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DALITS AND RECENT ATTACKS ON THE MINORITIES

Walter Fernandes

With the fundamentalist forces coming to power, there has been a spate attacks on what are presented as minority religious groups. In recent years they have taken the form of attacks on Christians. In Gujarat alone there were 108 recorded attacks on Christians between April and August 1998, immediately after the BJP led Government was installed in New Delhi. Otherwise one cannot explain simultaneous bomb explosions in several churches in three States on the same day. One cannot also explain murders like that of  Brother George near Mathura and that of the Staines in Orissa. 

Thus these attacks are well planned. Though presented as purely religious, as reaction to Christians indulging in conversions through unfair means, they have other motives attached. The allegation of mass conversion of tribals and Dalits, whether by using foreign aid or not, looks unrealistic. Far from growing, the proportion of Christians in the Indian population has fallen during the last five decades, from 2.6% in 1951to 2.34% in 1991. There certainly are some fundamentalist groups among Christians indulging in the type of propaganda for conversion or against Hinds that alienates people. But they are a marginal phenomenon. Most mainstream churches representing more than 90% of Christians in India reject them. 

So one needs to go deeper into this phenomenon and ask oneself whether it is a religious issue at all. In other words, reasons other than religious conversion have to be found for the attacks. In this search for the missing causes, the very allegations made by the fundamentalists probably provide the missing link. Around two thirds of the 19th and 20th century Christians in India are from the lowest social strata. They are mainly Dalits who are about 16% of India’s population and tribals who account for another 8.08%. Conversion has given both of them a sense of self-respect and hope in the future. That is a threat to the dominant classes whose power and riches depend on the poverty and powerlessness of these classes. Hence the attacks. 

The attacks on the minorities are perpetrated by a small minority proclaiming Hindutva (not Hinduism) as a national identity, not by the Hindu majority that is tolerant and has many secular elements among them. By using religion as a cover for their misdeeds, this minority diverts attention form its vested interest in their poverty. In other words, one can give four main reasons for these attacks. The first is the caste factor, the second is the Indian upper class, high caste search for a new identity after two centuries of colonialism, the third is the role of some Christian revivalists who make the type of conversion efforts that alienate people and the fourth is globalisation and liberalisation because of which poverty is growing and the social consciousness of the middle class is being blunted. One cannot give a uniform analysis for every region of the country but can only say that these are basic but have regional variations. We shall discuss them in this paper in honour of Dr Bindeshwar Pathak whose work, like that of many Christian missionaries, has helped a large number of Dalits to gain self-respect.

Caste and Religion
Dalit conversions are linked to their effort to liberate themselves from the very low status attached to their caste. Whether it was search for freedom from caste or for upward mobility, in every case it was a refusal to remain where they were (Webster 1992). Colonial inputs contributed to their search. The jajmani system divided land and services among various castes including the Dalits who were landless labourers. Land belonged to one caste but was in reality divided between different families of that caste. To each of them were linked some families from the service castes. At the time of the harvest, the land owning families distributed grains to each service caste family not according to the amount of work it put in but according to its status in the social hierarchy. Thus the system provided material security to the Dalits but their social status remained low. The middle castes were in constant struggle for upward mobility. But the Dalits could not hope to improve their status within the system (Srinivas 1966). 

British land laws weakened this system substantially. The colonialist needed land as a source of profit, for the plantations and mines meant to supply cheap raw material and capital to the Industrial Revolution. To achieve it, only individual ownership was recognised. What was not individually owned was declared State property under the colonial principle of the State’s eminent domain. The weakening of the jajmani system deprived Dalits of the little security they had without in any way adding to their social status. They had now to negotiate as individuals with the landlord and accept the wages they offered. A large number of them lost out and became bonded labourers or went to other British colonies as indentured labour in slavelike conditions (Sen 1979: 8-12). With the arrival of the British, Dalits also lost all hope of freeing themselves from their sub-human status within the Hindu fold. The Bhakti movement had given them some hope of freedom within the system. It was in some cases a struggle for freedom from caste and in others for equality based not on work but on devotion to God. It was getting weak but had not yet died out at the arrival of the British. With some support, Dalits could still have attained their objective of human equality. But colonialism is an economic enterprise that involved foreigners controlling the masses through the local leaders. Th colonialist invariably chose as collaborators, leaders from the traditionally dominant classes. The foreign ruler strengthened their hold on society through English education and administrative posts. So some scholars think that colonialism strengthened feudalism in the colony in order to support the birth of capitalism in the metropolitan country (Sarkar 1983). 

