of the mass movement

was that hardly any Chuhras were left as untouchables.12

In stala. the bulk of the converts to Christianity
during the 19th century were from the Pulayas and Parayas,
two untouchable castes who converted to escape the shackles
of the caste system, In the Telugu speaking region, mass
movemants developed among two untouchable castes, Malas

and Madiga3¢13

The case of the Nadars of Madras and Travancore is
one of the most interesting of mass movements.14 The
Nadars who were toddy tappers, converted en masse to
Chriétianitya In fact, the Lomdon Missicnary soclety and
other bodies developed a Nadar exclusivism with converts
from other castes not given encouragement to join, However,
all Nadaré did not bhecome Christians, some geeking Sans-
kritization as a path to social mobility, The interesting
things is that the caste as a whole retained a considerable
degree of coherence, and in their struggle for an enhanced

status learned the value of caste sclidarity.15
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The rapid influx of members from the outcaste groups
created problems of assimilation and consolidation which
will be discussed later,

411, Offshoots of the Colonia)l Order -« The Anglo-Indianst

The Anglo-Indians occupy a peculiar position in
Indian society, Caught midway between two worlds as a
regult of the circumstances of thelr origin, they never
got to know the west, to which they aspired to belong, nor
did they develop & strong emotional linkage with India, to
which they did belongs.

An Anglo=~Indian is described as a person whose father
or any male progenitor was of European descent, but who
was himself a natiwe of India.16 0f£spring of mixed
marriages like these originasted with the Portuguese and
carried on with the British, The British were quick to
realise the advantages of mixed marriages between their
soldiers and native Indian women. The offspring grew up
loyal to the nation of his father since his mother was
usually excommunicated £rom the group and had little to
do with her Indian relatives. From the 17th century onward
there was a slow emergence of a hybrid community which
came t0 be known a&s the Angle-:ndians.17 Identification

with the British, having access to western education and
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good jobs till 1786 was gocd for the commuinity. wWith the
promulgation of several acts unfavourable to the cammunity}s
the tide began to turn. With tha nationalist movement at
its height in the early 1930's and 40's, the Anglo-Indians
faced a severe identity crisis, Declared by the British
to be natives of India, and aware of the inevitability of
Indian independence, the Anglo-Indians became apprehensive
about their position in a free India. By force of circumsge

tance, they began to change thelr attitude towards India.19

From the point of viaw of other Indians, the Anglo-
Indians were the object of much social prejudice. In 1949,
the Anglo-Indians were recognised as a distinct minority
community in India and cértain safeguards were guaranteed
to it. The right to political representation, educational
grants and quotas in services wag recognised, However,
the Anglo-Indians have remained an isolated and withdrawn
‘part of the Christian community and Indian soclety. They
are unlike the Parsis, another minoiity caﬁmunity who,
despite a deliberate maintenance of a separate identity,
have occupied a.special place in Indian society because
of their economic achievements, Not only are the Angloe
Indian numerically insignificant, but they are not welle=

off economically. They are concentrated in small pockets
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in various large towns and cities, particularly railway
centrea.20 Their major problem is the shaking off of a
deep rooted prejudice, By and large, they remain a

secluded group.

If we take each of these categories just deal with,
we see that the prewcolénial Christians, having been
centuries in Indls, have strong roots in the area where
they are settled, and have been assimilated into the
reglonal linguistic and cultural miligus In the case
of colonial Christians, things have not been as smooth,
the more recent timing of their conversion, coupled with
thelr origins, have made them reassert their tribal or
caate identity. As for the Anglo~Indians, as we have
seen, they have more or loss resigned themselves to a
back seat in the affeirs of the country, and lead an

insulay existenca,

The one advantage that the Christians as a community
have had over all other communuities in Indla has been in
terms of aiucastions All the missionary groups who come
to India established educational institutions in the
country., With the backing ¢f at least an elementary
education, they were ahegd of the other communities. In

the case of the Syrian Christians, this has meant that,
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for instance, the earliest printing presses in Kerala
ware started by them, and they had opportunities to mové
to other parts of the country in search of jobs. In the
case of the tribals, education contributed to a degree of
Wasternisation, and helped tribal leadership in their
struggle. The cawe of the Anglo-Indians was somewhat
different in that a mere nodding acquaintance with the
English language and perhaps an elementary education gave
them an advantage in terms of employment until the other
Indians began to regeive wWestern education and caught up

with them, 21

The attitude of other communities especially that

N of the dominant Hindus towards the Christians, has been

mixed. On the one hand the association of missionaries
with colonisation and proselytisation has made the Hindus
view them with suspicion. As mentioned earlier, there

was considerable destruction of Christian property in
Ranchi in 1857, since the Hindu landloxrds saw them as

a threat to their economic prosperity, inciting the tribals
as they did to react against the exploiﬁative landlord.
Also, the fact that the Christians as a community played

