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CHAPTER 30
THE CONDITION OF THE CONVERT

I. Gandhi and his opposition to Christianity.

II. Christianity and social service. III. Christianity and 
Paganism.

IV. Christianity and the spirit of the Convert.

V. Christian Community and its social standing.

I

In 1928, there was held a meeting of the International Fellowship, 
a body devoted to promoting fellow feeling among persons of different 
faiths. It was attended by Christian missionaries as well as by Hindus 
and Moslems. Mr. Gandhi was also present. At this meeting the question 
was raised as to how far the fellowship could remain true to its ideal, 
if those who belonged to it wished to convert others to their own faith. 
In the debate that followed, Mr. Gandhi spoke. His friend Mr. C. F. 
Andrews, writes concerning the discussion as follows :1

“At the back of this question, there was a definite challenge to 
the whole Christian Missionary position in India. Missionaries of a 
liberal type of mind had been finding great joy in the Fellowship  
……..... Then came Mahatma Gandhi’s declaration. He stated that 
in doing so, or in joining the Fellowship, if there was the slightest 
wish, or even the slightest thought at the back of the mind, to 
influence, or convert, any other member of the Fellowship, then the 
spirit of the movement could be destroyed. Any one who had such 
a wish ought to leave the Fellowship”.

On being further questioned by Christian Missionaries ‘Whether if 
they possessed the greatest treasure in the World, they would be wrong 
in wishing to share it’, Mr. Gandhi was quick to rebuff their presumption. 
Mr. Andrews says—“he was adamant”. “Even the idea of such a desire 
was wrong”, he said emphatically; “and he would not move from that 
position at all”.

1 “The Basis of Inter-Religious Fellowship” by C. F. Andrews in “The Young Men of 
India, Burma and Ceylon.” June 1928, Vol. XI, No. 6.
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Mr. Gandhi’s opposition to Christian conversion is by now quite well 
known. And since 1936 he has become quite a virulent adversary of 
all missionary propaganda. He particularly objects to the missionaries 
spreading the Christian Gospel among the Untouchables. His antagonism 
to Christian Missions and the conversion of Untouchables to Christianity 
is based on certain propositions which have been enunciated by him in 
quite unmistakable terms. I think the following four propositions may be 
taken to sum up his position. I give them in his own words. He says :

 I. “My position is that all religions are fundamentally equal. We must 
have the same innate respect for all religions as we have for our own. 
Mind you, not mutual toleration but equal respect.”1

 II. “All I want them (the Missionaries) to do is to live Christian lives, not 
to annotate them.2 Let your lives speak to us. The blind who do not 
see the rose, perceive its fragrance. That is the secret of the Gospel 
of the rose. But the Gospel that Jesus preached is more subtle and 
fragrant than the Gospel of the rose. If the rose needs no agents, much 
less does the Gospel of Christ need agents”.3

As to the work of the Christian Missions he says :

 III. “The social work of the missions is undertaken not for its own sake, 
but as an aid to the salvation of those who receive social service.4 …… 
While you give medical help, you expect the reward in the shape of 
your patients becoming Christians.”5

As to the Untouchables he says—

 IV. “I do maintain …. . . . that the vast masses of Harijans and for that 
matter of Indian humanity, cannot understand the presentation of 
Christianity, and that, generally speaking, conversion, wherever it has 
taken place, has not been a spiritual act in any sense of the term. 
They are conversions of convenience.6 They (the Harijans) can no more 
distinguish between the relative merits (words omitted ?) than can a 
cow. Harijans have no mind, no intelligence, no sense of difference 
between God and no-God.”7

Gandhi advises the Christian Missions in the following somewhat 
offensive terms as to what would be proper for them to do. He says—

“If Christian Missions will sincerely play the game ……....  
They must withdraw from the indecent competition to convert the 
Harijans ….... 

“Just ….... forget that you have come to a country of heathens 
and (to) think that they are as much in search of God as you are; 
just …..... feel that you are not going there to give your spiritual
1 Harijan, 1936, p. 330. 2 Harijan, 1936, p. 353. 3 Harijan, April 1937. p. 86. 4 Harijan 

for 1937, p. 137. 5 Harijan, 18th July 1936, p. 178. 6 Harijan for 1936, pp. 140-41. 7 Harijan 
for 1936, p. 360.
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goods to them, but that you will share worldly goods of which you 
have a good stock. You will then do your work without mental 
reservation and thereby you will share your spiritual treasures. 
The knowledge that you have this mental reservation, i.e. you are 
expecting a man to be a convert in return for service, creates a 
barrier between you and me.”

“The history of India would have been written differently if the 
Christians had come to India to live their lives in our midst and 
permeate ours with their aroma, if there was any.”2

This hostility of Mr. Gandhi to Christian Missions and their work 
is of very recent origin. I do not know if it can be traced beyond the 
Yeola Decision.

It is as recent as it is strange. I do not know of any declaration 
made by Mr. Gandhi expressing in such clear and determined manner 
opposition to the conversion of the Untouchables to Islam. The Muslims 
have made no secret of their plan to convert the Untouchables. The plan 
was given out openly from the Congress platform by the late Maulana 
Mohomed Ali when he presided over the annual session of the Congress 
held at Coconada in 1923. In his Presidential address the Maulana 
pointed out in clear terms that :

“The quarrels (between Hindus and Musalmans) about Alams 
and pipal trees and musical processions are truly childish; but there 
is one question which can easily furnish a ground for complaint of 
unfriendly action if communal activities are not amicably adjusted. 
This is the question of the conversion of the suppressed classes, 
if Hindu Society does not speedily absorb them. The Christian 
missionary is already busy and no one quarrels with him. But the 
moment some Muslim missionary society is organized for the same 
purpose there is every likelihood of an outcry in the Hindu press. It 
has been suggested to me by an influential and wealthy gentleman 
who is able to organize a (Muslim) missionary society on a large 
scale for the conversion of the suppressed classes, that it should be 
possible to reach a settlement with leading Hindu gentlemen and 
divide the country into separate areas where Hindu and Muslim 
missionaries could respectively work, each community preparing 
for each year, or longer unit of time, if necessary, an estimate of 
the numbers it is prepared to absorb, or convert. These estimates 
would, of course, be based on the number of workers and funds 
each had to spare, and tested by the actual figures of the previous 
period. In this way each community would be free to do the work 
of absorption and conversion, or rather of reform, without chances 
of collision with one another”.
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Nothing can be more explicit than this. Nothing can be more 
businesslike and nothing can be more materialistic than this 
pronouncement from the Congress platform. But I am not aware that 
Mr. Gandhi has ever condemned it in the way in which he now condemns 
the endeavour of Christian Missions to convert the Untouchables. Nobody 
from Gandhi’s camp protested against this outrageous suggestion. Probably 
they could not because the Congress Hindus believed that it was their 
duty to help the Musalmans to fulfil what they regarded as their religious 
duty, and that conversion is a religious duty with the Musalman nobody 
can deny. At any rate the Hindu leaders of Congress, as stated by George 
Joseph in 1920, held “that it was the religious duty of the Hindus to 
help Muslims in the maintenance of the Turkish Khilafat over the Arabs 
in the Jazirut-al-Arab because Muslim theologians and political leaders 
assured us that it was their religious duty. It went against the grain 
because it meant the maintenance of a foreign Government over Arabs; 
but Hindus had to stomach it because it was urged on them as part of 
the religious duty of the Hindus1. If this is true why should Gandhi not 
help the Christians to carry on conversion because conversion is also a 
fulfilment of their religious duty.

Why there should be a different measuring rod today because it 
is the Christians that are involved is more than one can understand. 
Mr. George Joseph was well within bounds when he said :

“The only difference is that there are 75 millions of Muslims 
and there are only 6 millions of Christians. It may be worth-while 
making peace with Muslims because they can make themselves a 
thorn in the side of Nationalism : Christians do not count, because 
they are small in numbers.”

That Mr. Gandhi is guided by such factors as the relative strength 
of the Musalmans and Christians, their relative importance in Indian 
politics, is evident from the terms he uses in condemning what he calls 
“propaganda by vilification”. When such a propaganda emanates from 
Christian missionaries he uses the following language to condemn it. 
(Quotation is not there in the MS.—Ed.).

On the other hand when he comes out against a propaganda emanating 
from the Muslim all that he says :2

“It is tragic to see that religion is dragged down to the low 
level of crude materialism to lure people into mission which the 
most cherished sentiments of millions of human beings are trodden 
under foot.

1 Harijan, 8th February 1936, p. 415.
2 Harijan, August 8, 1936.
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“I hope that the pamphlet has no support from thoughtful 
Musalmans who should read it to realize the mischief such pamphlets 
can create.