In British ruled India such collaborators came invariably from among the Brahmins as administrators, Kshatriyas as princes and other high caste persons in the armed forces. Thus at a crucial moment of the Bhakti movement, British inputs ensured that the dominant castes were strengthened. The Dalits lost the last hope of freedom from caste within the Hindu fold. If they wanted freedom they had to search for it elsewhere (Fernandes 1996: 152-154). In that sense, even while depriving them of the little security they had, the weakening of the jajmani system also freed them at least partially from the system that bound them and deprived them of the possibility of attaining human equality. A few Dalits used it and improved their social and economic status by joining the British armed forces. Thus the army had a Mahar Regiment. Some others got the benefit of economic security since the British commercialised their traditional products like alcohol. Such security provided the possibility of education and social freedom to a very limited extent (Srinivas 1966). 

But in most cases their situation deteriorated. That is when Christian missionaries played a role. Convinced that “saving souls” was their duty, they moved to groups that gave them the greatest hope of being ready to receive the message they preached. Though most missionaries worked only for conversion a substantial number from northern Europe had been exposed to the egalitarian ideology of the 18th and 19th century political revolutions and working class movements. To them the caste system was the very antithesis of the human equality they believed in (Oddie 1978: 21-29). That is where the interest of the missionary in conversions and that of the Dalits in social liberation coincided. The latter perceived the missionary as a person believing in equality. That explains why North European Protestant missionaries who rejected caste-based division got mass conversions though they were searching only for individual converts. But most Catholics came from southern Europe that had not witnessed the Reformation and political revolutions and whose feudal system had remained intact. They wanted mass conversions. But they accepted caste based social division. As such they did not come across to the Dalits as egalitrian. So they got very few converts (Grafe 1990: 93-94). 

In practice most Dalit Christians have not attained the equality they were searching for in the Church. In parts of the South Sudras converted under the De Nobili Mission at the height of the Bhakti movement in the 17th and 18th centuries had moved upwards and filled the slots in the caste hierarchy among Christians. They were not ready to accept the new comers as equals. A majority among them remain poor even today. That notwithstanding, conversion gave them a new self-image, provided them with opportunities like education in Church run schools and helped many of them to move upwards (Fernandes 1996: 161-164). In many cases, also the economy is closely linked to caste. According to estimates 90% of the Dalits live below the poverty line against a national estimate of 37%. According to other studies 90% of the bonded labourers are Dalits and tribals. The landless agricultural labourers are predominantly Dalits (Banerji 2000). On the other side, the very possibility of Dalits challenging their traditional status is a threat to the dominant classes that have a vested interest in the unequal system since  So the dominant classes whose riches and power depend on the poverty and powerless of the Dalits. So the dominant classes cannot afford to have let Dalits become aware of their equality. Most recent attacks on Christians are linked to this vested interest. 

Similar, though not identical, was the process among the tribals. Most of them have traditionally lived in casteless societies and have as their traditional habitat, natural and mineral resource rich hilly terrains or forests. Poverty among them is a relatively recent phenomenon. In western India attack on the forests that are their livelihood and on their mineral rich land, had started already under the British. Most forests there and in the South had been cut before independence. Also in coal rich regions like Jharkhand in eastern India and Andhra Pradesh in the South, their habitat began to be destroyed in the 19th century. Even where the natural resources were not touched, the British land laws began the process of land alienation and impoverishment among them. Missionaries like the Belgian Jesuit Lievens and German Jesuit J.B. Hoffmann who were influenced by the 19th century egalitarian ideology assisted them in the task of protecting or regaining their livelihood. Most 19th and early 20th century conversions in Jharkhand and in the north east are linked to their efforts to protect their livelihood and identity (Fernandes 1999a: 3550-3551).

The process of the alienation of their livelihood has got intensified after independence. They have no legal right over the forests that are their livelihood because according to the colonial laws based on the eminent domain of the State, they are State property. Deforestation has increased in the name of national development (Sharma 1978: 60-65). Besides, their habitats account for more than two thirds of all the minerals in India and are also rich in water sources (IBM 1997). So there has been massive among them by development projects, with negligible compensation and little or no resettlement. According to estimates tribals are around 40% of around 30 million persons deprived of their livelihood by all the projects, 1951-1995 (Fernandes 1998: 251-268), in most cases with no alternative to take the place of the livelihood lost. Its result is impoverishment, indebtedness and land alienation. The resources thus alienated are also the basis of their culture, social systems and identity. So apart from material poverty, deprival of these resources has also resulted in an attack on their very identity. Marginalised in the name of national development, they also lose their identity (Munda 1988).

