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Conversion to Christianity is considered as a weapon against the caste system, wherever 

the untouchable castes have been subjected to severe social discrimination and economic 

exploitation. Dalits adopted religion as a strategy to negotiate with their condition of marginality. 

It is believed that the Dalit search for liberation, identity, dignity and equality as human beings 

has led them to Christianity. They have used conversion as a mode to fight against oppression 

and for the assertion of their identity.  

It can be seen from history that in South India, the option of converting into Christianity 

was available to the Dalits from the second half of the nineteenth century. It was then the various 

European missionary groups started the evangelising and civilising activities. There were three 

major missionary organisations that had influence among the Dalits and were instrumental in 

generating significant data on them. However, the agency of Dalits was very decisive in this as 

Dalits themselves persuaded the missionaries. Agency of the Dalits helped the decision to accept 

Christianity. It is in this larger context of the agency of the Dalits that I wish to analyse how the 

protestant missionaries imagined and articulated notions of equality in nineteenth and twentieth-

century Rayalaseema. 

It is the egalitarian appeal of Christianity that has brought the Dalits into the folds of 

modernity. The missionaries were identified as the catalysts for the emergence of the notions of 

equality, articulated them and used various strategies to achieve them in a caste- based hierarchal 

South Indian society. In the course of their reflections, as Mohan, historian says, the idea of 
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equality itself was redefined.1 The ideas and practices that were developed around the notion of 

equality are treated as markers of coming of modernity in colonial South India.  

By focusing on Rayalaseema within the larger frame of colonial South India, present 

paper examines the conversions in the process of the emergence of Christianity in Rayalaseema, 

and the people who got converted, their socio-economic and cultural conditions, the 

complicacies involved in the process of conversion. It focus on the new social practices which 

generated new subjectivities that were part of colonial modernity. Further, focus will be on new 

ideas like equality and modernity propagated by the Missionaries and how these ideas created 

social tension with caste or traditional issues in South India. 

As it is accepted in contemporary scholarship, the term modernity refers to the 

socioeconomic and intellectual transformation that the Western world has undergone. However, 

over the centuries it has become so universal that today it is possible to speak of modernity in 

non-European societies that have undergone colonial experience-often referred as colonial 

modernity. In European context Modernity is understood as significant break with the premodern 

forms of life and practices, giving rise to entirely different forms and patterns of life. The very 

notion of the colonial modernity articulates the fact that non-European societies had experienced 

a comparable cultural and social transformation that European societies had undergone, although 

they may differ substantially.2 While colonialism and the modernity project it had initiated have 

been questioned for various reasons, the fact that it made available certain what Gavaskar says 

‘normative and cognitive tools’ with which to fight Brahminical colonialism is not insignificant3. 

I will use insights from these debates to analyse the transformation of the Dalits in colonial 

Rayalaseema and negotiations of Dalits with new sociocultural forces that developed under 

colonial modernity.  

Though some say that Christianity came to South India in first century, it was true that 

during the colonial period only Christianity spread widely all over India including Madras 

                                                             
1Sanal Mohan, Imagined Equality: Modernity and Social Transformation of Lower Castes in Colonial Kerala. p.42 
2Sanal Mohan, Modernity of Slavery,2015, p.8 
3 Mahesh Gavaskar, “Colonialism within Colonialism: Phule’s Critique of Brahmin Power.”  Dalits in Modern India. 



 

              Scholar Critic                                            ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         

                    Vol-03, Issue-01, April 2016                                               ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 
 
 

89 

Presidency. Christian missionary activity came to Rayalaseema4 region through London 

Missionary Society (L.M.S), Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (S.P.G) 

and American Baptist Mission (A.B.M).  

The missionary activities of Ceded Districts dates back to the arrival of William Howell, 

a surveyor of the Department of Public Works. He was stationed at Kadapa. This man spent his 

leisure time in evangelizing the people. In course of time, Howell gathered a small congregation 

in Kadapa town. Simultaneously, the London Missionary Society initiated a proposal to open a 

Mission among the Telugu people. In 1822, therefore, they took over this congregation and 

appointed Howell to be their resident missionary in the town. Two years later he was made a 

regular minister of the congregation. L.M.S expanded their work to Nandyal, Jammalamadugu 

and Gooty.5 

The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (S.P.G) mission started at 

Cuddapah in 1849. It was in 1852 that the first conversion movement began when a Mala named 

Nanchari from Rudravaram, a village north of Cuddapah, was caught stealing and jailed. He had 

lived by selling thread in the daytime and stolen timber at night. In jail he heard the gospel 

preached and on his release from prison he met the evangelist Alfred Wood who brought him to 

the missionary Davies for Christian instruction. Because of this, other Malas from Nanchari’s 

village asked to become Christians with the result that in July 22nd, 1852, 30 people were 

baptised at Rudravaram. Hearing of the change at Rudravaram, other villages followed them. 