“My correspondent asks me how to deal with the menace. One 
remedy I have applied, viz, to bring hereby the villifying propaganda 
to the notice of the responsible Muslim world. He himself can claim 
the attention of the local Musalman leaders to the publication. 
The second and the most important thing to do is purification 
from within. So long as the position of untouchability remains in 
the Hindu body it will be liable to attacks from outside. It will 
be proof against such attacks only when a solid and impregnable 
wall of purification is erected in the shape of complete removal of 
untouchability.”

The ferocity of the former and the timidity and softness of the latter 
are obvious enough. Surely Gandhi must be regarded as an astute 
“respecter of persons”.

But apart from this difference in his attitude towards Muslim and 
Christian propaganda, have Mr. Gandhi’s arguments against Christian 
Missions, which I have summarized above, any validity ? They are just 
clever. There is nothing profound about them. They are the desperate 
arguments of a man who is driven to wall. Mr. Gandhi starts out by 
making a distinction between equal tolerance and equal respect. The 
phrase “equal respect” is a new phrase. What distinction he wants to 
make thereby is difficult to recognize. But the new phraseology is not 
without significance. The old phrase “equal tolerance” indicated the 
possibility of error. “Equal respect” on the other hand postulates that 
all religions are equally true and equally valuable. If I have understood 
him correctly then his premise is utterly fallacious, both logically as well 
as historically. Assuming the aim of religion is to reach God—which 
I do not think it is—and religion is the road to reach him, it cannot 
be said that every road is sure to lead to God. Nor can it be said that 
every road, though it may ultimately lead to God, is the right road. It 
may be that (all existing religions are false and) the perfect religion 
is still to be revealed. But the fact is that religions are not all true 
and therefore the adherents of one faith have a right, indeed a duty, 
to tell their erring friends what they conceive to be the truth. That 
Untouchables are no better than a cow is a statement which only an 
ignoramus, or an arrogant person, can venture to make. It is arrant 
nonsense. Mr. Gandhi dares to make it because he has come to regard 
himself as so great a man that the ignorant masses will not question 
his declarations and the dishonest intelligentsia will uphold him in 
whatever he says. Strangest part of his argument lies in wishing to
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share the material things the Christian Missions can provide. He is 
prepared to share their spiritual treasures provided the Missionaries 
invite him to share their material treasures “without obligation”.* 
(What he minds is an exchange.) It is difficult to understand why 
Mr. Gandhi argues that services rendered by the Missionaries are baits 
or temptations, and that the conversions are therefore conversions of 
convenience. Why is it not possible to believe that these services by 
Missionaries indicate that service to suffering humanity is for Christians 
an essential requirement of their religion ? Would that be a wrong view 
of the process by which a person is drawn towards Christianity ? Only 
a prejudiced mind would say, Yes.

All these arguments of Mr. Gandhi are brought forth to prevent 
Christian Missionaries from converting the Untouchables. No body will 
deny to Mr. Gandhi the right to save the Untouchables for Hinduism. But 
in that case he should have frankly told Missions “Stop your work, we 
want now to save the Untouchables, and ourselves. Give us a chance !” 
It is a pity that he should not have adopted this honest mode of dealing 
with the menace of the Missionaries. Whatever anybody may say I have 
no doubt, all the Untouchables, whether they are converts or not, will 
agree that Mr. Gandhi has been grossly unjust to Christian Missions. 
For centuries Christian Missions have provided for them a shelter, if 
not a refuge.

This attitude of Mr. Gandhi need not deter either the missionaries 
or the Untouchables. Christianity has come to stay in India and, unless 
the Hindus in their zeal for nationalism misuse their political, social 
and economic power to suppress it, will live and grow in numbers and 
influence for good.

II

What Christianity has achieved in India therefore becomes a proper 
subject for examination from the points of view both of Christian Missions 
and of the Untouchables.

That Christian Missions have been endeavouring to provide the 
corpus sanum for the people of India and to create the Mens Sana among 
those who have entered the fold is undeniable. It would be difficult in 
this place to describe all the activities carried on by Christian Missions 
in India. The work done by the Missionaries falls under five heads : (1) 
among children, (2) among young men, (3) among the masses, (4) among 
women and (5) among the sick.

The work done is vast. The following figures will give an idea of the 
scale on which the work for education and relieving sickness is being 
carried on. 
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I. CHRISTIAN MEDICAL WORK1

1. Hospitals .. 256
2. Dispensaries .. 250
3. Sanatoriums .. 10
4. Leper Homes .. 38
5. Medical Schools .. 3
6. Number of Hospital Beds .. 12,000
7. Number of Sanatorium Beds .. 755
8. Doctors, Foreign .. 350
9. Doctors, National .. 390
10. Nurses, Foreign .. 300
11. Nurses, National .. 900
12. Student Nurses .. 1,800
13. Operations, Major .. 44,000
14. Obstretrics, Total .. 32,000
15. In—Patients .. 285,000
16. Out—Patients .. 2,600,000

II. CHRISTIAN EDUCATION2

Institutions Students

1. Elementary Schools 13,330 611,730

2. Secondary Schools 302 67,229

3. Colleges 31 11,162

4. Theological Colleges and Training Schools 25 556

5. Bible Training Schools 74 2,855

6. Teacher Training Schools 63 3,153

What have the Hindus to show as against this? Historically speaking, 
service to humanity is quite foreign to Hinduism and to Hindus. The 
Hindu religion consists primarily, of rituals and observances. It is a 
religion of temples. Love of man has no place in it. And without love 
of man how can service to man be inspired ? This is well reflected 
in the purposes and objects for which Hindu charities are given. 
Very few people, even in India, know the extent to which caste 
determines the scope and objects of charities provided by the Hindus. 
It is difficult to get full and precise facts relating to Hindu Charities. 
However, data collected several years ago, in the City of Bombay, 
throws a flood of light on the subject. (Data not typed in the MS.)

1 In India, Burma and Ceylon.
2 In India.
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That caste can influence doctors in the ministration to the sick was 
a charge made among certain doctors in Bombay in 1918 during the 
influenza epidemic.

Comparatively speaking, the achievements of Christian Missions in the 
field of social service are very great. Of that no one except a determined 
opponent of every thing Christian can have any doubt. Admitting these 
great services, one may raise two questions. Are these services required 
for the needs of the Indian Christian Community? Are there any needs 
of the Indian Christian Community which have not been attended to 
by Missions?

It is necessary to bear in mind that Indian Christians are drawn 
chiefly from the Untouchables and, to a much less extent, from low 
ranking Shudra castes. The Social Services of Missions must, therefore, be 
judged in the light of the needs of these classes. What are those needs?

The services rendered by the Missions in the fields of education 
and medical relief are beyond the ken of the Indian Christians. They 
go mostly to benefit the high caste Hindus. The Indian Christians are 
either too poor or too devoid of ambition to undertake the pursuit of 
higher education. High schools, colleges and hostels maintained by the 
Missions are, therefore, so much misplaced and misapplied expenditure 
from the point of view of the uplift of Indian Christians. In the same 
way much of the medical aid provided by the Missions goes to the Caste 
Hindus. This is especially the case with regard to hospitals.

I know many missionaries realize this. None the less this expenditure 
is being incurred from year to year. The object of these services is no 
doubt to provide occasion for contact between Christian Missionaries and 
high caste Hindus. I think it is time the Missionaries realized that the 
pursuit of the Caste Hindus in the hope of converting them to Christianity 
is a vain pursuit which is sure to end in complete failure. Mr. Winslow, 
I think, is correct when he concludes his survey of the attitude of the 
intelligentsia of India towards Christianity by saying:

“…. . Whilst the work of Duff and the Serampore Missionaries 
resulted in some notable conversions and it seemed for a time as 
though English education were going to lead to many and rapid 
accessions to the Christian Church from amongst those who received 
it, a reaction soon set in and the movement died down. Its place 
was taken by the Theistic Samajes, and in particular by the Brahmo 
Samaj in Bengal, which enabled those Hindus who through the 
influence of Western thought had become dissatisfied with idolatry 
and caste to surrender these without forfeiting entirely their
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place within the Hindu system. For many years Christian 
missionaries hoped and believed that the Brahmo Samaj would prove 
a half-way house to Christianity and that many of its members 
would in course of time become dissatisfied with an intermediate 
position and accept the Christian Faith, but this hope has in the 
main been disappointed, though a few notable converts have come 
from the rank of the Samajes. …. .

* * * * *

What then, does the educated Indian of today, more particularly the 
Brahman, think of Christ? It is perhaps foolish to try to generalize ….. 
Yet there are certain broad features in the picture which may be 
safely described ….. There is a wide-spread acceptance of the main 
principles of Christ’s teaching, particularly of His ethical teaching. 
It would be generally conceded that the Sermon on the Mount, 
while not necessarily containing any thing which might not be 
paralleled from other sources, is unsurpassable as a directory for 
human conduct ….. Side by side with this widespread acceptance 
of Christ’s teaching goes a very general reverence for His life and 
character …..