Resistance and Repression
But the middle and upper classes have got the benefits of national development. According to estimates the middle class has grown from around 30 millions at independence in 1947 to around 200 millions now (Desrochers 1997: 197). In saying it one does not accept the myth that all the Dalits and tribals are poor and dominant caste persons are rich. There are some well off persons (the creamy layer) among the former and many poor among the latter. But studies indicate that most middle class persons belong to the middle and high castes and most Dalits and tribals are poor. The focus of planned development was on economic growth and no social policy was developed. Consequently, the effort to modernise India without changing the unjust social system has resulted in the intensification of inequalities and greater poverty among the powerless (Kurien 1996). The tribals and Dalits are its worst victims. 

Many of them have been resisting their marginalisation. Among the struggles that have resulted from it one may mention those for self-rule iin Jharkhand, against displacement and other forms of land alienation (the Narmada struggle being the best known among them), and even demands for secession from the Indian Union, for example in parts of the north east. Basic to them is the effort to protect their livelihood to which is linked their identity. A section of them has also been demanding an indigenous status. Through such a demand they have been proclaiming themselves the first inhabitants of the country deprived of their livelihood by those who entered India 3,500 years ago and continue to rule over them (Sen Gupta 1980). 

The struggle for an identity is present though in a different form also among the Dalits. The dominant classes have denied them an identity and they are searching for one. This search is seen, among others, in the decision of many of their communities to adopt the name Dalit and to proclaim that “Dalit is Dignified”. There has been dominant class backlash against this resistance. The Bihar struggle in which the Marxist groups and the Dalit Sena fight on one side against the land owning high caste armies is a case in point (Louis 2000).

The Forces Behind the Recent Attacks

The attacks on Christians have to be situated at this level and not treated as a purely religious issue though that factor is not totally absent. Conversion has given the Dalits and tribals some hope of freedom. They have also had more access than most others of their group, to education and health services and of exposure to the external world. To give one of its signs, while literacy among the tribals is around 30% at the national level, it is more than 50% in Jharkhand and 70% or more in much of the north east. These are also the regions with a big number of Christians. As a result, one finds a proportionately big number of Christians among the resistance leaders. For example, the Jharkhand autonomy movement is no more controlled by Christian leaders. But it was the case till the 1960s (Minj 1992). Education among the Dalits too has progressed in States like Tamil Nadu and Kerala that had a strong missionary input in this field and has lagged behind in the Hindi region (Kananaikil 1989).  

During the last few decades there has also been much social awareness among a section of the Christian clergy and laity. They have been supporting some struggles or are involved in capacity building among the Dalits and tribals. For example, the 1980s witnessed a major tribal struggle for land recovery in the Dangs district of Gujarat where many attacks on Christians took place including one on a school on Christmas day 1998. Most students of this school are tribals, only 10% of them Christians. The school has been teaching the tribals the Forest Laws and what to do when they are arrested. The tribals who have been demanding their right to be human are arrested regularly under some false forest related cases. It has become a normal way of oppressing them. To teach them these laws is to support their right to be human and that is a threat to those who have a vested interest in their poverty. Religion becomes a convenient mode of diverting attention from this vested interest and of dividing the tribals and Dalits.

Situations differ from region to region. Southern Orissa has witnessed many attacks on Christians by the tribals. This region has a traditional of enmity between the Dalits and tribals. For many decades the moneylenders used the Dalits as their agents and duuring the last few decades they have left small time lending in the tribal villages to the Dalits. In so doing Dalits have encroached on tribal land in districts like Phulbani and Gajapati. So to the tribal, the Dalit is his immediate enemy. Christians in these districts are mostly Dalits. So the fundamentalist forces have been able to give a religious colour to their traditional enmity and prevent them from coming together against their exploiters. So the tribal “attacks on Christians” are in reality attacks on the Dalits who are encroaching on tribal land (Fernandes 1999b). 

Apart from the fear of Dalit and tribal resurgence and empowerment, another major cause of fundamentalist revival is the dominant class search for a new identity. For two centuries of colonialism the dominant classes have experienced an attack on their culture, society and identity. Though the missionary and the administrator rarely joined hands, the Indian dominant classes perceived them as one and the same and believed that the two worked in tandem. The Muslim rulers were not colonialists in the sense that they did not control and exploit the country on behalf of a foreign power. They conquered India and settled down as its rulers. But the Hindu dominant classes that lost power to them perceive them as colonisers and claim that they have been under colonial attack for eight centuries. These dominant classes are today trying to re-acquire lost power and a new identity by going back to a Hindu past. 