                                                             
4The state of Andhra Pradesh formed in 1956 comprises of three geographical regions known as the 
Coastal Andhra, Rayalaseema and Telangana. The first two regions were formerly a part of the Madras 
Presidency until 1st Oct 1953 when they were detached from it to form separate Andhra state.  During the 
whole period of British Raj, Rayalaseema was called as Ceded districts,(included the districts of Anantapur, Bellary, 
Cuddapah and parts of Kurnool) as it was ceded to the British East India Company by the Nizam in 1800. After 
independence it was renamed as Rayalaseema which presently includes the districts of Anantapur,Chittoor, Kadapa, 
and Kurnool 

 
5Richard Lovett, The History of the London Missionary Society, p.136. 
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The Malas from Guvvalagudem and Jambuladinne asked for baptism and in one day, 80 people 

were baptised in 1853. 6 

In 1875, some Madigas from Atmakur village went to Ongole, requested missionary 

Clough to visit their village and instruct them in Christian principles. Clough sent Bejawada 

Paula and Guruvaiah with them to prepare the ways. In 1875, Clough and Dreck came to 

Atmakur and established church in Atmakur with 26 people. This was the first American Baptist 

church in Kurnool district. Later they expanded their ministry to Kurnool, and Nandyal. Nearly 

seven missionaries have worked in this district in eighteen years (till 1894), whose average term 

of the service of each being only two and one-half years. Famine swept the land. Sickness 

depleted the ranks of the missionaries, striking down one after another with the deadly ‘Kurnool 

fever’. Kurnool was called the ‘White Man’s Grave’. It was the missionary Arthur Stanton who 

came to Kurnool in 1894, expanded Christianity in many parts of the district by working forty 

years in Kurnool. 7 

Conversion is a lengthy process rather than a single event; it involves not only the 

question of a shift in religious loyalty but also social transformation in the lives of dalits of 

Rayalaseema. This transformation is not merely in the terms of material benefits but in the terms 

of creating a new identity, new social life and practices. 

Colonial rule was introduced in ceded districts through the imposition of the paramountcy 

of the British. As early as the first half of the nineteenth century the project of cultural modernity 

was initiated through the activities of protestant missionaries. The traditional social structure was 

transformed by the practice and popularization of Western education, schooling, and medicine 

and the circulation of knowledge. These institutional interventions and new discourses generated 

new subjectivies that were part of colonial modernity. The notions of progress and development 

                                                             
6Mangamma, Andhra DesamloKristavaMissionareelaSeeva, p.42 and and Benjamin, Andhra Pradesh Christava 
Sangha Charitra, p.4. 
 
7Ravela Joseph, Telugu Baptist SanghamulaCharitra(History of Telugu Baptist Churches), p.94. 
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that informed in multiple ways the activities of the missionaries and colonialists found ready 

acceptance and responses in Rayalaseema. 

An analysis of the socially situated experiences of the Dalits such as Madiga and Maala8 

in the colonial period, is necessary to understand the nature of their transformation in the context 

of colonial modernity. For this, one needs to explore their position in the social structure. The 

ceded districts were poorest in the whole South India. The country is bare and barren, with a few 

rocky hills and sandy river beds. The soil is poor, the rainfall is scant. The only rich man is the 

moneylender, whilst at the bottom of the scale are the landless outcastes, always living on the 

borders of starvation. They were treated as slaves, despised, abhorred and shunned by all. Their 

shadow was considered pollution. They were not allowed mingle with other castes as it was 

considered a disgrace to have them around. They were not allowed to draw water from the public 

well. They were illiterate and economically among the poorest classes of society. They were 

working under the Reddy landlords. They had a very unhygienic residential areas. They lived 

outside the villages in small thatched huts and were considered as untouchables. They ate 

carrion, were prone to lying, immorality, drunkenness and uncleanness and lived in perpetual 

debts to the Reddies. Small-pox, typhoid and cholera were yearly visitors of their dwellings, 

famines have been a recurring phenomenon and they performed rituals during the times of 

epidemics, drought, etc. They had strong faith in Karma and rebirth. They believed that it was 

their Karma to be born so because of some sin committed in the previous birth and that they 

were destined to that lot and nobody could change it. They worked as village gravediggers, 

leather workers and beat drums at the village festivals, funerals and marriages. They also worked 

as Yettis or messengers carrying news from village to village.9 

In the preliminary stage, I have explored the new social practices which emerged with the 

onset of the missionary discourse. The Brahman says that the outcaste is incapable of 

worshipping God, hence he is not allowed to enter a temple or even to look into the pages of the 

sacred Vedas lest he pollute them. But missionaries went to Dalit wadas (streets) said tothem that 
                                                             