& negligible role in the national movement has led to a

questioning ¢f their integration in the Indian nation.
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There are rep&rta that the Christian community resents
any such suggestion. In fact, the United Maharashtra
Christian Conference which was convened in Ahmednagar in
December, 1953, recorded strong protest against V.D.
Savarkar who advised Hindus to resist conversion on ﬁhe
grounds that a change of religion would lead to a change
in nationality,zz At the same time, the Christian record
of social service, and tremendous contribution in the
fields of education and health have stood them in good

stead,

All religious communities have multiple identities,
In the case of the Christians, the Christian identity is
not invoked; it is, rather the tribal identity or the caste

one that 1is asserted,

Caste and the Christiangs
Like the Sikh and Buddhist faiths, Christianity is an

egalitarian religlon. Unfortunately, however, like the
8ikhs and Buddhists, the caste identity is fairly strong
among the Christlans as well, In the case of the Sikhs,

- ¢aste was a divisive factory in the case of the Buddhists,
caste was a unifying factor, cutting across the religious
division. The caste identity among Indian Christians is

manifegt in several ways.
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During the mass movement to Christianity in the 19th
century, caste boundaries proved t¢ be considerable obsta-
cles to conversion. In the Telugu country, for example,
the movement occurred among the Malas end Madigas who had
disputes about their relative status. On the whole, where
Malas became Christians, Madigas were unresponsive, and
vice versa., Where substantial numbers ©f both converted,
they aither drifted towards different denominations or
their traditional animosity led to trodhie in the congre-

23 The case was different with two castes similaer

gation,
in occupation, but occupying different areas. For instance,
the Nadars' movement of South Madras and Travancore had
tremendous influence on the Ezhavas of North Travancore

and Malabar.

The other manifestation of caste in the Christian
community 18 as in the case of the Nadars, Although the
entire caste moved towards an enhancement of status, only
some took to Christianity, others preferred Sanskritization,
But despite the religious barrier, caste ties have been
very strong and in many cases, the caste identity has

taken precedence over the religious one,

The major problem with the Christian community in
Kerala is a differentiation between the ‘oldt Christians
and the 'neo' Christian converts from the untouchables

castes, Converts from_the higher castes are never referred
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to as neo~Christians, but as Syrian Christians, 5o the
accepted meaning of neo-Christian is low caste Christian.
Converts from low castes, the Pulayas and Parayas are
still treated as outcastes although with-coﬁvarsicn they
ceased to be untouchables, Syrian and neo=Christian
members of the same church conducted rituals separately,
In fact, when Pulaya Christians found that they could
not achieve total membership 4in the Christian church,

and had to be satisfied with a subordinate position, they
began reconverting on a large scale, because as Hindu
untouchables, they received several benefits from the

government,

As far as the missionaries were concerned, they were
more or less in agreement that the retention of caste was
incompatible with Christianity, Caste was not very apparent
among converts in the Bombay and Bengal Presidencies, where
missicnaries had insisted on its excluaion from the begine
ning. In South Indis though, Protestant misslonaries had
allowed some caste practices to creep in. Oddiez‘ fecla
that the missionaries opposed caste among Christians
partly because it was an essentlial part of Hinduiem. They
were also influenced by the fact that caste distinctions
in the church inhibited attempts to build it up in terms
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of numbers. Thoy felt that converts who retained caste
had not fully rencunced Hinduism and it wes easy for them
to slide back into it. Although there was widespread
consensus that ¢onverts should be regquired to renounce
caste at their baptism, in actual fact there seems to
have been considerable compromise with caste in practice,

Thys we see that despits the fact that Christisnity
professes to be an egalitarian religion, in scveral parts
of India, it has not been able to shake itself £frec from
the bénde of caste.

The Political Identivy of the Christiangs
The Christian community stands distinctly apart from

the Sikh and Buddhist communities in terms of political
involvement. The case of the Sikhm with their perception
of the inextricable iink between religion and politigs,
and the Buddhista' with their attempts at a politiesl
party despite the separation between the scclesiastical
order and the political one, have already been discussed,
In the case of the Christians, there has never been &n
attempt at forming a Christian poiitical party. Like

the Buddhists, the Christisns also see a clear cut demarw
cation between the church and the statas This naturaily .

inhibits thelr organisation on a communal platform. Even
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if they did decids to do so, the magnitude of the problem
would be enormous, given the great fragmentation of the
community based on denominations, Following independence,
the Christians rejected the idea of separate electoratss
and they have tended in the direction of non-involvement
in political atfairs. The Anglo-Indians have been on the
periphery of Indian politics ;n any case, apart from the
political representation they are guaranteed under the
Minority Safeguards Acts The Syrian Christians, those

in the north east and Central India have been politically

involived to 30me extent.