In this revival controlled by the dominant classes, economic and political power, religion and identity merge into one since all of them came under attack in the colonial age. They also want to have monopoly over power. In this search for monopoly after independence, the resurgence of the marginalised like the Dalits and tribals is a threat to them since their power depends on the subservience of these groups. The middle class belongs predominantly but not exclusively to the dominant groups. The power and comforts of this class depend on exploiting the resources that abound in the tribal areas. They need the Dalits as cheap labour. Loss of either of these resources is a threat to their progress. So they need to suppress this resurgence.

Use of Religion

That is where religion plays a role. Being a psychologically emotional issue it is easier to use it as a source of identity than economic and political power which is not distributed equally even among the dominant castes. One should add, however, that the use of religion as a rallying point is not exclusively a diversion from the search for power. Religion and a new identity are also psychological needs. The dominant classes try to find this identity in a very conservative type of Hinduism which they call Hindutva and want others to fit into this structure which they control. In it the Dalits would retain their traditional subordinate place. The tribals would be integrated into it as a low caste. In other words, religion functions both as the lowest common denominator and a binding force to bring all the groups together and as a tool of enforcing caste based inequalities that have today attained also a class dimension (Engineer 2000). Those who resist it are brought under control and religion is used to divert attention from this vested interest.

Use of religion was also a political need of the BJP that was supported till the 1980s only by the commercial class. It needed a broader electoral base in order to come to power. With it in view organisations such as the Vishwa Hindu Parishad and Bajrang Dal were formed in order to Hinduise groups like the Dalits and tribals. There are indications that all or some of these outfits depend on lumpen elements that have to be kept busy. Religious riots are one way of doing it. In the 1980s the fundamentalist forces tried to use the search for autonomy among the Sikhs as a rallying point but with limited success since it was co-opted by the Congress party. So they built up an anti-Muslim ethos by reviving a myth first created by the British that the Babri Masjid was built on the foundations of a temple demolished by the Mughals. The myth does not have a historical base but functioned as an emotional rallying point to bring various hues of Hindus together just as under the colonial regime it succeeded in dividing the Hindus and Muslims. In 1992 the BJP won elections in three States on this issue. 

However, the fundamentalist forces were held back in the States where there was a resurgence of the “Backwards” who have gained some power because of post-independence agricultural policies. Some of them have been coming together against the former dominant classes and are often supported by the Muslims and Dalits. But the link between them and the Dalits is tenuous since many “Backward” leaders, being big and medium land owners, depend on predominantly Dalit bonded labour. However these parties and those of the Left came to be perceived as the only secular forces in the country since the Congress party took an ambiguous stand on religious issues. With the hope of gaining both Hindu and Muslim votes, the Rajiv Gandhi government passed laws that satisfied the fundamentalist forces but ended up by alienating both. This dominant class electorate had to find a new party.

The fundamentalist forces tried to fill the vacuum left by the Congress. They had “taught a lesson” to the Muslims in 1992. The Sikhs were under control. At a time when the “Backwards” and the Dalits were getting together, it was important to attack the latter as well as the tribals where they were resisting the destruction of their livelihood and identity. It was also obvious that by the late 1990s the Babri Masjid issue was losing its appeal to the Hindu middle class. Another target had to be found and Christians became a “soft” target. Conversion had given to the Dalits the possibility of upward social mobility. Tribal resistance was strong in regions that had a substantial number of Christians, though it was not limited to them. Hence it was possible to turn attacks on them into an emotional issue by presenting their resistance as Christian inspired or as defence of Hinduism. So in order to rally the Hindu middle class round its cause, they turned  the allegation that the Church institutions were being used as centres of conversion and subversion into an emotional issue (Fernandes 1999b). 

Also some Christian fundamentalists misuse religion and make aggressive propaganda for conversion and statements about Hindus that no mainstream Church accepts. But one cannot expect the common Hindu to know the difference between Christian sects. These revivalist groups seem to be well funded. Because of their approach, the allegation of conversion found favour with some moderates who do not support the party. Besides, in the midst of these attacks in the late 1990s, the American Southern Baptists seem to have made very disparaging remarks about Hindus. They were given wide publicity in India, so was a fundamentalist interpretation of the Asian Synod document the Pope promulgated in Delhi in November 1999. The Hindutva forces used them to rouse emotions against Christians and to justify the attacks.