8 In missionary texts they were named as low castes, non-castes and out castes. The term ‘Dalits’ is used in this 
paper for convenience. 
9 The Chronicle of the London Missionary Society, Nov, 1892, p, 255 and July 1935, p.166. 
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they were the children of God. They maintained that He made each individual and cares for 

everyone. Missionaries broke the taboo of untouchability and by entering into their wadas, they 

were bringing these ‘forbidden’ spaces into the folds of the public sphere, and by treating them 

with dignity, self-respect and as their fellow beings. Dignity, self-respect, patrons who will treat 

one as an equal were the powerful reasons for Dalits conversion. 

Another crucial factor that had a significant impact on the lives of Dalits in Rayalaseema 

was the spread of literacy because of missionary work. As Dalits introduction to letters signifies 

their reaching the threshold of cultural modernity, it is appropriate to reflect on its significance. 

In the history of Rayalaseema, for the first time Dalits and women got accessibility to education. 

The second half of the nineteenth century witnessed the setting up of boarding schools and 

industrial training institutes for boys and girls in the newly opened mission centres and in a few 

villages, within or on the border of the Dalit streets, they started Church-cum-schools. At the 

same time it should be noted that many Dalits had attended night schools where the scriptures 

were taught, which they attended after toiling hard in the landlord’s fields every day. It is 

remarkable to see how keen they were and eager to learn. Missionary sources speak of the 

functioning of the night schools, which they attended, in many cases buying a lantern and 

purchasing the oil for the school.10 

 There were many problems in running schools. First of all is the poverty of the people. 

The outcaste lives on the border-land of starvation. Every child must contribute to the support of 

the family. The younger children gather sticks for firewood or herd goats or buffaloes and the 

older children are hired out to Sudra masters for their food and a petty wage. To take a child 

away from these tasks and put him in school means a real sacrifice. Second thing is neither they 

nor their fathers ever went to school. In the midst of all these problems as Brahmin inspector 

wrote in visitor’s book after his inspection in one of village schools ‘the Missionaries are making 

Men out of Untouchables’.11 Both the acquisition of education in schools and new skills at 

                                                             
10 Arthur Stanton, The Awakening of India: Forty years among the Telugus p.128 
11 Ibid.,p.132 
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industrial training institutes like weaving, tailoring, carpentry, book binding, gardening and 

dyeing, opened by the missionaries were important to their overall development. 

The missionaries considered the simultaneous achievement of material and spiritual 

progress as essential. Material progress would refer to the acquisition of new skills, and modern 

education, which would sustain Dalits on their own. Spiritual development was evident to the 

missionaries in a manner in which the lives of the Dalit Christians were reorganised once they 

joined the congregations. The missionaries have noted the diligence with which the Dalits 

acquired new knowledge. Dalits showed amazing dedication in learning the scriptures, attending 

night schools, reforming their social practices such as food habits, developing habits of 

cleanliness, attending the divine service, learning of prayers, understanding of concepts such as 

sin and salvation, and the eventual repentance of their sins. In other words, the missionary 

sources speak abundantly of the fundamental changes they could observe among their Dalit 

followers.  

Modernity has created new human beings out of the control of bodily practices that were 

crucial to modernity. In colonial situations, such a new bodily practices became significant. It 

could be argued that such practices do not stand outside modernity, but, on the contrary, they 

constitute modernity to the people who have undergone such changes.  As Mohan says the 

transforming power of the ‘word’ was unprecedented in the lives of the Dalits. The term ‘word’ 

here refers to the word of the Lord as well as the secular word-both of which entered their minds 

through the missionaries’ efforts of teaching Christianity and made them to evaluate their lives 

and practices in the light of the new experience which helped them evolve new practices.12 They 

began to experience the effect of the notion of sin and repentance which were instrumental in 

changing their social conduct, which required the transformation of the self. They started to 

appear in clean clothes and ‘they gave up their toddy (drink) and abandoned the unclean practice 

of eating dead meat. There are numerous examples the testimony of people who joined the 

congregations, who took a moralistic position on many practices which they had earlier. “‘We 

are so careful about our words now’ said one, ‘and if a bad words comes, we feel so sorry’ said 
                                                             