The Syrian Christians in Kerala are one of the three
major communal interest groups in the 8tate.25 They are
organised into Catholic and non~Catholic groupss The
Christians in Kerala form an important minority since they
comprise one«fiftﬁ of the sgtate's population, and of
thesge, the Syriaé Chriastians form 75 per cent, The
Syrian Christians are the leading business and farming
community, In addition, they run most of the schools and
collegesn in the state. They also control most of the
newspapers in Kerals, and this 4s an important channel
through which the Syriaen Christians exercise an influence.
The fact that they have not been able to function under
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the leadership of a single community association has
hampered them somewhat. 8ince the Catholic and non-
Catholic groups have not always seen eye to eye, and no
leader has ever enjoyed the support of the entire community.
Wwe can thus see that the Christians are not politically
organiseds One point must be made clear, however. Even

in a party like the Kerala Congress, which is predominantly
Christian in terms of its social composition, is not in

any sense of the term ideologically Christian, As &
pjessure group though, they are effective, because of the

tremendous economic power that they wield as a commuhity-

In Central India, the country's large tribal belt,
the Jharkhand region accounts for the largest tribal popu-
lation in India,?® In sddition, it has also been leading
in tribal politica. As mentioned earlier, missionary
activity in the area was tremendous, The Christian
Students' Conference was convened in 1910, and began with
philanthropic ideas, but soon turned to socio-economic
upliftment, In 1939, the question of a Jharkhand state
was raised for the firgt time and the organisstion was
opened to non-Christian membership. The Jharkhand Party
which was formed in 1950 enlisted non-Christian tribals.

Thus we can see that although many members of these
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organisations like the Jharkhand Party were Christiéns.

it was not a Christian political party. éather, it was
an attempt at the assertion of a tribal identity whichZ:::
salient one, The situation is similar in the North-East.
Although the people of Nagaland and Migoram are predomie
nantly Christian, the demand for greater autonomy has cut
across the Christian identity, including Hindu Manipuris

and the Buddhist people ¢of Arunachal Pradesh,

We see then, that the Christians in India are not
politically organised., There has, indeed, been no attempt
on the part of the Christians to create a separate political
party like the Akali Dal, where every Akall is & Sikh, or
the Republican Party, where every Republican is a Buddhist,
Given the spatisl dispersion of the Christian community
in India, and its deep fragmentation, this has not been
possible, At a regional level there is an indication
of the Christians emerging as an interést group, as is
the case in the Kerala.Congress. This is true of the
Rorth-East as well, In formal terms there is no Christian
political party, but substantively a Christian dominated
party is possible. In areas wherd the.Christiané are
relatively numercus, and politically involved, ﬁhe assertion
is of either a tribal identity or a caste one, In the
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case of the triba;s the notion of a separate homeland also
exists, This is possible because of their territorial
concantration, and the fact that the tribal identity unites
them rather than that the religious identities divide them,
This is not s0 in the case of caste groups, primarily
because in terms of the nation, they cannot be isolated in
any particular area, The Christians, further, do not
operate as a communal group - communal as being the
assertion on the part of a religious of a political
identity, since they accept in theory the disengagement
between religion and politics, following the trend in

the Christian west,

Conclusiont
We thus see, that in the caso of the Christians, the

salient identity is not the religicus one, The salient

identity varies from region to region, from the assertion

of ; tribal identity in Central India and the North-East

to that of a caste identity as is the case, say with the

Nadars of Tamil Nadu,. Politicélly they ‘are not an organised

community, even in Kerala, where they exert an influence

as a pressure groups The spatial spread of the community

with its lack of territorial and linguistic identity and

the great denominationalism and ethnic variation makes

the Christians a complex groups But by very virtue of
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this disparateness, the Christisns are also a simple and

non=-problematic group at the national level, :

At this point we can say that any religious community
which is cheracterised by, (a) doctrinaire pluralism and
denominationalism, (b) which is not held together terriw
torially, linguistically or in terms of descent, and
(c) which envisages a clear separation between the acclesw
lastical order and the pélitical one and whic¢h is, 4in
consequencs, not pelitically organised, is unlikely to be
a threat to the nation state. But precisely because of
this, it is likely to occupy & marginal position 4in the
political context, as i3 the case with the Christian

cormunity in India.
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CONCLUSION