The Strategy of Attacks

One is not surprised that the first organised attacks on Christians were in Gujarat where the BJP has been in power since 1994. But most attacks took place in 1998 after a BJP led coalition came to power in New Delhi. Between April and August 1998 there were at least 108 recorded attacks in that State, some of them on persons and others on institutions. There were even cases of corpses being dug out from cemeteries after creating a land dispute. They reached a climax with an attack on a school and a church in Ahwa in the tribal majority Dangs district on Christmas day 1998. Christians are fewer than 2% in Gujarat. But most of them Dalits or tribals. Their conversion has given both a sense of self-worth and access to education. They have been active in many resistance movements though they do not lead the well known ones like that against Sardar Sarovar. As the report of the Independent Commission shows, most attacks took place where struggles against land alienation or for better wages or protection of livelihood have been strong. These are also the districts with a substantial number of Christians. So attacks on the tribal and Dalit Christians were a way of giving a message to all the Dalits and tribals that the ruling classes will not tolerate their resurgence. But focus was on the religious issue in order to get the support of the Hindu middle class and divide the poor.

Attacks took place in other States too, Orissa being the most important among them. We have discussed their background already. However, the pattern of attacks has changed during 2000. There have been attacks on Christian institutions in the Mathura district of the BJP led coalition ruled Uttar Pradesh. Robbery does not seem to be a motive because nothing was stolen and Brother George was attacked during the summer holidays when there is very little money in the school office. The Minority Commission’s conclusion that they were the handiwork of criminal elements does not explain why criminals attack an institution without robbing anything. But the Commission seems to be playing the official tune. Its members including the Christian representative were appointed by the present Government. Later there have been bomb attacks, all of them in towns that have a railhead. The police in Karnataka state that the same material was used in all the attacks and that they were committed by a Mujslim sect. So the hypothesis is that the same person or group of persons travelled by train to these places, planted the devices and left the place before the explosions. One cannot exclude any possibility including that the sect was used by some fundamentalist forces. The motive seems to be to terrorise Christians, with very little possibility of the real perpetrators of the crime getting caught. Besides, the recent attacks were in non-BJP ruled States. A possible explanation is that it is a way of diverting attention from attacks in the BJP ruled States.

Exploiting Unrest in the North East

The situation is the north east is exploited by the fundamentalists to consolidate the anti-Christian front. In this region of ethnic and linguistic diversity, tribals are a small minority in the populous States of Assam, Manipur and Tripura. The population of the remaining four States is predominantly tribal. In three of them they are more than 80% and in Arunachal Pradesh more than 60%. Thus the power relations in this region are different from those of the rest of India. In four States political power is in the hands of the tribals. But though literacy is high in these States, their urban areas where economic decisions are taken are dominated by non-tribals, mostly from outside the north east. So though there is tribal non-tribal tension in this region, there is greater resentment against the economic forces coming from the rest of India. Many in the region feel that they are being used as an extraction zone for tea and petroleum, the main economic resources of Assam, for other minerals like coal and uranium found in Meghalaya and water resources that abound elsewhere. Nagaland, Mizoram and Meghalaya are predominantly Christian. The tribals being mostly of Mongoloid stock, there is also ethnic difference in the region. Religion intensifies these differences, does not cause them. There have also been secessionist demands from some groups because of these causes. But the fundamentalists present religion as their main cause.

The British treated this region  only as a buffer zone against Burma and China and paid no attention to education in the north east. The main purpose of education was to produce Indian administrators to collaborate with the colonialist. In Eastern India they had already chosen the Bengali Brahmins for this task. So they had no use for the people of the north east except as consumers of British goods. For this objective they required the cooperation of the traditional chiefs, not education. The missionary, on the contrary, concentrated on education from which emerged a modern leadership and a middle class that was different from the traditional chiefs. The Church also provided the organisational structure for many tribes to come together. That was a threat to the British who depended on the traditional leaders and on a divide and rule policy. The traditional chiefs too resented the emergence of the new leaders since they were a challenge to their own power. The chiefs too have become Christians by now but remain traditional in their outlook.