On the other hand, the claim that Christ was, and is, in a unique 
sense divine is not one which the majority of Hindus, even of those 
deeply attracted by His life, would be prepared to accept ….. (They) 
would set Him side by side with (their) own great Prophet, the 
Buddha. But the Christian claim that He, and He only, is God 
Incarnate, and that salvation is to be won through faith in Him, 
and Him alone, (they) reject as exclusive and narrow ….. Thus the 
Christian claim to possess the one way of salvation arouses in India 
an almost instinctive repugnance ……. The characteristic religious 
attitude of the educated Hindu to day (is) still, whilst he greatly 
reverences Christ, and accepts the main principles of His teaching, 
he is quite content to remain a Hindu.”

I have no doubt that this correctly sums up the position. If this 
is so then the money and energy spent by the Christian Missions 
on education and medical relief is misapplied and do not help the 
Indian Christians.

The Indian Christians need two things. The first thing they want 
is the safeguarding of their civil liberties. The second thing they want 
is ways and means for their economic uplift. I cannot stop to discuss 
these needs in all their details. All I wish to point out is that this 
is a great desideratum in the social work the Christian Missions are 
doing in India.
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While what has been accomplished by Christian Missionaries 
in the field of education and medical aid is very notable and 
praisewrothy there still remains one question to be answered. What 
has Christianity achieved in the way of changing the mentality of 
the Convert? Has the Untouchable convert risen to the status of the 
touchable? Have the touchable and untouchable converts discarded 
caste ? Have they ceased to worship their old pagan gods and to 
adhere to their old pagan superstitions? These are far-reaching 
questions. They must be answered and Christianity in India must 
stand or fall by the answers it can give to these questions.

The following extracts taken from the memorandum submitted 
by the Christian Depressed Classes of South India to the Simon 
Commission throw a flood of light on the position of the Untouchables 
who have gone into the Christian fold so far as the question of 
caste is concerned.

“We are by religion Christians, both Roman Catholics and 
Protestants. Of the total population of Indian Christians of the 
Presidency the converts from the Depressed Classes form about 
sixty per cent. When the Christian religion was preached in our 
lands, we, the Pallas, Pariahs, Malas, Madigas, etc., embraced 
Christianity. But others of our stock and origin were not converted 
and they are known to be the Hindu Depressed classes, being all 
Hindus or adherants to the Hindus in religion. In spite, however, 
of our Christian religion which teaches us fundamental truths 
the equality of man and man before God, the necessity of charity 
and love for neighbours and mutual sympathy and forbearance, 
we, the large number of Depressed class converts remain in the 
same social condition as the Hindu Depressed Classes. Through 
the operation of several factors, the more important of them being 
the strong caste retaining Hindu mentality of the converts to 
Christianity, and the indifference, powerlessness and apathy of the 
Missionaries, we remain today what we were before we became 
Christians—Untouchables—degraded by the laws of social position 
obtaining in the land, rejected by caste Christians, despised by 
Caste Hindus and excluded by our own Hindu Depressed Class 
brethren.

“The small proportion of the Christians of South India, whose 
representatives are found in the Legislative Council, say, in Madras, 
are caste Christians, a term which sounds a contradiction, but 
which, unfortunately, is the correct and accepted description of 
high caste converts from Hinduism, who retain all the rigour and
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exclusiveness of caste. Particularly in the Mofussil parts and the 
villages, they who ought to be our fellow Christians follow all the 
orthodox severity and unreason of caste exclusion; they damn us 
as “Panchamas or Pariahs” and ignore our Christian claims and in 
the fulness of their affluence, power, prestige and position exclude 
us poorer Christians from society, …… Frequent outbursts of anti-
Panchama activity are the scandal of the South Indian Christian 
life, and the least attempt on our part to better our lot, forward our 
progress and assert our elementary rights call down the wrath and 
fury of every man—official and non-official—Christian or Hindu, who 
claims a foolish superiority of birth. Denying the very foundations of 
Christianity, contrary to all love and charity and brotherhood, our 
“fellow-Christians” treat us even in the Churches as Untouchables 
and Unapproachables, and relegate us to separate accommodation 
removed from their precincts and barricade their portions by means 
of iron rails and walls and fencings. There are several such churches.

“In the matter of reception of sacraments, a most ridiculous 
segregation is practised to avoid pollution; our claims to educate our 
children and train them for life are ruthlessly denied and through 
sheer prejudice our children are denied access to schools, convents, 
hostels, boarding houses, or if admitted, are assigned an ignominous 
separate accommodation. Tracing his descent from high caste Hindu 
progenitors the caste Christian looks for social status and position 
and finds favour in the eyes of his fellow caste-men, the Hindus. 
He treats the Depressed Class Christians in the same way as the 
Hindu Depressed Classes are treated by the Hindu Caste people”.

What is stated here in general terms may be made concrete by 
reference to the two following incidents. (Incidents not mentioned in the 
MS.—Ed.).

This is a terrible indictment. It is a relief to know that it does 
not apply to all parts of India nor does it apply to all denominations 
of Christians. The picture is more true of the Catholics than of the 
Protestants. It is more true of Southern India than it is of the Northern 
or even Central India. But the fact remains that Christianity has not 
succeeded in dissolving the feeling of caste from among the converts 
to Christianity. The distinction between touchables and untouchbles 
may be confined to a corner. The Church School may be open to all. 
Still there is no gainsaying the fact that caste governs the life of 
the Christians as much as it does the life of the Hindus. There are 
Brahmin Christians and Non-Brahmin Christians. Among Non-Brahmin 
Christians there are Maratha Christians, Mahar Christians, Mang 
Christians and Bhangi Christians. Similarly in the South there are



456 DR. BABASAHEB AMBEDKAR : WRITINGS AND SPEECHES

z:\ ambedkar\vol-05\vol5-06.indd MK SJ+YS 23-9-2013 456

Pariah Christians, Malla Christians and Madiga Christians. They 
would not intermarry, they would not inter-dine. They are as much 
caste ridden as the Hindus are.

There is another thing which shows that Christianity has not been 
effective in wiping paganism out of the converts. Almost all the converts 
retain the Hindu forms of worship and believe in Hindu superstition. 
A convert to Christianity will be found to worship his family Gods 
and also the Hindu gods such as Rama, Krishna, Shankar, Vishnu, 
etc. A convert to Christianity will be found to go on a pilgrimage to 
places which are sacred to the Hindus. He will go to Pandharpur, and 
make offerings to Vithoba. He will go to Jejuri and sacrifice a goat 
to the blood-thirsty god, Khandoba. On the Ganesh Chaturthi he will 
refuse to see the moon, on a day of eclipse he will go to the sea and 
bathe—superstitions observed by the Hindus. It is notorious that the 
Christians observe the social practices of the Hindus in the matter of 
births, deaths and marriages. I say nothing about the prevalence of 
the Hindu social practices among the Christians. In as much as these 
social practices have no religious significance it matters very little what 
they are. But the same cannot be said of religious observances. They 
are incompatible with Christian belief and Christian way of life. The 
question is why has Christianity not been able to stamp them out?

The answer is that the Christian Missionaries although they have 
been eager to convert persons to Christianity have never put up a 
determined fight to uproot paganism from the Convert. Indeed they 
have tolerated it.

The retention by the Converts to Christianity of Paganism is 
primarily the legacy of the Jesuit Missions which were the earliest to 
enter the field in modern times. The attitude of the Catholic mission 
towards paganism has come down from the outlook and the ways and 
means adopted by the Madura Mission. This Mission was founded 
by an Italian Jesuit Father Robert de Nobili. He came to India in 
1608. Having learned of the failure of Francis Xavier he worked out 
a new plan. He decided to follow the footsteps of the Apostle Paul 
who observed that he must bring all things to all men that he might 
save some. Fortified with this belief he went to the Court of Ferumal 
Naik King of Madura and founded the famous Madura Mission. The 
way he started is graphically told by Dr. J. N. Ogilvie in his ‘Apostles 
of India’ in the following passage:

“Through Madura there ran one day a striking piece of news. 
It was told how a strange ascetic from some far land had arrived, 
drawn to the holy city by its great repute, and that he had taken up
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his abode in the Brahman quarter of the city. Soon visitors flocked 
to the house of the holy man to see what they should see, but 
only to find that the Brahman’s servants would not permit their 
entrance. ‘The master,’ they said, ‘is meditating upon God. He may 
not be disturbed.’ This merely helped to whet the people’s desire 
and increase the fame of the recluse. The privacy was relaxed, and 
daily audiences were granted to a privileged few.