12Sanal Mohan,p.85  
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another one’. Strange things happening. Men paid back money stolen or misappropriated, cleared 

off their debts, gave up tobacco and smoking. …the daily round of work was done with a new 

spirit and there was joy even in the common tasks. Conscience was active and sensitive and the 

heart soft and tender. If wrong was done, penitence and contrition followed and forgiveness was 

sought at once. They refused to beat the tom-toms in heathen processions and to slaughter the 

buffaloes at the shrine of heathen gods. They were obedient to their Sudra masters in their daily 

work and faithful in the discharge of all their duties’.13 

 Similarly as Mohan says they began to order their lives according to the new notion of 

time that was different from earlier notions of time which was determined by their work in upper 

caste Reddies fields. Now their notion of time began to be controlled by the prayer time and 

night classes organised by the missionaries.14 Observance of Sabbath and chanting prayers had 

become very significant for Dalit Christians. Both Sabbath and prayer introduced new spatio-

temporal practices among themselves and also in their relationships with upper castes. The 

observance of Sabbath as a holy day drives home a different notion of time/work continuum in 

which the idea of holy day- a day dedicated to the Lord without work – becomes important. 

Congregational and family prayers began to have a disciplining effect on the Dalit caste 

Christians, as local people who quite often belonged to the upper castes says,“ the village Reddi 

(magistrate) said that these people, once outcaste Madigas, were completely changed since 

becoming Christians”.15 

With the coming of the missions a number of Dalits were engaged in mission work as 

catechists, readers, and Bible women, and in other small jobs. Christianity brought new values. 

For the first time, Dalits were recognized and treated with importance as human beings by the 

missionaries. Through conversion they have become a part of ‘Christian community’. This shift 

in the world-view and the mentality of the people needs to be emphasised. Dalits experiences of 

the interaction with the missionaries should be understood as marking a crucial moment of 

                                                             
13 Arthur Stanton,p.69 and p.131 
14Sanal Mohan,p.30 
15Ravela Joseph,p.98 
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modernity. All the above new practices and changes considered essential for achieving equality 

and development.  

In their efforts to reach out Dalits, the missionaries had to often face opposition from 

Hindu upper castes. In fact, Dalits joining the missions have been perceived as one of the major 

challenges to the traditional caste society of Rayalaseema. From the time the Dalits showed a 

desire to become Christians, local discourse of hierarchy (the caste people, and particularly the 

village officials), was active in persecuting them. Dalits had to suffer in at least three levels by 

upper caste people: initially, violence in the form of beating the persons and burning down 

houses: secondly, false charges against the Christians in the courts, and thirdly, a form of boycott 

by the merchants who refused to sell goods to Dalit Christians and other classes refusing to offer 

work to them. But this did not happen to the upper caste converts.  Here is a description of 

persecution that generally followed the conversion: “You must no longer come into our village,” 

they were told. “I have no grains to sell you,” says the merchant; “Go elsewhere.” “I allowed you 

to enjoy that bit of land,” says the Karanam; “I don’t want you to do me little menial services,” 

says the Reddy”, “I will get another, and give him all your perquisites.” Being Christians they 

were not allowed to approach the wells.16 

Colonial intervention effected long-standing transformation of Dalits that led to the 

creation of new subjectivity that was shaped by the project of colonial modernity contained 

strands of missionary Christianity and modern education. This was instrumental in the evolution 

of a new social agency among the Dalits in Rayalaseema. The Anglican missionaries teaching of 

Protestantism and the Bible worked as source of enlightenment to the Dalits who joined the 

mission. The native Dalit preachers had made a remarkable impact as they had easy access to 

their own community. They were once Dalits who had no education, social status and were 

forbidden to the spaces like temple and schools.. Such persons after the conversion came to their 

own people with the power of the gospel, a message of equality and with the message that the 

God whom they found would love all of them equally. This had a significant impact on them as 
                                                             
16Hibbert-Ware. Christian Missions in the Telugu Country.p-60, and Stanton. The Awakening of India: Forty years 
among the Telugus.p.119 
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it was not just a verbal message but the message with visual changes such as change of clothing 

(practices), reading the Bible (education), having association with missionaries (status) and 

foremost the message of equality and love brought by them. The protestant teaching of the bible 

in fact provided a new world view to them. The Bible became a text that provided new social 

imagination to Dalits. 
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