-

This study has afforded seﬁexal bases for comparison
of the various religious communities dealt with. To begin
with, the Sikhs stand clearly apart in several ways. Firestly,
they are the only group among the three being studied to
have a territorial and linguistic identity. This has
strengthened the feeling of communityness among them unlike
the Buddhists and the Christians, 1In terms of being able
to trace common religious descent also the Sikhs stand
apart from the Buddhists and Christians, In addition, and
this is very significant, in the Sikh perception, there is
an inextricable link between religion and politics., This
i8 not s0 with the other two groupss The above mentioned
factors have baen the greatest source of strength f£or the
Sikh community. However, this strength is offset by the
religious sectarianism that exists in terms of the Akali-
Nirankari conflict. Social differentiation as well as
 political differentiation have also weakened the Sikh cause,

The case of the Buddhists is somewhere midway between
that of the Sikhs and the Christians. ILike the Christians
and unlike the Sikhs, the Buddhists have no identity of
territory and language, barring the fact that the majority
are to be found in the state of Meharashtra. The interesting

i
4
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thing about the Buddhists, as we saw in the third chapter
is the dual identity they have, as Buddhists on the one
hand, and as Scheduled castes on the other, The Republican
party of India which was the only attempt on the part of
the community at political involvement, began as a Buddhist
party, but it was always envisaged as a possible platform
for all untouchablas. The result has been that caste
rather than religion has been the salient identity of the
Buddhists, Thus while casté has been a unifying factor,
the clear separation perceived by the Buddhists between the
political and ecclesiastical orders has not made for sustained
political activity, What activity there has been, has been
in the name of caste rather than religion. This, coupled
with the lack of territorial and linguistic identity has
meant that the voice of the community has not been very

atrongs

If the Sikhs stand at one and in terms of being a
‘simple' community, then the Christians are surely the most
complex. Not only are they scattered geographically, and
therefore have no linguistic identity, but more than the
other two communities, they are divided by tremendous.dono=
minationalism« They also do not have a commonality of
descent, and indeed, are also ethnically divided, Caste
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affects the community in two ways, both of which weaken

the sense of communityness of the group.- On the one hand,
caste operates vVertically as a socially differentiating
force. On the other, operating horisontally, it cuts
across the religious barrier, For the very reason stated
above, political mobilisation would have been difficult
enough, even if there had been no separation between church
and state in the Christian perception. Given that this is
not so, it has meant that organisation on a political plat-
form has been virtually impossibles It is only as a
pressure group that the community wirlds any political
power, and even in.the Christian dominated areas where
there appears to be Christian participation in politics,

it is an assertion of an identity other than the religious,
All these factors have made the Christians a marginal commu-

nity in India,

From our analysis of the threse reiigioua communities,
we can say thaé the 8ikhs are the most homogeneous and the |
Christians the least so, We can also see that the Sikhs
are the simplest community to study because of the greater
degree of homojeneity that exists among them. Conversely
in terms of the great degree of heterogeneity that exists
among the Christians, they are the most complex, However,
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by the very virtue of their simplicity the Sikh cause vig-
a-vis the nation is, and has been very complex, Likewlse
the complexity of the Christieh community has meant that
they are not likely to ever pose a threat to the nation,
unlike the Sikhs who cans Likewise with the Buddhists., It
is our contention that the manifestation of internal
differences in overt conflict among the S8ikhs is due to
the link up between religion and politics that exists in
the community. The essentidlly non-violent stance of the
Buddhists and Christians is, similarly due to the churche

state geparation that is envisaged,

We see, then that religion by itself does not pose a
threat to the nation state, However, religion, coupled
with a territorial and linguidstic identity, a lack of
doctrinair pluralism, and a religious doctrine oriented
to political action, can pose-a threat to the nation state,
It is for this reason that the Sikhs have been as success=
ful as they have in threatening the unity of the nation
state, and why the Christians and Buddhists are unlikely

to.

what, then are the implications of this study, In a
country like India, which is characterised by religious
pluralism, and in which one religious community, the Hindus,
are overvhelmingly preponderant, the position of religious
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minorities becomes threatened, These minority gxroups

react in different ways to the dominant groups We have
already discussed the conditions under which a minority
religious community 1s able to assert itself effectively.

We have also seen how it has been possible for one particular
group, the Sikhs to demand a nationality groupinge Such
assertions coupled with an aggresscive stance on the part

of the dominant community 4o not make for the maintenance
of nation statehood or the promotion of healthy religlous
pluralism, It is necessary to allow the minority groups

to retain their distinctiveness as religious groups while
at the same time not excluding ﬁhem £rom the national

orbit. It is necessary for the religious minority to

have a sense of distinctiveness as well as a sense of one-
nesse. This is necessary in the interest of the preservation

of the nation state,
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