“Seated cross legged on a settee the Sanyasi was found by his 
visitors, conforming in every thing to Brahman usage. Over his 
shoulder hung the sacred cord of five threads, three of gold to 
symbolise the Trinity, and two of silver representing the body and 
soul of our Lord, and from the cord was suspended a small cross. 
Conversation revealed the Sanyasi’s learning, and observation and 
keen inquiry certified to this frugal and holy life. One meal a day, 
consisting of a little rice and milk and acid vegetables, was all 
his food. Soon not only ordinary Brahmins came to see him, but 
nobles also; and a great bound in his reputation took place when, 
on being invited to the palace by the King, the Sanyasi declined 
the invitation lest on going forth the purity of his soul should be 
sullied by his eyes lighting upon a woman! Never was a holier 
saint seen in Madura. Where the life bore such testimony to his 
holiness, how could his teaching be other than true! His statement 
that he was a “Roman Brahman” of the highest caste was accepted, 
and to remove any possible doubts that might linger, an ancient 
discoloured parchment was produced, which showed how the 
“Brahmans of Rome” had sprung direct from the god Brahma, and 
were the noblest born of all his issues. To the genuineness of the 
document the Sanyasi solemnly swore, and with open minds the 
people listened to his teaching.

“Book after book was written by the able and daring writer, in 
which he grafted a modified Christian doctrine on the Hindu stem. 
Most notable of all such efforts was the forging of a “Fifth Veda” to 
complete and crown the four Vedas received by Brahmans as direct 
revelations from heaven. It was an amazing piece of daring as bold 
and hazardous as it would be for a Hindu to forge for Christian 
use a fifth Gospel. Yet the forgery held its place for one hundred 
and fifty years.”

“Brahman disciples were soon freely won; baptisms became 
fairly numerous, though the identity of the rite with the baptism 
administered by earlier European Missionaries was disguised; and 
so far as outward tokens went, the new Missionary method was 
proving a success. Without a doubt progress was greatly facilitated 
by the highly significant concessions that were made to Hinduism,
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especially in connection with Caste. According to de Nobili, caste had 
little signification. To him it was in the main a social observance, 
and so regarding it he saw no reason for compelling his converts 
to break with their caste fellowship or observances. His converts 
retained the ‘Shendi’ or tuft of hair which marked the caste Hindu, 
they wore a sacred cord indistinguishable from that of their Hindu 
neighbours, and they bore an oval caste mark on their brow, the 
paste composing or being made of the ashes of sandalwood instead 
of as formerly of the ashes of cow dung.

“For forty years de Nobili lived his life: a life of daily hardship, 
sacrifice and voluntary humiliation, such as has seldom been 
paralleled. On February 16, 1656, he died, having reached his 
eightieth year. Nearly one hundred thousand converts have been 
attributed to him, directly or indirectly, and allowing for much 
exaggeration their number must have been very great.

“In 1673, John de Britto, belonging to one of the noblest families 
of Portugal, sailed for India. He is now a saint in the Roman Catholic 
Church. William Robinson of the London Missionary Society and 
belonging to our own day said of him, “His eminence as a disciple, 
intrepid, selfless and enduring in all great qualities that add to the 
vigour of the Christian life, is assured.

“He and the Christian converts, after the disruption of the 
Kingdom of Madura and the establishment of petty Kingdoms, were 
mercilessly persecuted.

“Yet in spite of all that enemies could do, the worker went 
steadily on with his accepted duty, and wherever he journeyed the 
same tale of success was told. To the power of the message was 
added the charm of the messenger, and his converts were numbered 
by thousands. When by his hands a prince of Marava, Tadia Tevar, 
was baptized, measures were quickly taken to secure de Britto’s 
death. He was mercilessly done to death on February 4, 1693.

“Father Joseph Beschi, an Italian priest and successor to de 
Britto, reached India in 1707. Beschi adhered to the policy of 
the “Roman Brahmans,” but in his missionary practice differed 
considerably from his predecessors. De Nobili, so long as it had 
been possible, acted the part of a devout recluse, a holy Guru; 
de Britto had been chiefly the wandering Sanyasi, the holy 
pilgrim and in their personal life both had practised the greatest 
asceticism and simplicity. But Father Beschi followed a new line. If 
Hinduism had its ascetics, it had also its high priests, who lived in 
luxurious comfort, and whose outward surroundings were marked 
by pomp and circumstance. This was the line chosen by Beschi by
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magnificence he would dazzle the people. When he travelled it 
was a costly palanquin. In advance went an attendant bearing an 
umbrella of purple silk, at each side ran servants with gorgeous 
fans of peacock’s feathers, and in the palanquin, upon a splendid 
tiger skin and clad in rich and picturesque robes, reclined the 
mighty Guru! But Beschi was no empty headed poseur. His 
method was adopted with a full understanding of the people 
and with many it worked well. Nor does his fame rest on these 
extravagances; it is based upon his wonderful scholarship. A born 
linguist he attained so complete a mastery over Tamil that he 
became the ablest Tamil scholar of his time. No native scholar 
was his equal. “High” Tamil as well as “Low”, the Tamil of the 
scholarly Brahman as well as the colloquial language of the people, 
were equally familiar to Beschi. Dictionaries, grammars, works 
of poetry and treatises in prose issued from his busy pen, and 
they are read and valued to the present day. When first issued 
they delighted the native world of Southern India. So charmed 
with his learning was Chanda Sahib, the Nabob of Vellore, that 
he appointed him to high office in the State, and for his support 
presented him with four villages in the Trichinopoly district, 
which brought in a revenue of 12,000 rupees. All this fame and 
material prosperity Beschi loyally used for the furtherance of the 
Mission. Its palmiest days were in his time, and its rapid decline, 
leading to its ultimate collapse, dates from about the period of 
Father Beschi’s death, which occurred in 1742.”

These Madura Missionaries, in their anxiety to present 
Christianity to the convert free from any Western customs that 
might give offence had tolerated among their converts several Hindu 
Customs as concessions to the converts. Among these concessions 
were the retention of the sacred thread and the mark on the 
forehead; the marrying of children before they attained puberty; 
the refusal of the sacraments to females at certain times, bathing 
as a ceremonial purification, and other points; and the refusal 
to marry and dine outside caste. These were called the “Malbar 
Rites”. They were abrogated on 12th September 1744, by the Bull 
Omnium sollicitudinum issued1 By Pope Benedict XIV and since 
then every Roman Catholic Missionary is required to take an oath 
to obey this Bull. All the same the tradition remained that pagan 
ways and pagan beliefs were not incompatible with Christian faith.

It is no doubt true that a great obstacle in the way of the 
Missionaries in the 16th Century was not only the evil example shown 
by bad Europeans but also the dislike with which European customs

1Krishna District Manual, p. 282.
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were viewed by Hindus and Musalman alike. A wicked European of 
course caused Scandal, but a devout European, who ate beef and drank 
spirits, offended against Brahmanical and Mohammadan tenets and 
shocked native prejudices. Thus Christianity was despised as the religion 
of the ‘Feringis’ as Europeans were contemptuously termed. To have 
cleansed the Christian Missionaries of these impurities and infirmities 
was very necessary and not only justifiable but commendable. But it 
was quite shameful and sinful for these Jesuit Missionaries in their 
zeal for conversion to have gone to the length they did namely, not to 
mind what the convert thought and did and how he lived so long as 
he was ready to be baptized, acknowledge Jesus as his saviour and call 
himself a Christian.

What was the attitude of the Luthern Mission which came into the 
field soon after the Madura Mission to this great question. Swartz the 
greatest missionary in India who by his piety became the peace maker 
between warring kings was not a protagonist of the view adopted by the 
Madura Mission. But did he believe that Caste and Christianity were two 
incompatible things and that a true Christian could not believe in Caste 
much less could he make it a plan of his life ? Whatever was his view of 
the question he certainly did not carry on a campaign in support of it.

What about the Protestant Missions? What attitude did they take 
towards this question ? They have first of all an excuse on their side to 
plead if they wish to. That they came late on the scene. So far as history 
goes there is truth behind the assertion that they were prevented from 
joining the field until 1813. This is due entirely to the attitude taken 
by the East India Company towards Mission work in their territories 
in India.

The attitude of all the European powers who went to India were in 
the beginning of their career greatly fired with an enthusiasm for the 
conversion of the Indians to the Christian Faith.

Speaking of the Portuguese they were of course the most resolute 
in their propagation for Christianity and suppression of paganism. 
Albuquerque suppressed Suti within Portuguese India in 1510 and 
anticipated William Bentick by fully three hundred years. As soon as 
Francis Xavier called out in despair the aid of John III of Portugal 
for forcible conversion it was given. In the Dutch East Indies the 
Dutch Government which was a protestant power, similar enthusiasm 
was displayed and strong, if not drastic, measures were adopted. 
The principle of state aid for Christian propaganda was accepted in 
Ceylon right from 1643 when the Dutch occupied that island. The 
erection of temples and pagan pilgrimages were forbidden, Government
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appointments were reserved for Christians and non-attendance at religious 
schools treated as state offence. By 1685, 3,20,000 Cinhalese had yielded 
to these methods. The same religious fervour was shown by the East 
India Company. In 1614, an young Indian had been brought to London 
by the Captain of the Company’s ship. The Company educated him at 
its own expense ‘to be an instrument in converting some of his nation’. 
His baptism was performed at Poplar. The Lord Mayor of London and 
the Directors of the Company attended the baptism. King James I chose 
for him the name of Peter and the priest who baptised him presented 
him to the Audience as ‘the first fruit of India’. In 1617 there took 
place in Surat the conversion of a Mahomedan. Thus the career of the 
Company began with conversions at both ends. In 1657 the Directors 
applied to the Universities of Cambridge and Oxford for a Chaplain 
‘the Company having resolved to endeavour the advance and spreading 
of the Gospel in India’. In 1698 the Company very readily accepted a 
clause in her Charter which required the Company’s Chaplains ‘should 
apply themselves to learn the languages of the countries, the better to 
enable them to instruct the Gentoos, who should be the servants of the 
Company or their agents, in the Protestant religion’.