Most modern leaders supported of the region supported the freedom movement while the traditional chiefs took a pro-British stance. That was the opportunity for the national leaders to integrate the north east with the rest of India on terms of equality. But the national leaders were not ready to recognise diversity within the country. The new leaders sympathised with the freedom fighters but were not ready to accept their homogenising tendency. So an opportunity of unity based on diversity was lost. It laid the foundation of post-independence conflicts. Secessionist demands in Nagaland and earlier in Mizoram have to be situated in this context (Sanyu 1996: 131-136). If religion were to be its main reason, then one would not be able to explain the demand from the ULFA of Assam, a few groups in Manipur and the Bodos, most or all of whose leaders are Hindus. But the fundamentalist forces have been presenting the secessionist movements as Christian. They use this stand to justify repression within the region and the attacks on Christians elsewhere in India as integral to national security. 

What it means is that the accusation of Christians being at the basis of these movements is untrue. But one has to acknowledge that the high investment the Churches have made in education in the north east has created a leadership that has helped with the emergence of an autonomous identity among the peoples of the region. The demand for autonomy emanated from this search by the new educated leaders. When the national leaders with a homogenising tendency rejected these demands, the hands of the traditional chiefs who advocated secession were strengthened (Fernandes 1999a). One can continue this analysis about other States too. But what has been said above should suffice to show that despite their emotional religious base these attacks are aimed at the Dalits and tribals who are demanding their right to be human.

Globalisation and Fundamentalism

To this should be added globalisation which began in the mid-1980s and was formalised by the 1991economic policy. Basic to it is foreign investment from companies that come to India only for high profits by exploiting the big consumer market of the 200 million strong middle class. The fundamentalist revival should be considered integral to liberalisation. A section of the Indian middle class was known for decades for its strong social consciousness. Though in most cases their social concern took the form of relief to the victims of injustice, in many other cases they have joined the struggles of the oppressed, the Narmada movement being the best known among them. However, as the middle class grew, so did its demand for more and better quality consumer goods which the Indian private sector failed to meet. So consumer articles began to be imported in the 1980s to the tune of USD two billions a year. It led to a debt trap which resulted in the 1991 economic policy. As consumerist demands grew, middle class social consciousness got blunted because also the poor began to demand a share of the cake. That was a threat to this class. The demands of the poor often took the form of unrest that came to be viewed as anti-national. The media played it up and the middle class internalised this thinking and tended to view the Dalits and tribals who were competitors for the scarce resources and jobs as anti-national. One sees it in their opposition in the 1980s to the privileges such as reservations given to the Dalits and tribals (Kothari 1991).

This class wants a western type of consumerist society together with an Indian identity. It has also to fill the void left by the blunting of social consciousness. An upper class high caste fundamentalist Hindu identity, presented as Indian fills this gap. That suits the Indian and foreign economic forces. A consumerist society essentially results in greater poverty in a country like India because the bigger share of the resources that the middle class demands has to come from the poor. The industrialist’s profit requires that this class should be depoliticised and should not question growing poverty. That is where the filling of the gap left by social awareness by fundamentalist revival suits their interests too. It is analogous to the East India Company refusing to tackle social issues for fear of alienating the dominant classes whose collaboration it needed in the task of economic exploitation.

So it is not surprising that the middle class is the biggest supporter of the fundamentalist forces. But some among them understand the human rights angle of the attacks. That is the main reason why opposition to the attacks has come not from Christians alone but also, I would say primarily, from the secular elements among the Hindus and from the leftist forces. In other words, the attacks have come not from the Hindus but from the fringe fundamentalist elements possibly funded by some economic forces. These forces have tried to get the co-operation of the middle class by presenting it as defence of Hinduism or of their “Indian” identity. A section has fallen for this line. But many more have taken a secular stand. They realise that the classes with a vested interest in their poverty and powerlessness are using religion to protect their power and that the attacks are in reality aimed at the tribals and Dalits. 

Conclusion
We have discussed in this paper the attacks on some groups and the manner in which religion is used to justify them. We believe that the recent attacks on the minorities are not primarily a religious phenomenon but are integral to the dominant classes resisting the resurgence of the Dalits and tribals. But in order to get the co-operation of the Hindu middle class, these forces present them as religious or as protection of Hinduism or even as integral to national security. This view also responds to the needs of the economic forces that have come to India to exploit the big middle class of consumers. For their profit they need a depoliticised middle class desensitised to growing poverty and to the violation of human rights.

In this context, it is imperative for the secular forces and those who have opted to support the struggles of the Dalits and Tribals to come together to resist these attacks. They are not attacks on Christians. Religion is being exploited by those with a vested interest in the poverty and powerlessness of the subalterns. It is this analysis that has brought the secular forces and Christians together in India. That alliance should be supported if the Dalits are to attain the sense of self-reliance that Dr Bindeshwar Pathak and many Christian missionaries work for.
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