Suddenly after 1698 the attitude of the Company seems to have 
undergone a significant though gradual change. While the Portugal and 
the Dutch Governments were going on with top speed the East India 
Company was slowing down. In the very year the Company seems to 
have been of two minds on this question. While it accepted an obligation 
to train its chaplains in vernaculars of India so as to make them potent 
instruments of propaganda it allowed a prayer to be drawn up for the 
Company which said ‘that, we adorning the Gospel of our Saviour in all 
things, these Indian natives among whom we dwell, beholding our good 
works, may be won over’. This prayer continued to be offered, certainly 
till 1750. A close scrutiny of the wording of the prayer suggests if it 
does not avow the complete abandonment of the original idea of active 
proselytising. This attitude of the Company soon became a matter of 
controversy. Friends of conversion were waiting for an opportunity to 
force the Company to give up this attitude. The Regulating Act of 1773 
and Pitt’s East India Act had put an end to a ‘State disguised as a 
Merchant’ and brought the Company the chartered agent of Parliament 
to carry on the Government of the Indian Territories. It was provided 
under the Act that the charter of the Company should be only for 
20 years and should be renewed thereafter. The year 1793 was of 
immense importance since the revision of the charter of the Company 
was to fall due in that year.
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To those who favoured the diffusion of Christian knowledge the 
task seemed quite easy. Wilberforce, who was in charge of the matter 
had secured the support of important persons in Parliament. He had 
obtained Archbishop Moore’s blessing, and still more important he 
had won a promise of support from the minister in charge of the 
East India Company’s Charter Bill. As a preliminary to the passing 
of this Bill matters to be incorporated in the charter were put in 
the form of resolutions to be passed by the House of Commons. One 
of the resolutions passed ran as follows:

“That it was the peculiar and bounden duty of the British 
Legislature to promote, by all just and prudent means, the interest 
and happiness of the inhabitants of the British Dominions in India; 
and that for these ends such measures ought to be adopted as may 
generally tend to their advancement in useful knowledge and to 
their religious and more improvement.”

“Be it therefore further enacted, that the said Court of Directors 
shall be and are hereby empowered and required to appoint and 
send out, from time to time, a sufficient number of fit and proper 
persons for carrying into effect the purposes aforesaid, by acting 
as schoolmasters, missionaries, or otherwise every such person, 
before he is so appointed or sent out, having produced to the said 
Court of Directors, a satisfactory testimonial or certificate from 
the Archbishop of Canterbury, or the Bishop of London for the 
time being, or from the Society in London for the promotion of 
Christian Knowledge, or from the Society in Scotland for propagating 
Christian Knowledge, of his sufficiency for these purposes.

And be it further enacted, that the said Court of Directors are 
hereby empowered and required to give directions to the governments 
of the respective presidencies in India, to settle the destination and 
to provide for the necessary and decent maintenance of the persons 
to be sent out as aforesaid; and also to direct the said governments 
to consider of and adopt such other measures according to their 
discretion, as may appear to them most conducive to the ends 
aforesaid.”

It was largely due to the support of Dundas that the House 
accepted the resolution without demur. Wilberforce was deeply 
moved. ‘The hand of Providence’, he wrote in his journal, ‘was never 
more visible than in his East Indian Affair.’ This confidence was 
premature. Because, on the third reading of the Bill, the clause 
was struck out with the consent of Dundas. Wilberforce wrote his 
friend Gisborne “My clauses thrown out ….., Dundas most false 
and double..…”
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This change of front was brought about by the Directors of the 
East India Company. The East India trade was a monopoly of the 
Company and no Englishman could enter the territories of the East India 
Company in India without license from the Directors of the Company 
and any Englishman found in the territories of the Company without 
a license was liable to be deported. The Company did not take long to 
realize what the effect of the new clause would be. It knew that the 
clause would require them to open the gates of India to the flood of the 
Missionaries and their propaganda. Should the Missionaries be allowed 
a free hand, was the question of the hour. As was natural this became 
a subject of a most interesting, instructive and bitter controversy and 
those who care to know it in its details may usefully refer to the pages 
of the Edinborough Review and the …....of the day.

There were three parties to this controversy. There were the 
Directors of the East India Company whose primary interest was 
to protect its shareholders who were clamouring for dividends. The 
second party to the controversy was the English Middle Class which 
was living on the East India trade and whose sons were finding new 
avenues for lucrative careers in the territories. Thirdly there was the 
Church Missionary Society formed in the year …….for the purpose of 
spreading the Christian faith. The interests of the first two coincided. 
They were for the maintenance of the Empire and therefore wanted 
peace and tranquility. The third did care for peace but was keen on 
the substitution of Indian superstition by the Christian faith. The first 
made a powerful combination and obliged all the forces against the third. 
The result was that they triumphed and the Church Missionary Society 
lost. The arguments advanced by the controversialist on the triumphant 
side are of course the most important and the most instructive part 
of the controversy.

To the argument that the propaganda in favour of the Christian 
faith should begin at once, that it was wrong to hold that the truth 
though sacred should be doled out in such a way and in such bits as to 
avoid all risk, the reply given by Sydney Smith was a stunning reply. 
This is what he said :

“When we consider for how many centuries after Christ, 
Providence allowed the greater part of mankind to live and die 
without any possibility of their attaining to the knowledge of the 
sacred truths by any human exertion, we must be satisfied that the 
rapid and speedy conversion of the whole world forms no part of the 
scheme of its Almighty Governor, and that it can give no offence 
in His eyes if we do not desert our domestic duties and expose the
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lives and worldly happiness of multitudes of our fellow country men 
to hazard in our attempt to their conversion.”

* * *
“The Directors would be doing their duty neither to the 

shareholders nor the British Nation if they allowed ‘itinerant tinkers 
to preach the natives into insurrection….. The natives must be 
taught a better religion at a time and in a manner that will not 
inspire them with a passion for political change.’ ….. Our duties 
to our families and Country are set before us by God Himself. We 
are not at liberty to desert them in order to give a remote chance 
of conferring greater benefits on strangers at a distance.”

It is arguments such as those which prevailed with Parliament and 
led to the rejection of the Clause in 1793. Wilberforce twitted members 
of Parliament by reminding them with, their Christianity was not a 
religion of convenience but it was a religion established by law. But as 
has been well pointed out, “for the major portion of those ‘counted’ in 
the eighteenth century the religion accepted by the State and Society 
as a convenience was something to be used with fact and discretion at 
home. There was no need to diffuse it recklessly abroad. The general 
atmosphere, as has often been pointed out, was remarkably like that 
of Augustan Rome. To the statesman, thinking imperially, all religions 
were equally useful, each in its proper place.”1

The attempt to open the door to the Missionaries failed and the 
Missionary was shut out from India till 1813. Not only was he shut out 
but the Company’s Government kept a strict vigil upon the activities 
of such stray missionaries who contrived to go to India without their 
license.

In 1793 Dr. Carey went as an interloper without license. As he 
was not allowed to enter Calcutta being without license, he made 
Serampore, 14 miles away from Calcutta as his base of operation. 
Serampore was a Danish settlement and the Danes had placed no 
restrictions on missionaries or mission propaganda. On the contrary 
the Governor of Serampore actively helped them. Carey and his 
Mission was always suspect in the eyes of the Company’s Government. 
In 1798 the Serampore Mission decided to engage four missionaries 
who arrived in the year 1800. They went to reside in the Danish 
settlement of Serampore. As a matter of fact the Governor General 
had nothing to do with them. But the unconcealed residence of those 
unlicensed enthusiasts was too much for the Company’s Governor 
General and Lord Wellesley wrote to the Governor of Serampore, 
“Would His Excellency see to the expulsion of these interlopers who

1 Mayhew- Christianity and the Government of India, p. 51.
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might at any moment violate the territories of the British East India 
Company”, to which the Danish Governor replied that he would do 
nothing of the kind1. Similar action was taken in 1806 when Captain 
Wickes brought two more Missionaries in the ‘Crieterion’ which anchored 
off Calcutta. Sir George Barlow was then the Governor General. He 
took a most extra-ordinary action to prevent the landing of these two 
missionaries. He ordered that the Captain be not given his clearance 
papers unless he agreed to take back the two missionaries. Although 
they had gone to live in Serampore and were in fact under the protection 
of the Danish Crown. This was not only a more unreasonable attitude 
towards missionaries but it was also an attitude which could not but 
be regarded as hostile2.

The Vellore Mutiny among Indian Soldiers which took place in 1806 
was quite erroneously attributed to missionary propaganda and Sir George 
Barlow in a panicky condition proceeded to put the following restrictions 
on the activities of the Serampore Missionaries:

 1. The Missionaries remain at Serampore.

 2. They must not preach openly in the bazar.

 3. Native converts might preach provided they are not sent forth 
as emissaries from Serampore.

The vehemence with which the Government of Bengal came down 
upon the Serampore Mission in 1807 for issuing a tract on Islam in which 
quite inadvertently the prophet Mahomed was called an imposter also 
furnishes further evidence of the attitude of hostility which Government 
of the Company bore towards the Missionaries.

The Government of Bengal refused to be satisfied with the apologies of 
Dr. Carey and insisted upon the transfer of the Press from Serampore to 
Calcutta in order that Government may be in a better position to control 
the literature issued therefrom. The news caused dismay for it meant the 
disruption of the mission. As usual, the Governor of the Danish settlement 
came to their rescue and told the frightened Serampore Missionaries 
that he would fight their battle if the Government of Bengal forcibly 
removed the Press to Calcutta. Subsequently matters were settled and 
the order was withdrawn3. But the fact remains that the Government 
of the Company was not a friend of the Missionaries.

So much for the excuse which they can legitimately plead. But what 
attitude did they take when they were allowed after 1813 to operate in 
the field ? Did they take the line that caste must go from the thought 
and life of the Convert? The earliest pronouncement of a Protestant 
Missionary does not warrant an affirmative answer.

1J. C. Marshman. Life & Times of Carey, Marshman and word. Vol. 1, p.   2 Ibid., 
p. 307.
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Missionaries intolerating caste : Dr. Heyne in 1814 wrote : 
Missionaries, in many instances, have fallen into a mistake of a 
very injurious nature to their rapid or even ultimate success. In 
converting a Hindu to Christianity, they oblige him to adopt a line of 
conduct by which he loses his caste; this, in India is considered such 
a disgrace, that it must present a powerful obstacle to conversion. 
But the political division of the Hindus is no part of their religious 
tenets, though it has been so mistaken by the most enlightened. In 
giving to the Hindus the Christian religion, allow them to retain their 
caste, and they could be found to embrace it without reluctance, and 
in considerable numbers.”1

But I do not wish to judge the attitude of the Protestant Missions 
to so important a question from so stray a pronouncement of a solitary 
individual. There is evidence to show that the Protestant Missions 
were once early in their career called upon to make up their mind on 
this important issue so that it can be said that the view maintained 
by the Protestant Mission is a considered view. The time when this 
issue was discussed seriously was the time when Rev. Heber was 
appointed the Bishop of Calcutta. He assumed his duties in the year 
1823. During his episcopate he toured extensively in the whole of 
India and in Ceylon. In the course of his tour, he became aware of 
the sharp conflict of opinion among Protestant Missionaries to the 
question of toleration of caste among converts. He decided to resolve 
this difference. How he went about the business is told in the words 
of Mr. Kaye who has succintantly narrated it:

“There was strife, therefore, among the missionaries, which Heber 
was anxious to allay. The question had been brought before him, 
before he quitted Bengal. He had there sought to arm himself with 
all the information that he could obtain, respecting not only the 
practice of the earlier Protestant missionaries, but the true nature 
of the institution of Caste. There was then in Bishop’s College a 
Christian convert, known as Christian David. He had been a pupil 
of Schwartz; and was truly a remarkable man. No less distinguished 
for his intelligence than for his piety, he was regarded by the good 
Bishop as the one of all others to whom he might most expediently 
refer for the solution of his doubts. Heber drew up, therefore, a 
series of questions, which he submitted to the native Christian, and 
received from him a series of replies, stated not only in excellent 
English, but with a force and precision which could not be easily 
surpassed.
1 Krishna District Manual, p. 282.
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“First, with regard to the nature of Caste, it was declared by 
Christian David, that it was, among the natives of Southern India, 
“purely a worldly idea”— “not connected in their minds with any 
notion of true or false religion,” that the native converts, drawn 
from the higher castes, were disinclined to intercourse With low-
caste proselytes, not on religious or superstitious grounds, but 
simply for social reasons; that there were certain distinctions 
between high-caste and low-caste persons not by any means ideal, 
and that these distinctions were not to be gilded over merely by 
the acquisition of worldly wealth. He specially set forth that low-
caste people indulged habitually in an unseemly mode of speech—
frequently using coarse or indecent expressions very revolting 
to the feelings of high-caste men; and that they were altogether 
less decorous and self respectful in their way of life. Learning, 
he said, might elevate them; and if a Pariah became learned he 
was called a pundit, and respected by the Church; and then his 
brother converts would associate with him, but still they would 
not “from worldly fear or pride” eat with him from the same dish. 
From the days of Ziegenbalg downwards they had been wont to 
sit at Church in two separate divisions, and had communicated 
separately at the Lord’s table, drinking out of the same cup, but 
the high-caste converts drinking first. As a proof, however, that 
these were regarded as merely worldly distinctions, Christian 
David said that high-caste and low-caste, among the Christian 
congregations of the South, were buried in a common burial 
ground, and took part promiscuously in the funeral ceremonies, 
“as if with the consciousness, contrary to the heathen nations, 
that death levelled all distinctions.”

“Rather by mild remonstrance and persuasion than by the 
enactment of any stringent rules, which might have proved great 
obstructions to Christianity, the elder missionaries had sought to 
mitigate the evil; and Christian David declared that under the 
ministration of Schwartz the evil had considerably diminished. But 
Mr. Rhenius, of the Church Missionary Society, a truly conscientious 
and devout Christian, had taken other views of the duties of 
Christian teachers, and had gained over to his opinions the younger 
missionaries in the South; so that they agreed, as I have said, 
among themselves, to make the total repudiation of Caste, even in 
its mere social aspect, an essential condition of admittance to the 
Christian Church; and they had, moreover, spoken and preached 
against the elder missionaries—even the most venerated of their 
predecessors—denouncing them as “corrupters of the Gospel” for 
having permitted such things to soil the purity of Christianity.
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Of all this Christian David spoke with profound regret. His own 
opinions were naturally inclined towards the doctrine and the 
practice of his old master Christian Schwartz. The mild interference 
and affectionate advice of the Bishop might, he thought, dispose the 
hearts of the younger missionaries towards greater toleration and 
forbearance.

“Very earnestly and very conscientiously did Heber revolve this 
important subject in his mind. It is in accordance with all that we 
know of the character of the man, that he should have inclined 
towards the more conciliatory practices of the elder missionaries. 
But he deferred any final decision, until the opportunity should 
arrive for the collection of further information and the delivery 
of a sounder and fuller judgment on the spot. When, therefore, 
he visited the Southern Presidency, he wrote letters of inquiry 
to some of the principal missionaries and instituted a select 
committee of the Christian Knowledge Society for the purpose 
of making further investigation into the subject. From one letter 
written to the Rev. D. Schrievogel, though little more than a 
series of questions, the bent of his opinions may be derived. It 
appeared to him, after much deliberate consideration, that Caste, 
as represented to exist among the Christian converts on the Coast 
was in reality an institution differing little in its essential features 
from the social exclusiveness prevailing in Christian countries. 
Is there no such thing, he asked himself, as Caste in Europe? Is 
there no such thing as Caste in America? Do not the high and the 
low sit apart in our English churches ? Do not our well-dressed 
high-caste folks go up first to the altar to communicate? Do high 
and low sit down to meat together—do their children attend the 
same schools? Are there no Pariahs amongst us? In other civilized 
countries, is there not a prevailing sense of Caste, apart from all 
associations of worldly distinction? Does not the Spanish hidalgo 
wear his Caste bravely beneath his threadbare cloak? Is the 
wealthiest mulatto fit companion for the poorest white? It may 
be called blood, or anything else in another; but in its essential 
features the one thing differs but little from the other. It is an 
intelligible and appreciable Christian principle that all men in 
the sight of God are equal. But it is equally certain that all are 
not equal in the sight of Man; and it is a fair presumption that 
God never intended them to be equal. Social distinctions exist 
every where; and if, argued the Bishop, the distinctions which 
exist among the converts on the Southern coast are merely social 
distinctions, why should we endanger the success of our efforts 
by endeavouring to enforce a law of equality, which is maintained 
among no other classes of men?
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“In this wise thought Bishop Heber. He had said from the first, 
that if he could be of any service to the Christian cause in India, it 
would be as a moderator—that by a conciliatory course, smoothing 
down the asperities of the over-zealship, he might hope to do much 
good as the chief missionary; and now he believed that it was his 
duty to cast in the weight of his authority upon the side of those who 
had resolved not to. pour too much of new wine into the old bottles.”

This view was more forcefully expressed by another Protestant 
Missionary Rev. Robert Noble who came out to India in 1841 and was 
in charge of the Church of England Mission Work in Masulipatam made 
it a rule to exclude Pariahs, leather workers and scavengers from his 
school. Defending himself against the charge of introducing caste in the 
Christian fold he defended himself in the following terms: “The humblest 
and most pious Christian parents in England would not allow their sons, 
much less their daughters, to be educated with their footmen, with their 
cooks and their scullery maids. Perhaps I was punished oftener by my 
pious father for stealing away to play with the boys of the village than 
on any other account; while in the best ordered Christian family I have 
ever seen, the children were not allowed to converse with the servants or 
to descend the second step of the stairs into the kitchen. My father would 
not have allowed us to mix with the” cook’s or stable boy’s children; nor 
can I see it right to require of Brahmins that before we will teach them 
the Gospel, they must sit down on the same form with the pariah and 
the sweeper. The requirement is to me unreasonable and unchristian.”

It is true that many wise and devout Christians since Heber’s time 
believed that he was altogether wrong; and that Bishop Wilson at a 
later period reversed his decision emphatically pronouncing against all 
toleration for the inequities of caste on the ground that it was an ingrained 
part of Hindu religion. But the fact remained not only the official but 
also the general view of the Protest Missions’ in India regarding the 
place of caste in Indian Christianity.

Thus all Missionaries agreed that Christianity should be made easy 
in order that it may spread among India. On this point there seems 
to be difference of kind among Catholics, Lutherners or Protestants. 
Such difference as exists is one of degree. If there exists Caste and 
other forms among Christian converts it is the result of this policy—

1An exception must however be made in favour of the Protestant Missionaries of 
America. In July 1847 the American Missionaries passed the following resolution regarding 
this question—

“That the Mission regards caste as an essential part of heathenism, and 
its full and practical renunciation, after instruction, as essential to satisfactory 
evidence of piety: and that renunciation of caste implies at least readiness to 
eat. under proper circumstances, with Christians of any caste.”,
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policy of making Christianity easy. In adopting this policy the 
Missionaries never thought that some day, somebody would ask them 
‘What good is Christianity for a Hindu if it does not do away with his 
Caste’. They misunderstood their mission and thought that making 
a person Christian was the same thing as making him a follower of 
Christ.

V

Let us take the second part of the question. Has Christianity been 
able to save the convert from the sufferings and the ignominy which 
is the misfortune of every one who is born an untouchable? Can an 
untouchable after his conversion to Christianity take water from a 
public well? Are his children admitted to a public school? Can he 
enter a hotel or tavern which was not open to him ? Can he enter 
a shop and buy things from inside? Will a barber shave him? Will 
a washerman wash his clothes? Can he travel in a bus? Will he be 
admitted in Public offices without compunction ? Will he be allowed 
to live in the touchable quarters of the village? Will the Hindus take 
water from him ? Will they dine with him ? Will not the Hindu take 
a bath if he touches him ? I am sure the answer to every one of these 
questions must be in the negative. In other words conversion has not 
brought about any change in the social status of the untouchable 
convert. To the general mass of the Hindus the untouchable remains 
an untouchable even though he beomes a Christian.

The question is, why has Christianity not succeeded in raising 
the status of the untouchable convert? What are the reasons for this 
failure? I am not sure that my reasons will be accepted by all those 
who are interested in the problem. But I will state them for what 
they are worth. To understand and appreciate what I am going to 
say I must begin by pointing out that a change in the social status 
of the convert Can be the result of a two-fold change. There must 
be a change in the attitude of the Hindus. Secondly there must be 
a change in the mentality of the convert. Status is a dual matter, a 
matter inter se between two persons and unless both move from their 
old position there can be no change. What has been done by those 
who are in charge of Christian endeavour to make the parties move 
on? A consideration of this question will enable us to understand why 
Christianity has failed to raise the status of the untouchable convert.

Let us consider the question in parts. What has Christianity done to 
make the Hindus move on? I find they have done nothing. They seem 
to be depending upon an idea doing the miracle. The faith in an idea
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doing the work has been well expressed by the late Duke of Argyle 
when he said:

“There is no method of reform so powerful as this. If alongside 
any false or corrupt belief, or any vicious or cruel system, we place 
one incompatible idea,—then without any noise of controversy or 
clash of battle, those beliefs and customs will wave an idea. It was 
thus that Christianity, without one single word of direct attack, 
killed off one of the greatest and most universal curses of the pagan 
world,—the ever deepening curse of slavery.”1

Whatever may be the importance of an idea, I am sure, history 
does not bear out the conclusion of the Duke of Argyle. It is debatable 
question whether the end of slavery in the Roman Empire was due to 
the influence of Christianity. It is beyond doubt that serfdom continued 
in Europe although Christianity was an established institution for several 
hundred years. It is an incontrovertible fact that Christianity was not 
enough to end the slavery of the Negroes in the United States. A civil 
war was necessary to give the Negro the freedom which was denied to 
him by the Christians.

The dependence of those in charge of Christian endeavour upon 
planting of an idea and leaving it to work a miracle is therefore one 
of the reasons why the untouchable has remained an untouchable 
notwithstanding his Christian faith.

Let me take the other part of the question. Does Christianity inspire 
the untouchable to move on ? I am constrained to say that (it)does not. 
So far as I am able to see, Christian preaching to the untouchable is less 
centered on ‘practical’ reforms and more centered around the development 
of Christian social attitudes. Christians who desire the conversion of the 
untouchables insist on regarding Christianity as purely “spiritual”. To 
teach that Christians have an obligation to love others is no doubt very 
valuable. But to stop there and argue that spiritual life expressed in a 
social attitude is quite unrelated to material life and Christians can have 
nothing to do with it, is in my judgment to preach an empty doctrine. What 
is the use of a daily exhortation to a wrong doer to be good and just if 
the exhortation is not followed by action to make the wrong doer just and 
good. The Christian Missionaries have never thought that it was their duty 
to act and get the injustice that pursues the untouchables even after his 
conversion to Christianity removed. That Missions should be so inactive 
in the matter of the social emancipation of the untouchable is of course 
a very sad thing. But far more painful is the inaction of the untouchable 
who becomes a convert to Christianity. It is the saddest thing. He

1 Quoted by C. F. Andrews. Christ and Labour, p. 25.
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continues to suffer from the Hindus the same disabilities which were his 
lot before conversion. It is an extraordinary thing that the movement for 
the redress of wrongs is carried on by the untouchables who have not 
become converts to Christianity. I have never noticed the untouchable 
Christians meeting in Conferences for the redress of their social wrongs. 
That they have grievances is beyond question. That there are many 
who are educated enough to lead them in their struggle is also well 
known. Why is it then there has been no movement for the redress of 
their wrongs?

I see three reasons why the Christian untouchables have failed to 
raise a movement.

The first reason is to be found in the complete absence of desire on 
the part of the educated among the Christians to take up the cause of 
the community and fight for it. This is due in my judgment to the fact 
that within the Christian Community the educated class and the mass 
has no kinship. The Christian Community is a composite community. In 
some places it is divided into touchables and untouchables. In all places 
it is divided into high class and low class. The educated class is largely 
drawn from the touchable or the higher class. This educated class being 
detached from the lower or the untouchable class of Christians is not 
charged with the wants, the pains, cravings, desires, aspirations of the 
latter and does not care for their interest. The untouchable Christians 
are therefore leaderless and therefore unable to mobilize for the redress 
of their wrongs.

The second reason why there is no movement among the untouchable 
Christians is due to certain faults in the mental make-up of the convert. 
The mental make-up of the untouchable Christian is characterized by 
a complete absence of any urge to break his bonds. What is the reason 
for this absence of any urge in the untouchable Christian ? It seems to 
me that there are two reasons which account for this. One reason is to 
be found in the antecedent of the untouchable who becomes a Christian. 
An untouchable becomes a Christian for some advantage or he becomes 
a Christian because he likes the teaching of the Bible. But the case is 
very rare of an untouchable becoming a Christian because of a positive 
discontent or dislike of the Hindu religious teachings. The result is that 
Christianity becomes only an addendum to his old faith. It does not 
become a substitute for his old faith. He cherishes both and observes 
them on occasions appropriate to each.

The second reason for the absence of any urge is due I am afraid to 
the teachings of the Christian Church. The Christian Church teaches 
that the fall of man is due to his original Sin and the reason why one
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must become Christian is because in Christianity there is promise of 
forgiveness of sins. Whatever may be the theological and evangelistic basis 
of this doctrine there is no doubt that from a sociological point of view 
it is a doctrine which is fraught with disaster. This Christian teaching 
is a direct challenge to sociology which holds that the fall of man is due 
to an unpropitious environment and not to the sins of man. There is no 
question that the sociological view is the correct view and the Christian 
dogma only misleads man. It sets him on a wrong trail. This is exactly 
what has happened with the untouchable Christians. Instead of being 
taught that his fall is due to a wrong social and religious environment 
and that for his improvement he must attack that environment he is 
told that his fall is due to his sin.

The consequence is that the untouchable convert instead of being 
energized to conquer his environment contents himself with the belief 
that there is no use struggling, for the simple reason that his fall is 
due to the sin committed not by him but by some remote ancestor of 
his called Adam. When he was a Hindu his fall was due to his Karma. 
When he becomes a Christian he learns that his fall is due to the sins 
of his ancestor. In either case there is no escape for him. One may well 
ask whether conversion is a birth of a new life and a condemnation to 
the old.

VI

Does the Indian Christian Community count in India? What 
importance, what influence does it have in settling the affairs of the 
country. It ought to have importance and influence both in the country 
and society. It is undoubtedly the most educated and enlightened 
community in India. Not only the percentage of literacy among Indian 
Christians is relatively larger than in many other communities in India 
but the University Graduate, Doctors, lawyers are far in excess than can 
be found in communities which are vastly superior to them in number. 
Not only the men are educated but also women are educated. With all 
this light and learning the Christians as a community, it must be said, 
counts for very little—if at all—in the affairs of India. There may be 
difference of opinion on this. But this is the conclusion I have arrived at 
after as close and as impartial a study as I have been able to make. My 
opponent might say that I am mistaken or that I am misrepresenting. 
But I take comfort in the fact that there are some Indian Christians 
who share my view and also my regret. Here are two letters which I 
take from Young India.
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The first is from an Indian Christian to Mr. Gandhi and published 
in the Young India, August 25, 1921. This is what he says:

“I am sorry to say that you do not take us Indian Christians as the 
people of India, as I have seen many times Young India mentioning 
Mussalmans, Hindus, Sikhs, etc., but omitting the Christians.

“I should like you to believe that we Indian Christians are also 
people of India, and take much interest in India’s own affairs.” The 
following is the comment made by Mr. Gandhi on this letter. He says:

“I assure the correspondent and other Indian Christians that 
non-cooperation is no respector of creeds or races. It invites and 
admits all to its fold. Many Indian Christians have contributed to 
the Tilak Swaraj Fund. There are some noted Indian Christians 
as non-cooperators in the front rank. There is constant mention of 
Musalmans and Hindus, as they have hitherto regarded one another 
as enemies. Similarly there always has been some cause when any 
race has been specially mentioned in these columns.”

Apart from the question whether it is true that many Indian 
Christians have contributed to the Tilak Swaraj Fund and whether it is 
true or not that noted Christians were front rank non-cooperators, the 
answer given by Mr. Gandhi to the main question of the correspondent 
is incorrect if not misleading. If Musalmans are mentioned only because 
they regard the Hindus as their enemies why were Sikhs mentioned? 
Surely they did not regard the Hindus as their enemies. Why were 
they mentioned? The Sikhs were not only mentioned but were treated 
as an important party without whose active cooperation it was felt that 
the struggle for Swaraj could not be carried on. And be it remembered 
that the cooperation given by the Sikhs was not given unconditionally. 
As is well known the Sikhs had put down two conditions in return for 
their cooperation1. One condition was that in designing a national flag 
for India the Sikh colour which they said was black should find a place 
in it. Their second demand was that they should be guaranteed by the 
Congress representation in the legislature. It is thus clear that Sikhs 
were not mentioned but placated. But the Christians were not even 
mentioned. Now there are only two explanations for not mentioning the 
Indian Christians. Either they were with the Congress in the struggle for 
Swaraj or that they were not worth mentioning as being too insignificant. 
That they were not with the Congress in this struggle for Swaraj cannot 
be gainsaid. The following letter written by an Indian Christian written 
to the Editor of the Indian Social Reformer and reproduced in the Young 
India expresses the attitude of the Indian Christians to Swaraj:

“We have positive evidence to show that as early as the second 
century of Christian era there were Christian settlements in India. Such
1 Young India. Aug. 4. 1921.
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being the case, Christians in India can claim to have existed in India 
some centuries earlier than the very birth of Islam. How comes it then 
that the Indian Christian born and bred on the soil of India and of 
ancestry purely Indian, has not learnt to cherish the ancient history of 
this country, its culture and to look upon its people, however different 
in their religious persuations, as his bone and of his flesh ? Whence 
is it that unlike him Hindu or Mahomedan fellow citizen he has not 
watched for, aspired to and eagerly welcomed every stage that adds 
a cubit to the cultural, social or political statute of his motherland. 
Why is it that Vande Mataram is a national outpouring of the Hindus 
and Mahomedans only and till now ignored by the Indian Christian ?

Again how comes it that both Hindus and Mahomedans regard the 
Indian Christian sentiment towards their aspirations as lukeworm if 
not positively hostile and conversely why is it that the ever-growing 
height of the national spirit in India makes the Indian Christian feel 
dwarfed and helpless and suspicious of his security in the future.”1

Notwithstanding Mr. George Joseph, K. T. Paul, and Dr. S. K. Datta 
there is no doubt that the Indian Christian Community far from taking 
active part in the struggle for Swaraj was really afraid of it and that this 
letter depicts truly the prevailing attitude of the Indian Christians. The 
reason why the Indian Christians were not mentioned along with the 
Musalmans and the Sikhs is therefore clear. The omission to mention them 
is certainly not due to their being friends of Swaraj. The only conclusion 
that one can draw for such a omission is that they did not count. It is 
a sad thing that so enlightened a community should have no importance 
and no influence in the affairs of the country.

What can be the reasons for such a position ? The most obvious reason 
is of course, the smallness of its numbers. The weight of its numbers is 
too small to make its existence felt as a force in public life as can be the 
case with the Musalmans or with the Depressed Classes. But this cannot 
wholly account for their insignificance. There must be other factors to 
account for this. I see two.

One is this. The Indian Christians are living in sheltered waters. 
They are, at any rate, a large majority of them are living in the laps 
of the missionaries. For their education, for their medical care, for 
religious ministration and for most of their petty needs they do not look 
to Government. They look to the Missions. If they were dependent upon 
Government they would be required to mobilize, to agitate, educate, 
and organize their masses for effective political action. For without such 
organization no Government would care to attend to their needs and their 
requirements. They are not in the current and not being in the current 
they care not for public life, and therefore no recognized place in the public.

1 Young India. 21st Dec. 1922.
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The second reason is that the Indian Christian is a disjointed—it is 
a better word than the word disunited—Community. All that it has in 
common is a common source of inspiration. Barring this one thing which 
they have in common everything else tends to keep them apart. Indian 
Christians like all other Indians are divided by race, by language and by 
caste. Their religion has not been a sufficiently strong unifying force as 
to make difference of language, race and caste as though they were mere 
distinctions. On the contrary their religion which is their only cement is 
infected with denominational differences. The result is that the Indian 
Christians are too disjointed to have a common aim, to have a common 
mind and to put a common endeavour. To an Indian Christian from Tamil, 
a Hindu from Tamil is much nearer than an Indian Christian from the 
Punjab; An Indian Christian from U.P. feels greater kinship for a Hindu 
from U.P. than he does for an Indian Christian from say Maharashtra. 
In short, the term Indian Christian is just a statistical phrase. There 
is no community feeling behind this phrase. Indian Christians are not 
bound together by what is consciousness of kind which is the test of the 
existence of a community.

I do not know what Indian Christians will think of what I have 
said of the weaknesses which infect their life. One thing I can say. It 
is this—I am deeply interested in Indian Christians because a large 
majority of them are drawn from the untouchable classes. My comments 
are those of a friend. They are not the strictures of an adversary. I 
have drawn attention to their weaknesses because I want them to be 
strong and I want them to be strong because I see great dangers for 
them ahead. They have to reckon with the scarcely veiled hostility of 
Mr. Gandhi to Christianity taking its roots in the Indian Social structure. 
But they have also to reckon with militant Hinduism masquerading as 
Indian Nationalism. What this militant Hinduism will do to Christians 
and Christianity can be seen from what happened at Brindaban very 
recently. If newspaper reports are true1 a crowd of mild Hinduism 
quietly went and burned down the Mission buildings in Brindaban and 
warned the missionary that if he rebuilt it they would come and burn 
it down again?! This may be the solitary instance of misguided patriots 
or this may be just a piece of what the Hindus are planning to get rid 
of Christians and Christianity. If it is the shadow of events to come 
then Indian Christians must be prepared to meet them. How can they 
do that except by removing the weaknesses I have referred to? Let all 
Indian Christians ponder.

1.Indian witness. 


